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RAVE REVIEWS FOR 
A DROWNED KINGDOM

			“…A fallen kingdom gives rise to a legend…Othrun narrates, and is an intriguing lead…fascinating conversations help reveal who the people of both lands are…hectic sword-battles and harrowing escapes…standout…laid out with intricacy and care…” 

			—Four Star Rating from Foreword Clarion Reviews 


			“Richly detailed, Stuart draws you into a land of bitter rivalries and political intrigue, a novel of pure escapism…Not only does Stuart conjure a vast kingdom in vivid detail, he writes as if he himself were an old sage raised in Nantyx narrating from an ancient scroll…In a time where we find ourselves more confined than ever before, Stuart provides a welcome adventure transporting us far and away plunging us into a distant realm of magic and mystery.”

			—Matejs Kalns, Author of Beasts of the Night 

			“Author P.L. Stuart thrills and enchants with his debut book, A Drowned Kingdom…Beautiful descriptive writing…Through skillfully written dialogue, actions and mannerisms, each character is vividly brought to life, counterbalancing one another in gripping political intrigue, alliance, and romance…Lovers of book series like A Song of Ice and Fire and The Witcher will find themselves right at home. Political power play and an intriguing magic system in the hands of beguiling all-female mages along with thrilling battle scenes drives the pace forward, yet depth of character remains so poignant that every bit of action is filled with emotional stakes. A Drowned Kingdom has been one of the highlights of my reading list and with this strong first entry I expect great things for the series. I personally can’t wait for the next book, and I can highly recommend it to any Fantasy lover looking for an original and exceptionally crafted novel…I give this book 5 stars! I could give it 100! I could give it it’s own galaxy, it shines so bright!”  

			—Elizabeth Eckstein, Author of Quicksilver and Brimstone 

			“In his novel, Stuart presents a complex, fully realized world that intelligently draws on the Atlantis legend…Extensive, imaginative worldbuilding and stirring battle scenes bear resemblance to George R.R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire series…well-written…An inventive and often deeply involving fantasy…” 

			—Kirkus Reviews  

		

	
		
			For my mother, Carmen,
the best writer in our family,
and the best mother a man could hope for.
I love you with all my heart
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Prologue

			I stood there, and wept.

			I wept not because I had lost so much privilege, my lands, my sigil, and my rank. I was once the Second Prince, and thus second in line to the throne of the greatest kingdom the world had ever seen. I was Second Prince and born with all the advantages accorded to one of my noble birth. But I was Second Prince no more, and no longer able to claim that lofty title. Yet it was not for having lost the position of Second Prince that I wept. Losing my inheritance was lamentable, but that loss could have been even sadder, as I could have lost my head along with my rank. Certainly, that would have saddened me. Still, all that loss was not why I wept.

			I wept because no one lived that might cut off my head anymore. I wept, crushed by the enormity of it all. I wept, for none of it was supposed to happen. God help me, I thought, as I envisioned the children, worst of all. It was not supposed to happen to our precious, beloved children, all the little ones of our realm. Innocents, with guileless, laughing faces, who’d lived faultless lives, not yet familiar with sin, all snuffed out. My heart was shattered thinking of them. They were just babes. I wanted to shriek in agony, cry out at the unresponsive, intransient, uncaring waters, at the unfairness of them all being gone.

			I prayed for the tens of thousands of souls, but especially for our children. I finished my prayer and made the sign of the Triangle and the Circle, the symbol of our faith, to solidify my devotion. I touched the notch in my throat with my right hand’s index finger, drew a line diagonally to my right nipple, then another line across to my left nipple, then back up to my throat. With that same finger resting on my throat for a moment, I drew an imaginary circle on my chest that would surround the triangle, counter-clockwise, until I reached my throat again. That was the sign, the warding, and the invocation of our Single God, whom I prayed would take the poor dear children into His bosom. That sign was known all over the known world, amongst the godly and the pagan.

			It was the most revered sign on the earth, invented by the most revered priest to walk that earth, who was the father of the founder of our race. I wondered how our founder’s father—who perished at the hands of his own son—had felt as he offered himself to the blade of martyrdom. Was he scared, in his last moments? Was he in the ecstasy of sacrifice, of knowing that in death he would soon be close to the Single God? Was he blinded by hatred of his own son for his murder? I knew something of hatred between fathers and sons and thought it was a distinct possibility. Had he felt humbled and unworthy that he should be the catalyst for ensuring our people found their way to the true God? Just as the knife plunged down into his breast, had he felt betrayed by the Single God that he must give up his life? Did he have a crisis of faith in those last moments? Had he felt deserted, as I did under the weight of my responsibilities, despite all those I had with me, and all the potential that lay before me? Had he felt alone?

			I was alone too, except for the few men who were steering the ship or tending to the sail above deck with me. I was alone, save for the rest, below in the berth, who likely slept—at least those who could find sleep amidst the nightmares. In my mind, I could picture my survivors in that below deck, screaming, some wordlessly, their voices too hoarse to make any sound, their eyes bulged in horror, their faces constricted in rage, grief, and despair.

			I stood at the bow of my ship, the Proud-Stern. From the bow, I had a solitary view of the dark, endless sea. Dawn neared, and with it, our proximity to new lands. My Proud-Stern was the flagship of a fleet of eighteen sailing-galleys, whose oars were all drawn up. So, seventeen long hulls were arrayed behind Proud-Stern as she sliced through the Shimmering Sea, sails stiffened in favourable wind. Our eighteen ships were a pittance of what we islanders were. At its height, our navies numbered almost three thousand ships. Yet, our eighteen ships carried all who were presumed to have survived from our kingdom. Each ship carried one hundred, for a total of eighteen hundred persons. I was alone, but for eighteen hundreds of my people, the last of our kind. I was alone in my sole accountability for all their fates, for good or for ill. I did not wish to be a martyr, like the founder’s father, but I would willingly die to protect all of them, if I needed to.

			The reason we almost two thousand persons had left the kingdom, and thus lived, while all the other people had stayed and died, was that we—the survivors—were rebels. We were traitors to the Tri-Crown, the majestic three-part head adornment—part prelate’s cap, part warrior’s helm, part king’s coronet—worn by the monarchs of our island for more than five centuries, which represented my family’s royal power. And I, who was once Second Prince, was the head of the rebels.

			It was ironic that I, Othrun, should be called a revolutionary, much less a revolutionary leader. I was the namesake of a man known for inaction, who had a reputation for avoiding trouble at all costs. A man who likely would not have rebelled against his wife’s suggestion of what choice to have for supper, much less revolt against the mightiest realm on earth. While I was not known to be a sluggard like the Othrun I was named for, and considered myself a vigorous man, no one would have believed that my considerable energy would be turned traitorous. But I took to treachery against my lawful king with such apparent zeal, so ably … as if treason ran naturally in my blood and was bequeathed to me by that indolent Othrun I was named for.

			I made up for any sloth on the part of that other Othrun. I showed myself to be a man of bolder action than any in recent memory, for I had done the unthinkable: I denounced the royal sovereign, formed a plan for insurrection against him, and raised arms against the Tri-Crown. More than that, I lived to tell the tale. If there had been anyone left except the eighteen hundred with me to write the chronicle, I would have gone down in my kingdom’s annals as the most infamous man of my generation. But the cost of my infamy left me—despite any opportunity it presented—bereft, despondent, and almost numb.

			Yet, while I was torn apart inside by the ineffable catastrophe, I would do the same again, many times over. I was a lord, a knight, and a faithful supplicant of the Single God, the One God, the God of Life, Love, and Light. I was a man who broke his oaths to his king to keep his vows to his god. I was shattered, reduced to nothing, but I was still here, thanks to that god and that god’s messenger. Meanwhile, that king I rebelled against, who had forsaken all he should love, all that he should revere, was no more. But I, Othrun, once Second Prince, lived, and I had nearly two thousand followers, the last of our kind. I had youth, strength, and wits. I also had a promise to encourage me: a promise of greatness. But that promise was achieved by rebellion.

			A rebellion sprung from lust, betrayal, and blood.

		

	
		
			
Part One
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			The Second Prince

		

	
		
			
One

			I brought rebellion to our island after the reign of King Atalan, called the Falcon. The Falcon, who was the ninth king of that name, was my one-time father.

			Atalan Ninth had two heirs. The first, heir apparent and elder, was Erthal, First Prince and lord of the north half of our island kingdom, called Nantyx. I was the younger heir, Othrun, Second Prince, and ruler of the south part of the realm, known as Surtyx.

			The king’s first wife and cousin, Olana, had died in childbirth with Erthal. In a twist of bitter fate, the king’s second wife, Merin, also a cousin, perished as well, from bearing me squealing into the world—Merin, my mother, whose sweet smile I only saw in portraits, and whose tender caress I never felt. It was forever denied to me.

			The women in my family had scant fortune with pregnancy. With funerals and baptisms for ladies and infants of royal lineage, one often followed the other. The first question asked when a child of the blood was born was not, “What it shall be named?” It was not, “How much does it weigh?” Rather, it was, “Does the mother live?”

			That mother, my mother, did not live. Mother—hailed “the Merry Princess” by her loving subjects—was dead before her time, at not yet twenty years old. Mother did not live more than an hour after I was born, and thus died long before she would ever see strife arise between Erthal and me. From what I heard of Mother, who was said to be a gentle, caring soul, it was one of the few kindnesses of her death: that she never saw we two one-time brothers set against each other. It would have broken her heart.

			My rebellion’s inception came long after Mother’s death, when we lads, Erthal (seventeen) and I (fifteen) journeyed together over the sea. We sailed from our island to the shores of Acremia, continent of pagans. We princes were to be emissaries from Father, coming in peace to Acremia.

			At least that was what Father told the pagans.

			Truly, our trip was spawned of Father’s hope to learn of the resources, wealth, and military capabilities of the barbarian cultures controlling Acremia. Thus, the Falcon would have knowledge he could exploit and use to help him invade, and eventually conquer, all Acremia.

			Acremia was little-known, at least by our people. What was known was steeped largely in fables and legend. Acremia was a land of beauty, the ancient tales told. Still, there were some contemporary stories of the continent. Some lords of my island, courageous explorers, visited parts of Acremia and beyond, and upon their return, relayed what they saw. My elder cousin, Glathan, was among them. He and our other lords who went to Acremia did little but augment the stories of the continent’s grandeur, and its volatility. Majestic peaks rose in Acremia, and clear lakes there shimmered like glass, according to Glathan and the other nobles. The continent supposedly had fields of plenty, bountiful for harvest. Unfortunately, it was said that Acremia remained polluted by roaming barbarian hordes, led by competing heathen kings and chieftains who ravaged, burned, and slew those who opposed them. It was a place of marauders, rapists, and murderers, our lords said of Acremia. They told of a land of too many kings to keep track of, ever changing with rulers continually vanquished. New monarchs rose in their stead, then they too were overcome and replaced with yet different rulers in an endless cycle of instability.

			We learned from our lords who went to Acremia that kingdoms were incessantly being wiped out, then reformed, and so the pattern repeated. Boundaries were continually redrawn, and only the fiercest and hardiest realms remained somewhat constant and intact, where reign passed from king to heir without complete upheaval.

			If Acremia was to be conquered, much more would need to be known of the many sovereigns who held it. We islanders would need to understand what resistance, what obstacles, and what alliances could be expected, should we—the mightiest nation on earth—wish to have all those petty kings ultimately submit.

			Father, old by that time, and late to the throne because of the long life of his own father, still dreamed of sailing a mighty armada west to take Acremia, to show the domination of our people. He did not doubt the might of his navy. Of all the lands in the world, his ships were the greatest. The bravery of his mounted soldiers was undisputed. The superiority of his siege weapons was irresistible. He could sweep across the continent, as was done over the long years of our island’s domination in Atramland. Atramland was the continent near our homeland, which we call the “mainland,” where after centuries, several larger Atramlandish kingdoms had come under our heel. Thus, some measure of success was anticipated.

			But Father did not wish nominal gains. He wished to impose his will, to leave his mark, and to forge a lasting empire in Acremia, not just establish unwieldy, far-away colonies continually revolting against the Tri-Crown’s iron rule. Father knew he would have to leave a trail of blood, splattered across Acremia, to do it, as had been the case in Atramland. So be it. He would paint Acremia red in the blood of pagans if need be.

			Father, therefore, held out one hand in offer of friendship and peace to any Acremian kingdom who would take it. It was all a ruse. Father did not want peace in Acremia, except a peace he would bring post-conquest. He hoped the warring realms kept fighting each other. He wanted to leave those countries collectively weaker, which strengthened his own position. His friendship was contrived to draw an unsuspecting dupe, in need of allies and assistance against enemies, into his game. At the opportune moment, he would reach out his other hand to take all that he wanted.

			Messenger birds flew back and forth from our island to Acremia for several years. Yet numerous attempts to forge alliances with various kings bore no fruit. Why? We were so mighty! Who would not wish to have us as their friend? It was because there was little trust throughout the world for our kingdom, known as a good subjugator but a poor ally. Everyone expected we would eventually turn on whomever we befriended, and they were right. That was Father’s plan.

			That plot of Father’s was simple. He schemed to make friendship with an Acremian nation and supply them with help in the form of our superior weaponry, backed by our tremendous warriors and mighty ships. That support would help that nation defeat their enemies and acquire more territory. Then, when that nation became powerful enough, and completely aligned with us, we would turn on them. We would take all the lands from them that we had conquered together. Thus, we would establish a foothold in the continent. Once we had a foothold, we would gain more allies in the same fashion, then betray them and gain even more lands. We would repeat this pattern until we no longer needed allies of Acremians, no longer needed their knowledge of the continent, and eventually we would own all lands in Acremia.

			At first, there were no takers. Perhaps the Acremians sensed our plans would mean no good for whichever kingdoms were used to see Father’s plan to fruition. Yet Father finally found a willing partner in Acremia, who seemed naïve to our designs. Or if not ingenuous, the willing partner was fool enough to believe that they in turn could use us and outsmart us.

			That willing partner was found in Mag, King of Norsoon.

			Norsoon was a small but proud sea-faring kingdom on the eastern coast of northeast Acremia. “Sea-faring” was a kindness, meaning they were pirates. Northern Acremia, called the Sanaav, or Sanaavia, was land of the Sanaavians, a fierce people led by a collection of indomitable warlords, who had raid-vessels and capable sea captains of their own. Sanaavian piracy was well known to ravish the continent’s shorelines.

			The Sanaav contrasted with southern Acremia, known as Eltnia, ruled by the Eltnish. Eltnish tribes were similar of those in Sanaavia, but the main distinction was that the Eltnish were known for rampaging armies who razed cities to the ground, not menace on the seas.

			While far from the richest or the most important realms amongst Sanaavians or Eltnish, Father found Norsoon to be the most pliable, and the most interested in acquiring influential friends from across the ocean. Mag apparently had plenty of enemies in his environs, and could always use a little help with killing as many of them as possible. Enter Atalan Ninth, his new benefactor.

			It was fitting that one king meet with the other king. But Father’s advanced age and declining health made him unfit to travel the distance for the embassy. The stress of such a trip, it was feared, would have sent him to the grave earlier than planned. Besides, a pagan Sanaavian king was hardly an equal potentate to the world’s greatest godly sovereign. Therefore, we two princes would have to suffice as representatives of the mighty Atalan. So, Father commanded Erthal and I be dispatched to Norsoon.

			With the curiousness of both the king’s heirs being chanced on such a potentially dangerous excursion, some of our lords believed Father must have attached both urgency and importance to the mission. Some lords could not see the relevance being worthy of the risk. No previous king of our island had bothered with Acremia. It seemed too unmanageable and remote, and not worth the trouble. Holding onto our colonies in Atramland had gained us riches and ascendancy but proved exhausting. Mastery of Acremia looked even more draining, yet Father would not be deterred. My summation was that Father felt his life drawing to its end, and wished to live to hear of—if not see—his forces blanketing Acremia, led by his sons. He envisioned his falcon banner—a red bird with wings spread, soaring in its hunt, on a black background—raised over palisades of defeated pagan lords. He was one of very few of our island’s kings not to have amassed any new lands during his reign. He would not suffer the shame of dying ignominious.

			Perhaps, besides his own ambitions for conquest, the Falcon saw that only trouble and rivalry would come of his two young princes’ own aspirations. For Erthal and I were thought to be two princes who were hot for battle, impatient for glory, and hungry for power. There were no immediate enemies to fight during a long stretch of peace, no honour to win, nor throne yet to sit upon. So, it seemed the thinking was that it was better to send us together and see for ourselves what holdings there were to be gained in Acremia in the future. It was assumed we heirs might be at the head of conquering armies soon, so it was best we know who and what we would be conquering.

			We were two young princes who were very aware that we were but half-brothers, and that, although both of us were born to be great men, only one of us would rule the ancient kingdom. That would be Erthal, the eldest. Some of our lords said that providing new fiefdoms was desirable if Father planned to entertain his eldest son’s desire to be king of more than our island and our feudal estates, such as Berefet, Chanon, and Lifren on the mainland continent of Atramland. It was also a necessity if Father wished to satisfy my desire to be lord of something more than Surtyx, since as youngest son I could not rule the island kingdom. I’d never expressed such a desire to Father, yet who would refuse one’s lands, influence, and glory expanded? Father assumed that desire for me. He was not wrong. It was one of the few times I felt Father knew what was in my heart, for I did not believe he knew me well at all.

			What better places for Erthal and me to rule than acquired lands where savages bowed down to idols, and where infidels worshipped wind, earth, sun, and other elements, in their ignorance of the Single God? The Single God was the true God, the eternal Triangle and Circle, and the God of Life, Love, and Light. The Single God was the irresistible and only God. Just to be assured of the Single God’s inexorability, we islanders had torn down the Atramlandish pagans’ deplorable shrines and put their detested shamans to the sword. We’d supplanted those shrines with our holy temples and our reverent priests and priestesses, who’d replaced the shamans. Father planned that the idolatry of the Acremians would meet the same fate as the Atramlandish.

			After all, to be brought under rule of godly Atalan would surely save those heathen souls from apostasy. Save them, that is, once they were defeated, humbled, educated, and their sinful ways turned. Gaining fertile plains for farming, teeming waters filled with fish, and valleys brimming with fruit orchards for our island, was considered a small but fitting reward for our blessed race, compared to our work towards the salvation of pagan souls. No doubt, religious conversions of the Acremian pagans would make us islanders even more favoured by God, and be further proof that we were divinely chosen for greatness.

			No one, least of all King Atalan, ever dreamed that First Prince Erthal would forgo worship of the Single God, defend idolaters, and allow those same pagan gods to hold power in our island.

		

	
		
			
Two

			Thus, Erthal and I went—under the guise of friendship, but really in espionage for Father—to the shores of the Kingdom of Norsoon, in the lands of the Sanaavians, in Acremia.

			Norsoon, at first glance, was more picturesque than we’d imagined. We landed at a little cove, on a pebbled beach filled with puffins, nestled between two mountains, hard by a small mist-shrouded lake. Perhaps a mile away from the cove, on a slope, we could see the mead-hall of the King of Norsoon.

			Our four war-galleys were built with a shallow draft, allowing us to bring them right ashore. Those elegant and deadly craft were the pride of our massive navy, and the symbol of our military paramountcy in the world. We knew the Sanaavians fancied themselves masters of the seas, but I was certain we would awe them with the magnificence of our own ships, which were of a class they could not match. This exhibition of power setting the tone for how splendid we were, Erthal and I leaped onto the beach, striding boldly onto Sanaavian ground. It was my first time on the soil of Acremia, though it would not be my last.

			As we went towards Mag’s greeting entourage, waiting for us, we looked over at fifteen of Mag’s own war-boats, parked nearby on the same beach. Men scraped the barnacles from the sides of the boats, and patched holes. In truth, Mag’s boats looked no less menacing than our own, though they were aground and being repaired. They were graceful, about sixty feet long, and double-ended with cruel, curved prows. Those boats were the strength of Mag’s kingdom. They were a daunting fleet of light and swift death-bringers, each of which could ferry forty raiders, wreaking havoc on their prey. Though no sailor, I respected sea-power. A battle with our island’s fleet against the Sanaavians, I thought competitively, would be glorious. Of course, I did not doubt which nation would enjoy victory.

			We two young spies, along with forty of our royal bodyguard, were greeted by a party consisting of none other than Mag himself, two score of his own household troops, and several of his druids. These druids were the holy men of their peoples.

			“Druid” to me was merely another name for shaman. Fake priest. Charlatan. They were deplorable men who were the leaders of the idolatry, and who, I’d heard from my uncle, led practices of abominable human sacrifice. I vowed that, once we used Norsoon to conquer the rest of Acremia, if I had my way, any druids left alive would be the first to be put to the sword, to ensure we rid the continent of paganism for good. Cut off the head of the snake, and the snake cannot live.

			I was no coward, yet I shuddered at the sight of the druids, repulsed. The priests of our true religion of the Single God were holy ambassadors of the great temple. Our priests were esteemed for their virtue, revered for their piety, and at the pinnacle of our society, just below the nobility in terms of eminence. While I found enough personal connection with the Single God that I did not need our priests to help me feel any additional bond, I did respect our clergy, their place and position. Most priests, to me, were dignified if nothing else, solicitous, with a soft, unintimidating appearance, inviting trust. Such an appearance was needed, as often priests were eminent counsellors in our realm to us lords. It would not do to have advisors who made nobleman feel uneasy. If anyone should appear threatening, rather it be the lord, not the advisor.

			Not so with those horrid-looking, so-called holy men of Norsoon, who were frightening. At least to me, the druids were more imposing than their king. I assumed in Acremia, looking disconcerting to one’s enemies at parleys and such must be desirable in a confidant. Yet I could not visualize an island lord wanting one of these atrocious men at his side, whispering guidance in his ear. Our own priest waited on board one of our galleys, left behind so as not to be offended by the paganism of the embassy, and because it would be shameful to have the one true holy man in all Sanaavia so outnumbered by heretic druids during the greeting.

			The druids’ necklaces at their throats were made of children’s finger bones, and they wore rings through both nose and cheeks. They were gaunt and bare-chested, which was madness to us islanders in what we found to be the shivering cold of north Acremia, though it was summer on the continent. Their legs were painted in human blood, and each druid was missing a finger on the left hand. The absent digit was a rite of passage to their priesthood, or so I had heard from Glathan. They bore crooked staffs that they leaned on with the casualness of those who were used to power and respect in their society.

			So, it seemed those druids, like our own priests, had a great measure of esteem in their land. This loftiness was evidenced by the druids speaking on behalf of their king to us, two foreign princes, and to the two score of knights who’d accompanied us from our ships. Our other one hundred and twenty men remained on board our galleys, bows strung and ready to be trained on the greeting party. These knights on the ships would quickly be prepared to fire, then come ashore to give battle, should the peaceful embassy, for any reason, become sour. They were also ready to protect our ships if the Norsoonians, or other Sanaavians, decided our galleys would look pretty in their own fleet. They were ready to defend against any traps laid for us.

			In the end, the trap sprung was much more subtle than mere sword points.

			To our surprise, the druids spoke the Simple Tongue of Atramland, which was a crude tongue. Still, Simple was one of several languages in which we educated princes were versed, for which I was thankful as neither Erthal nor I understood their guttural Sanaavian speech. To our refined princely ears, the druids’ babbling sounded like the grunts of swine. I found it strange and improper that Mag himself did not address us, but instead used his druids. After all, the reason Erthal and I had come was so that royal could treatise with royal. I dismissed it, at first, as an oddity of their culture that Mag seemed reticent to speak to us directly and we were forced to converse with the lower-ranking druids. Later, I realised that it was all part of Mag’s craftiness, not some part of Sanaavian custom.

			Erthal and I stood in our finery, topped by the diadems crowning our brows. We wore silver ringmail, polished for weeks by the hands of squires, coated with sheens of oil, aimed to out-glisten the sun. Erthal’s surcoat, royal red, bore a white horse rearing, his own personal blazon. My surcoat, regal purple—my favourite colour—showed two gold crowns, the traditional sign for the Second Prince. Cloaks of the finest sable were pinned at our chests with diamond brooches. Swords hung at our sides, the hilts bejewelled, worth ten good men’s weight in gold. Fur-lined supple leather boots, of the highest quality, were on our feet.

			In such impressive deportment, we stood aghast. Appalled at the druids’ rough mastery of the Simple, taken aback at what contrast the druids struck to our glory, with their dirt, raggedness, and gruesome charms, and insulted that it seemed unfitting to have those frightful druids, rather than King Mag himself, speak on behalf of what supposed was to be a royal entourage come to greet us powerful guests. Finally, we were worried at the advisory from the druids that their king had brought great gifts for Erthal and me. We two princes exchanged a glance at this news. We feared, in our snobbery, of what low standard those gifts might be, seeing how strange and primitive a nation Norsoon seemed to be at that point.

			Overall, I was scornful. I wished I could bestow the heathens the gift of a bath. I turned up my nose at the reek emanating from the greeting party. I loved all manner of animals, and Erthal’s hounds, the beastly, ugly, smelly things, were among my favourites. If Erthal loved anything, he loved animals, dogs best of all. Compared to those nasty, stinking Norsoonians, Erthal’s hounds were perfumed.

			The King of Norsoon was a short, massively broad, unsmiling, grimy man, with a grey braided beard. Mag’s most impressive features were his bright hazel eyes, which gleamed with intelligence, belying his simple-minded appearance. He wore a tawdry black leather jerkin, and over that, a thick but tarnished black metal breastplate embossed with a sigil of two crossed red axes. He carried a short stabbing sword, as was the fashion of the Sanaavians. He was bare of head, wearing no crown, no symbol of his sovereignty. After the initial pleasantries by the druids, he waved his hand.

			At that signal, one of the druids gave me a heavy and unadorned gold choker. The choker was dented and scratched, but solid gold, and quite valuable. A bit of old dried blood edged one side. No doubt the choker was taken from the neck of some slain warrior vanquished by Norsoon. Horrified that the Norsoonians would not have bothered at least to clean the blood from their gift, I graciously bowed my acceptance of the choker, and passed it for safekeeping to Lyayr, my guard commander. I would have my men scrub from the gift any remnants of the original owner at a later time.

			Mag waved his hand again, towards his guard. That was a sign Erthal’s gift was to be brought. Meantime, I looked full measure at Mag’s guardsmen. Bigger, harder, meaner-looking men I never saw. Their heads were bricks, their shoulders were houses, their biceps were boulders, and their legs were tree-trunks. Their faces and bodies were inked in some unknown heathen scrawl. They carried spears, axes, and short swords, but like Mag, they were head-bare, with no helms. In fact, there was little to distinguish their appearance from their king, save they were far bigger, and they wore no metal plate, just boiled leather armour, black and unadorned. Black shields, with Mag’s sign of the crossed red axes, hung at their chests in a gesture of peace. I laughed inside at this last part, the irony of them displaying the sign of peace, for I’d taken stock of those Sanaavians. Those were not peaceful men. Peace was not natural to them. I could see it in their brutal but impassive faces.

			Those were men bred to kill.

			Mag’s guard parted ranks with precision. I noted this, surprised that the heathens seemed to be true soldiers, with appropriate discipline. A chill passed through me then, like a warning not to take them too lightly, not to take them just as boors.

			Then from between the row left by Mag’s guards, Erthal’s gift came forward.

			The gift was a tall, raven-haired woman, dressed only in a sheer kirtle, showing off a robust, splendid figure. Her full nipples were erect, poking through the thin fabric. Her face was immaculate, unmarked by scar or blemish. She had high cheekbones, pouty lips, and piercing grey eyes. Her beauty lit up the beach.

			No one spoke. Erthal, beside me, stood transfixed.

			The chief druid of Mag’s party explained that the dark-haired enchantress was named Dira. She was said to be Mag’s youngest and fairest daughter. As a present for potential alliance between Norsoon and their friends from far away, the druid went on, Mag offered Dira to Erthal, in honour of King Atalan, who the druid said could teach the Norsoon people things that only the wisdom of our advanced society possessed. We could teach the Norsoonians things like the making of great stone houses, bridges, and aqueducts. Things like fashioning light shirts of mail, and crafting swords to break lesser blades to slivers. We could show Mag’s people things that were beyond the skills of Norsoon.

			It was no trifle that King Mag offered his youngest and most beautiful daughter to Erthal, continued the chief druid. Mag planned to allow Erthal to take Dira as Erthal’s concubine for enjoyment while Erthal was reposed as a guest of Mag’s. This would be part of Mag’s payment to gain those desirable things the islanders could teach Mag. The druid went on to say that giving Dira to Erthal was no small gift, but that she was a worthy price to pay for the king to get the things he desired.

			In closing, the druid ensured to confirm that Dira was a maiden.

			Erthal was not easily impressed, nor was he one to be overt with emotion. Yet I saw that he was taken aback. He was captivated, entranced, even awestruck, but he recovered quickly. Erthal managed to murmur his appreciation of the king’s great gift, but in the same breath, he demurred. Not strongly, it seemed to me, but he demurred, nonetheless. Then the eloquent Erthal raised his voice and spoke of the ways of our people. He spoke of his chivalry as sworn knight, and of his faith in the Single God’s teachings. These things were sacrosanct, Erthal said. Propriety dictated that no honourable gentleman, and certainly no one of royal blood, much less the king’s eldest son and heir to the Tri-Crown, could so dishonour a virgin of such beauty. Such a dishonour by Erthal or any other man would ruin her dowry in future marriage for the great King of Norsoon.

			No, Erthal said, he could not forsake his knightly vows. He could do no such wrong in the eyes of the Single God. He had come to show Norsoon the virtue of the islanders, rather than indulge in ways sinful in the eyes of his god. Erthal, for his part, forgave the noble Mag his ignorance of the godly conventions of us visitors. He took no offence, at a gift given with good intent—a gift the First Prince of our noble kingdom respectfully declined.

			Mag’s expression did not change when the druid interpreted the rejection. The King of Norsoon looked bored. He scratched at a louse that troubled him as it burrowed in his heavy beard. Then he merely waved his hand again. One of the druids reached over and quickly and expertly disrobed Dira with a deft tug on her kirtle. She stood proudly naked and glorious, with a knowing smile twisted on the corner of her full lips.

			Again, I looked at Erthal. His expression remained unchanged, yet his colour betrayed him. A flush of red, hot desire, I knew, made Erthal’s face a rose. He was a strong man, though, and known for his iron will. He shook his head to indicate his continued refusal of Dira as a lover. To this reaction, Mag only shrugged, though those cold, intelligent eyes smiled in triumph.

			Mag knew he’d won.

			The act of greeting continued, as Erthal and I presented our gifts to Mag. Our men produced a satchel containing a hundred golds, stamped with the likeness of King Atalan Ninth, a small silver horn, and a copper decorative eating-plate. These items were paltry things, by the standards of our island’s wealth, for Mag had not yet earned more from us. We gave him enough not to insult him, but nothing of any overwhelming value. A hundred golds in our esteemed currency, we knew, could buy at least one war horse, several weapons, and good leather armour in the Sanaav. So, our gift was not insignificant, just no great bounty.

			While we visitors presented our gifts to Mag, Dira walked over towards Erthal. As she approached, our knights could not help staring brazenly at her, with their mouths hanging open, drinking in Dira’s voluptuousness as they observed her. Her hips swayed with every step, her firm breasts bouncing. I was wroth with our men at their gawking, but I could not blame them. I had to admit that Dira was magnificent. Seductively, she glided over to Erthal.

			She bowed gracefully before him, her rump jiggling deliciously. Then she rose on tiptoe and whispered into Erthal’s ear. Her hand was placed lightly on his shoulder while she spoke. Then she drew back and smiled up at him. Erthal cleared his throat. He spoke once more, addressing the chief druid, Mag’s mouthpiece. For Mag never said a word. The head druid claimed his king did not speak the Simple, only Sanaavian, but I did not believe it. Mag let his lackey do the work, I noted, while Mag stood by, watching. Mag saw that, though we styled ourselves great men, we were no less susceptible than lesser ones to a woman’s wiles. Doubtless, Mag laughed to himself and mocked our weakness, with us thinking we were so invincible. Not when a gorgeous woman was around, it seemed.

			For then Erthal said his mind was changed, and he had decided to accept Mag’s gift. I was stunned but could not disagree with Erthal openly in front of Mag and his crowd. We islanders had to show not merely nobility but superiority. To challenge our leader with the Norsoonians watching would have been rude, openly disrespectful, and make us appear fractious. We had come to Acremia to show we were the betters of the heathens, so our behaviour had to be better in kind. Besides, Erthal was the high lord among us islanders on that trip. As First Prince of our realm, with only our king higher in rank, Erthal commanded our crews. No one could deny his right to accept Dira, though it was wrong, as Erthal himself had stated. But with his acceptance, our greeting concluded. Mag got his way, and so did Erthal. Ushered by the smirking druids, the greeting party, Erthal, and I, and our forty personal guards, along with Dira, clothed once more, trekked to Mag’s crude hall.

			The mead-hall was about one hundred feet long and fifty feet across. The interweaving of reeds and branches formed an inner wall. The outer-wall and roof were made of a stout timber, dense and thick to withstand winters in Norsoon. These winters, we heard, were so harsh that one night of them would have killed us islanders with the cold. The exterior was to me the best part of the mead-hall. The interior was dreary and cramped. One huge, long, rough wooden table was in the centre of the space, and even cruder benches were on either side. What passed for Mag’s throne, which was barely more than a large raised stool, was at the head of the table. Two additional simple chairs were crammed together at the table’s opposite end, past the benches, as overflow seats for visiting guests. The table was stained with grease and fat smearing, and littered with knives, bowls, and goblets.

			The main colour of the hall was in a series of bright rectangular banners hanging from the roof. Mag’s black one, with the red axes crossed, was the biggest of the banners, and that one hung over his throne. Down the length of the table on both sides were draped twenty or more such standards, of various shades and sigils. A white one with a grey goat here. A red one with a brown fox there. Another white horse, like Erthal’s emblem, but on green instead of red. These were the banners of Mag’s earls. Other than these heraldic displays, there was little brightness about the place, except from a good-sized fire pit at the end of the hall behind Mag’s chair, and light from two large torches wall-mounted on either side of the main table. At least the mead-hall was warm. The floor was made of the same wood as the walls and roof, though there were no rugs or carpet, and only straw to soften the floor for sleeping.

			Our knights and I spent the evening by the hall’s fire, with Mag’s earls. The earls were slightly, and only slightly, more elegant than the hulking guards were. Still, they had good, strong ale aplenty, and while I was not a man to like ale, it did me fine that night. And though I did not wish to admit that their ale was better than the ale of our island, it was. Soon, toasts to our health were made, and then slabs of deer were brought forth for all to eat. The venison was a bit gamey for our tastes. Nonetheless, we were hungry, so we devoured it. We princes, earls, and knights celebrated our new friendship with rousing tales of battle, and songs of war and death. These songs were the universal language of warriors, regardless of their origin. We spoke of future alliances between our island and Norsoon. We pounded each other’s backs, and embraced each other, while we sang lustily together.

			We were drunk.

			I supposed the rest of us visitors were not as important as Erthal. No women were provided for us by Mag, only the company of the earls. In fact, the hall was strangely absent of any other women. No serving girls, no wives, nor any women of the earls were present. Not that I wished for such amusement, for I was steadfast to my betrothed. Still, it would have been polite to have been offered. If nothing else, though I knew the order of precedence, I never liked to feel so much less than Erthal. Regardless, I found the whole thing curious. It was as if Mag purposely removed all women from sight, so that Dira might shine all the better. Thinking back on it, he likely did, making it that much easier to ensnare us. Nonetheless, our knights and I had a merry time, that first twilight in Norsoon.

			Erthal did not share in that ribaldry. He spent that evening, and most evenings afterwards during our trip, speaking quietly in Simple with Dira, just outside the hall, only the two of them. Despite my protests, we did not see him much during our visit, but we heard him well enough—at nighttime, in the great hall where we all slept together as the moon came up over the mountains. Erthal and Dira were partitioned away from us other islanders, and away from the earls of Norsoon, near the door to the hall. That cordoned off area passed for a bedroom. The barbarians did not have separate chambers in their humble lodgings, in the manner that we islanders were accustomed to. The partition was there for Erthal, and it was a luxury provided only for the First Prince, for some illusion of privacy, and some modicum of decency for his shameful behaviour.

			For we heard our dashing First Prince and the luscious Dira as they rutted together, vigorously, for six nights going.

		

	
		
			
Three

			We two princes stepped out of the mead-hall one morning, the seventh of our visit. It was there that I shouted at Erthal, as we argued for the cause of Erthal sleeping with Dira. No one witnessed my shouting, save a troop of ten of Mag’s silent brutes who stood outside as guard. I was sure that the king’s men would report our quarrel back to Mag. But I lost my temper and was too hot to care of the appearance of discord anymore. What Erthal did by humping Dira was far worse than me looking insubordinate to the Norsoonians, and eventually I exploded.

			I lost it when Erthal said that we would stay longer in Norsoon than the planned ten-day trip, by an extension of another half-fortnight.

			“To better acclimate to the culture,” claimed Erthal of the reason for staying longer, with me not believing for a second that was the true reason for us to overstay our welcome in Norsoon. “To give a more thorough report to Father.”

			“A week’s delay will make Father fret,” I said at first, trying reason and more gentle tactics. “We don’t have a bird to send. We’d have to beg for one from Mag. We’d have to send Father notice if we’re staying longer. He’ll worry if we stay so long with no word.”

			“He won’t,” countered Erthal, obstinately. “He’ll expect delays. Delays mean things are going well.” 

			Things were not going well, in my mind. Not if things continued with all Erthal’s energies spent on plowing Dira, and little on our actual mission. Making no progress with gentility, I turned swiftly merciless. I angrily raised my voice: “Save volume, frequency, intensity of mewing, grunting, groaning, and ado you make with that woman once night sets in,” I yelled, “I’ve learned little to report to Father! Have you no shame?”

			Erthal seldom lost his temper, nor did he that time. Instead, he was all ice, his eyes like glaciers as he regarded me with derision. He quietly sneered, “Like offal, you lay your contempt of me at my feet. Then you’d have me stoop to lap it up like one of my hounds, as if I begged for your scorn?”

			“You dishonour us,” I hissed. “You should’ve refused this pagan king’s gift. Are we not better than them?”

			“I’m your better,” he replied coldly. “I’m the eldest and your future king. I have sway here.”

			“Do you?” I challenged him. “You show weakness for this Dira. And I see more than lust in your eyes. I see something I’ve not seen before.” It was true. I sensed more than a routine dalliance, though I could hardly believe it. “I see something else for this pagan whore styled as a princess.” I could barely stomach to get the next words out: “Do you love her?”

			Erthal’s silence to my question, the way he pursed his lips, and a flicker in his gaze betrayed him. When I mentioned Dira’s name, his reaction was an admission for me.

			I was correct. Glathan always told me that I had a talent for reading other’s desires and motivations, and I could read my brother’s too. To my wonder, the frigid Erthal was in love.

			“Brother,” I shook my head in disgust. “What’re you thinking? Snared in feelings for a dirty heathen girl. You thought her a virgin?”

			“My thoughts are none of your concern,” he said. “And never again malign her maidenhead, or refer to her as a whore, in my presence or out of it, unless you don’t fear my displeasure. I vouch for her virginity, not that I require your approbation of it. As for my feelings, like my thoughts, they’re my business, not yours.”

			I stepped closer to him then. He was taller, wider, and older than me. Still, I felt the elder. He erred. I saw the erring of his ways, and I would not stay silent about it. Things were always difficult between us. He would have castigated me for any failings on my part, so there was no chance I would not vigorously point out his. “Put your feelings aside, Brother,” I warned him. “Or risk getting put aside yourself.”

			At this, Erthal laughed scornfully. “You threaten me, Brother? You threaten to supplant me? You?”

			“Not me,” I responded. “I would never rise against you, Brother.” Fateful words I spoke that day, which haunted me later. “But Father won’t stand for this. You risk his ire. For you risk this potential alliance by playing with Dira. I’ll remind you, it’s Father’s alliance, not yours to gamble with. A hard-won alliance. Besides this, you said it yourself: She was a maid.” I still had my doubts as to her virginity. I’d had my share of court dalliances by then, at fifteen, with seasoned, lonely courtiers who were by no means virgins. And, of course, I had the occasional whore. I considered myself a man of decent experience with the fairer sex. Dira seemed to me too practiced in her seduction arts to be a novice. “You’d wreck her father’s dowry?”

			“I wreck nothing,” said Erthal. “Mag offered. I took the offer. If Mag was so worried about her dowry, he should’ve thought of that before he sent her to my bed.”

			I snorted. “If that’s all she is, just for bedding that could be borne. But you love her. Nothing good can come of it.” In my belly, a storm brewed. Something bad would result of Erthal’s liaison, and I could feel it in my bones. “Don’t you see? She’s a pagan. You can’t keep her as your mistress! I can see you want to, but what sense is that? Why keep a pagan mistress here, thousands of miles away from home in this cold land? You’d only be seeing her if our alliance with Norsoon flowers. Even then, you’d see her seldom. One day you’ll wear the Tri-Crown, and she’ll be here, four hundred miles west as the crow flies from what will be your throne. You’ll be too busy ruling to dabble with a heathen mistress so far away.”

			Then I saw it, again, in his eyes: that love, or whatever it was, for Dira. I knew him well. If he loved her, there would be no separation for the two of them. Erthal was just as stubborn as I was. Quickly, I turned worried instead of angry. It came to me that Erthal had no intention on having a romance with the distance of an ocean keeping the two new lovers apart. He had no intention of leaving Dira behind.

			“Or worse,” I went on, lowering my voice, “do you dream to bring her back home with us?” I grew increasingly alarmed at the thought. “Will whomever you marry of our highborn ladies be dishonoured of your continued affair with an unwashed barbarian, in plain sight?”

			Erthal was not betrothed to anyone since no one suitable enough had been found. No one deemed advantageous enough to form a dynastic match with Erthal had emerged from among our female nobility. Nor, for all his good looks, intellect, well-made frame, and position as incumbent king, did there seem to be a love partner who pined for the First Prince. To boot, Erthal was not besotted over anyone. No island lady of beauty or any other woman had melted the once-cold heart of our future king—a cold heart until he laid eyes on Dira, it seemed. Yet one day Erthal was to be married to some woman of our island. Not just any woman of noble heritage would do, as the woman had to be one of our royal blood. The blood of those who sat on the throne must remain clean. A First Prince dabbling with other noble women, or with commoners, was expected if he was discreet. By-blows were understood, while Erthal had not ascended to the kingship. Yet, no illegitimates could inherit by our laws, and no stain of bastardy could mar our reputations. No upstarts could ever even be acknowledged, much less sully the throne. Erthal could have his fun, but fun was all it was to be.

			Surely, he could not have thought to enjoy that fun though, openly, with one not of our faith. Sporting a dalliance with one who did not praise the Single God, the Triangle, and the Circle, the true God, once we were back within the borders of our realm, was not to be contemplated. Humping Dira far away from the eyes of Father and our people was one thing. Humping her back home, right under our noses, was another thing entirely and was totally unacceptable for the future monarch.

			Erthal knew this. He would be king, so it was his duty to know. I knew it too, and it was my duty to keep him from such errant behaviour. He knew my role, as Second Prince, as well. I pressed him. “Will Father know of all this? Would he approve? You know the answer could never be yes.”

			Erthal said nothing, pursing his lips. For a moment, the coldness left him, and his face slackened. He looked, momentarily, like the gentle soul I’d seen emerge in rare moments of our life together. I softened to match, and my wrath cooled. “Brother, I implore you. Think sensibly here. You’d take this princess from her home and kin, away from where she belongs, to be stowed away in our kingdom as a foreign heathen amongst the godly. You’d take her, to be sampled in secret whenever you wish to pleasure yourself, under the nose of your future queen, whoever that is. Is any of it wise? To separate her from all she’s known, anger Father, anger your future queen … is it worth all the trouble?”

			Erthal turned around, with his broad back to me. His muscled shoulders heaved as he sighed. I knew I’d hit the mark. What petrified me was that Erthal and I were the same when it came to infidelity. Neither of us was given to casual affairs once married, although our stance was not typical for men of our stature, who tended to enjoy extramarital fun even while inside marriage bonds. We differed, however, in that I would be faithful to my wife for reasons of love, piety, and duty. Erthal would be monogamous once married only for the last two matters of those three. I’d believed he would never love any woman, at least not the way I would. That had not worried me; in fact, it pleased me. He would not listen to his wife over me if he did not love her. Not that he loved me much, but I believed he did love me at least a little, and that he trusted my counsel, even if he seldom took it.

			So, it was concerning that he could love Dira, for it meant he could love anyone. It could mean catastrophe, particularly for me. It meant that he could love the wife he married. Once he fell in love and married, and of course I believed then he could never marry Dira, he might never listen to me again. Instead, he would listen to that wife, whoever it was, if he loved her. I always thought he would love his crown only, marry for necessity, and keep me in his confidence—that no woman would come between us despite the dysfunction in our bond. At least that was what I always believed.

			So, marrying for necessity aside, like me, Erthal would take the sanctity of his marriage vows seriously. The sacredness of his one-day office as king and titular defender of the faith would be hallowed to Erthal. And in that office, to be a devoted and faithful husband as an example to all who were devout was paramount. At least, the appearance of fidelity was important. I could deal more with Erthal being unfaithful than rejecting my counsel because he wished to be loving and faithful. It was selfish, I knew, but it was just that I felt I would yet be favoured as a confidant over his wife. It was also hypocritical, on my part, but so be it. Erthal would not be the one I trusted with all my secrets. That person would be my own wife, whom I would love unreservedly.

			Unlike Erthal, it was easy for me to be in love, to be monogamous, and to have my wife as my best friend. Moreover, I could still maintain devotion to the Single God, by marrying a godly woman, while marrying someone appropriate. My marriage promise was to one of my cousins, as was traditional. My betrothed’s name was Aliaz, and she was a tiny beauty with a pious exterior and a passionate soul, who loved me as fiercely as I adored her. I planned to be faithful to her and to love no other once we were wed. In my case, it would be easy to do my duty and marry as a good prince should, according to his station and his beliefs. I had no such conflicts as Erthal, whose feelings were entangled with the Sanaavian, a woman who was several rungs below the ladder of passable heritage, and a heathen to boot.

			It was then I first feared that he thought far wilder than merely keeping Dira as a mistress.

			Erthal turned his head not completely, about to behold me, just partway. I looked at his striking profile. I watched him watch the silent guard watching us, saying nothing. Erthal and I were speaking in our own tongue, the High Atramlandish tongue of our people, all the while. It would not have mattered if the Norsoon guards listened to us. What could they know, other than it was obvious we quarrelled? Yet, eerily, I felt as if those thuggish men could understand us. I told myself it was impossible, that they secretly laughed and relished seeing us argue.

			Still, the nagging thought lingered with me that everything Mag had done since we arrived in Norsoon was by careful design. I felt Mag had managed to deceive the deceivers we thought we were, in his own game. I believed Mag’s game all along was to snare a prince, and future king of a mighty nation, into his own household. I glared at the Norsoonians impotently. It was as if I dared them to admit that they knew my debate with Erthal was over their princess, and that they knew of Mag’s schemes. They ignored us, silent and implacable. I snarled inwardly with frustration at everything, and turned back to Erthal, but the feeling that the guardsmen listened and comprehended us remained with me.

			Erthal sighed again, more heavily. “I’ll marry her,” he said, in all but a whisper, insistently.

			I froze in horror. I was right. The situation had spiralled out of control. I managed to whisper urgently to Erthal’s back, in turn, “You can’t!”

			“I must,” he said, more gently than I ever heard him say anything in all our lives together. “They’ll kill her, if I don’t.”

			“She told you that?” I asked softly, startled.

			“Yes,” Erthal said. His voice was deathly quiet, and his body perfectly still. “That’s what she whispered to me when I declined to take her at first. She told me that if I refuse her maidenhead, she dies. If I wasn’t convinced to lie with her, and to … to allow myself to love her, and to marry her, she was finished. If her charms failed, she said that her life was forfeit. In failure, she’s to be sacrificed to Udyn, their overlord god.”

			Instinctively, my hand went to my empty hip, which was a fruitless gesture, borne out of habit. I was unarmed. My sword, called Biter, was fifty feet away, propped up against the hall’s doorway, under watch of Mag’s men, along with Erthal’s sword, known as Taker, and the swords of our guard that came with us to Mag’s hall. Like all kings throughout the world, Mag was not foolish enough to permit anyone but his own household guards to bear weapons in his ale-hall, lest those swords be turned against him, or when drunken men forget themselves, turned against each other.

			I sighed too. Having first scorned Dira, suddenly hearing her imperilled, I was ready to defend her. I was prepared to save her from sacrificial offering, as I would any other woman so threatened. The chivalry of my code ran deep in me, as it did in all of us knights. It was a code that was not easily eschewed. That did not mean I wanted Dira for Erthal. It only meant that instilled in me was the urge to protect any woman endangered. “You believe her?” I asked.

			“Does it matter?” he replied. “I love her. And the deed is done. She bled, therefore that proves she was a maiden. No matter what the laws are here in Norsoon or Sanaavia, I took her virginity. So, I must wed her, by code of knightly honor, by my chivalry, such as it is.” He laughed, but it was a hard laugh, full of regret. Cold though he was, there could never be any doubt of Erthal’s adherence to his oaths of knighthood, and it would have pained him to violate those oaths, even for the pleasure of bedding Dira. At least, I did not doubt his honour back then, though I came to doubt it later. “Not to do so would mean further dishonour. I’ve lain with her prior to pledging myself to her.”

			I ignored this and repeated myself. “You believe her?”

			“That her life is threatened?” he asked. “Yes, I believe her.”

			Again, reflexively, I touched my waist where my sword would have been. “Fuckers,” I said under my breath, cursing the Norsoonians. I cursed Mag, and I cursed the druids, who I figured were behind the plans for sacrificing Dira. I saw in my mind a knife being driven with glee by the head druid into Dira’s lovely breast. “We could kill them,” I muttered, so only Erthal could hear. “We could kill them, then free her.”

			“No better way to end an alliance with finality.” Erthal turned back to face me, and smirked. “Believe me, I thought about it too. No good. Suicide.”

			I thought it through as well. Grudgingly, I agreed. There were too many of them, too few of us. Many more guards, at least a hundred like the grim-faced murderers outside the king’s mead-hall, lined the way back, at intervals, from where we stood to our ships, supposedly for our royal protection. Mag’s earls, plus their own guard, from what I could tell, numbered at least another hundred. Over the past few days of our visit, I had seen at least another five hundred different warriors of Norsoon come to visit Mag at his hall. Those warriors lounged about Mag’s capitol, some on the pebbled beach, supposedly further assisting with ship repair, but I believed truly to keep an eye on our men who stayed on board our war galleys. We two princes had brought one hundred and sixty knights with us to Norsoon, but that was not enough. Even if Erthal, I, and our guard of forty got our hands on our swords, which we only would upon departure, and rallied the rest of our men from our ships, it would be a pointless fight that would end in slaughter. Most if not all we islanders who came to Norsoon would be dead.

			“Besides,” Erthal went on, “free her to what end? Say we kill them all. I’d earn only her hate. She loves her people, and her father. She forgives him despite that he would sacrifice her. It’s their way. It’s strange to us, but still, it’s their way. Moreover, we’d lose our new allies if we fought them now. You didn’t forget to lecture me on the importance of our mission, Brother. I haven’t forgotten that lecture. Our mission, tasked from Father, is to establish relations and make allies of the Norsoon people. Fight them, and we fail in that mission. On the other hand, marry Dira, and our alliance is secured. She’s the youngest of six daughters. She’ll inherit little here but a small corner of a pile of dirt. Her parents shan’t miss her if I take her. To the contrary, they’d be overjoyed of her amazing fortune. Being my queen would be marrying so far above her station it would be like going to the moon. You want her freed, you say, as a chivalrous knight and prince? Well, so do I, because I love her. Marrying her frees her. She’ll be free of this place. She’ll be free of what passes for royal habitation here, that for us of high birth amounts to barely more than squalor. She’ll be taken to a place and position beyond her wildest dreams.”

			“Isn’t that the point?” I contended. “She’s too far beneath you!” I thought Erthal had gone mad, since he seemed to believe the heathen girl could be our queen. Beautiful or not, that was unconscionable. I had to make him see sense. “We came here to play the heathen. Don’t you see we’re the ones played! I doubt her life is in danger. You’re beguiled! Your chivalry is being used against you. Your sympathy is being toyed with.” I did not know until then that he had any sympathy in him. He’d seemed to have little for me, or anyone else, until he found it with Dira. “You’re being tricked into taking her maidenhead and marrying her. No petty king in Acremia, were he lord of all the Sanaav, should dream to aspire so high as to have his daughter wed to our future king. Still, doubtless, that was Mag’s plan all along, and he does aspire so high.”

			“Moot,” said Erthal. “If that was his plan, it succeeded. I love her.” That was the third time that he’d proclaimed his love for Dira. That any woman could wring such emotion from Erthal was a revelation I never thought I would witness.

			“Not love,” I pleaded. I became desperate. I did not know how to deal with Erthal in love. “It’s lust, guilt, or something else, maybe. It’s not love. I pray, don’t do this, Brother. Father will never forgive you.”

			Then it was my turn to be surprised at how much I feared for Erthal, at how much I cared about him, and at how much I dreaded Father’s reaction. Perhaps most brothers in my position would have hoped for a rift to open between Erthal and Father. Those types of brothers would have wished for displeasure from our king at the actions of his heir apparent. After all, such an issue between them might have meant a chance for additional favour gained for me, at the expense of Erthal. Since our relationship as siblings had always been fraught with more animus than amity, other men would have relished the stirring up of trouble, especially if it gained me leverage with Father. Leverage with Father was something always hard for me to come by. But I did not look for favour earned that way. I did not seek for Erthal’s misfortune to become my gain. There was no denying I was an ambitious man in my own way. But, strangely, I loved Erthal more than any ambition. Thus, I invoked Father’s name to dissuade Erthal, and not to gain any advantage for myself. I genuinely wanted to save Erthal from heartbreak and punishment.

			“We came here to learn of troop sizes,” I said, still trying. “We came here to learn of defenses of fortifications, of court politics of Norsoon and surrounding kingdoms. We didn’t come here to get you a wife, and certainly not a heathen one. You can’t marry her. Abjure this course, Brother. It can only bring you grief, and the opposite of the happiness you seek.”

			The coldness in Erthal returned, and he hardened against me. He was lost to me then. “I seek not merely happiness. We came here to seek alliances. What better way than through our marriage? I’ll marry Dira. I’ve spoken. It’s final.”

			A last resort, I said, “Uncle will be less than pleased.”

			That one almost worked, I thought, giving Erthal pause, as he pondered the unpleasantness of having to tell Uncle that he wanted to marry a heathen princess. We only feared Father. Uncle, the great Prince Yedwol the Old, terrified us. But even fear of Old Yedwol was not enough. In the end, I failed.

			“I’ve spoken, Othrun.” Erthal said that in a voice of finality. He said that in the voice that seldom called me by my name. That was the voice that said he would be king, and that his whims and wishes were to become my obligations and duties. That was the voice that said I was to be his liegeman, and that he would brook no disobedience from me.

			It was no use, and so I acquiesced, giving a short bow. “So, the First Prince has spoken. So shall it be done, Sire.”

		

	
		
			
Four

			We remained another week in Norsoon, but we sent no messenger bird to advise Father that we would be late. Because of that, I fretted. I did not like to think of Father worrying of us, fearing perhaps that the pagans had turned on us and murdered us. If he believed that, his grief would be unthinkable. At least, I knew his grief would be unthinkable for losing Erthal, his favourite, for love of him. For losing me, his least favourite, whom he would still consider valuable for being one of his heirs, Father’s reaction would be more like cold anger, from the fury of losing an asset that belonged to him, unlawfully taken by another king. And the sorrow and wrath of the Falcon if he lost both heirs would be incomprehensible. He would unleash the might of our navies on Mag, and Norsoon would be swept away like flotsam, in horrible and exacting vengeance for killing the sons of the Falcon.

			More than the worry of hearing nothing from us, and the angst and anger that we might be dead that could drive Father to bloody revenge and invasion, I feared most that the fretting over us, the not hearing of any news of us, might kill him. Father was no longer the indestructible lord of my youth. The Falcon was growing old and more infirm. If Erthal shared this worry, he did not show it. As had been his wont the first week of the trip, he idled away the additional time we spent in Norsoon in carefree fashion with Dira.

			Unlike Erthal, I had no woman to keep me so occupied. To pass the time, and because I loved to be clean, I bathed every day in the freezing but pristine water of the cove. I spent hours listening to Mag’s earls bragging of their battle plans to defeat their enemies since we islanders had become their allies. I listened to them intently, as I tried to learn as much as I could about the Sanaavian warlords, their habits, and their weaknesses, and to glean any other intelligence that might be worthwhile to bring back to Father. I spent even more hours drinking ale and brooding, unable to escape the tedium. I hated spending nights lying in Mag’s hall. It would have been rude to spend the nights on board one of our galleys, where the sleeping arrangements were somewhat more comfortable, as even though I would have slept between rowing benches, or on the deck, I would have had more room to myself. But sleeping away from the mead-hall would mean I would be denied ability to mingle with the earls to the same degree and learn what I could of them. And it was best to gain knowledge of the earls when they were inebriated, after the evening’s meal, when the revelry began. Ale loosened men’s tongues better than anything else, including mine. So, I struggled to remain a bit more sober than the lords of Norsoon every evening, so I could later recall whatever of value was said to me when the earls were more open with their words after the drink took hold of them. At the same time, I tried not to give away anything too sensitive of my island’s own plans when the same ale began to affect me.

			Therefore, for the sake of our mission, I continued to sleep with my personal guard, that of Erthal’s, Mag’s earls and their retainers, and of course, Erthal and Dira, all crammed into the mead-hall. Mag spent no time with us. I discovered Mag’s own royal hut was not thirty yards behind the mead-hall, surrounded by another series of huts for his many daughters and their families. Thank the Single God, Mag had his own private accommodations or else it would have been too crowded for me to stomach at night, what with the odours of stale vomit, unwashed flesh, stinking meat, spilled ale, and Erthal’s couplings with Dira.

			The highlight of our trip was a lovely day when the sky above the two mountains framing Mag’s hall and residences dawned pink, and it was warm and clear. Mag himself, whom we had seen little of since our arrival, and his only son and heir Prince Vel, and two of Mag’s senior earls and their guard, took Erthal, Dira, and I, partway up the side of the eastern-most of the two mountains, so that we princes might behold the rest of Mag’s kingdom. I saw an abundance of deer up in those heights, skittering away from our intrusion, throughout our journey upwards. It was then that I realized why the fare in the mead-hall consisted too much of venison. It had grown tiresome to me, like everything in Norsoon. It took us half the day just to reach a proper vantage point where we could survey the kingdom, and the rest of the day, just before dark set in, to get back down, but even the soreness in my legs from climbing felt good, as did my bruised fingers from finding handholds in the mountain rock.

			At the end of our hike up, I looked down and about us on all sides. Though it was sizeable, there was little of Mag’s kingdom to boast of. As Erthal said, and as my eyes confirmed, Norsoon was just a massive pile of dirt. Below us lay dozens of villages scattered across long miles of brown, hard-scrabble grass and stone. There were great muddy tracts of land that were fallow, and I saw few plots that could be farmland. Yet many of the tiny thatched houses had pens encircling them, and fat swine, scrawny chickens, and ragged goats roamed within the pens. It was clear to me that the Norsoonians, for all their feared repute as pirates, were simply pig-farmers by trade. And it also became apparent, seeing the conditions of the rest of the Kingdom of Norsoon, that King Mag’s capitol, between the two summits, by the water, was by far the prettiest and richest part of his realm. The remainder of Mag’s realm was bland, and penurious, from what I could see. Norsoon was at least thirty miles long and half that wide. All that useless space, taken up by peasants who eked out a meagre, futile life in the muck. At least the mountains were more than just scenic, for they ringed the kingdom in from its opponents, making it somewhat defensible. If one could find the virtue in attacking it, that is.

			I wondered to myself, is that it? Is that what Father was so determined to bring to heel? Surely not all Sanaavia could be that meagre, and that unworthy of us wasting good men to take it. One could barely grow a turnip in the poor Norsoonian soil, and other than the pigs, there were no farm animals of real value, for I saw no cattle. If other parts of Acremia were far better, the way travellers like my cousin described them, it was a shame that we islanders seemed to have picked one of the most downtrodden nations in the continent for our first ally.

			As I thought this, while Mag still stayed silent and ignored Erthal and me, Vel looked at me. Though I voiced nothing of my disdain for his lands, perhaps my face exposed me. Regardless, it seemed that, like his father, Vel was good at reading men. He asked me if I was unimpressed with Norsoon. It seemed like he was testing me, to see if I could succeed in not affronting him. I felt Erthal stiffen beside me, worried of my response.

			I gave Vel one of my most winning smiles, and replied, “Lord Prince, your land is vast, rich in livestock, and your warriors fearsome.” That was no lie, save there was little else I saw to praise about Norsoon. Vel snorted, smelling bullshit. Still, apparently, I passed his test. He asked me no more questions about whether, yes or no, his kingdom had earned my admiration.

			When I looked up from Norsoon’s villages and around us, all low mountains covered the rest of my view, encircling the entirety of Mag’s kingdom, distanced from the two solitary elevations sheltering Mag’s tiny capitol by more than a dozen miles. What little flatland I could see over the heights to the north, Vel told us was part of the Kingdom of Laakmir, Norsoon’s foe, but that their mutual adversity was more tepid. Then Vel pointed to the south and west. He said that past the mountains in that direction lay one of Mag’s most deadly enemies: Furfell. Not much bigger than Norsoon, Vel noted, Furfell was the land of the red-bearded warrior-kings who had spawned the current ruler, the rowdy King Vrag, called the Voracious, for his own desires to be no less than High King of all the Sanaav. What was worse, Vel opined, was that Vrag was mighty enough that he might one day succeed in his quest to rule all Sanaavia.

			I failed to pay proper attention to Vel’s important words about all the other kings and lands of Sanaavia, and later wished I had. But who could blame me for being distracted? I was so joyous to leave the restrictions of Mag’s hall and immediate surroundings. Still, I knew the confinement was necessary for several reasons. To not stay in the hall would be discourteous to Mag. I also figured Mag would want us at his hall so that he would be better able to spy on Erthal and Dira to ensure Dira pleased the First Prince, and to have his earls ply me for information. Conjointly, I needed to get what gossip I could from the earls.

			Regardless, at that moment on the mountain-side, I cared nothing of Dira, nor Mag, nor how my head pounded from too many nights of mead and song, and no pillows to cushion it, nor feather bed to lie in comfort, and my belly unsettled from too much slightly rancid venison. It was just so good to smell clean, crisp mountain air and forget the danger all around us, which was the main reason we could not traverse too far from the hall. Vel’s tales of Vrag’s ambitions reminded us we were in foreign lands, and vulnerable to all its unfamiliar perils. The men remaining by our war-galleys told of shooting their arrows to fend off wolves who roamed the beach at night, drawn to our knights’ cooking fires. These wolves were feral beasts, who wandered in large canine packs. After a few encounters with the wolves, our men took to eating dried provisions on board our ships, and though such dinners were not as fresh as what they could have cooked in campfires, it made their mealtimes safer. Besides that, one of Mag’s earls told us islanders of recently losing one of his sons, mauled to death by one of the ravenous white bears inhabiting the higher reaches of the mountains, which sometimes came down further towards the denizens of men, foraging for food.

			Most critically, as we reached our vantage point to survey the bulk of Mag’s lands, Prince Vel repeated the previous warning of all Mag’s earls that the neighbouring kingdoms were no friends of Mag. “Raids are frequent,” Vel said. “They vary in loss. From a few bandits looking to carry off some pigs, or a woman or two, to a war-band of spearmen seeking to do more harm. Or worst of all, attacks from the sea. Stay close to our men always, be alert, and don’t wander too far from the ale-hall, Lord Princes. You never know when we’ll have other visitors that are not as welcome as you.”

			We did not need Vel’s advisory to take care with our security. Our men at our galleys also apprised Erthal and I of the constant parade of long, low, sleek boats, just like those of Mag’s own fleet, cruising to and fro a mile or two off Norsoon’s coasts, like sharks waiting for the kill. Those boats were corsairs from nearby countries, as Mag’s earls cautioned us. Such pirates were from Sanaavian countries far more powerful than Norsoon, up the northern coast, like Vikoon, Threeyvik, and Trinkvaar. Those three countries had more than sufficient ships, the earls warned, should they decide to make incursions in force, that they might attempt to trap our galleys in the cove. The corsairs, if they came in force, might try to storm the capitol, if not destroy or capture our ships, thus preventing us from ever returning home.

			It was definite those corsair boats saw our own ships stopped at Norsoon. But no attack came from them, as was feared. They perhaps were put off by the size of our war-galleys, even longer and bigger than their own, and judged our ships to be sufficiently crewed with fighting men that it would not be worth the effort. The element of the unknown about how many of us they might encounter, presumably teamed with Mag’s warriors, may also have put off the corsairs. I figured our knights’ reputations might scare away the pirates. We islanders were famed around the world for battle. Mag’s earls had asserted that Sanaavian pirates preferred soft targets rather than those that could give them a real fight. Of all things, the earls said, warlords in Acremia hated to lose valuable men if it could be avoided.

			Vel, thinner than Mag but otherwise a copy of him in looks and bearing, and not at all playing mute like the king, complained to Erthal and I that Norsoon might feel the wrath of a raid by sea as soon as we islanders left the Sanaav, in retaliation for welcoming foreign allies, whose presence would be verified by the men in the corsair ships that our own sailors had seen. Smooth Erthal countered the opposing view to the Prince of Norsoon. Erthal said that, by allying with our island, Norsoon’s protection was assured, since no one would dare assail Mag anymore, knowing of the powerful friends he’d brought to his cause. Vel grunted dubiously, and wondered if we, the islanders, might stay longer to secure his kingdom’s safety. “Perhaps, Lord Prince, even leave a few fighting men behind,” Vel begged Erthal. The heathen lord added a promise to find women for those men we might leave in Norsoon. “Beautiful women, like my sister,” Vel tempted.

			So, Vel’s words confirmed my suspicions. Foolish Erthal had fallen for Dira without his eyes open to the Norsoon plot. It was plain to me that Mag’s plan all along was to ply us with flesh, so that they might to bring us islanders under their will. I hoped Erthal would not be so spellbound with Dira that he would give in to Vel’s requests. Erthal, thankfully, at least held firm. He assured Vel that, although we could leave no knights behind, we islanders would soon return to Norsoon with a large host of men who would remain indefinitely and reinforce Mag’s troops. As for me, I just wanted us to get out of Norsoon as soon as possible, before Mag magically produced any other beauties that could lure our best men to forsake their homelands. I silently prayed to the Single God that I might never see Norsoon again, despite our seeming newfound friendship. Father may have wanted Erthal and me to return one day as conquering heroes, but I’d had my fill of Mag’s kingdom.

			For all Vel’s worries and pledges, when the week ended at last, as Erthal promised, he said the time had come for us to leave. We departed Norsoon with more than we came with. We brought back lice, contracted of our time in the Sanaavian kingdom. We used a salve of pepper, lime, and a little dash of lye to rid ourselves of the vermin. The lye burnt our skin, but it was worth it.

			I brought back my choker.

			Erthal brought back Dira.

			But not before she and Erthal were troth plighted in the presence of King Mag and received his blessing. The two were promised to each other right on the beach where we first landed, before we islanders sailed away. It was a ceremony blatantly pagan, presided over by Mag’s druids.

			We had one of our own high priests, the prelate Father Atrant, on our journey, as was customary. Whenever a royal embassy, or military expedition launched from our island, a prelate always accompanied the mission to bless the voyage, and ensure our God watched over the sailing party while abroad. Atrant chose to remain on board our galley for the entire trip, including the troth plighting, therefore saving him from witnessing the sacrilege. Atrant prayed for our First Prince’s soul, stating he feared for it with the unholy pact Erthal had entered with Dira. Atrant was not alone in his worry and disgust for what happened. The more pious among our knights were barely able to watch. Yet watch they must, as they were not afforded the same choice as the prelate. That was because the prelate was considered a lord, and one with influence and high status as a senior temple leader that mattered even to a First Prince. Thus, Atrant was excused, not without scorn, but still excused by Erthal from having to participate or witness the event. The knights, being sworn to our service, and without the exalted rank of high priest, could not forsake their guard duty.

			As his brother, nor could I refuse, any more than our men, to stand beside Erthal for the troth plighting, as it was my duty. Morbid fascination held me, as I watched as the chief druid, whom I found out was named Irka, make a shallow cut on the palm of the First Prince, and then across Dira’s. Neither cried out. Then their palms were bound together by rope, and Irka muttered incantations in their Sanaavian tongue. Next, Irka received a young, kicking goat from another druid. With that same small, serrated knife used to cut Erthal, Irka dragged the blade across the goat’s throat to kill it. He poured much of the blood of the still-twitching animal over the bound hands of the First Prince and his betrothed.

			And so, Erthal and Dira were bound in blood.

			That ended the hasty, debased ceremony. Praise the Single God it lasted no longer, for I wished to vomit of it. Never, in what anyone of our island present on that beach knew of history, had one of such high blood been bound to another so lowly, without permission of the king. For a First Prince of the realm to be betrothed to a foreign princess whose virginity he took, in an alien land, in a pagan ceremony rather than a godly one, with a druid instead of a prelate conducting the event, were circumstances that exceeded contemplation.

			Mag kissed his daughter’s forehead, then kissed our First Prince on both cheeks. We islanders got on our ships and sailed for home.

			That was when the true troubles began.

			First Prince Erthal, Lord of Nantyx, heir apparent, had departed his home in the faith of the One God. He was returning, it seemed, no more a sponsor of the Sanaavian Gods then when he left our island. The only difference in Erthal, though no meagre one, was that he returned in love with a Norsoonian princess and was promised to her. I did not ever consider he might give the gods of the Sanaavians any credence. I did not think he had any investment in Udyn, the overlord God, Thyr, the God of War, and Nyrn, the Goddess of Fate. I was proven wrong. But for some time, I knew nothing of what was truly in Erthal’s mind.

			As we travelled home, I thought the troth-plighting ceremony on the beach was primarily for Mag’s benefit, to appease the King of Norsoon that Erthal was committed to his daughter, after taking her maidenhead and spoiling her for any other suitors. Little did I realize then that Erthal had already turned away from exclusive devotion to the Single God. Erthal came back to our island with a Sanaavian princess named Dira in tow, designated to be his bride. But I thought any proposed wedding would never happen. As I told Erthal, it was forbidden in those days that any member of the royal blood should marry outside their house. Marrying outside the blood to a heathen woman was unthinkable.

			I thought this, even though Erthal always seemed to get his way with the Falcon, but this request would surely be far too much, I maintained. Father would not destabilize the realm, risk the wrath of the temple, the outcry of the people, risk Father’s very own reign, to let Erthal wed Dira. Father could not—would not—permit it! Nor would Uncle and our earls allow such a thing to happen. Marriage to a pagan? Even if Dira converted to the Single God, I assumed it would never be allowed. Surely, Father, Uncle, and the earls would make Erthal understand his folly. Though he refused to listen to me, he would relent under pressure from all of them. Under Father’s command, I figured Dira would be sent back to Norsoon, and a proper wife found for Erthal. Erthal would be livid, even heart-broken, but he would go on. He would do his duty.

			I was a chivalrous man, and a knight. Chivalry demanded protection of the weak, the women, the children. But I was pragmatic too, and as the Second Prince and heir to the throne, I had to protect the best interests of the kingdom. I did not see how Erthal marrying Dira and those interests were compatible.

			If Dira’s life was forfeited on return to Norsoon for failing to marry Erthal, it was regrettable. Still, Single God help me for being willing to sacrifice her life to preserve the integrity of the Tri-Crown, I was inclined to do it. For her death—the death of a lovely young princess, though she be pagan—would be tragic … but not as much a shame as having her as our queen.

		

	
		
			
Five

			Whenever I left our island, I found myself taken by ecstasy upon my return. As our war-galleys pulled away from Norsoon, I closed my eyes. I blissfully imagined returning to my lovely homeland. I ached to look upon our glorious chief city in all its splendour, with its grand towers, tiled roofs, and magnificent walls. As I envisioned our capitol, I longed to feel that elation again of coming back to our island, especially to the Circle City. No kingdom could be impressive without a spectacular chief city, and part of my rapture about coming home from that journey would be swelling pride at how stunning the Circle City was compared to a backwater like Mag’s capitol. So lovely was our great city, I thought, and how majestic was our entire land.

			As we began our month-long trek homeward from Norsoon, a map of our island formed in my head. The first place in our nation I always dreamed of when I was on my way back home was the Circle City.

			That city, our great seat of government and centre of all life in our island was thirty miles inland from where the River Elynlyr began, on the west coast of the kingdom. The chief city was near the foot of the highest mountain of the land. Few who lived in the penumbra of this mountain, which was indeed most of the thousands who inhabited the city, realized that Mount Atalante, called the Fire-Mount, was a mighty volcano. Just shy of ten miles from the base of the great peak of Mount Atalante was a central low hill, ringed in alternate fashion by three circles of both water and land, creating three great moats. Granite walls, hewn from rocks gathered from the mountains, in turn circled each of these rings, and that hill was where our capitol was built. The breadth of the three moats grew as they went out from the capitol, divided from three strips of land proportional in how large they were. Bridges traveled north from the city, and great canals, linked to the Elynlyr, traversed alongside, with docks carved out of the land. Those canals were constructed so that if our fleet needed to be housed in the Circle City, it could navigate in straight from the Shimmering Sea, from one side, the west side, into the capitol via the wider part of the Elynlyr. Those canals also afforded that, by small boats, the citizens of the Circle City could flee on the other side, to the east, down the more narrow part of Elynlyr and into the Boiling Ocean, if need be, should we be besieged, so long as an enemy failed to block the great river from the east. Such a blockade would have been challenging, as the Elynlyr flowed another thirty miles east of the Circle City, and that would have been a lot of narrow waterway to clog with ships, if they could fit through the Elynlyr’s eastern entrance. Regardless, it would be foolish to attack the city from without. High towers topped all the walls around it, and massive gates protected it further. Oh, those impenetrable walls. Walls of mighty rock, red and black. That was our splendid capitol, the Circle City.

			Within the outermost two rings of the Circle City was where most of our capitol’s great populous lived out their lives, in wide streets laid first in mud and then covered with cobblestones. The Circle City was where there were frenetic shops and squares, and where the traders called out their wares to entice customers to partake of the greatest selection of goods found anywhere in the world. It was where the rich and highborn could purchase gems, spices, and exotic fabrics, and the poorer citizens could get their wheat, fruits, and meats. In the great city, there were great pillared temples erected to the worship of Single God, the true God, and the bells tolled twice every Sixthday to summon the congregation to prayers.

			In our capitol, one also found taverns, gaming houses, and brothels, which plied to a different kind of supplicant than those who patronized the temple. Those supplicants worshipped the ale flask, the rolling dice, and the flesh of painted women, who offered other intoxicating pleasures that did not come in a cup or on a board. The capitol held the lofty manors of lords, with their perfumed gardens and wide courtyards. In the Circle City could be found sweaty gymnasiums where the knights, the armed protectors of our realm and sworn servants of the Single God, trained with blunted swords and thin wooden shields. Our capitol kept mighty stables that housed horses those knights rode for both war and peaceful use. One would find there that the better-off lived in houses of stone and clay, and the less fortunate in ones formed of wattle and thatch. Every day, more than ten times ten thousand people enjoyed all the excitement and bustle of the world’s greatest city.

			In the very central part, the innermost ring, at the heart of the Circle City, the main building, even though it was surrounded by its own moat, was entirely enclosed within the embrace of forty-foot-high concrete walls. That building was the castle of the kings of my island, called the High Castle. That mighty fortification was adjoined to the Great Triangle Temple with its shining gold-domed roof, and the royal mausoleums, known to the common folk as the Grey Beds. It was where the great kings, queens, lords, and ladies of the land were entombed in stone, as was befitting the most noble, and slept in eternal splendour beneath the mausoleum’s wide, pale, and silent arches. The High Castle was topped by the Spire of Atalan, highest building in the land, which was a massive gleaming tower pointing to Heaven like a finger showing the way to God. It was at the bottom of the spire where the great Hall of Kings was constructed. In that hall, the king of our island sat on his throne, surrounded by great statues of his forebearers and priceless embroidered textiles, and warded by his personal guard. The throne of our king, at the centre the hall, was mounted on a ten-foot-high dais with stairs used to ascend to the seat, and was so elevated that it earned the king’s throne the name of the High-Chair—though whenever I heard that name, I giggled irrationally, thinking spitefully of Erthal when he became king, like a spoiled brat in a raised wooden stool for toddlers, kicking his legs impotently as they hung off the ground, not in the austere seat reserved for the most exalted royal rump.

			From the rear of the Hall of Kings, curved staircases rose into the spire, and on those floors above the hall were the chambers of all the royal family, including my own, as Second Prince, several stories up, just below those of Erthal, who in turn resided on the level beneath the massive apartments of the king himself. Those apartments for the sovereign had been turned from the original smaller solar and bedroom of Atalan Fourth into a massive, sumptuous suite that spanned the entire floor.

			It was written that Atalan Fourth was a great builder king. It was Atalan Fourth that ordered the erection of the great statue that straddled the mouth of the Elynlyr. That statue was of King Atalan First, called the Revered, the son of Atal, the First Holy Prelate. It was also written that Atalan Fourth was the king to first begin the initial construction of the Circle City. Then, Atalan Fourth’s descendants continued his work over the next two hundred years until the modern Circle City, and all the magnificence in which I was raised, took full shape. The Circle City was my favourite part of the kingdom, and the realm’s beating heart, but that did not mean the remainder of our island was not also spectacular.

			If one looked at a map of our island, one would say it was shaped like a pear. That shape was committed to my memory, and I knew every contour of that scrumptious fruit. As a child, my princely education began with my uncle teaching me to read foreign maps—a skill all commanders must acquire. He commenced that learning by demanding first that I have the geography of our own kingdom indelible in my brain. I retained that knowledge, and I was often tasked in adulthood with providing tours of our kingdom to visiting lords. Just as Vel showed Erthal and me the Kingdom of Norsoon’s features, I could impress those nobles with my comprehensive ability to tell them anything they wished to know about our island.

			Havenshur, the main port city of our island, was just south of Elynlyr’s mouth on the island’s heavily peopled west coast. That city was one of the realm’s primary landmarks, along with the Circle City. Additionally, Havenshur was at the juiciest part of the pear, just where most people would sink in their teeth. One does not bite a pear from the top. Havenshur was delectable in that it was the tasty epicentre of commerce for our island. All our merchant fleet was housed there, and any trading vessels that arrived from outside our kingdom brought their goods to Havenshur’s markets. That merchant fleet doubled as our pleasure craft, especially the hundreds of sailing galleys that carried prodigious amounts of cargo. Those humongous galleys used for trade were easily converted into pleasure craft that could hold one hundred comfortably for short touring or long-distance voyages. Beyond that, Havenshur was the place from where we ruled the seas in terms of conquest, for the bulk of our war-galleys were also moored there. Five centuries of marine supremacy was manifested in the unparalleled growth of our military fleet, which numbered more than two thousand war-galleys by the time of Father’s reign. Father may not have acquired any new lands during his time on the throne, however one amazing feat he did accomplish was that he added another thousand ships to our fleet, in the space of a few short years. Whole swaths of ancient forest-land in Heretyx fell to the woodsman’s axe, but this sacrifice of timber helped create an unstoppable armada that could ferry eighty thousand knights, launched from Havenshur to the shores of any enemy in the world. Most nations would simply surrender if they looked out from their coastlines and saw them entirely covered with our massive navy, knowing the futility of resistance against such an awesome force.

			If one left Havenshur and followed the Elynlyr River, one saw that our island was split in two main parts, going west to east, by that waterway. The Elynlyr was named for Queen Elyn, second wife of the original King Atalan, our first king and founder. The larger, upper part of the island, north of the Elynlyr, was the Nantyx, Erthal’s princedom. The smaller, lower part, south of the Elynlyr, was the Surtyx, my domains. In further symmetry, halfway through the Elynlyr’s journey across the kingdom, just past our great capitol, Elynlyr’s main tributary, the Andrun River, began. The Andrun was dedicated to the Prince Andrun, later King Andrun First, who was the Founder’s second son. The Andrun River in turn divided the Surtyx in two as well, as the Andrun ran to the bottom of the island and flowed out into the sea by the town of Erolan, in the lowlands of the Earldom of Myntlan.

			Right at the point where the Andrun was birthed from its greater Elynlyr mother rose the Lantyx Range, the mountains that were the spine of the Nantyx. At their highest, some of those mountains hovered a thousand feet in the air, though none of those peaks were as tall as the Fire-Mount. The volcano loomed like an implacable shadow over the Circle City, nigh three thousand feet high. Mount Atalante and its fellow mountains of the range ran right up to the northernmost tip of the island—the stem of the pear, so to speak—into the hallowed ground of the Merentyx, the most northern earldom. In Merentyx lay the famed region of Althat, nestled in a huge gorge, deep in the Lantyx Range. Sooty and smoky, Althat was where the great blacksmiths made the metal Mag was so covetous of—metal that made swords that did not break, and that could even cut through ring mail like cloth. That metal was Atalantean steel.

			It was in the Merentyx that I first saw snow. This was on my opening pilgrimage in route to the holy city of Atal as a young boy. To my childhood wonder, the uppermost peaks of the Lantyx Range gleamed, capped with fluffy white powder. From afar, at least, the snow was pretty. It made me think of my favourite hero, Arclan, the illustrious Purple Prince. Arclan was First Prince, and eldest son of Atalan Fourth, and Arclan was known as the greatest warrior of all time. Our legends told that the range was where the mammoths, extinct for centuries, once roamed the Lantyx. My hero, Arclan, was said to have ridden one of the especially rare red mammoths as his personal mount when he was on congress in the island. Supposedly, he tried to have it shipped to the mainland so he might use it as his battle-steed against Berefet. But the ship used to transport it sank mid-voyage with the weight of the great creature. Crew, boat, and beast were lost, much to Arclan’s sorrow.

			Merentyx housed the Holy City of Atal, named for the great prelate himself, Atalan First’s Father. The holy city was raised on the site of where Atal and his son, Atalan the Founder, landed on the shores of our island approximately half a millennia before my one-time-father Atalan took the sceptre of the Founder in his grasp and the Tri-Crown was placed on his brow.

			The snowy mountains of the Merentyx were inviting to look at, but I’d never liked the cold. Still, I could always bear cold more than heat. I remember the furnace that was Berefet, and recalled the feeling I was being roasted in an oven, as I stood in full armour during my first campaign. I had been standing on the deck of another war-galley, at aged thirteen, about to land on the shores of our rebellious Atramlandish colony, far to the south of our island. I remember thinking I could not countenance living anywhere too cold, but rather somewhere cold than too hot, like Berefet, and that I had as much to fear from the sweltering and suffocating Dutul Wastes as from the cruel curved scimitars of the Berefetish legions.

			By contrast, I loved the weather in our kingdom. It was perfect. Our kingdom was an island, but not a tropical island. I was glad for that, for I disliked any tropical places. I had been to several, besides Berefet, on the continent. There were no broad-leafed palm trees on my island, like in Agnalom, though I did like palm trees. One could not find steamy jungles where I lived, like in Chanon, nor any parching deserts, like in Berefet. It was never hot to the point of discomfort on the island, as it was in southernmost Atramland. No, my kingdom was beautifully temperate, and all parts of the land saw largely the same climate.

			Our long and eminently comfortable summers lingered from Fourthmonth well into Tenthmonth. I loved summer. That was when the grapes were fat on the vines in the Earldom of Dyntyx, and the best wines of the year refreshed us at our evening boards. In summer, the abundant horses and cattle, who capered and pranced about in cooler months, lounged on the rolling, fertile plains of the Earldom of Vlatlan, lazily swishing flies with their tails in the mid-day haze. In that time of year, the penetrating smell of beast dung, cut hay, and long grass wafted north through the Earldom of Fentyx and mingled with the pungent scent of the river, all fish and mud and moss.

			Summer was when, if you took a lady you courted for a walk on the great flower-covered terraces of the Circle City in the evening, you chivalrously offered her your kerchief, so she daintily mopped the soft sheen of sweat appearing on her lovely brow, or dripping to the neckline of her thin summer gown, which hugged her pretty curves. It was when you smelled the lilacs, and your lady’s summer perfume, likely lavender or saffron or rosemary, and you knew for certain what season it was. In summer, there were plays and carnivals in every town, and the High Summer Festival and Tournament of Champions, of course, took over the Circle City, with knights from every corner of the land coming to prove their worth and put on a display for the crowds. In high summer, the capitol was filled with mighty men in mail and boiled leather, carrying steel, and puffed up with manly pride and glory, in the confidence and prowess of their martial skill. During summer, the shades worn by the gentry turned from more sensible greys, greens, blues, and blacks to bright and showy oranges, reds, yellows, and whites, and the capitol was awash with colour.

			Yet, even more than summer, autumn was my favourite season. All the leaves turned gold and red on the elms and oaks dotting the vales of Myntlan Earldom, in the thick forests of birchwood where the black squirrels scampered about. From those forests, close to Castle Newhall, seat of the Second Prince, we took much of our timber for shipbuilding. Autumn was the time for gaming and when horns of the hunters blew. In autumn, the monies would overflow into the coffers of all the lords of manors, as their subjects paid heavy fees for licenses to hunt in woods and fish in the streams belonging to their masters. Autumn-time brought the silly deer and crazed turkeys, running amok. They would dash wildly, heedlessly, senselessly, onto the dirt roads and crash into horses and carts and wagons of traders, and right into the bows of hunters, who seldom even needed to flush them out of the trees. Autumn was also the season when the chunky spawning salmon literally leaped out of the water into the commoners’ fishing nets, and even on the poorest table in the realm there was a boar with a mouth stuffed wide open with an apple. Autumn also meant harvest time, and that meant the grain plantations in the Earldom of Lyntyx to the east were busy, because the season was so brief.

			Yes, autumns were fleeting in our island, like spring. Inevitably, the winter rains would come. They came southeast, blowing and blustering down from the murky highlands of the Earldom of Urtlan, tucked away between the mountains and the sea. The winter rains pelted over the quarries of granite, where workers with terribly calloused hands, who were some of the few men in the land strong enough to be rock-cutters, laboured to produce the stone that made our great cities. Those rains came from the misty, heather-filled moors around gloomy Castle Westrich, seat of the First Prince, where I was born. The rains washed over the land in heavy blinding sheets like turning the page of a book if you sat there and watched them.

			I was one who was wont to watch those sheets of rain, from the balcony of the Second Prince’s apartments in the Spire of Atalan, in the High Castle, in the Circle City. Yet, though those winter downpours were bone-chilling, I loved those rains too. Sometimes they turned to sleet, but never outright snow. These rains made me shiver and sent some of my pages scurrying for a thicker cloak for me to wear, while other pages scrambled to throw more logs on my hearth. But somehow those rains always made me feel alive as they fell on my face. It made me appreciate that, one day soon, spring would return, and winter sleet would turn to spring showers.

			Spring showers meant brewing time. All the grain harvested and stored dry since autumn was ready to be turned into profit for our kingdom’s brew-masters. By Fifthmonth, the granaries were no longer stuffed to overflow, and our trading ships always spent the later months of that previous year ferrying our wheat as far away as Chanon, so high was the demand for the grains in Atramland. We kept a good sum of hops during the summer, and an especially reserved portion of the barley because the commoners of our island loved and demanded their ale. The ale was brewed from those hops and barley, combined with fine sugar imported from Ewarn. I found the weak ale bitter, and it looked the colour of piss, which revolted me. At least the ale I sampled in Norsoon was a heartier colour and flavour, thus more palatable. Besides, anyone of breeding in our kingdom partook of wine, not the watery brown slush those less noble favoured.

			I frequently saw, on the roads leading north from over Southbridge, the brewers trudging beside the beasts of burden pulling carts full of their beer kegs towards the city, as I looked out over the Atalanan, the King’s domains. The King’s domains were the seeded core of the pear, the heart of the realm. That was where the population density of the kingdom was. I loved that core, and I loved the view from my balcony, where I could see all the beauty my kingdom had to offer: the great rivers, mountains, plains, towns, and farms. But in the end, it all came back to the centre of the Atalanan, the middle of the realm, the core of the core of the pear, and that core was the Circle City.

			I loved that city because it was the best thing about my upbringing. In that rearing, and in my entire life to the point when I went with Erthal to Norsoon, there were very few moments of happiness and contentment but many full of dissatisfaction and sadness.

		

	
		
			
Six

			At the time of my birth, Father was not known as King Atalan the Falcon. When I was born, he was only First Prince Atalan, Lord of Nantyx, and heir apparent to the throne. In those years, Father’s father, Athlyr First, called the Unheralded, wore the Tri-Crown, and sat in the High-Chair as Lord and King of the realm. I loved Grandfather, who was a sharp-tongued but benevolent, jolly old man. Grandfather never expected to rule, until his elder brother, First Prince Othrun, known as Othrun the Ostrich, for whom I was named, died of a fever, already a geriatric himself, at age sixty years and two.

			The Ostrich was so called because he always seemed to stick his head in the sand when work was afoot and avoided any semblance of responsibility to his princely obligations. The poor Ostrich. When I grew older and learned more about him, I found him such a sad figure in our family, and in our nation’s annals. He was born with such promise, and he was named after his own great-great-grandfather, who was the fourteenth king of the realm, and the only man named Othrun to ever sit in the High-Chair. That king was Othrun First, the Magnificent, one of history’s famous warlords. But the Ostrich’s promise quickly faded, and he had a lacklustre life. He was barely adequate as a statesman, a failure as a warrior, and lived in mostly spoiled potential until unexpectedly he simply sickened and died. Perhaps, with the Othrun name, he lived in the shadow of a long-dead hero great-great-grandfather, and it was simply too much for him to measure up to.

			The Ostrich’s death came at an inopportune time for succession. That Othrun died a year before his and Grandfather’s own father, King Andrun Third, called the Old, as he was the longest lived of all the island’s kings, finally went to rest in his great stone tomb at eighty years and one. Prince Othrun, the Ostrich’s only offspring, also named Athlyr, was called the Adder, because in battle it was said he struck as swiftly as a snake. The Adder was not at all the disappointment with warfare his father was and grew into a redoubtable commander. Sadly, that noble Adder fell in battle, childless at aged twenty, in war against Berefet, many years before his father’s passing. Thus, the Ostrich perished without an heir, and Second Prince Athlyr was elevated to First Prince Athlyr that winter, and by the following autumn, he was King Athlyr First. This sequence of events in time propelled my one-time-father, Third Prince Atalan, to Second Prince, eventually First Prince, and ultimately — in later years after his sons were born—King Atalan, Ninth of that name. For his love of hawking, already having a falcon banner, upon mounting the royal dais leading to the High-Chair, Father elected to take that falcon as his kingly moniker.

			By the time I was born, Father was already old for a First Prince. In the end, Father would not come to the throne until he saw threescore summers and three, when I was aged eleven years. Grandfather must have thought life was too sweet, Father grumbled to me just after the old king’s death. For Grandfather had clung on until two years shy of four-score years. He almost lived to match the lifespan of the great Andrun Third, known as the Old.

			In turn, I heard from Grandfather that he knew Father waited impatiently for him to hurry and die. Grandfather also told me he knew that Father complained at his seeming reluctance to oblige. Grandfather, for his part, said Father was too impatient, for one who was not supposed to rule in the first place, to get the Tri-Crown on his head, and the weight of that crown was not as light as perhaps Father thought it was. Grandfather added that Father should take his time wanting the responsibility of kingship, and he, Grandfather would accordingly take his time dying. It seemed he did, much to Father’s chagrin.

			The only people who died around Father, I heard him tell Uncle one day, were the people he wanted to live. Father was a bachelor for most of his life, in no hurry to wed. He had less pressure because it seemed at times old Andrun would outlive all his children and grandchildren, and some distant cousin would end up on the throne anyway. Andrun Third ruled for sixty-three years, only two years short of the longest reigned king, who was none other than Othrun the Magnificent. Father was already forty years and two at old Andrun’s passing, and his brother Yedwol, my uncle, was then forty. Young Olana, the only female cousin that was available for wedding at that time, was originally promised to Uncle’s son, also named Yedwol, then barely of manhood age. But with the final passing of Andrun Third, peacefully in his sleep during an afternoon nap, coming the year after the death of the Ostrich to fever, there was a sense of urgency to get the suddenly promoted First Prince a bride.

			With no other viable options of immediate marrying age among our family’s women, save Olana, Grandfather—though famously good-natured—proved as ruthless as any other king of our island. Olana was summarily ripped away from Grandfather’s eldest, and at that time only grandson’s arms, and flung into the unwilling arms of Father, by decree of the king. Olana and Father were to be speedily wed, despite that Olana and the younger Yedwol, later called the Ready, had not been just a match. They were a love match. No matter. Grandfather kept all his faculties until his death, including his hearing. But Olana’s tearful plea, and the Ready’s fawning appeal, fell on deaf kingly ears. Uncle raged too, I heard, but he was too dutiful not to force his son to comply with the king’s wishes. So, Father married Erthal’s mother, who was more than young enough to be his daughter.

			This was not an unusual practice. It occurred whenever it was required to get a quick heir out of some princess’s thighs. Typically, it happened when a prince found himself unexpectedly widowed, with no sons. The need was no less important when King Athlyr First decided that the Ready’s betrothal to Olana would end and her marriage to Father would begin. Grandfather had no desire to see his direct line die out with him, even if he did not care for either of his children. Grandfather was not fond of his oldest son, my father, or so the rumours told. But it was said that Athlyr First absolutely detested his youngest son, Yedwol, and wanted Uncle nowhere near the Tri-Crown if Grandfather could help it. Since Uncle already had an heir of his own in Yedwol the Ready, if Father did not produce one, when Father died, whichever survived of either his brother, the elder Yedwol, or his nephew, Yedwol the Ready, would inherit the throne.

			If somehow neither of these outlived Father, and Father produced no heir, then things would have been complicated. There were plenty of male cousins in the royal house who would be ready to ascend, and some of them were quite capable. But Grandfather would never allow that to happen, even if he liked some of those male relatives even better than his own sons. Among these candidates would be such renowned men as the puissant earls Thurol the Terrible, father of my future brother-in-law Thurol, and Glaton, the father of my cousin Glathan. Regardless of his reviling of Uncle, that did not mean Grandfather would suffer any relative other than one who was descended from his loins to end up in the High-Chair after he was gone. That would have tasted like failure to Athlyr First. Grandfather, a fastidious and logical man, always believed in genealogical order. Father was his eldest heir, so in time, Father’s son should sit the High-Chair, not Uncle’s boy, if it could be avoided, preference for Father over Uncle aside.

			To Father’s credit, much later, Uncle told me that his brother fought for the Ready’s and Olana’s love and thought it was horrid that they should be so parted, only so Father might beget an heir. It was no use. Father held the love of only an elderly father-type figure for Olana. She, for her part, always affectionately called him Uncle Atalan. And yet, it was commanded that they marry and breed. They reluctantly did both. But the last part killed Olana, as it had many of our royal women.

			But when Olana died, though she managed to birth Erthal for the continuity of Grandfather’s successors, it was not security enough for the old king. Therefore, two years after Prince Atalan shed the mourning blacks for having buried Princess Olana, Grandfather incredibly managed to find another cousin so that his son might remarry. This time, however, the union quickly turned into love. But happiness in wedlock, it seemed, was not to befall Father. The First Prince was forced once more to don the garb of the grieving widower, as Princess Merin, less than a year into marriage, died on her birthing bed around an hour after I was born, the night of a raging storm.

			I’d heard stories, sitting on Grandfather’s knee as a child, about Mother. He told me how beautiful and gracious Mother was, and that her spirit had no doubt ascended into Heaven. Grandfather assured me my mother was now a spirit watching over me from above, keeping me safe, in the form of an Anchali. Anchali, in the High Atramlandish, means “angel” in the Simple Acremian Tongue.

			Father, bitter and grieving, told me a less comforting version of what happened to Princess Merin’s soul after her death when I, a silly boy, excitedly relayed what Grandfather had said of Mother. I loved the idea of Mother being alive, up above the clouds, taking care of me. In First Prince Atalan’s anguish, he claimed that, as was already being whispered by the castle’s attendants, instead of rising to the skies, my mother’s pale ghost, wearing her blood-soaked birthing gown, stalked the earth in the halls of Westrich, screaming as she had during her last hours: “Get it out! For God’s sake, get it out of me! It’s killing me! Please, it’s killing me!”

			At that time Father, a First Prince who’d lost the love of his life, whom he’d  never expected to find, looked down on me, his son not six-years-old, with a resentful glare, and said words I would never forget, “‘It’ means you, boy.”

			My eyes brimmed with tears, and I ran off, eventually comforted by my aunt Lolove, Uncle’s wife and my surrogate mother, who hushed me as I wept in her arms. She insisted to me, despite my words of infantile rage in my weeping, that I did not hate Father as I insisted that I did, through my tears after I had told her what the First Prince had said. Auntie told me Father was not a bad man, as I also insisted to her, just a man in pain, who missed his beloved wife.

			It was then that I first felt Father blamed me for the death of the woman he adored. Yet that was not what confirmed for me that Father could never love me as he loved Erthal. Even though Erthal’s birth also came at the cost of Olana’s life, and Erthal never seemed to bear the same accusation of killing his own mother. As I grew to manhood, I tried to reason that it was because, while Father loved Olana, he was in love with Mother. So, I had taken something dearer from him in his second wife than Erthal had taken in his first. I tried to remember what Auntie told me, and to be empathetic toward Father. Still, it was cold comfort in the face of Father’s contempt. For many years, I tried to deny to myself that Father hated me, and yet loved Erthal. Yet, in time, I became certain that I was abhorred by Atalan Ninth.

			When it became definitive that I was a pariah in Father’s eyes, and in the eyes of Erthal too, was at Erthal’s formal investiture as First Prince himself at age thirteen, the year my Grandfather died. Father was no longer “Lord Prince,” or just “Father.” He was “Lord King,” or “Sire,” along with all his new and numerous honorifics as sovereign. Then there were even more titles between us, as if we required any other barriers to a close father and son relationship. After his ceremony, Erthal, Father, and I stood with Uncle, and Glaton, who had become Father’s marshal, with Uncle’s promotion to Lord Seneschal. We five remained, after the crowds left, on the stage where Erthal swore his oaths of fealty to the new King Atalan Ninth the Falcon. Glaton congratulated Erthal on his ascension, then kindly suggested, contrary to tradition, that Erthal might wish to find a new residence as First Prince for the future, so as not to be troubled by the stories of Westrich’s haunting by Mother’s ghost.

			It was then that cruel, snipping Erthal stated brashly to Glaton, staring at me all the while, “Why should I, my Lord Marshal? I fear no ghosts. Merin is dead; she has no power over me. I’ll take my birthright. That includes Westrich. If her ghost is there, she’d better find another home. That castle is mine now. If Merin is indeed a ghost, I’ll find her, I’ll exorcise her, and I’ll cast her wicked spirit out!”

			I always felt Erthal hated Mother because she’d replaced his own mother when Olana died, and everyone in our family knew Father did not love Olana the way he loved Mother. I always felt Erthal was not sad, though just a little boy, when Mother passed. She would have, briefly, been the only mother he ever knew, but there was no place in his heart to love the Merry Princess; he only had scorn for her. In his spite, he would not have wanted Father’s attention shared with a woman who was not Olana. Nor would Erthal have wished for me to have any advantage over him, such as having a living mother.

			I thought Father would be appalled and wroth out of measure when Erthal was so callous about Mother. I thought he would strike Erthal then for his callousness and disrespect to Mother’s memory. But the new king merely paled, with what emotion I could not ascertain, turned away, and left the stage. He did nothing to Erthal.

			If Father did not beat the new First Prince for his insolence, I intended to. Eleven years old but strapping and feisty, I leaped at Erthal then, beside myself with rage. I was ready to fight him … to beat him senseless. Uncle and Glaton restrained me, and they barked their anger at Erthal, not caring for his newly appointed rank, for those two were great men in the realm and Erthal was still just a rude and haughty boy to them, First Prince or no, whom neither of them much cared for.

			As my older relatives held me back, Erthal got his final stab in at me: “As for you, Brother, no more will you be known as Othrun of Westrich.” Only because I was born there, was I called as such, and Erthal knew it well. I did not give myself that name. Others had. He accused me otherwise though, as if I’d provided my own moniker, one which included a castle Erthal would always be entitled to while he was heir to the throne.

			“As I’ve ordered,” Erthal went on, “Westrich shall be mine, and mine alone. I forbid anyone call you Othrun of Westrich anymore.” With that, he too turned on his heels and followed Father.

			My anger turned nasty, matching Erthal’s venom. I screamed after Erthal that Mother’s ghost would never let him rest one night in Westrich. That she would cause him to have great boils grow on his skin. That his eyes would fall out. That his tongue would shrivel in his head. I shrieked horrible promises of doom that would befall him for intruding on Mother’s home, my home, as I had always viewed Westrich. I’d lived there, until Erthal’s investiture, all my young life, as opposed to residing in the Circle City. I did not love the capitol then as dearly as I came to a few months later, after my own ceremony that acclaimed me formally as Second Prince.

			Father did nothing, to my knowledge, to punish Erthal for his behaviour. King Atalan Ninth’s only words on the matter I heard were to confirm that Westrich was Erthal’s, and that Father’s earls should ensure they no longer call me Othrun of Westrich. I was just Othrun, Second Prince, Lord of Surtyx. I no longer merited that nickname, because Erthal, my superior, had said so. Father cared nothing about the insult to Mother’s memory, for all he supposedly cared about her. Since it was his precious firstborn who maligned Mother, it was as if Erthal had done no wrong. Or, to look at it the other way, since I was the one who berated and wished to fight Erthal, the fault was mine, as the wayward and childish second born, and I deserved to be stripped of my moniker. That episode was the final proof that Father’s love for Erthal was different than whatever slim affection he felt towards me.

			Erthal, perhaps to demonstrate his point that he was not afraid, moved officially into Westrich within the fortnight of his investiture. This was unusual for one so involved with the court, and an unmarried heir apparent of barely manhood age, but Erthal was soon Master of Westrich. He added additional fortifications, and soon that castle became a great fortress of solitude. None of my family went to Westrich anymore, but it became Erthal’s sanctuary, where he retreated to keep his own company.

			Erthal’s bodyguards and servants, the ones forced to endure the reclusion with their lord, continued to claim that on some nights, especially stormy ones like the night Princess Merin died and I was born, they heard screaming coming from the long-deserted chamber of the high lady of the manor. Some swore they saw a bloody woman creeping the halls in the torchlight during stormy nights. Those retainers of Erthal thought Westrich cursed, but they had no choice but to share the sequestration of the palace.

			From that time, Erthal and I grew more estranged but not less competitive with each other. We both trained with vigour and skill at weapon-craft, one always trying to best the other in the gymnasiums. But we were not yet knighted then, so there was only so much we could contend for acclaim. Only knights could ride in the tourneys, or fight in the melees, but our opportunity soon came to test our mettle with real, not pretend battle.

			War awaited our island’s fighting-men. Those squires who’d retained for their masters long enough, and succeeded at the competencies with riding, wrestling, swimming, swordplay, axe-play, shooting bow and arrow, and mastery of the spear, were to be made up as knights to fill the many ranks of troops needed to defeat the enemy. Erthal was one of those squires, and first in line to be knighted, with the privilege of being heir to the throne before those who had earned it more. First Prince knighthood was a great, if expected, honour, and he beamed with pride at the promotion, while I cast a jaundiced eye at him.

			Thus, at age fifteen, Erthal was to be knighted. Erthal bathed, then fasted, then prayed. Then, he fasted some more. Following that, he was flogged on his back, though lightly since he was the king’s eldest son. Next, he was forced to pray some more. After that, he was made to stand vigil through the night in the solitude of the Triangle Temple in the capitol. At last, after much pomp and to-do, the following day, I played honorary esquire to Erthal, and put the gold spurs of a knight on the First Prince’s boots. Erthal mounted the knighting-stool, did his homage and vassalage to Father, for whom he had squired, and Father struck Erthal about his shoulder blades with Father’s great-sword, named Talon. All the while Erthal continued to mumble prayers, and the High Prelate of the realm whispered benedictions. Finally, Erthal arose Sir Erthal, Knight of the Order of the Mount, and the second most exalted order among the six orders of knighthood in our blessed kingdom. Father gave him a rare embrace, and Erthal was ready to go forth on his first campaign.

			I saw what Erthal endured to be knighted. Like most young lords, I was jealous he had joined his order, but I was not jealous of the tedious ordeal he bore to gain membership. I elected to get my spurs the easier route: by nearly dying on the field of battle.

			The Second Berefet Rebellion brought my chance for glory. Uncle Yedwol, Prince of Berefet, whose name still struck terror into the Berefetish, though by then he was lame of foot and three score and three years old, led forty thousand men to squash the uprising of our most important colony, with Glaton as his second-in-command. I was chief esquire to Uncle, assuming the role from my cousin Thurol, who later became my brother-in-law, and got his gold spurs just before the conflict. Thurol would have a troop of one hundred of his own knights under his command. Erthal too would have the honour of leading his own war-band of one hundred knights, along with his entire personal guard of fifty men. To my excitement, I would lead as well. Not as prominently as Thurol or Erthal, but still, my charge was to be the rest of the squires of Uncle, who numbered ten, forming part of those who guarded the hoary lord, and my own guard, numbering fifty proven knights.

			I was far from prepared for the horrors of war, but I was young, strong for my age, very quick, and fought with zeal. I was even less prepared to get shot in the pit of my arm. I took the quarrel just where my boiled leather and mail was weakest, as the battle-lust was upon me, and after I slew my eleventh man that day, I raised sword in hand, to try and kill my twelfth. The other squires hastened me away from further danger, as I screamed in pain and anger.

			The physicians and nurse-wives did their work, though I fevered. I survived with but a scar, and praise the Single God, retained use of my sword-arm. I recovered on board one of our beached war-galleys while the colony was subdued, and Uncle was triumphant. Old Yedwol was not only a hero, once again, for beating his old enemy for the second time, but he had also saved Erthal’s life from a Berefetish assassin’s blade, just after the fighting was over. Uncle must have been in celebratory mood, and for my troubles, he knighted me by his own hand, as I lay convalescing on the ship.

			For the first and perhaps only time in my life to that date, I had bested Erthal, since being dubbed due to battlefield honours always trumped a peaceful temple swearing-in ceremony for knights. Moreover, Uncle was Grand Marshal of the highest order, the Order of the Mammoth, founded by my hero, Arclan. So, in terms of prestige, I also exceeded Erthal there, for he was only a member of the Mount. But that day, the First Prince was too shaken from the trials of fighting to envy me, and too dazed from almost dying after the victory was won, at the hands of a daring warrior who managed to somehow sneak past Erthal’s guard and almost stab the prince through the back, were it not for Uncle’s still-swift reflexes and desperate thrust. I was surprised that Erthal came to see me as I healed from the arrow, and even showed a touch of worry, by his standards, at my condition. It seemed that nearly being murdered and losing his brother caused some momentary improvement in Erthal’s personality. But it did not last, and by the time we got back to our island, he was back to his smug and officious self. We soldiers received a hero’s welcome, as our adoring citizens lined the streets to cheer us when we returned to the capitol. In terms of a greeting from the king, I expected at least a cold, perfunctory congratulations from him, and some measure of concern for my well-being—perhaps even an utterance of affection for me since I was wounded. I received none of that. Atalan the great Falcon was always lukewarm about me being the front-line general I wanted to be. Father was no renowned fighter himself. He was adequate, I heard. He left the fighting to Uncle, whose repute on our island seemed to fall short only of the Purple Prince himself as a warrior.

			Though Father never provided me any reason why, all I could infer was that he doubted my abilities, in some measure, to lead men. I could be sure it was not concern for my life, at least beyond what part of my life was profitable to him. The only definitive thing I knew is that he wanted me to live until I could procreate. For his sake, not for mine.

			After I returned from battle in Berefet, knighted, wounded but alive and exhilarated, and presented myself to him, the king said brusquely, “Your job, Lord Prince, was to not, at thirteen, to get yourself killed before you give me more heirs. You’re not that valuable a captain you need charge headlong into peril when there are better leaders in my armies. But you’re valuable to me. At least until you give me a grandson. So, until that day, you’ll have the safe missions. If you wish to waste your life in foolish glory after you’ve bred me another in line to my throne, so be it. Until then, stay in the rearguard. Not the thick of the battle. Especially when your brother is in the same battle. I can’t afford to lose one, much less both of you.”

			I thought then, as I took my leave of Father, melancholy at the lack of praise, about how it had somehow become my fault that Father had sent both Erthal and I into danger. At least I knew my true worth, which apparently was stud horse. Father should have known how demeaning that felt from what Grandfather had done to him, but it did not stop him from treating me the same. At least Erthal had received a hug from Father for being knighted in the peacetime before war. No doubt he would be better welcomed back from Berefet by Father too. If anything, Father would be more concerned about Erthal’s scrape with death, from a foe who never actually laid hands on him, than worried over me, who had truly received a wound that could have killed me. For nobly risking, and nearly losing my life for Tri-Crown and sceptre, I received chastisement from the king. No matter what I did, it seemed, to Father I would always be an undesirable, while Erthal would be First Prince, one-day king, and always beloved of Father.

			I wondered if I would fare better if I was more like my namesake, the Ostrich, and seemingly did as Father wanted, which was apparently, nothing much of anything. I should have buried my head in the sands of Berefet, I thought bitterly that day, rather than spill my blood upon it.

		

	
		
			
Seven

			It was almost light when we returned to our homeland from Norsoon. We’d slipped off the island three months earlier, under cover of darkness. We came back, as planned, at the dawn when sea traffic was light. Our arrival was not as surreptitious as our departure. Yet, at least, some pretense of stealth remained. Our mission to Acremia was a so-called covert one. But it was unlikely any of the lords privileged enough to be aware of it had kept silent about it. It was too exciting a trip to remain secret. Still, Erthal was determined to do his part and keep his movements furtive. With Dira onboard his flagship, he had even more impetus to be secretive. He could not afford to have word of what he had done reach Father before he had the chance to inform the king himself.

			I noticed we dropped sail and put our oars out early. We were still a league from the mouth of the Elynlyr, which would take us to the capitol. I looked at Havenshur, as it sprawled along our western coast. I was home safely, and in thanks, I said a quick prayer to the Single God. Then, I turned quizzically to the steersman of my main war-galley. My steersman was communicating via hand signals with the steersman on Erthal’s flagship. I wanted to know why we were not going to the great river at once.

			“Sire, the First Prince says we land at Havenshur!” my steersman shouted to me in answer, over the noise of the sea. Lyayr, captain of my guard, who stood beside me at that moment, harrumphed at the news.

			“Why not sail straight for the capitol?” I yelled belligerently, as if it was the steersman’s fault we did not go directly to Father.

			“I-I don’t know, Lord Prince!” stammered the steersman.

			“Signal my brother’s man!” I demanded. “Ask him why we go to Havenshur!”

			“At once, Lord Prince!” The steersman drew his kerchief to get the attention of his counterpart on Erthal’s ship. Then he waved it in a pattern known only to the men of our navies. He waited for the answer. When it came, he squinted, ensured he read the signal correctly, and mumbled to himself before he interpreted to me what was said. “Lord Prince!” came the eventual reply from my steersman. “He says the First Prince has business first in Havenshur! Prince Erthal will go into the city. You, Sire, are requested to remain at sea, and await Lord Erthal’s return!”

			Lyayr, always a smug bastard, harrumphed again. I shot him a glare. “Forgive me, Lord Prince. A cough. Some phlegm annoys me.” For effect, he hawked and spit, ungentlemanly, over the side of the boat. I tolerated Lyayr’s impudence, because though he was common born, few knights were stronger, better commanders, or had proved more loyal to me. Lyayr lied then, of course, about the cough. He spat in contempt of Erthal, though he dared not admit he maligned the First Prince in his gesture.

			I did not challenge Lyayr on it. I, too, was displeased at Erthal for his schemes. Lyayr might not be of high birth, but he was no fool. It was plain that there would be no further elaboration from Erthal as to why our course changed, other than “business in Havenshur.” Erthal was First Prince, and he felt he owed no one explanations. We were expected to comply and wait patiently. But Lyayr’s gesture implied that he guessed, as well as I did, why Erthal insisted on not sailing forthwith to the capitol, and instead on tarrying at our trading hub.

			We made for the outer harbour of Havenshur, though it was planned only Erthal’s flagship would secure there. That harbour was a man-made reef, built on piles of sand, to stable smaller boats. The main wharfs and quays of Havenshur, designed for larger ships, were located more towards the city proper. The outer harbour was made for stays of short duration, and for overflow war-galleys that were launched each day to cruise our shorelines. The masters of those war-galleys investigated the approach of any potentially hostile boats, rescued any floundering craft observed from the great lighthouse standing at the end of the reef, and collected proper customs duties of any who somehow managed to evade our relentless tax collectors after entering our harbour.

			Ten of those war-galleys were there that morning. Their vessels were identical to our own, except they were painted red and black. Their crews, who were a group of stout-looking knights, stood on the quay, assembling their gear as they prepared for a day’s patrols. The crew’s shields hung over the sides of their ships. Those shields bore the symbol of Atalan’s falcon.

			Four royal war ships like ours appearing early in the morning at Havenshur would have garnered a lot of attention, and they did that morning. The coastal patrol crews, about to board their own galleys, of course, noticed us. My two ships, and Erthal’s tertiary ship, hung back. Meanwhile, Erthal’s flagship pulled up alongside the moored lead boat of the guards. The guards all saluted promptly, fists pounding chests, as they realized the First Prince himself had just surprised them.

			Words were exchanged, but I was too far away to hear them, as my galleys, and Erthal’s other ship, bobbed slightly on the waves, our anchors down, holding us in place. I observed Erthal and a few of his followers disarm. Then they put aside their mail coats on the floor of their galley. Several of the First Prince’s men leaped nimbly onto one of the other coastal guards’ boats. Their ship was quickly tied up by their own crew. Then Erthal himself climbed up onto the quay and conversed further with the knights of the coastal guard. I shook my head in disbelief, as I knew what Erthal was up to, for I also saw Dira being helped up onto the quay. Or at least I saw a hooded figure too slight to be one of Erthal’s knights going ashore. I had no question as to whom it was.

			So, I remained impatiently on board my ship while Erthal went ashore. I doubted my cousin Glathan, lord of all the lands around Havenshur, ever knew of Erthal’s presence in his fief. Glathan was one of the nobles who knew of our departure to Norsoon. But he would not have expected us to stop first in his seat of power when we came back from Acremia. I pondered then that he might not even been in residence at this time; he might in the capitol, or elsewhere. I did later find out he was indeed in the Circle City when we arrived back home.

			Regardless of the city’s lord being aware of us, Havenshur was our island’s second most populous metropolis, our commercial capitol. At the dawn of our coming to Havenshur, the more frivolous nobles would have just woken for the day after a night of indulgence, but there would be many common people up and about, long already at their daily labours. The First Prince of the Realm could not walk openly in Havenshur, bearing his sigils, with his guard, past the great quays and markets and warehouses and shipwright houses, without being recognized and accosted. Nor could he parade through the streets without alarm raised to the masters of the city that the heir apparent himself was in their midst. The proper veneration and reverence would be expected to be done.

			The Lord Mayor, if not my cousin himself as earl, would be expected to attend to welcome Erthal. The curiosity over such an unexpected visit would send rumours through Havenshur, and beyond, as to what had prompted Erthal’s attendance. There would be endless, nosy questions: “From whence did Erthal come?” people would ask. “Why did he come here first, to Havenshur? Why not directly to the king?” We islanders loved to gossip, and what juicier gossip was there than the business of the royal family?

			Erthal donned simple garb, and a hooded cloak for his mission, I observed before he was out of my sight, into the crowded streets of Havenshur. He eschewed his armour and weapons, and left with a troop of his men, and with Dira, similarly guised. They all concealed their identities. They essentially snuck into Havenshur. It took three hours for him to complete his errand. When Erthal returned, I saw he had only half of the men he left with, and Dira did not come back with him.

			By then, the fact that members of some great noble household were in the harbour could no longer be concealed. Vessels from all over the world came to our island for trade. Pleasure barges of the highborn went on leisure cruises along the coast. Fishermen were a constant presence on the waters. Our royal galleys, anchored conspicuously just off the outer harbour, were passed by those type of boats as they came into or out of Havenshur, while Erthal was gone about his errand. Those on board such boats either stared or waved tentatively at us. We waved back. We did not display any standards. Still, it could not be hidden we were wealthy and well-equipped vessels of war, fully crewed, by men in bright armour, and colourful surcoats, with helms, swords, and spears. Any warrior, lord, or lady who sailed that day and saw us would recognize there were highborn men and knights aboard. Whoever passed near enough and saw the two crowns on purple insignia that adorned my outer garment, as I huddled amongst my men, would know it was a royal battleship, with the Second Prince himself aboard. That would have caused a stir.

			The waters around our kingdom were used for commerce, not for war, save in infrequent times. Our domination of the eastern half of the known world guaranteed a peace so lasting, save for occasional rebellions from our colony of Berefet, that other than our coastal guard, warships were a rare sight around the island. People would wonder why the Second Prince himself was on a war-galley and not a sailing-galley. A frivolous jaunt about the island by a great royal in a large sailing vessel, perhaps entertaining a dignitary, would be considered normal. A war-galley as a mode of transportation sent a different message. It indicated trouble, or at least intrigue, could be afoot.

			Once Erthal’s ship was loosed from the mooring rings of the outer harbour, the signal was given to continue to row north. We could have gone forward via the city. There were canals leading from Havenshur to meet up with the Elynlyr that we could have taken, instead of making the short trip on the open waters to the river’s mouth. Erthal declined to take those canals. If we traversed through Havenshur, even more people would see us. The harbourmaster would alert the Lord Mayor, and commotion would be caused. So, instead, our four ships continued seaward to the start of the Elynlyr.

			As we gained the river mouth, I observed that, had the Elynlyr been deeper, it could have allowed a fleet of merchant ships, thirty feet wide and one hundred feet long to enter. Such a fleet could have floated all the way into the city in single file. But while wide enough, the river was too shallow for such a passage. Our war galleys were some of the few boats in the world that could easily traverse the Elynlyr. That suited us islanders, as it would help forestall any invasion by sea. Though few kingdoms on earth had nimble warships like our own, built to navigate bodies of water like the Elynlyr successfully, I thought of the Sanaavians. If they ever made the long trek to our island, in numbers, and ever managed to get down the waterway, they had the type of ships that could potentially blockade the capitol. But in turn, they would be trapped. We could destroy their boats with great boulders, or flaming debris launched from our trebuchets, high atop the city walls. Or we could fire arrows on them with our land troops from either bank of the river.

			Odd that I thought out that scenario in my head. I did not truly fear any Acremians ever daring to come over the sea to assail our island. To the contrary, it was we who planned to lay waste to the Sanaavian heathens. Yet, I supposed any good commander imagined the unimaginable, so he should never be surprised and unprepared should the impossible happen. I was one to think constantly of all possibilities. I felt it made me someone who was fit to lead, and who could counter any surprise that awaited me in the unpredictability of generalship, which I hoped to enjoy one day.

			The river was heavily guarded, since it provided access to the heart of our kingdom and its capitol. But the first guardian one saw as one entered the river was not human. On a small island, called Statue Island, right at the mouth of the Elynlyr, was the great statue of King Atalan, our first king, called the Revered, and the Founder. His monument, which demarked the official interior border of the kingdom, stood a defiant thirty feet high. Still glorious, at one time it had been considered peerless work. It remained daunting, no doubt, standing there. It certainly served its purpose as a warning to those who came to our island that they crossed into the greatest realm on earth. The statue signalled to entrants that they must submit, in awe, to our race’s greatness. It was also a caution to potential foes that they should not dare to attack us, lest they face our awesome wrath.

			Yet, the likeness of the great monarch, carved in limestone, was worn. Time had not been kind to it, with the constant barrage of sea water that had unceasingly struck the Founder’s image over the centuries. One could barely make out the crown-shaped pommel of the sword in the great king’s right hand anymore. The prominent eagle-like nose of Atalan was rounded off, with a nostril missing. There was the mammoth symbol on the shield, in Atalan’s left hand, but one could no longer see the tusks nor the snout, so the mammoth looked like a bear.

			That was the fault of the builders, and of King Atalan the Fourth of that name. Atalan Four had commissioned the making of the statue to commemorate his ancestor. I always thought, it was stupid of Atalan Four to make the statue out of anything other than granite, though it would have taken more skill to carve out of the harder rock. Atalan the Fourth’s masons should have advised him what proper building materials were all about. The only thing to be thankful for was that, because the inferior stone had been used, the inscription written at the bottom of the statue was whittled away and now unreadable. Few people among us islanders, save the educated such as I, knew what that inscription read. As I watched the water swirl and froth around the island that held the statue, I recalled what I was taught was written there: “Atalan, Father of the Blessed Race, Beloved of all the Gods.” The plural form of “Gods,” rather than “God,” was indicative that, unfortunately, our noble patriarch, King Atalan First, was a pagan.

			As we rounded Statue Island, and my men rowed against the current until they turned into the river, I was reminded how I never liked the idea that the founding sovereign of our house, like so many of our noble ancestors, was heathen. That at one time, my forefathers worshipped falsely, knowing nothing of the Single God’s Divinity and magnificence. I vowed that, once Erthal had the Tri-Crown on his head, I would persuade him to rewrite the histories. I wanted them rewritten so that, by royal decree, Atalan First, another hero of mine, was a devotee of the Single God, rather than a heathen—a heathen who, unthinkably, horribly, made a human sacrifice and martyr out of his own father, Atal the Martyr, the First Prelate. All because Atalan First feared his father might spread the One God’s religion and thus undermine Atalan’s rule.

			Even if Erthal declined to change the religion of the rest, I wanted Arclan, the Purple Prince, to at least be written differently of in the annals. I wanted the hero of my childhood reading to go down in history as one who was of the true faith from the beginning, not a convert. For Arclan was turned to the Single God while in the captivity of his foe, the King of Madi, and not before that captivity. No matter. If I could stand by Erthal’s insanity, wanting to marry a heathen woman, he could support me in making right what was wrong of how our founder, and my hero, would be perceived by future generations.

			Long before my trip to Norsoon, I’d quarreled once with Uthlen, my cousin, who was my closest friend, along with Glathan. We argued over my desire to edit Arclan’s story.

			“That would make our history a lie!” the young scholar cried, outraged by my suggestion.

			“So what?” I shrugged callously. “You think everything you read in the scrolls is true, and exactly like it happened?”

			“Who are you, Lord Prince,” asked Uthlen, “though you be great in our land, to make such a decision on behalf of those who will come after us? To change the true story of our forebearers?” Uthlen was somewhat prickly, if he ever was, regarding matters of accurately reporting the past.

			“If I’m so great, shouldn’t the great have the power to write their own stories?” I had argued. “It happened so long ago. Do we know what really transpired? Couldn’t it be possible the great Atalan, our Founder, was as godly as you or me? Couldn’t it be possible the historians were mistaken about Arclan and how late in life he saw the light?”

			“Sire, you know they weren’t mistaken,” admonished Uthlen. Sometimes I was surprised when the studious Uthlen, known for books and not battle-courage, showed the spine to stand up to me. On occasion, I even permitted it. “You’re a prince, and a righteous knight. It’s unseemly one as noble as you should contemplate such dishonesty. What’s worse, you’d never ask your father to do such a thing, as you know the king would rebuff you. You plan to ask Erthal when he ascends the High-Chair because you feel that you’ll have more sway over him than the king. I say again, Sire, it’s unseemly.”

			What I found unseemly was revering more than one God. It was impractical and foolish. One did not need to have the education of the highborn to use one’s wits. Only one ruler can rule at a time. There is only one master of any house, only one lord of any manor, and only one king of any land. There is no room for more, for more than one would bring division, dissent, chaos. And so the Founder, and Arclan’s stories, should show them to be men of logic and pragmatism, not irrationality, fancifulness, and paganism. I did not wish Atalan First, nor the great Arclan, to be perceived as foolish by the judgement of history, as idiots who bowed down to idols.

			I reminded myself that, if I thought this, I must support Erthal, one day, when he would be king. All our lives together, while things between us were contentious, I was never squeamish about his ability to rule. Until that moment outside of Mag’s hall when he told me he loved Dira and wanted to marry her, Erthal’s judgement was not in question. I believed that, after he fell in love with the Sanaavian, his judgement was impaired. Would he still make a great king, as so many, such as I, always believed … if he could make such a grievous error?

			Uthlen had questioned my judgement that day, if not my morals, when I proposed to ask a crowned Erthal to alter the record, so that my heroes were no longer viewed as pagan. Perhaps Erthal could one day change what was recorded, so that Dira was a godly lady born of our island, rather than a heretic of Sanaavia. I warmed to the idea. I would need to convince Erthal of that idea as well. Yet, while I planned to motivate some of his decisions, I would need to remember my place, and that place was to submit to his will. He would be the decision maker, and I, the advisor. If I criticized his choice of woman too much, I would be shut out. I still had high hopes at that time that Father would never allow the relationship between Erthal and Dira to blossom further. Yet, if the unthinkable occurred, I would need to find a way to still have some persuasion with the future king.

			My thoughts were halted by cries from the slopes of the great river. Royal guards had seen us. They saluted as we glided past, fist to chests, and one of the guard leaders signalled our knights. Lyayr relayed the message to me that the river would be cleared of any other boats so our trip would be unencumbered. Such were the privileges of royalty. No one’s business was ever as important as our family’s business.

			We rowed past the dark green and lighter green fields, interspersed almost like a patterned quilt that was the Greensward. The Greensward was the region that fed the nearly one hundred thousand denizens of the great capitol. The Greensward was all cropland, steadings, and marshland closer to the great river’s edges. Fed by the Elynlyr, there was little that could not grow in the lush Greensward. With the abundance of crops from the Greensward to supply them, a city of a million, much less one tenth that, would not have starved. The Egg Roads were busy that day, full of burden beasts ushered by their masters to and from their farms to the capitol. The Egg Roads were so called as they were the paths all the farmers took to bring their harvests and sundry foodstuffs for sale in the capitol. Those roads ran on parallel banks of the Elynlyr, from river mouth to city. The farmers were wealthy, the citizens of the great city were well fed and prosperous, and our kingdom thrived. Life was good on our island.

			The river was more like a straight, slick carpet, all white foam and blue water. One of its few curves came just before we reached the city. We slowed down and gently applied the steering oar to the bend, then quickly but lightly spanked the river with our oars to build up speed to jet free from the drag. And as we rounded that curve in the river, though I’d seen the sight so many times already in my lifetime, once more, I grew excited as the great capitol came into view. Once more, the sight left me breathless. As I gazed up from my seat in the boat, swatted away plump mosquitoes, and drank in the glory of the capitol, I knew my happiness would be short-lived. Between the certainty of Father’s coldness towards me, Uncle’s acerbic criticism, and the trouble Erthal was bringing to our family, I came to accept that, with my family, no good times could ever last.

		

	
		
			
Eight

			Afternoon had completely overtaken morning. Our trip down the great river neared its end. The sun was glorious, glowing above the Fire-Mount, which dominated our view. By the time we achieved the river’s main curve, afternoon had peaked. The Elynlyr was alive. The dragonflies, angered, lifted off from the fringes of the water and swooped over our bows whenever we approached them, and the trout, frightened, jumped in front of our prows as we passed. The dimples in the water appeared and disappeared subtly in our wake, as otters swam and played off our stern. It was all so beautiful while going down the Elynlyr, and nothing could have surpassed it except the view of our great city.

			At that moment, my thoughts changed temporarily to Berefet, since as I looked up at the very top of the Spire of Atalan, I recalled how long the deposed and rightful heir to King of Berefet had lived as our prisoner near the very top of the great tower. That prisoner had been captured by Uncle Yedwol the Old in the infamous First Rebellion of Berefet, when Uncle’s fame grew beyond mere hero into legend. Uncle, the boy general, lost thousands of men in the bloodiest battle in our island’s long history of war, and slept the night in the Dutul Wastes, nearly dying of thirst and heat. But against overwhelming odds, grossly outnumbered, with what men he had left, Uncle managed to storm the palace of Berefet’s king, slay that king upon his throne, and capture the king’s son, thus bringing Berefet, it seemed, once and for all back under our control.

			Berefet was a marker for our island in many ways. In relation to how far we were from the Atramlandish mainland, seven hundred miles across the sea, our island’s southernmost coasts and the north peninsula of Berefet glared at each other, like eternal enemies. That is what we were. The histories wondered if the Paratalante, the ancient race from whom we islanders were supposed to be descended, came from Berefet. Foolishness, which I did not believe. The Berefetish were nothing like us, save that they were warlike. That was where our similarities as peoples ended. Our people’s skin was pale as milk, while the Berefetish were light brown, tanned by the harsh rays of the sun bearing down on their lands without mercy. We were a people of the greatest distinction, while they were lowly. While both races, at various times in their histories, had worshipped either the Single God and been pagan, I always believed we had brought the true Worship of the God of Life, Love, and Light to Berefet, rather than them to us, as the histories alluded. I could not countenance the brutish Berefetish being the ones to find the path to the Single God before us blessed islanders, or that it was they who’d led us islanders to that path.

			I liked the Berefetish no more or less than any other islander liked them. We conquered them. They were insignificant except that their lands were invaluable to us for gold. I admired their spirit, but they should have given way to our obvious superiority years ago. Instead, they kept fighting, and hundreds of years, on and off, of war and slaughter marked our shared histories in pitched battle.

			What did they gain? Nothing except the destruction of so many of their warriors, the overthrow of their royal house, and the subservience of their people to our mightiness. Berefet as a place, to me, was a wasteland. I hated the barrenness, the loneliness, and the brutal sands of their desert, where so many of our bravest knights had fallen in battle over the long centuries. Where I nearly fell in battle. Most of all, I hated the oppressive heat there, where one could cook alive in one’s mail on setting foot upon Berefet’s soil.

			Even as I pondered this, a light autumn rain had begun to fall that cooled the rising heat. Still, as the slight drizzle subsided, and I shook my cloak out, I found myself parched as if I’d just braved a night in the Dutul Wastes like Uncle had. A goblet of wine would have been perfect, but suddenly I had such a dryness in my throat that I was willing to settle for some of the swill the simple folk called ale. And Lyayr, being simple folk, always had ale nearby. I signalled for my captain to pass me his ale-flask. I drank of it lustily. It seemed my time in Norsoon had made the taste of ale less repulsive.

			I licked my lips, nodded to my saviour knight in thanks, and gazed back up at the towering city as we drew even closer. Then I looked down and ahead at Erthal’s flagship. I could see him then, standing onboard in his supercilious way. Laughing with his men, who still fawned over him, despite his actions in Norsoon. At once, my thoughts turned from wistful about my lovely kingdom to melancholy about Erthal and my lot in life.

			I knew that one day, when he was king, I would have to do both my homage and my fealty to Erthal. I would have to go on my knees, and then he must promise to protect me, and I must promise to obey him, and give him all I had, including my life, and the lives of my men. That I must swear to give him good counsel, and remain faithful always to him, and never forsake my duties to him. It was identical to the oaths and allegiances all vassals in every land swear to their lords, be he earl or prince or client king. It was the oaths given to me by my own vassals, amongst them my own family, such as my future brother-in-law, Thurol, for his fief of Myntlan, my cousin Glathan for Dyntyx and for Vlatlan, and my cousin Uthlen for Lyntyx. It was the oaths I gave to King Atalan as his vassal for the whole princedom of Surtyx.

			It was like a marriage, as Auntie always described it to me when I was but a child and learning all the princely responsibilities I must bear one day. Though I knew I could give Erthal what he needed when he wed me as his vassal, when he was king, it would not be reciprocated, as he would not love me.

			“As a vassal, you marry your lord,” Uncle had lectured me. “You give him obedience and service. He gives you protection and love.”

			“Or,” added Auntie, just as firmly, “at least a good lord should do so unto his vassal, and a vassal in turn to his lord. It is as I am bound in matrimony, like a vassal, to your uncle. And he is my lord, my shield, and my love.”

			Every vassal had a lord. Only the Single God, the God of Life, Love, and Light was a lord without a master. Only the king himself had no earthly master, for he reported only to the Single God.

			I thought this as Erthal’s standard-bearer, standing on the deck of his lead ship, finally dared to show the standard of the First Prince, white horse on red field. This declared to all that could see it that none other than the king’s eldest son returned to the capitol. The far-sighted sentries would see the white horse, and our galleys would be allowed to pass quickly and unimpeded. Moreover, word would at once be hurried to the Falcon himself, way up in the Hall of Kings that we neared.

			Lyayr turned to me, inquiringly. I knew he was wordlessly asking if he too should display my standard. But I shook my head sulkily. By right, once Erthal struck his banner, I could show mine. Yet, there was no need. It would have been redundant. I looked at the purple banner, limp in Lyayr’s hand. I never liked that banner anyway, save the colour, so why show it more than I needed to? It only accentuated that I was in second place to Erthal.

			When you were Second Prince, or Third, or more, you were not your own man. The First Prince, he who would be king, could chose his own standard. That is the final act of the investiture ceremony of the would-be-heir. He was permitted to display his new banner. Most First Princes adopted that same banner when they became king. When Erthal was invested as First Prince, the white horse on red became his, by his choice. Throughout his reign, he would be known as Erthal the White Horse, the way Father was Atalan the Falcon. Erthal would be forever linked to this standard he chose. Red was Erthal’s favourite colour. “The regal colour,” he always said. He also loved horses, and his favourite destrier was a pale charger named Aresth. So Aresth would be one of the world’s all-time famous horses, chosen to adorn the king’s personal flag. Meanwhile, I would be forced to settle for the same tiresome insignia carried by countless Second Princes before me, including Uncle, Grandfather, and so many others. Even the Ostrich, as a First Prince, before he died, had the glory of having his own standard, a stately swan, though in mockery no one ever called the bird on his flag by its proper name. It was always called an ostrich after its master.

			We finished our journey on the great river, and then through the canals leading to the palace. We docked at the rear of the great granite house of the king. Men bowed and rushed to help Erthal and me. Our baggage from the ships was cared for. Erthal and I said little to each other, as we walked side by side along the long paths into the rear hallways. Pages, our guard commanders, and our personal knights followed us. I looked briefly back at Lyayr, who carried the Second Prince’s standard in one hand and my arming sword, Biter, in the other, before he passed both to waiting attendants. I watched my hated purple flag be handled reverently by the page, as he ensured it did not touch the ground, which would have been a dishonour.

			If you were behind the First Prince in succession, I resumed my brooding then, you could but display the banner of the gold crowns on purple. The quantity of crowns showed the world how far behind in succession you were. The more crowns, the further behind. So, my banner was already predetermined. Since my birth. My banner was set by the Tri-Crown.

			Though in name the entire south half of the kingdom was mine, that ownership would likely be short-lived. I would be Second Prince until a son was born to Erthal and Dira, if Erthal had his way somehow and married her. Then, I would be Third. Then Fourth, or Fifth, or further down the line, dependant on how many boys the Sanaavian bitch, or some other woman he married, gave Erthal. No matter, as soon as the first male child was born, possession of Surtyx would revert to his infant hands immediately in name and officially on his thirteenth birthday.

			A wave of resentment towards the First Prince struck me as I glanced over at him. Erthal strode confidently beside me, his face set only ahead. He did not spare me a second glance. Moreover, he showed no care of what he must tell Father of Dira. I supposed that was the conviction that came with one who knew he would be king. Penalty, after all, could only be feared so much when one day you would make all the rules. Although most would not comprehend it, despite the exalted place I held in our land, just below Erthal, such complete hubris did not automatically accompany my title, as it did the First Prince’s.

			Second Prince, in some ways, was the place of most indignity of all the royal progeny. You were given half of the kingdom to hold in name “until a second male heir is born to the king.” Then you gave up not only your standard of the two gold crowns on purple but also gave up your fief to your nephew. You were relegated to relying on the incomes of your wife’s dowager lands, assuming you had a wife, plus you received a meager stipend from the Crown to survive. My uncle, Old Yedwol, was one of very few former Second Princes who were wealthy, independent of the Tri-Crown. His money came from his brother King Atalan Ninth, who in an unprecedented move, allowed Old Yedwol to keep a sizeable portion of the spoils got of conquering Berefet. That seemed fair, since Uncle essentially conquered Berefet for King Andrun the Old, while Grandfather Athlyr and my one-time father stayed safe in the palace for the entirety of the wars. Perhaps it was Father’s guilt of not fighting beside his brother that promoted the generosity.

			By securing the greatest victories for our kingdom in all its long history of great victories, Uncle literally earned his weight, and more, in Berefet’s gold, which now belonged to our island. Because he was so rich, Uncle was often called the “Gold Lord.” Uncle never had any issues attracting men to his service. They knew he would be generous with them, and that generosity meant gold. Though all he owned were some meagre tracts of land near the town of Elinkster, in Thantyx, his estates were flush with treasures, and more than enough men to guard them. It was known throughout our island that Uncle could field a personal army to rival any lord in the realm save the king himself.

			It was fortunate for Uncle that he managed to overcome the reality that, as Second Prince, you were allotted some paltry bit of land to call your own, typically somewhere far away from royal domain. They expected you to be prominent, as one of your brother’s chief advisors, but not rich. In fact, the Tri-Crown wanted to keep you poor. Poor, dependant, and thus, most of all, loyal. That, I suppose, was a wise plan to keep continuity and quell any thoughts of revolution by royal second sons. That was why, in all the histories, Second Princes never rebelled against their older brothers’ reigns. I thought bitterly that they probably did not rebel because they could not afford the price of raising enough troops to overthrow their elder brothers. Instead, many of those Second Princes died as generals in their brothers’ wars. They had to earn their keep, and often paid in blood. But their blood was not spilled rising against their brothers. Rather, it was spilt furthering their brothers’ aims.

			There I was, once more, furthering the aims of my one-time brother, like a good Second Prince, even though I knew the aims were not upright. Like a fool, I was sworn to keep silent about what Erthal had done, and he knew I would not speak a word to Father. So, two hours after we arrived at the capitol, after a blessed bath, and appropriately arrayed and adorned to see the sovereign, I went with Erthal to the king. I figured I would soon see how Father dealt with Erthal for his transgressions. What would that dealing with Erthal mean for me, and my future?

			But I reminded myself, the irony of the future would be that only by Erthal becoming king, and bearing an heir, would I be free. Only by the indignity of losing the mantle of Second Prince, losing the right to fly the two gold crowns on purple, would I then be able, finally, to be more of my own man, to more of an extent than I was as merely a back-up to Erthal. I would still be a spare for Father should something ill befall Erthal, but not the primary spare anymore. I would then enjoy far more flexibility with my life. So, should I not be happy that Erthal seemed to have found a woman he desired to marry and breed? Even though she was a heathen? If Erthal married Dira and whelped a male child on her, I would be as close to being free as someone of my birth could be.

			But I could not bring myself, though I longed for more autonomy, to be happy at the situation. Erthal brought shame upon our great house by his actions. And it seemed he was about to pay for it, as we prepared to stand before Father, and I waited for Erthal to speak of Dira and witness the king’s ire.

			Once presentable, and having bowed reverently to Father, I stood with Erthal at the feet of Father’s throne, with Uncle also present. The Hall of Kings was otherwise empty except for the royal bodyguards of each lord, Father’s men, Uncle’s men, Erthal’s men, and mine. All those men were discreetly positioned far out of earshot of the High-Chair, but always watchful. Uncle Yedwol stood beside Father, as was his place as Lord Seneschal. I let Erthal be the one to speak of our travels to King Atalan and Prince Yedwol. It was his place, as the eldest. But I heard nothing of Dira to begin with. Erthal kept his tale to items he knew Father would wish to learn of a potential ally. Father interjected whenever he had a specific question. The king seemed to have aged a decade in the few months Erthal and I were gone. He was literally beginning to wither away, but his mind was still sharp at that time. “What of Mag’s troop numbers?” Father would ask. Or he would question Erthal, “Do Mag’s earls seem loyal?” Or he inquired, “What’s the quality of the Norsoonian weapons?” At times, Erthal would even defer to me, which I took pleasure in, for I knew he did not have the proper answers to those question. Erthal had spent his time inside Dira’s thighs, not on Father’s mission, unlike me. Still, Father would never give me credit for all my knowledge, and of course, his queries always took on a sharper tone when he asked things of me, irritated, I suppose, that he could not just deal with his favoured son.

			Erthal did not speak of Dira at all then, at least in my presence, to Father and Uncle. Erthal had left her hiding in Havenshur, under guard, his most loyal men tasked to keep her safe, and he kept this from the king and his seneschal. I knew it was required of Erthal’s guards, no doubt, to hold their tongues still of her presence on our island. I, too, and my household knights who travelled with us to Sanaavia, were sworn to secrecy by the First Prince. I wondered if all those men, like me, stood around in silence, waiting to hear the explosion that would come from the king when Erthal found the courage to tell Father what he had done.

			When Erthal finished his account to Father and Uncle, he asked for private audience with them. That was my cue. I took my leave reluctantly, as I was morbidly disappointed. I wished to stay and hear the eruption from Father that would, I was certain, occur over Dira, once Erthal told Father and Uncle of her. I had not wished Erthal to get in trouble, but at that moment, perversely, I still wanted to see it happen. I took so much abuse from Father over the years, it would have been pleasant to see Erthal be rebuked from time to time. Since I was denied seeing Erthal’s comeuppance, I saw no use in remaining at court. From the High Castle, I collected the remainder of my bodyguard, who had awaited my return from Norsoon. Of the one hundred and sixty men who had gone to Sanaavia with Erthal and me, only twenty had been of my household troops, and twenty had been his. The rest had been Father’s men, I suppose, sent to keep an eye on us, and out of trouble. It seemed those one hundred and twenty men had failed, for Erthal had managed to do ruin to the image of our family in his time away.

			I gathered those twenty who’d made the trip with me, including Lyayr, to combine with those other thirty of my men who had been idling away the time in the Circle City while I was abroad. Shortly, I had my entire personal protective complement of fifty men about me. They were my fifty best, and it felt good to be with something that belonged only to me, that I was not beholden to Erthal for. With them, I wound my way out of the capitol to near the city gates, to the liveries. Then, we got our horses, exited the capitol, and went east.

			As soon as we had the great city in the rear view, I breathed easier. I was saddened that I felt so much more at ease away from Erthal, and that he’d robbed my joy over being in the High Castle. Erthal’s company, an irritant before, had become loathsome to me since leaving Norsoon. I was happy I did not have to share a boat with him. On the voyage home, I would look over at times to Erthal’s main war-galley, seeing he did little save fawn over Dira. His obsession with her, his lack of propriety, his thoughtlessness, forced me to the realization my love for Erthal was born of obligation. I loved him, but I did not like him. I did better when I was not near him. Nor could I stand his Norsoonian whore. I hated her for coming into our lives, and for putting one more obstacle between Erthal and me, who’d always had a brittle existence with each other. She made big fissures of the smaller cracks between the First and the Second Prince.

			My guard and I followed the great river, the Elynlyr, until the junction where it met with the lesser River Andrun. At that junction was the Southbridge. I urged my steed over the bridge and into the bustling town the bridge was named for. Southbridge was one of our island’s main cities along with Havenshur, Elinkster, Erolan, the holy city of Atal, and of course, the capitol. Southbridge was also one of our island’s oldest cities, so prestigious it was one of few such cities to have its own earl, who of course was my vassal. In entering Southbridge, I left Erthal’s fief, the Nantyx, behind, and entered my own, Surtyx. As I crossed into Surtyx, I barely acknowledged then, with a limp wave of my hand, the citizens that scurried to bow in my wake as I rode into Southbridge. The cries of “God save Prince Othrun,” I ignored. I was too preoccupied with my own fate to pay much heed to others.

			What would become of me? I wondered. Tradition dictated that, once Erthal was king, and I was no longer Second Prince, my place was back in the capitol, at Erthal’s side to help him rule his kingdom. What good would I be as a primary advisor if I did not manage to convince him not to cleave to the foreign tramp? How could I be a proper counselor to a king I did not admire, and whom I seemed to have so little influence over? I would do my duty, but how could I do it well in that case?

			It was at that pivotal moment when I vowed to spend my life in battle, on military campaigns in Acremia. I would be Erthal’s main commander overseas, leading our armies, and carving out Erthal’s foreign territories amidst shaky alliances and heathen kings. I would succeed in expanding Erthal’s empire or expire in attempt. It did not matter if I died in the endeavour. It would save me from growing old as some withering chamberlain, slobbering behind Erthal’s throne. I could not imagine, me aged like Uncle Yedwol, watching Erthal and Dira flourish, surrounded by my bratty nieces and nephews. I could barely imagine those offspring of Erthal’s, born half-breeds, mongrelized by their part-Sanaavian heritage, if Erthal and Dira wed. That was why I was so determined to escape our island, which I loved. Even then, I foresaw Erthal would somehow find a way to be with Dira permanently, despite the logic that could never be. I could not bear to be around to see them find happiness together, Erthal, of our high blood, and Dira, a peasant-princess.

			So, I reasoned to myself, I would fulfill the destiny to which I was born. I was born to be a warlord! This would save me from being at Erthal’s side, allow me to be my own man, and not live in the shadow of him and whomever he married. After all, I had already proven I was a great fighter. I knew I had great generalship in me, no matter what Father thought. I’d excelled the one time I led men into battle. That arrow I took to my armpit was the only thing that stopped even further glory for me, as I know I conducted myself bravely and with skill.

			I would dedicate my life to the aims of war, I promised myself then. I would die on the battlefield, far away from home, or else I would die abed, some wizened governor of some far-flung Acremian kingdom kept in Erthal’s name. I would not end my days in our homeland, but rather in Acremia. My disdain for Norsoon aside, I could only dream there were more enchanting parts of the continent than Mag’s hole-in-the-ground kingdom. I hoped Aliaz liked venison. It seemed one day we would be eating a lot of it.

			I did not tarry in Southbridge then, as by protocol I should have done. I’d spent much time in my southern holdings in the past; however, this was the first time I entered Surtyx to take up formal residence as lord of my princedom. Customarily, I should have done the Lord Mayor of Southbridge, and Southbridge’s earl, the royal favour of calling on them. I should have informed them I was finally coming to officially claim my fief. Then I should have stopped at least a fortnight with my men and allowed the Lord Mayor and the earl time to prepare a ceremony in my honour. But I shirked my office in that moment. Protocol be damned. If Erthal could throw all tradition away and aspire to marry a heathen, I would have to be forgiven for my lack of courtesy to the Lord Mayor and the earl. I clipped horse with spurs, led my men south, and left Southbridge behind.

		

	
		
			
Nine

			After I left Southbridge, since had I absconded from my duties in calling on the Lord Mayor and the earl, I was able to gladly hasten back to my princedom’s seat of Newhall, a fortress near the middle of the realm. I had a wedding of my own to consider, rather than concentrating on if Erthal would ever have his own marriage to a heathen. I was to be married before the year was old, to my Aliaz. Prior to my engagement, I’d lived predominantly at the High Castle. But one day that palace was to belong to Erthal, and I, about to be a married man, required my own primary residence. I needed to have that residence prepared and suitable to live in with my wife.

			When I arrived at Newhall, official home of the Second Prince, I wondered how my ancestors, the greatest and wisest princes in history, did not have the foresight to name the Second Prince’s castle other than “Newhall.” Did they not see it would become old, and never be new again? It looked so stately on the outside. From afar. Closer inspection told a different story.

			It was a simple design, four high square walls with concentric towers at the four corners, and a central keep in the middle, yet the interior furnishings were lavish beyond all reason. Still, the central keep had almost crumbled. As for the rear towers on the castle, well, Father himself was hardly less decrepit. The last Second Prince to be occupant of Newhall before me, my very own Uncle Yedwol, hardly spent any time in the seat of his fief. He was too busy abroad at war, or in the capitol serving as chief counsellor to his brother for most of his tenure as Second and Third Prince. Uncle had let the place fall into disrepair. Not on purpose, but nevertheless, after the passing of my Auntie Lolove, Uncle’s beloved wife, he cared little about the more trivial concerns of keeping up a castle he rarely saw. The upper halls were dark, drafty, and crawled with insects. The rat-catchers could barely keep up with the vermin in the lower halls.

			The Newhall is crumbling, I thought despairingly, like our dynasty, for all our pride, with Erthal’s obsession with Dira, and with my father, the Falcon, whose time would soon be at its end.

			I tried to shake off those less than positive thoughts. I had much to do. I planned to make significant renovations, lest my castle become as humble as Mag’s hall. Yet, I was excited to get started on fixing my home, and especially having my new princess decorate it as she pleased, as every lady of a great manor should.

			I believed myself fortunate with Aliaz, my cousin as well as my betrothed. I grew up with her. I knew her so well, and Aliaz was lovely inside and out. I was lucky for other reasons, I believed, with respect to my bride, as I was lucky to have her at all. There were no women left of the king’s blood, after my Aliaz, yet to come of age to be married. Any left were babes in arms. At least I believed then it was a blessed thing, until I realized, startled, that this meant there was no one for Erthal to marry for some while. I lived in fear for years, after falling in love with Aliaz, that because it was more a priority for the heir apparent, rather than the spare apparent, to have a wife ready for him, she might be taken from me and given to Erthal as his bride.

			But Father always seemed to have other ideas for Erthal’s marriage, which he did not disclose to me. Father, without hesitation at any step that I recalled, commanded my betrothal to Aliaz go full forward, at every stage of her and me growing up together. At the very least, he seemed unconcerned that, after Aliaz, there appeared no one ready for many years to be partnered with Erthal, which I always found strange. Father was not one not to plan meticulously for something of such importance, and few things could be more important than his primary heir finding a wife to bear sons and maintain the line of kings.

			A thought occurred to me then, as I surveyed my dilapidated castle with a critical eye. Had Father, all along, planned to marry Erthal to another reigning family, instead of one of our own? It would have been unprecedented for recent times, yet not without advantages, and potentially very much in the national interest. Yet, considerations of strategic diplomacy aside, I could not bring myself then to think marrying into the royal house of Norsoon was as high a match as the great Falcon would have sought for his firstborn son. Surely, there were women of much higher lineage among foreign princesses in Atramland, such as in Lifren, Chanon, and the like, that Erthal could have married, and yet enhanced the prospect of territories being gained. Would Father be willing to give up keeping our blood clean to expand our empire? The fact I that could not answer that for certain, knowing how ambitious the Falcon was, gave me pause.

			I worried of the simple Norsoonians playing us for fools, and managing the coup of getting our First Prince to fall for their princess. But was this predetermined all along, with Father’s blessing? Had he and Mag spoken of matching Erthal with Dira, before Erthal and I stepped onto that beach? Had Erthal known of an arranged mating, from Father, and not told me? No, he seemed too surprised about the entire affair. Or had he been merely caught off guard at how captivating Dira was, seeing her for the first time, seeing the woman he was already promised to?

			I could not ponder it anymore. It made me dizzy and sick to think Father wanted a barbarian to marry into our line. But it also made me more curious as to how that conversation between Erthal and the king about Dira transpired. I was not there for that conversation, but finally, about two weeks after I came back to our island, while I supervised the work being done at Newhall, my cousin Glathan came calling, bringing news. Glathan, like many lords, was well connected with spies throughout the land. But he did not need espionage. For Uncle was like every other noble in the land in that he respected and trusted my elder cousin. It was rare for Old Yedwol to confide in others, but Glathan was an exception. Uncle told Glathan directly what occurred after I left the Hall of Kings, when Erthal told my Father and Uncle of Dira.

			Father was incensed, according to Glathan. Uncle was apoplectic.

			That theory of mine therefore was wrong. Father’s anger confirmed he had not planned any of what occurred in Norsoon. Dira’s seduction of Erthal was the clever work of Mag alone, not some predestined agreement between our crown and Norsoon’s. So, because of Mag’s machinations, Erthal fought to keep the one he loved at his side. Erthal was not the swordsman I was, but he was a canny strategist, as I always believed. He knew how to wage a war.

			“So, what did Erthal do then after Father and Uncle’s anger?” I asked Glathan.

			“He did what you did,” gossiped Glathan. “He retreated to his seat as well.”

			A wise move, I thought. Let the king stew on what his eldest son has done, and not engage in continued arguments that you will be bound to lose. Retreat. For Erthal had everything he needed secured inside his castle with him, allowing him to withdraw from any battle with Father. Glathan told me next that Erthal had conveniently neglected to tell Father and Uncle that Dira was brought to our island with him. He only told them of his betrothal. So, before he went back to Nantyx from the High Castle, he returned in haste to Havenshur, where his lover was secretly stowed with his allies, and fetched Dira. Then they rode for the Nantyx, and let the gate of Erthal’s hold fall behind them. The hold Erthal barred himself and Dira up in, Westrich, was palace of the First Prince by right.

			Westrich, the remote bastion by the sea. Westrich. The memories thinking of Erthal’s keep brought me were not pleasant. To me it was ever a place of sadness. For some, like Father, Westrich was even a place of horror, that place that I was born, and where Mother died. The place that Erthal evicted me from when he became First Prince, for spite. But, regardless of my feelings, I admitted Westrich was the perfect hide-away. It was isolated, almost impenetrable, and eerie, in that it would strike fear in the heart of the superstitious who ever tried to storm Westrich if it ever came to that. Fear, that was, for the spectre of Mother’s ghost. It was in this desolation of the thought-to-be-haunted Westrich that Erthal kept Dira with him, away from the wrath of Father and would not suffer to come out.

			If Father was enraged when Erthal told him he took Dira’s virginity, and that he was promised to her without the king’s permission, in a pagan ceremony, and was determined to marry her, I could not imagine how angry Father was when he discovered Erthal had brought Dira back home with him and hid her from everyone. I felt, somehow, I would be blamed in all of it, for not dissuading Erthal from his path of madness. But who could control a man like Erthal at the best of times, much less when he was in love? Apparently, not even the king of the realm.

			Erthal ignored the command of the king to return to the capitol. So, Father sent Uncle as the negotiator. At first, when I heard that Old Yedwol had been sent, I figured Father sent Uncle to scare Erthal into obeying the king’s orders. For Uncle was the only man in the island who inspired more fear than the sovereign himself. But that time, Uncle came to Westrich with honeyed words, not breathing fire. Uncle entreated Erthal to be speak to him, while he sat on his horse at Erthal’s gates. Finally, Erthal came to the battlements. My uncle’s news, straight from the king’s lips, shocked Erthal, Glathan said. I heard no one was more shocked than Old Yedwol himself at the words he was required to speak. I wished I were shocked when Glathan told me Father’s decision. It was as I feared. After pondering perhaps loss of both of his wives, not wishing unhappiness on his son, and thinking of the potential alliance he hoped for with Mag, Old Yedwol told his nephew that the king had allowed the marriage between Erthal and Dira to proceed.

			“Unprecedented,” said Glathan of it all, sounding less than pleased. “The First Prince secreted this woman in my seat, and even I knew nothing of it, I, with all my informants.” I knew Glathan would not be wroth with me as the Second Prince for not telling him of Erthal hiding Dira in Glathan’s main city, for he would have known I was censured by Erthal. “Then he scoops her up, takes her to Westrich, barricades himself in there, and disregards the king’s command. Finally, the Falcon, made of iron, gives into your brother with barely a whimper. Age must be inclining our king to more sentiment.”

			“Sentiment from Father?” I said tartly. “Thinking of Erthal’s happiness, and placing it above what was right and proper? How noble of the Falcon!” Sadly, it hurt me that love for Erthal moved the Falcon to do something with such weighty repercussions for the sake of his favoured first son that he would never do for his forlorn second son.

			Glathan went on to say that Uncle had tried to bend the mind of Atalan Ninth away from the madness of having a pagan daughter-in-law. Apparently, the king responded: “I’ve sat many a year, a cold and empty throne beside me. A throne that one, if not two queens, should have occupied. I’ve ruled alone, without a wife beside me. Do you not know of the loss of a wife, Brother?’”

			“I do, Brother,” Glathan reported that Uncle, who’d worshipped Auntie Lolove, replied. “But better lose a queen than lose a kingdom. And if you let that boy Erthal marry this trollop from Sanaavia, that’s what may happen.”

			Many days after Glathan’s visit, my own spies told me that I was not the only one with dissidence about the situation. The king’s allowance of the marriage drove a wedge between the temple and the Tri-Crown. Under no circumstances could it be imagined that the High Prelate and his clergy would give endorsement of a prince of the blood, the First Prince no less, marrying a heathen woman. As such, it also earned the outrage of the earls. Even those nobles who were not as pious, and less worried about Dira’s religion, saw it as extremely unwise to offend the temple, and for the First Prince to marry beneath him. An affront to the temple was an affront to the realm, and it endangered Father’s standing as defender of the faith, the earls argued.

			No one, however, in the days following, could change King Atalan’s mind, no matter how they tried. When the Falcon was resolute, even at his age with his mind waning, or maybe because of it, making him even more entrenched and stubborn, he would not be dissuaded. The temple’s benediction would be bought in gold from the royal coffers. The earls would fall in line, because the Falcon, and his heir, were no less iron than they ever were, and their liegemen owed them their fealty, despite any misgivings. It was decided. Erthal would marry Dira, as was his wish. Dira would be queen one day.

			As I dreaded, Erthal got his way, as he always did with Father.

			Uncle must have choked delivering this news from the king to his eldest son. Few could claim more piety and mean it than Uncle, and certainly no one could have been more disdainful of the lower-born royalty of other nations. For him, our island was the only monarchy worth boasting about, and its purity was its prize. The idea of a heathen princess marrying into his family must have made him faint.

			But Uncle’s dismay or not, Erthal and Dira were wedded within a month of our return from Norsoon. If I thought the pagan troth-plighting rushed, I was amazed at the speed that Erthal and Father pushed through the marriage. I assumed that Erthal wanted his whore to be officially his wife before Father changed his mind. As well, perhaps with all the rutting the two lovers did before the marriage, they did not wish to have Dira’s belly blossom with a bastard before they could have a chance to legitimize it. The lords and ladies of the realm had little choice but to swell the wedding’s attendance numbers, for Father made it plain to his vassals that, despite any uproar over Dira’s pagan birth and lowly royalty, all his liegemen and their families were expected to be present. So, in the great capitol, viewed by massive crowds, Dira became Erthal’s princess. Yet it seemed to me that many came out of curiosity of the scandal of Erthal being tied to a foreign heathen princess, rather than out of love for First Prince or the Tri-Crown he would one day wear as king. The crowd appeared more sombre, or gawking, whispering in gossip, instead of being celebratory.

			I took small comfort in that it was a fitting ceremony at our most holy temple, overseen, as promised by Father, by the High Prelate, head of clergy for all the land. All the pomp and pageantry of the kingdom was on display. I attended Erthal’s wedding, as it was my duty to stand directly beside him, as his closest male relative, who was not his father, by tradition. I stood, confident that the marriage was a sign Dira had converted to the religion of the One God, the true God, and taking satisfaction if nothing else, in that presumed conversion. I looked at Dira, exquisite in her wedding gown, and wondered how she felt being blessed by the High Prelate. I wondered if she gleaned, as Erthal’s wife and First Princess, that she would be forsaking her multiple pagan Gods and leading a better life, of true worship of the only real divinity she would ever need. That she could cast aside Udyn, Thyr, and Nyrn forever.

			The marriage in the temple was thus encouraging, in my view. Though controversial beyond anything occurring with our royal family in centuries, I thought all would blow over. The First Prince had the wife he desired. Dira would become, in time, devout in the ways of the Single God. She would be trained in the ways of sophistication. She would learn proper manners. Her beauty would eventually make our people forget she came from nothing. I was far from pleased that Erthal had married Dira, but I hoped I one day too would cease to think of her only in terms of her low social status. At that time, I simply could not, for it was all too fresh; still, I had some optimism that one day it would not bother me as much.

			The marriage crowds dispersed, and I returned to Surtyx after the grand wedding reception, wanting nothing but to mind my own affairs and leave Erthal and Dira to theirs. Things between Erthal and I had never been colder, as he sensed my displeasure with his choice of wife, and my tepid support of his decision to marry whom he loved, rather than do his duty.

			Aliaz and I married in quieter nuptials, in Newhall, not two months later, so as not to upstage Erthal and Dira. It was royal protocol those two higher ranking be married first, though Aliaz and I were promised to each other almost since infancy. That said, I thought my willingness to obey protocol without any fuss would have earned me more than the spurning Erthal gave me next.

			A curt letter from the First Prince sent regrets of royal business that prevented his attendance at his brother’s wedding, yet he sent Aliaz and I lavish gifts to stand in for his absence. If I ever required convincing of how wide the gulf had opened betwixt Erthal and I, this most egregious snub was all I needed to be assured we would never be as brothers again. I was hurt by Erthal not being there, as I was for him. If anyone should have been excused from being at the other’s wedding, I believed it should have been me, considering my offence to the whole proceedings. There could have been no royal business, except if we were at war, or the death of the ruling lord, more demanding attendance of our family than the wedding of the second son of the king, even for the king’s first son. It was not only rude and hurtful, but it was contrary to tradition. It seemed of Atalan’s sons only I cared to uphold our royal norms. But I was so happy with Aliaz, I simply tried to get over it. I took solace in the fact that, while not quite as outwardly appealing as Dira, I had in Aliaz by far the better woman of the two. Father, barely able to stand, came, and for the first time that I could remember in years, looked pleased with me. Or, at least, he was pleased in my choice of wife, for Aliaz was beloved by all. Glathan took Erthal’s place at my wedding. He stood beside me representing my closest male relative who was not my father, as was tradition, and I moved on.

			As did the kingdom seem to move on. Years passed. Other than the indignation of First Princess being a pagan by birth, there was some temporary calm restored, as I thought there would be. Yet, even though things were more serene, that did not mean there was not tension. I did not wish to be part of that tension created by Dira having joined the nucleus of the royal court. Other than any official obligations required, I stayed away from the capitol as much as my duties as Second Prince allowed me. It was fortunate for me that, since I did not have a formal position on the king’s High Council, I was assigned most of the ceremonial tasks that had little substance. Yet, those tasks kept me travelling throughout the kingdom.

			When he was too busy, I sat in for Uncle, Grand Master of the High Order of the Mammoth, at conclaves for the order, which occurred monthly. I went to the many baptisms, weddings, and funerals of the nobility all over the kingdom, representing the royal family. I would, along with Glathan, be the greeter to lords of other kingdoms visiting our island on state business, waiting for them to arrive at the great quays at Havenshur. I inspected our armies in the place of the late Lord Marshal, Glaton’s successor, the famous Thurol the Terrible, father of my brother-in-law Thurol, as the Terrible passed that summer. A new marshal was not yet named, since it was likely that would wait for Father’s own death, and Erthal as king to name his own marshal. I hoped for the position, but there was a far greater chance I would be named overall commander of privy disposal at that point than Lord Marshal, Commander of the King’s Armies for the remainder of Father’s reign. I thought, as I rode past the king’s own household troops on parade at the High Summer Fair, that my plans to become Erthal’s chief warlord were going splendidly. Surely not speaking to him unless spoken to would have him rushing to appoint me his general abroad. I sighed and went back to concern of how shiny the helmets were of the knights I inspected. At least I loved seeing fighting men on parade. Whatever boring engagement I was next scheduled to attend, I could not remember, and thought I better enjoy looking at the helmets while it lasted.

			In other words, I was busy, but busy doing nothing meaningful. I also pleaded the need to oversee the improvements to Newhall, and my new marriage as reason to keep me in Surtyx as much as possible when I was not on congress. And I kept my sword and my fighting skills sharp. In my spare moments, I trained with Thurol, my brother-in-law, the best swordsman in the land. I still hoped for war, and I would be ready. I vowed, if called upon to lead knights, regardless of whether as a simple captain, or overall head of an invading force, I would meet the challenge of leadership. I yearned for challenge. I fretted, as I had no news of when, or if, such a challenge would ever arrive.

			Besides missing the atmosphere of the Circle City, not being at council, not being at the court, had its disadvantages. Except for what my spies and other family members could tell, and that became less and less as Erthal kept much of his own matters to himself, I was in the dark. I did not know what the king-in-waiting policies would be concerning conquests, particularly Erthal’s plans for Acremia since he was married into the royal family of Norsoon. Would Erthal continue the designs of Father, and despite being son-in-law to Mag, use Norsoon as a pawn to get all Sanaavia, and later all Acremia, under our rule? Would Erthal, once king, still consider me, despite our falling-out, as the man to sail to Acremia and show the heathens the meaning of war since those heathens had become his family. So, though it damaged my political standing in the realm, and my own future aims at command, I kept out of Erthal and Dira’s way, for the most part. When Erthal and I did speak, our conversations were polite and distant. During this period, Aliaz and I grew to know each other even better, living together. And with my break from Erthal, and in many ways the rest of my family, I kept the counsel and company first and foremost of my wife, as I always knew I would.

			Still, even additional closeness with Aliaz, though, was no substitute for what I never had with Father. I was sad and knew I should be in the capitol more for the king. His health was in its final fading. I supposed, like many fathers and their sons, we never got along as we should have. Yet, I loved him, and it was my place to be by his side as life left him. My duty. I failed in that. But I could not bring myself to do it. I did not wish to see him dying.

			In penance for my deserting Father’s hospice, Aliaz and I made the long trip required at least three times in the life of every devout follower of the Single God, the true God, the God of Life, Love, and of Light. For, once sometime soon after birth, once at mid-life, and once before one feels one’s life nearing its last tenth, all believers were bound to make pilgrimage to the Holy City of Atal. This city was at the northernmost point of our island, where the great forefather of our race, the great prelate, Atal the Revered, first landed and established our kingdom, with his son Atalan the First, the Founder, as our first king. It was there where Atal made the shrine to the Single God, the holy temple, and thus, in time, our royal line brought true worship to our land. My visit would represent my mid-life trip, for once near twenty years of age, one could expect half one’s life had gone by. If my plan worked out, I might never make it back to the Holy City in old age, as I hoped to die in Acremia. So, I felt it imperative to make that holy expedition while I still lived in my homeland.

			Once shriven by the prelates, and as Second Prince, asked by the high priest of the great temple to say a blessing on behalf of the royal family for the pilgrims assembled that day, I lit the prayer candles, arranged in the design of a triangle within a circle, at the high altar. I began the public benediction. Then, I said a silent prayer for Father. I prayed that he might live until I returned to the capitol, and I might find the courage to see him before it was too late. I realized I was disconsolate, and even the most sacred of journeys to Atal did not raise me from my wretchedness. I would not relish Father’s death when it came. I would not inherit the throne, so I supposed I would have nothing to celebrate, amidst any grief when Father died, like Erthal would. Try as I might, despite my prayer, I lacked the will to go and see Father, though I knew I would regret it.

			Moreover, it was because of Erthal I did not wish to be in the great city. I hated how we one-time-brothers could barely tolerate each other’s company. I could not stand to witness Erthal as he paraded his new princess about like some great prize, as if she were a lady of aristocracy and distinction born into the high houses of our land. She was beautiful, no one could deny it, and bathed, coiffed, scented, and in clothes fit for a queen, all had to admit she sparkled as First Princess from the outside. But I knew the dullness beneath, the lack of true breeding that she was from royalty so menial compared to ours that she may as well have been a peasant. She had at least the sense to say little, and not embarrass herself in halting, struggling High Atramlandish, heavily accented with the gruff tongue of the Sanaavians. She was a pretty ornament, one with low, brutish cunning enough to get a prince, and future king. Nothing more.

			Yet, that was for chiefly Erthal to worry about, I said to myself. I did not heed the grumblings of the lords of the court about Erthal’s princess. I did not heed the general air of unrest in the capitol I knew was there every time I set foot in it. I attempted blissful denial. Newly married, I pretended all was well, but it was not well. I returned from Atal, still feeling doleful, and shortly after, the unravelling of my island began.

			For, First Prince Erthal, sometime after his wedding, it seemed, turned to worship of the Sanaavian Gods, as was the desire of his wife. Erthal never invoked the names of Thyr or Udyn. Nor did he raise pagan idols in the land. He did not throw away his Triangle and Circle amulet. He attended Mass when occasion called for it. But in all that, Erthal’s next actions proved he had turned away from the temple and the teachings of the Single God, the true God, the God of Life, Light, and Love, and embraced paganism, as surely as if he did all those desecrations. What did Erthal do that was so profane? How did he indicate he had cast our sacred religion aside?

			He imported, from over the sea, druids of Norsoon, patrons of Dira. A few, at first. Then a few more. Until there were many, twenty at least, all living in the Nantyx, at Westrich, and in the Circle City among our peoples. So, twenty foul druids came to our island, whom Erthal lauded as his close friends, allies, and worst of all, advisors. Druids, the fake priests, became Erthal’s chief counsellors, rather than any of his sworn vassals, our priesthood, or his family. I hated druids. But what was most alarming, was when I began to hear that the druids urged Erthal to allow them to make animal sacrifices to their gods, and Erthal consented. Then, in time, the rumours began that those sacrifices were not merely a goat here or oxen there. It was said, after a while, that the abomination of human sacrifices was taking place in our kingdom.

			It was rumoured that common townsfolk in the Nantyx, Erthal’s princedom, disappeared. It was noised, in secret ceremonies, that Irka—chief druid imported from Norsoon, the one who had plighted Erthal and Dira’s troth on that beach—had marched the secret paths leading north from the capitol, all the way to the volcano, and up its sides. It was said that he did not climb alone. It was said that he went there, guarded by a troop of the king’s own knights, dragging captives with him. It was said that he slew those poor captives, innocent islanders, snatched from their families as human sacrifices, on a huge table. Then Irka, so the tellers told, threw the bodies down the pit of the great Fire-Mount. But before the bodies plunged down into Mount Atalante, Irka slashed our citizens open with his cruel serrated knife, and drank of the corpses’ blood, or so it was said.

			These speculations raised the denunciation of Erthal and Dira to a fever pitch.

			Some islanders called for the life of Dira, of Irka. They wanted Dira burned at the stake as a witch, and Irka’s head mounted on a pike. They did not call for Erthal’s life, for it was believed that Dira and Irka had enchanted the First Prince and led him so far astray that he allowed the madness of human sacrifice in the kingdom. But it was those who openly spoke up against the Princess Dira, wife to the future king, and against her druid, who were the ones to lose their lives. Those who raised their voices in protest, against the heathen practices, the murder of our people, were hunted down, deemed treasonous, and jailed or executed.

			Noblemen died for having deprecated Dira and the druids, and for having incurred the fury of Erthal. Yet the sum of all the lords punished for the crimes of daring to “defaming the First Princess Dira” and “insulting the royal advisors” could not be compared to the lowborn blood that was eventually spilled. That common-born blood cried out from the ground and demanded justice. That baseborn blood spilled, in one dread day, was the true catalyst for the rebellion that I led against Erthal.

			That catalyst was the iniquitous Bloody Day at Lowgate.

		

	
		
			
Ten

			Rumblings over reports of human sacrifices began to spread throughout Nantyx. The discontent in Erthal’s fief quickly reached his ears through those who were faithful to him, those who feared his wrath if he discovered they were not faithful to him, and those he paid with gold to spy and bring news. He did not like what he heard. In response, increasingly, Erthal’s most trusted men were tasked to ride around the princedom, repressing any potential uprisings with their presence. This riding of the prince’s men was heedless of his vassals having responsibility for maintaining order in their sub-feudal areas. The prince did not trust his liegemen to keep order, since he knew some of them were against him and Dira. Erthal even suspected some of his own sworn lords incited his subjects against him. The very sight of the prince’s war-bands, on their huge black mounts, tromping through the northern parts of the kingdom, was often enough to quickly silence any outspoken criticism. Many of the common folk would not be silenced by the show of intimidating force by Erthal’s men. Yet those who protested that bullying and attempted censure paid the price.

			Lowgate was barely more than a hamlet. Additionally, Lowgate was not the first place in our island to suffer the inexplicable disappearances of citizens that seemed to follow whenever druids appeared. But Lowgate did become the most infamous of all those places. One night, two of the shambling, so-called holy men came to Lowgate, claiming they wished to stop for rest after leaving Westrich, following an audience with First Princess Dira. The druids said they were en route to the capitol, to see Prince Erthal, who was in the Circle City for High Council. Reluctantly, the druids were admitted to the local inn. The tavern owner could have scarce refused them. The druids bore travelling authorization signed by none other than King Atalan himself, affixed with the royal seal in wax. These travelling papers, shown to the tavern owner, gave the druids the exalted status of official ambassadors of Norsoon, and therefore granted them diplomatic status in our kingdom. They were to be given free passage wherever they went, without hindrance, and afforded royal protection. Still, the druids had an even more effective shield than just paper. They were escorted by ten of Erthal’s burly household knights.

			No incident seemed to occur in the town the night of the druids’ visit. The Sanaavians departed, as far as anyone could tell, only with the guards they’d brought with them to Lowgate. Yet, the next morning, twelve people, a miller, his wife, and the miller’s ten children, vanished. Investigation by the townsfolk found the miller’s land empty. His grain mill was eerily deserted. The family’s dinner was cold, left uneaten on the table. There were no signs of violence, but no signs of the inhabitants either. High and low, people searched for the miller and his family. They were never found.

			Two days after the search concluded, the impassioned Magistrate of Lowgate spoke, fervently, at a rally in the central square. The Magistrate accused the druids of witchcraft, and of the kidnapping and likely murder of the miller’s family. The Magistrate calumniated the druids, and Princess Dira, decrying her as a heretic. That Magistrate, to the supporting cries of the townsfolk, called for Dira and her druids to be “cleansed.” In our kingdom, “cleansed” meant one faced the fires of the stake as an apostate.

			The Magistrate was too vocal, it seemed, and somehow his words got back to Erthal.

			That evening, the thunder of heavy horses into the town south of Westrich disturbed the quiet of dusk. Then gauntleted fists pounded on a door. Then a loud crack sounded. Erthal’s men broke into the Magistrate’s house, seized the low-ranking official out of bed, and dragged him back to the same town square. The commotion brought other residents out of slumber, and out of the front doors of their homes with cressets. Those townsfolk emerged in time to see, in the torchlight, a troop of twenty knights, Erthal’s white horse on red on their surcoats, armed to all points, haul the writhing official into the then-deserted town square. Even as the Magistrate’s wife and young sons burst out of their house, screaming in protest, the pitiless soldiers kicked the popular Magistrate, forced him to his knees, and one knight lopped off the Magistrate’s head without another word.

			As the family of the Magistrate, yelling in fury, dared to attack the soldiers, the dead Magistrate’s relatives were joined by shrieking citizens, who rushed to support them. The knights were quickly assailed by a mob of more than a hundred people. But these trained and hardened men bore daggers, swords, and spears against peasants, and only those peasants with torches in hand had any weapons of opportunity. The knights defended themselves, vigorously. A bloody riot ensued. When all was finished, two knights lay dead, burned, and trampled, and several were injured. The number of townsfolk lost was far more shocking. Three score were dead, including twenty women and six children, and a dozen were wounded nearly to the death. The final outrage happened when the lieutenant of the knights, who’d assumed command after his captain perished at the hands of the townsfolk, harshly issued an order. Forty rioters, subdued, but not killed, were summarily beheaded for breaking the king’s peace, attempting to murder the king’s sworn men, and raising insurrection against the Tri-Crown.

			The Bloody Day at Lowgate marked the first signs of fractiousness to the relative cohesion amongst the ruling elite of the island. Prior to the slaughter at Lowgate, only Dira herself, and the druids of Norsoon, were targeted by the nobility’s vilification. Erthal was thought of as bewitched by Dira’s spells, and more of her pawn. After the Bloody Day, the First Prince himself, Lord Erthal, was reviled, for the murderers at Lowgate wore the sigil of the White Horse.

			First, the Lord Mayor of the capitol, a distant cousin of the murdered Magistrate, lashed out verbally at High Council. In front of the king and the realm’s great lords, the Lord Mayor castigated the actions of the prince’s men, and upbraided Erthal. The Lord Mayor of the Circle City may have been elected by the powerful magnates of the capitol, but he served at the pleasure of the Falcon, Atalan, Lord and King of the realm. Until the king was displeased, that is, and the king was very displeased. There was a new Lord Mayor within an hour of the old one’s rebuke of the First Prince. The old one had his tongue pulled out with hot pinchers, and he was thrown into the king’s gaols to rot, until he died two months later of a flux.

			Next, in the Earldom of Urtlan, the sub-fief within the Nantyx where Lowgate was located, the earl himself, Edywal, spoke out. Edywal was respected throughout the kingdom, and not one to be disloyal. That loyalty, it seemed, did not extend to what the earl saw as the indiscriminate killing of nearly a whole town in his domain. He appealed to the probity of his lord, Erthal, directly to the prince himself. But Edywal’s appeals fell on deaf ears. Instead, for his troubles, like the Lord Mayor, the earl was imprisoned, disenfranchised, and replaced. The lieutenant of the troop who was at the massacre at Lowgate was at first elevated to merely captain after the incident. After Edywal’s deposing, this new captain, stunningly, was promoted to the Lordship of Urtlan for his service in defence of Erthal and Dira’s good name. Edywal, the former Lord of Urtlan, found his new solitary dwelling beneath the cellars of Westrich, behind bars, with only mice for company.

			These questionable actions, through fear and brutality, quelled open dissent for a time. The citizens knew how merciless our royal family could be to foreign enemies. No one doubted we would deal as cruelly with domestic ones. The slaughter at Lowgate was publicly sanctioned by the king as being necessary to protect his son, and send the clear message that neither Dira nor her druids could be harmed with words or otherwise. That message also told the realm that Atalan might be old but he was still made of steel. The king also broadcast to the populous, with his actions, that he would not permit anything he found tantamount to revolution, and that he would do anything required to ensure future heirs would be produced of Erthal’s loins and Dira’s womb. The royal First Couple soon walked the land with three times the nominal bodyguard to keep them free from violence by Erthal’s own people. Soon, Erthal and Dira essentially abandoned Westrich, with its proximity to Lowgate as a nexus of further potential uprisings. The First Couple relocated to the capitol, and soon would hardly even venture out of the city limits. Then, in time, they began to leave the security of the palace less and less.

			The move of Erthal to the palace was also strategic for other reasons. For, as King Atalan became feeble and more senile, Erthal became more and more true ruler of the land. Eventually, Erthal spent most of his time, his princess at his side, at my ailing father’s deathbed. The Falcon’s rule was coming to an end, and Erthal started to take control, preparing for the reign of the White Horse to begin.

			Then conflict arrived in earnest.

			The disgraced former Lord of Urtlan, poor Edywal, was found murdered in his gaol, deep in the bowels of Westrich, seat of First Prince Erthal. News of his death leaked out, where it seemed Erthal conspired to keep it hidden. Edywal’s son, also named Edywal, in the wake of the older Edywal’s disgrace, immediately went to ground after his father’s imprisonment, fearing First Prince Erthal might also try to harm him. After the news of Lord Edywal’s demise circulated, harm to his rightful heir was almost assured, for it was the young Edywal himself who managed to get the word out of his father’s killing.

			For suddenly, young Edywal came out of hiding, from what should have been the sanctity and shelter of the temple in Lockhouse, which was barely three miles from Lowgate. From that temple, he sent out a chilling tale via letters to the lords of the land. Edywal’s letters said his father was stabbed many times and his throat cut. Young Edywal claimed he had information that would prove his father’s wounds were caused by serrated knives. That manner of knives, accused the junior Edywal, was known to be carried by druids, whom he said were turned into assassins to deal with his father, once the elder Edywal became one of Erthal’s political enemies.

			Not long after I received my own letter from young Edywal, brought to me by the hand of my steward while I sat in my solar at Newhall, things turned decidedly worse. Once young Edywal exposed the purported manner of his father’s demise, it was learned that not even the Lockhouse temple could keep the young man safe. A mysterious fire burned the temple down one morning Mass. The priests, congregation, and sole refugee inside the Temple, Edywal, managed to flee the building before it came down on their heads. Nevertheless, waiting outside to rescue the temple’s occupants was a troop of the First Prince’s men. Erthal’s knights promptly snatched Edywal, the protests of the priests notwithstanding and spirited him away. The priests were left staring, amidst the rubble and smoke, after the men who rode away with the unfortunate and rightful Lord of Urtlan in their grasp.

			I admired young Edywal, as I read his letter. An overreach yes, but bold and clever, I thought, to conceal himself, almost in plain sight, near the very keep where his father was held, not ten miles in fact from Westrich itself. Young Edywal’s hiding was literally under the nose of Lord Erthal, so close to the First Prince’s former main castle, in a temple, which would normally have sufficed for protection from anyone. If young Edywal lived—and after I read his letter, I doubted he could be alive much longer—I believed he was someone I could make into one of my own men. He had potential. Yet, with that fatal mistake made of exposing his secreted location, before he ensured proper backing from lords such as myself who might offer him succor, it was unlikely he would live for me to be his mentor. I was right. Edywal’s proof of who the killers of his father were would not be seen by any of the nobility he addressed in his letters. Erthal was mum to the shouts of the earls who demanded young Edywal be produced at once, alive. Erthal ignored them, as he answered to no one except the dotard king. Erthal’s power was absolute. He had all the might of the Tri-Crown at his back, and young Edywal was never seen again.

			The king threatened anyone who badgered his son with a worse fate than any met thus far by the Lord Mayor, the two Edywals, or those at Lowgate. Atalan Ninth decreed that those who further libelled the First Prince, his princess, or the ambassadors from Norsoon, would be flayed, drawn, and quartered. All the earls were aware that the decree may have been signed by the old king’s hand, as Atalan lay confined to his deathbed, but that the pronouncement came from Erthal’s mouth and will.

			After all these events, especially the popular young Edywal’s abduction, the bluebloods of our kingdom became divided over all the heinous actions occurring since Erthal had brought Dira to our island. That division was clear, and it was between those loyal to Erthal and those loyal to me. For I became the ranking voice to speak up against Erthal’s actions. I could not confirm all the crimes of which Erthal was accused. Yet I could no longer ignore the petitions of the lords who came to me in secret, as some of them were among the greater earls of the realm. Their mobilization stirred me.

			Their spokesperson, none other than my own cousin, Glathan, appealed: “Cousin hear us! We’ll never forget the Bloody Day at Lowgate. We’ll never forget Lords Edywal, older and younger. We’ll never forget the Lord Mayor. Such butchery, in the name of safeguarding Dira, First Princess or not, cannot stand. She must be repentant or be banished, lest she be purged in cleansing fire! Her despicable druids must be cast out! Her druids are killing our citizens! Your subjects are being sacrificed to pagan gods! You must protect your people, since your brother has failed us! You must act! In the name of the Single God, you must seek to depose Erthal as First Prince, and future king, if it comes to that.”

			“You speak treason,” I rebuked Glathan, at first.

			“And what’s Erthal done to his subjects?” he replied. “He’s turned away from us, turned away from his God, the true God, the God of Life, Love, of Light. Erthal burned down a temple to get at one of his enemies! The sacrilege is beyond outrageous! Isn’t that treason?”

			And so, those who did not believe in the worship of alien Gods, and found such worship to be evil, came to see me as their champion. For, though I’d tried to support him at first, I then stridently disavowed Erthal’s marriage to Dira, and her influence on Prince Erthal. I condemned Erthal’s followers who, if by nothing else other than being docile, allowed their First Prince to cede will to his pagan wife and her heathen priests. Finally, I chastised the First Prince, Lord Erthal of Nantyx, heir apparent. I reproached him. I implored him, that he should put aside his wife, make redress for whatever killings of our citizens had transpired, and seek the forgiveness of the Single God, the true God. The One God was the only sovereign besides the king to whom Erthal was still answerable, though it appeared Erthal had forsaken that god, and the First Prince wielded the king’s power, making him omnipotent. My statements were official, recorded by my scribes. I sent them to Erthal in the capitol, on my paper, sealed in purple wax, with the impression of the gold two crowns verifying it came of my hand.

			My words, I knew, were my own arrest indictment. Still, I wagered they would be well received by many lords, and Erthal would know this. As such, I sent similar letters to all the earls of the kingdom, letting my displeasure with Erthal be widely known. If he came and killed me for it, I was determined the nobility would know the cause of my death.

			However, those supporters among the earls who were utter royalists could not contemplate rebellion against the future king. They abhorred pagan Gods, and decried rumours of the sacrificial killings. They were appalled by what happened at Lowgate. They bridled at the fates of the Lord Mayor, and Lords Edywal, both father and son. Still, those royalists stood for Erthal, despite what all agreed were the least of his crimes, which were the Bloody Day and being responsible for the fate of the three lords. Much more serious, if the rumours of the killings at the Fire-Mount were true, Erthal sanctioned heresy. But even if he committed heresy, who could judge a king, some lords asked, except the Single God? Erthal was to rule, by divine right, and Dira was queen by her sacred marriage to Erthal, no matter what occurred, thought the royalists.

			Therefore, I spoke out against Erthal, but did nothing else, at first. Nor did Erthal. He did not respond, not that I expected him to, not to my letter. Erthal, to that juncture, as far as I’d heard, never admitted nor denied anything I charged him with. He would let his men’s steel do his speaking for him. I anticipated that, when Erthal gave me reply, it would be at sword point, and I would not see it coming.

		

	
		
			
Eleven

			After my criticism of the First Prince, I remained, as Erthal did when he first returned from Norsoon, in my principal stronghold of Newhall. It was not safe to travel even in my own fief without heavy guard. Perchance Erthal might have me killed or imprisoned for my words against him. The prospect of that jeopardy kept me close to home.

			Atalan, the Falcon, died that spring, not quite four years after my wedding day. I was surprised to find myself angry at his dying, as much as miserable. Father, until senility began to rob him of his mettle, was a hard man, not given to much showing of affection. Uncle was like Father in some respects. Still, crusty Old Yedwol always took an interest in me that Father never displayed, and when Uncle felt it warranted, praised me for my actions. So, I often looked to Old Yedwol as more of a father figure, though he was in many ways far harsher than King Atalan.

			In Father, I saw Erthal, and in Old Yedwol, I saw me. The comparisons could not be helped. And with him being dead, I blamed Father that he did not do more, at a minimum, to be like Old Yedwol. Uncle gave me angry contempt at my failures, yet also revelled openly at my successes. At least I would have had something to hold onto of Father, had he shown more deep feeling towards me. Any kind of deep feeling would have sufficed, even if it was rage. All I had left was a memory of coldness, distance, and often displeasure with me, reincarnate with Erthal, who became king in Father’s place. I wept for Atalan’s passing, for the opportunities we lost to be closer, and for the permanence of my feeling of his malcontent with me. I was angry at him for leaving his throne to one so like him in how he treated me. One such as Erthal, who’d turned into almost a tyrant.

			Perhaps most crushing were the expectations Father had for me that remained unfulfilled. I was to be as Old Yedwol was, right hand to the king. I was to be the one who brought fire and steel to Acremia and erect Erthal’s banners over the holds of those we vanquished. I was to be Erthal’s sword, his seneschal, his best advisor. But though he was my lord and master, I barely spoke to Erthal. The legacy bequeathed to me never seemed more implausible to accomplish.

			I went to the great state funeral, wrapped in a guard of a hundred of my most trusted men. It was the perfect opportunity for Erthal to move against me. He did not. We walked together, behind the funeral carriage bearing Father’s corpse. Erthal’s guard, which trebled mine, in turn encircled my knights with their great numbers. Erthal and I did not speak to one another throughout the burial. Somehow, I evaded Erthal’s retribution at that juncture, and went back to Newhall, knowing he would wait to exact his discipline against me at the time that best suited his purposes, whatever that time and those purposes would be.

			And so, in the wake of my father’s death, Erthal inherited the throne. He became King Erthal, Sixth of that Name, the White Horse. He was also the Atasyx, meaning for our people in the High Atramlandish, King over all Kings, with no sovereigns enthroned above him except the One God.

			The Atasyx set a date for his coronation. Yet, it seemed, he did not wish to be crowned as soon as he might have been. Why? His stated desire was to be crowned by Irka, the master druid, in a pagan service to take place at the peak of summer. Not by the High Prelate of our land, and not in holy consecration as was done for half a thousand years. He was willing to, as Lord and King of all the realm, eschew the long traditions of our royal house, and overturn the foundations of our kingdom. We were supposed to be a monarchy where king and temple were as one. This final act of sacrilege made Erthal too much to bear for some of our lords, even for one so formerly respected, and so anticipated to be a great king who brought new glory and conquests to our island. For most earls, Erthal became anathema. All those high hopes for him as king had fled in the wind. He had betrayed his people, and for some lords, this betrayal by the sovereign could not stand.

			Thereupon, some of those lords, and their vassals, openly rebelled. In my name: Othrun, who by right, since Erthal had no son yet had become titular First Prince of the realm, though I could claim no such title formally until Erthal made it so. And I, Othrun, became the elected leader of the rebellion.

			Despite earlier complaints, no other nobles had the gall, it seemed, to move against the might of the Tri-Crown, as represented by Erthal. All those other lords stayed mum. They lacked the courage of my highborn family members. Perhaps it was because all those earls had more bark than bite. Perhaps it was because they were only willing to risk being accused of being traitorous, rather than real treachery. That those lords were only willing to risk chastisement, castigation, and censure, rather than life, limb, and lands. Perhaps because they were not close enough to me, as my family was, to see me as a fitting leader for their cause, one they could rally behind. And thus, lacking a leader, their resolve fell into ashes. Not so, however, for some of those lords, who were bold enough to act, and happy to have me as their commander. Those lords who had the fortitude for revolt were two of my cousins, and my brother-in-law.

			My relatives stood up to Erthal, and even without my approval, elected me their champion. I became their best hope to defeat Erthal, usher in order, and restore righteous rule to the island. In their mutiny, they hailed I should be king, not Erthal. They claimed that Erthal was ungodly, corrupt, and committed heresy. They stated that Erthal should be disinherited, in favour of me, Othrun.

			Coincidentally, my older cousin Earl Glathan, and my younger cousin Earl Uthlen were two of the most admired and powerful lords of the island in terms of status, property, and followers. They were my best friends. My brother-in-law, Earl Thurol, loved me. More than me, he loved his sister, my wife, dearly. He was also the greatest knight living, and brave beyond reason. Even with these three at my side, I knew, all was likely hopeless against Erthal’s might. Still, having these three declare for me would not go unnoticed, I believed. Others, no doubt, would be stirred by the support of such great lords to flock to my banner.

			To my disbelief, one of those others was my uncle, Old Yedwol, once Second Prince, then Third Prince, then back to Second Prince with my unofficial ascension. Uncle, only brother to dead Atalan Ninth, sided with us, no longer able to countenance Erthal. In secret, Uncle came to Newhall, and took council with the four of us who were already resolved to stand up against the new Atasyx. While Uncle backed us, he tried to keep his involvement hidden. He did not openly declare himself on our side, so that he might keep the king’s trust and gain intelligence of Erthal. Uncle played as an agent on both sides. We, the rebel leaders, reluctantly agreed with this strategy.

			Much as I loved him, it was hard to trust Old Yedwol at first. Perhaps, all along, I feared he was Erthal’s man, not ours, trying to do to us what he claimed to do to Erthal. Perhaps he did that so he might simply be on the winning side, whatever the winning side became. Yet Uncle always proved in the past that his loyalties lay with God, righteousness, and his love for me. It would have to be enough. We were resolved to risk our lives, more than they were already at stake, and trust him.

			Uncle wanted to draw the king out into open battle, and have Erthal face the combined forces of Glathan, Uthlen, Thurol, and me. Then Uncle, coming into the field with Erthal as if he was his loyal subject, would turn coat against the king, just when the king was depending on Old Yedwol and all his might to back him. Uncle, then, could strike Erthal from behind, and do much damage with such a surprise attack. The damage, Old Yedwol planned, would be in loss of men and morale, at the king’s own uncle having suddenly turned against him. Then, Uncle urged, after that betrayal, we rebel lords should retreat to our strongholds, and rally more and more insurgents to our cause. With more victories, Uncle said, we could turn the whole country against Erthal, in time. Uncle believed that, if we rebels waited too long, Erthal might either attack us openly himself or try to have us covertly assassinated. My uncle opted for war, and for attack, something he was good at.

			I quashed that plan, even though Uncle, who was the elder, the thrice-more experienced battle commander, the most daring living war hero of our age, and feared and respected by all, had spoken. Uncle, who conquered fearsome Berefet, then squashed Berefet’s rebellions not once but twice. Uncle, who saved both Erthal’s life, and years earlier the life of the old king, Andrun Third, from assassins.

			The famous Glathan, extremely seasoned and battle-hardened himself, who was in the past admiral of all our navies, and Thurol, greatest knight in the kingdom, agreed with Old Yedwol about the plan to attack. Or, at least those two were too intimidated by him to disagree, in such tenuous circumstances. Uthlen, no soldier, but rather a scholar, was certainly smart enough to have no say. Besides, Uncle’s plan was not absent of merit.

			Yet, I was Second Prince, or even First Prince, depending how one viewed it, and no matter what, I outranked Uncle. I was the commander of the rebellion. And I overruled Old Yedwol. To challenge Uncle was not something I ever dared to do, but I did it then. I saw too many men being lost with my uncle’s strategy. We should not, I deemed, attack Erthal directly. We needed subterfuge, not outright slaying. By killing fellow islanders in the opening battle of what might be a long and protracted conflict, we would only lose acclaim with those we wished to bring over to our side, in addition to losing men, with open battle. Moreover, ultimately, we would fall. We could not match what forces Erthal could call to his cause, even had we half the nation arrayed against him. We could not match his siege weapons. Our castles, like my deteriorated Newhall, were vulnerable. His, the king’s castle, was indomitable. It made all-out civil war, with certainty, a losing proposition for our side.

			Besides, if on the slight chance Uncle indeed proved false, and wished to betray us all along, he would have suggested this plan to provide the perfect chance that we should all be destroyed, at once, without us truly making any impact. If we led our forces into the field while Uncle stood with Erthal, it could expose us horribly, if we were fully engaged. If we waited for Uncle to turn against Erthal, and Uncle ended up double-crossing us while we counted on his support to turn the battle tide, we would be wiped out.

			I had to consider every contingency. I needed a plan that did not involve Old Yedwol too much. In addition, I was genuinely concerned for Uncle’s well-being, if he was as true to our noble cause as he seemed. If I could spare him, a proud old man, being killed because he sided with us, and if I could keep his involvement covert, then perhaps if the rest of us perished, he could live to fight on. Or abandon the endeavour and simply live on. I wanted Uthlen, too, kept away of any battle. Uthlen, ashamed to be left out but barked down by me, relented. Uthlen was no warrior. He was a boy in my eyes, though not much younger than I. I wanted him to live, and those chances of living increased if he did not come with us. He could help in other ways with my plan, like co-opting more lords to our cause, providing additional men, and using his own spies in our endeavours. He did not need to fight to be of use, and he was not much use at fighting.

			In the end, to my co-conspirators’ surprise, I gambled on Erthal’s backing down from lesser forces, even though he controlled palace, city, and country. This combination of what he held made him near invincible against military force, but not against the weight of the nobility’s hatred, which he feared, with his new rule in such precarious position.

			I told my rebel colleagues we would sneak Glathan, Thurol, and myself into the capitol, with as many of our men as we could, in small groups, over the space of a few weeks. We would lay low, skulking in tavern rooms, and in the homes of sympathisers. And when the time was right, we would come out of hiding, assemble, and scare the king that we had managed to get a large force of men who stood against him. We would protest his behaviour right to the very front doors of his home, the gates of the High Castle.

			Reminiscent of how Erthal spoke to me about trying to fight the Norsoon men to free Dira, Old Yedwol, repelled by the idea, shook his head. “Suicide. Erthal will just kill you all.” He could not be doubted, for we all knew the king’s palace was impregnable, and Erthal had all the numbers in his favour.

			Still, it was decided we would make show of attacking that impregnable place. We would alarm Erthal that so many of his own family rose against him. And seeing this, we hoped he would quail, and if not abdicate in favour of me, repent, make amends, and heal our divided kingdom. That he would throw the druids, if not his own wife, out of our island. It was an utterly hopeless, foolish plan, conceived by me. Uncle may not have agreed, but he said he would not stand in the way, since he admitted even his plan for meeting Erthal in the field had the potential for our complete annihilation as well. He agreed we would likely die regardless before we achieved our aims.

			“Oh well, my Lords,” my cousin Thurol said fatalistically. “This will be a short rebellion, it seems.” But no one balked. Our piety, and sense of what was right, rang strong enough that our lives became expendable. We would make Erthal see reason before we died.

			With that, we went forward with my plan. We tried to shake up the capitol, and scare the king, by making show of storming and taking the High Castle, palace of the Atasyx. The initial part of the plan worked better than predicted.

			It was perilous from the start, for the new king was vigilant since word of our insurrection had reached his ears. The guard in the city doubled, then tripled. Entrants to the city were more closely scrutinized. But we had informants and allies on our side within the walls, in all manner of positions. It was hard for even the best watchmen, and the king had the best of those, to keep track of the thousands of people who came in and out of his capitol each day, unless Erthal, in fear of possible revolution, shut the city and appeared weak and fearful. That, he would never do.

			By the time I stood in the cobblestoned street, on the other side of the bridge over the final moat, the High Castle before me, and cast back my hood, revealing myself as Othrun, and declared myself a prince of the realm, and rebel against the king, I had five hundred armed men with me, including Thurol. At first, it seemed we’d taken Erthal by complete surprise.

			Until the gates of the High Castle opened, and hundreds of men flooded across the bridge to oppose us. We gave them room to face us and did not try to hold the bridge against them.

			We truly did not want to fight. We knew that, if we fought, we would lose. So, we stayed fast, restrained, holding our weapons in a grim standoff against two thousand palace soldiers or more. Outnumbered, surrounded, we faced imminent death. We had hundreds of citizens as startled onlookers who would witness our slaughter. Erthal would show how he, the White Horse, the new Lord and King of all the land, dealt with insurgents. 

			Erthal no doubt had his spies too and may have figured out our plan. Or perhaps, I thought then, Uncle had betrayed us. Perhaps, informed of our plot, Erthal had let us assemble, so he could finish us off once and for all, in one large group. Whatever the case, whether he knew in advance we were coming or not, Erthal’s men quickly came out to meet us, ready and able to kill. Lyayr, commander of my household troops, with his usual dour wit, summed it up to me, as we looked at the numbers opposing us: “They have so many they should be able to slay us once, twice, then dig us up and do it thrice for fun.”

			Uthlen appeared then, to the shock of Glathan, Thurol, and I. He too, unknown to us, had snuck into the Circle City, and brought his own men, another two hundred of them. He came and stood beside us. He was the only one of the revolutionary commanders who was not a great fighter, but that did not mean he lacked courage. He told us he could not forsake us. He would do battle, though he had never been in one, and if we were to fall, or be captured, so would he. I smiled at him, showing simple thanks, and my heart sank, believing he had assured his own demise when he could have stayed far away and safe. It seemed as if I would die with my beloved family around me, for though our cause was inspired by Uthlen’s example, his two hundred men made scant difference to our overall numbers. We would regardless be overwhelmed once fighting was engaged.

			But that fighting did not happen.

			The revolution did not come to blows and swords, and no one was slain. Not one man fell that day. We, rebels, being far outnumbered by the royalists, Erthal could have slaughtered us. Yet the king feared us, it seemed. At least he feared what we had wrought, what we had stirred up, and how many we were in number. Perhaps he feared the civilian spectators who shared the streets with us. To cut down the First Prince, Earls of Dyntyx and Vlatlan, Lyntyx, and Myntlan and hundreds of noble knights in front of horrified masses would only inflame the tide of resentment against the embattled new king. What lords remaining would either cower, seeing us so viciously destroyed, or start their own uprising. It was not a chance Erthal was willing to take. He could not afford to kill and replace every earl that disliked him.

			I was right in my mad gamble. It was a lot to risk. Our very lives against the reputation Erthal had for being cold and heartless. But I wagered he was not foolish besides those two traits. To kill us for our rebellion would be just, perhaps even sensible, but too unpopular for one who needed every measure of liking from his subjects, lest his realm truly be plunged into endless rebellions against him. He could not afford to make us martyrs.

			The king sent his counsellors down from the High Castle to treat with us of the armed resistance to his rule. To no surprise to me, those counsellors were several druids, Irka at their head. Once more, it seemed, I was in treatise with the foul messengers, the fake priests. Yet, the druids managed to convey a sense of real dread and regret from the new king, a sense of true alarm that his lords rose against him. Not smirking that time, Irka brought an appropriate sincerity to the parley, and quickly sued for peace on behalf of his lord and master. He promised that all those who disassembled from unlawfully carrying arms in the city would be allowed to depart with safe passage out of the capitol, as per the king’s command. Erthal’s pleadings, through his druids, convinced those of us who’d mounted insurrection to stand down. There was some final fist-shaking on my part, saying that while we were withdrawing, our displeasure at the king had not vanished, and that he was duty bound to make amends to his aggrieved lords. Then we turned tail and emptied out of the Circle City as fast as our legs and horses would carry us.

			A truce having been made, we rebels left the capitol with our lives. We did not know for how long. It was the best outcome we could have hoped for. We got Erthal’s attention, it seemed. We wondered what he would do next. What would we do? We were all outlaws unless he was to pardon us. We were rebels, who had challenged the authority of the Tri-Crown. Few who ever did so lived long to tell the tale.

			Then the king summoned us back to the capitol. There was no mention definitively of a pardon, only that it was his royal pleasure we must attend. Uncle’s involvement remained hidden. The summons was for Glathan, Thurol, Uthlen, and me.

			I saw futility in the summons, and I foresaw my death. In the short time that had passed since we’d first plotted against Erthal, I was already weary of everything to do with the rebellion. Yet, not weary enough of life; I did not wish to lose my head. I was young, I had my Aliaz, and I hoped for children. Yet, I complied with the King’s command. While the rebellion started in my name, truly, I did not initiate it, nor did I have stomach for it anymore. I did not wish to disinherit Erthal. I never wanted to be king, only to stop his behaviour. For all Erthal’s actions, which I found reprehensible, I still upheld Erthal’s right to rule.

			For his part, in his letter calling me to the palace, Erthal claimed he did not wish my death on his conscience. With no promises, he ordered us forthwith to the High Castle. So, with my two loyal cousins and my brother-in-law at my side, we went to Erthal. We never expected to return alive.

		

	
		
			
Twelve

			Erthal kept his word. He did not take our heads. But there was to be no reconciliation between us. Erthal blamed me personally for the rebellion. After our arrival at the High-Chair, without any preamble, the king ruthlessly pronounced his judgement, ignoring my other kinsmen, and staring at me the entire time. As the new Atasyx spoke, Old Yedwol stood silently nearby, still in the king’s councils since Uncle’s treason seemingly had not been uncovered. Yet Uncle, most senior advisor to the king, was downgraded from Seneschal in favour of Irka, which must have been beyond shameful for the proud elderly prince.

			My penalty was that I was to be stripped of all lands and titles, forced to remove the Second Prince’s emblem from all I owned, and banished from the kingdom, forever. My chief supporters, Glathan, Uthlen, Thurol, were also disinherited from their lordships, and along with all their households, exiled with me, on pain of death, never to return.

			“You’re no longer Second Prince.” Erthal seemed to revel in my shame. “You’re no longer Lord of Surtyx, or any other part of my realm. For the sake of our mutual uncle here, at his begging, he who dubbed you Sir Othrun, I won’t take your knighthood away, though it’s an empty title now. You’ll leave with all your train and possessions I have no use for. But that which belongs to the Tri-Crown, I’ll take from you. Go, now Othrun, from our royal sight. You’re Sir Nothing.”

			Not a hair on Sir Nothing’s head was touched, though I faced down all the might of Erthal’s palace garrison. Yet somehow, banishment was worse than death. I never pondered being reduced to a refugee, at the mercy of others’ goodwill. My poor sweet wife Aliaz would lose everything she could have expected when we wed. No longer would Aliaz enjoy the status of Second, and what would have been for a time, First Princess. Nor would she have the main palace of Newhall, and several additional properties that she would become dowager of. The merit of any of our children becoming in line to succeed to the throne was gone. She did not deserve all that loss. Still, in her loving nature, she accepted the punishment readily, without complaint or bitterness towards me, and in fact, tried to soothe me in my despair. I did not deserve her.

			We rebels did not take full measure of the fate our loved ones could be consigned to, with our failure to bring King Erthal to account. At least, I did not. The cost was high. Our wives, children, sworn knights, and servants all were to bear that cost with us to exile. Erthal permitted us forty days to pack our belongings and depart the island.

			“I suppose I needn’t have a new robe tailored to attend the king’s coronation,” I said to Glathan in bitter jest. “Methinks my invitation is officially retracted.”

			Exiled, I and my relatives, and all our occupants, made ready to depart. I had nearly completed the remodeling of Newhall, and then, when it was almost as Aliaz and I wanted it to look, we were to leave it. The castle would escheat back to the Tri-Crown. King’s men were posted inside Newhall to watch us, unceasingly, for ten days while we packed our belongings, ensuring we took nothing from Newhall that was property by right to the Tri-Crown, and should one day be part of the inheritance of Erthal’s second son. If one was born.

			Similar preparations were completed in Thurol’s and Uthlen’s domains, and those of my other vassals. As their fiefdoms were part of my own, they brought their baggage trains to Newhall. On that tenth day since Erthal banished us, we rode west to Havenshur, principal city of the Earldom of Dyntyx. Havenshur was not merely the chief port city of our island, and centre of our marine dominance, where the bulk of merchant traffic arrived at our kingdom. It was the seat of my cousin Glathan’s lands, for Dyntyx was his feudal domain. The last sight of our homeland would be from the heart of my cousin’s former territories, Havenshur, which had been the first sight I saw upon returning from Norsoon.

			We rebels were to load eighteen vessels at Havenshur. Those eighteen vessels, in an act of final generosity, I was permitted to purchase from the Tri-Crown at a steep price but was magnanimously forgiven the cost of docking fees for a month by his majesty, King Erthal. Glathan, ship-master that he was, took care of the buying arrangements for me. Glathan told me that the name of my ship in the fleet that was bought, the lead ship, was Proud-Stern. I laughed ironically, as the name seemed to mock my fate. There was little pride in being cast off the island as homeless wanderers, for after we boarded the ships, we were to sail away to whatever new lands would have us.

			We did not know where to go.

			By virtue of former rank and title, I was to be lord of the exiles. The decision where we went fell to me. It was not a decision I could make alone, without much consternation. We former rebel lords and all our households together lodged temporarily at Glathan’s castle of Warmharbour. Glathan joked he’d never had so many guests that brought their own plates, knives, and forks to dinner. We knew inside that he was melancholy, like the rest of us. But in the face of eviction from his ancestral home, in his family for six generations, he still tried to keep our spirits up.

			Glathan, Uthlen, Thurol, and I were closeted in Glathan’s solar, deep in council that first evening of our coming to Havenshur. We pondered where best in the wide world we should cast our fortunes once we left our island. Looking around the solar, I knew I would primarily rely on Glathan’s advice. He was like a brother to me, and I was closer to him than I ever was to Erthal. Besides, Glathan was the wisest man I knew.

			I knew Uthlen would be useful to us in the new settings we would find ourselves in. He might not have much to contribute back when we’d held a similar meeting, to elect how to fight Erthal, but it was different when it came to deciding where we should live. Uthlen was a learned youth, and well-schooled in geography, history, and politics, and would add his considerable knowledge of the world to the conversation. Uthlen would also be an asset in our future abode as a counsellor on important matters such as foreign customs and other subjects most of us would know little of. Moreover, he’d risen higher in my favour since he’d risked himself at Circle City when he could have stayed behind in the security of his keep.

			This was where Thurol was more out of his depth. He’d travelled where he fought, which was Berefet; that was all. It was not that he was uneducated or simple, it was just that he had exiguous knowledge of the outside world. He did not care much for what was beyond the tip of his sword. Rather he was the perfect fighting tool for any lord: skilled, loyal, and while often quiet, when he did speak, he was forthright.

			I laid out my parameters to the other three lords for what characteristics I desired in any kingdom I was to rule. I insisted on fertile lands. I would not rule over any pile of dirt like Norsoon. I wanted the prospect of getting powerful allies to help protect us, so my kingdom would have the chance to thrive. Furthermore, I wanted the availability of colonies nearby ripe for conquest. I planned to leave a bigger kingdom for my heirs than I started with.

			“You expect much,” Thurol noted, “for one who must beg for sanctuary.”

			I was affronted and sulky at this, and snapped, “I won’t have us living in hovels.”

			Thurol said quietly, “I meant no offense, Brother-in-Law. You managed to keep me my head, for which I praise you. I shan’t fault you if I find myself and my household in a hovel.”

			I was abashed at my outburst in the face of Thurol’s humility. He was right. I should have realized he did not fault me for our exile. He thought we would certainly die at the hands of Erthal’s headsman, and any other result for my brother-in-law was a good one. But I covered my own guilt at our fate with my haughtiness and refusing to accept anything other than the best. I fretted that, as Thurol implied, I was a beggar prince, on his knees, asking others’ charity. That was not a position one as proud as I could digest without seething. I tried to swallow the bile taste of humility, and look towards our future again.

			I told my comrades that Glathan had already contacted potential friends who might give us asylum, if not new holdings to live in. “We’ve several offers, my Lords,” I said to them. “We choose one today and move forward. We’ve but thirty days until we must leave this island. We’ve only time to send a bird to say yea or nay, and hope to receive confirmation back. Just barely, depending on how far we plan to go. As Glathan tells us of the offers, I’d welcome your opinions of any choices not explored, not just those ruminated on already. We must keep in mind the haste we’re facing.”

			Thurol suggested that we consider going to Sanaavia, as there were many kingdoms in northern Acremia besides Norsoon, and we could find a place there for us. If one day Erthal attained the Falcon’s wish of conquering Acremia by alliance with Norsoon, perhaps by then we rebels would have established a successful Sanaavian kingdom in exile that Erthal would wish to bind to as well. Perhaps, thought Thurol, in such a situation, Erthal might even pardon us and allow us to return to the island. Thurol held out hope to return one day to our realm.

			“More likely, Cousin, the king would conquer us as well, and destroy us,” said Glathan. “He let us go once; he’ll not do it again.”

			I agreed with Glathan. Irrespective of this, I was repulsed by the heathen ways of the Sanaavians, and their despicable druids. As well, I was concerned Erthal’s father-in-law, King Mag, would be not so pleased at knowing that I’d returned to his environs. I figured Mag learned from Erthal by that time, or from the druids, of my utter repudiation of Mag’s daughter and their faith. I believed, with Mag knowing that he would become my foe. I did not need to create enemies before I even landed on the soil of a new home, especially enemies who were cunning pirates with powerful fleets. Finally, if there was potential that Erthal was to have anything to do with Sanaavia in the future, in turn I wanted nothing to do with Sanaavia. I told Glathan to leave Sanaavia off the list.

			Next, we ruled out refuge in the Kingdom of Ewarn, which Uthlen put out as viable, mainly because Bern, Ewarn’s king, was an old ally, and because the climate in Ewarn, another island, resembled that of our own kingdom. Uthlen was informed that Glathan had already reached out to Bern as instructed by me, the day after we were banished and received a response. In his return letter, Bern offered me status as valued guest, but with no promise of land. I scoffed at that. I had no plans to be only a tenant of Bern. We would not go to Ewarn.

			Glathan told us then that, without my knowing, he’d also reached out to the rulers of Southronland as an option. He knew lords there, he said to the rest of us. Southronland. Also hailed as Anibia, the land of the Anib. Some of us islanders disparagingly called that land the Land of Night, for the hue of its peoples’ skin, but Glathan, who’d spent time in Anibia, was excited at the prospect. He claimed the response from the Anib was promising, and that generous lords there offered me rule over vast lands in Anibia. At this, I was annoyed.

			My irritation was more than Glathan failing to consult me first. Had he asked me, I would have told him I did not like the thought of the Black people, and spending exile with them. I liked even less the fact that he neglected to speak of it with me beforehand. If I was to be one day king over my exiles, and Glathan to be my primary advisor, as we both envisioned, he needed to learn to approach me first. First, disagreeing with Uncle on our course of action for the revolt, and then being ready to chastise one who was always like my elder brother, though I always outranked him, were the first steps, in my mind, towards my true ascension to unrivalled leadership. Glathan would be permitted to give me counsel, but not to be in-charge of me.

			If I was honest with Glathan, I told him, such a people frightened me, for all their reputation of honour spouted by my cousin. I’d shivered to stories from Uncle as a child, that the inhabitants of the Land of Night were cannibals, who ate those who visited Anibia and turned visitors into feasts, gnawing on human flesh down to the bones. I feared the offer of lands could be a trap, luring us islanders into a cauldron to be cooked as supper. Finally, I proclaimed those lands too hot and arid for my liking.

			Glathan was offended and embarrassed. He replied, knowing the Southronland and its people well, that my fears were nonsense, the stuff of ignorance. He said that I would lose out for having turned my nose up at the offer. “You may more regret, Cousin, if you ever meet them, how low the Anib are in your eyes,” Glathan warned.

			“I’ll regret not becoming supper for them less,” I responded drily.

			With that, Glathan said the Anib offer would be declined on my behalf.

			“There’s nothing in Atramland for us,” asserted Thurol then. “Anything there, either we’ve already conquered, thus those places belong to Erthal, or else they’re our mortal enemies.”

			“Yes, that well is dry,” agreed Glathan.

			“What of Eltnia, in Acremia, Cousin?” asked Uthlen of me then.

			I looked at Glathan. Coincidentally, that was the best alternative before us. Finally, Glathan explained that he, at my request, had procured an arrangement with King Wely of Lynchun that was more to my satisfaction. Lynchun was one of the most powerful kingdoms in Eltnia. Glathan had known Wely’s father, the great King Ture, when Glathan journeyed to Eltnia some years ago. Wely himself was known as a splendid king, even greater than Ture was. Wely was said to be greatest among many the kings of the Eltnish tribes who occupied the lands south of the Sanaavian realms.

			Wely had advised Glathan in their communications that the King of Lynchun needed aid in defence against many foes. Most of all, Wely sought the defeat of his main enemy, the Eltnish Kingdom of Carthlughe, whose lands bordered his own. Wely, through Glathan, promised me, upon entering vassalship to Lynchun, that I could settle my people in a rich area belonging to Wely called the Golden Valley, also coveted by Carthlughe. I would, in this arrangement, be client king under Wely. That would accomplish the mutually beneficial aim of holding the valley for the King of Lynchun against invasion from the claimant in Carthlughe, while I could take a desirable plot of land as my new kingdom. Moreover, Wely told Glathan that there were other enemies, vulnerable to be defeated and annexed in Eltnia that, once we had allied, Wely and I could also confront together in the future.

			“Well, this is to my liking too,” grinned Thurol. “Sounds like we’ll be doing lots of fighting if we go to this Golden Valley.”

			“Lynchun is famed for its copious farming land,” said Uthlen. “Acres and acres of it.”

			“It meets all the criteria Othrun wishes.” Glathan ticked off three fingers. “Fertile, strong associates, and chances for more lands atop what is promised.”

			“It meets all the criteria save one I did not mention,” I said. “We’d be encircled by heathens, as we were in Norsoon.” The Eltnish were worshippers of heathen gods, just like the Sanaavians, who of course I despised because of Dira and the druids. However, I had few attractive options, as time was running out to leave the realm, and I could not lead my people into aimless wanderings. We needed somewhere to go if we were to survive. My bravado that Glathan was not my overseer, but rather that I was his, did not withstand that trial. Except for Norsoon, I knew nothing of Acremia, whereas Glathan knew something about almost every corner of the earth. He trusted Lynchun, he trusted Wely, and then, addressing my concerns about paganism, he nodded sagely at us all. That meant, we should go to Lynchun. For Glathan, the decision was not complicated. He was confident. If he was, so must I be. I put my faith in my cousin and announced it would be Lynchun, in Eltnia, as our new home. There was no disagreement. I asked Glathan to arbitrate with Wely on my behalf, to bring closure to the arrangement.

			The deal was finally confirmed, just a few days before our fortieth day since the banishment decree. I was relieved. We would make the month-long trip to Eltnia, where I would become a king. I was going back to Acremia, this time it seemed, permanently. I wanted to end my days in Acremia, and it appeared I would get my wish, just not as Erthal’s warlord. Instead, I would be almost completely my own man, independent from and equal to Erthal in a way I’d never imagined. I would be a king. A client, yes, but still, a king. I never was so elated, or more fearful, in my life.

		

	
		
			
Thirteen

			Some days before our leaving the island for the last time, Uncle Yedwol, stunningly, admitted his part in the rebellion to King Erthal. When I saw him come to the quays and heard Erthal decree that Uncle was also a traitor, and was to be banished as well, I was amazed. I did not know what compelled Uncle to do that. His conscience? Was he too ashamed to see us all exiled and not share our fate, since he too was a revolutionary? Was it some instinct that told Uncle that he should leave with us? Whatever made him come forward, and give himself up as a traitor to Erthal, Uncle’s reward was to keep his head too and share our fate. He and his family and retainers, including his son the Ready, and the Ready’s son, young Yedwol the Bard, joined us in exile.

			So, Old Yedwol arrived, escorted to Havenshur by none other than the king himself, and a troop of his men. Then Uncle boarded with us. By that time, I’d already learned to believe in the divine providence that made Erthal spare Old Yedwol and send him away with us off the island. And Uncle, despite his cantankerousness, was as godly a man as I ever met. He earned the salvation he received.

			Thus, in a fleet of eighteen ships, with the royal guard of Erthal and the king watching over us to ensure we eighteen hundred exiles left the island of our birth, we departed. Uncle, Glathan, Thurol, Uthlen, and I, with our wives, subordinate lords, knights, servants, laypeople—and even some livestock—all who followed us, rowed away from Havenshur, then hoisted sail, and let the Shimmering Sea take us from our home.

			Yet not an hour after we left, still within sight of the island, what was not possible—what was not supposed to happen—happened.

			Five hundred thousand souls were not supposed to die in moments.

			Some quizzical men who were theoreticians, like Uthlen, said later that the cause of what happened was the desecration of bodies thrown to the bottom of Mount Atalante’s yawning pit. Those men reasoned it was the bodies of murdered citizens who were sacrificed to pagan gods by Irka, and sanctioned by Erthal, that had disturbed the precarious balance of hot molten rock, water, and earth that doubtless had kept the Fire-Mount from previously erupting.

			Other devout ones said that the Single God, the true God, saw the heresy that had taken hold of our island, again caused by Erthal, Dira, and the druids. These devotees to our God claimed that He raised His mighty unseen hand, and so burst forth the flames, welling up from deep in Mount Atalante, to rise to its rim and overflow, so that He might destroy the wicked idolaters and extinguish those ambivalent ones who stood by and allowed paganism to take root in our blessed island.

			Some, more pragmatic, simply believed that the time had come, since for nearly five hundred years, the Fire-Mount had lain quiet, never disturbing the mighty city and empire that rose in its shadow. But I could not bring myself to believe either the first or the last of those three suppositions, faced with the horror of what I saw, and the knowledge I had come into which none of those others who guess about our island’s fate possessed.

			Fire-mountain tops were not supposed to explode after centuries of dormancy, vomiting hot ash and lava down their sides. The ash and lava was not supposed to incinerate, like kindling, strong castles made of stone.

			A great earthquake, likely caused by the explosion, renting my island kingdom in two, collapsing the land in on itself like an ill-made cake once out of kiln, was not supposed to follow that burst of killing fire from volcanic summit, but it did.

			Then, in an excess of destruction, after those two cataclysms already scorched, vaporized, crushed, or swallowed up in great chasms, every man, woman, child, and beast once occupying the greatest civilization on earth, there came the final blow. For the great tidal wave that was not supposed to rise, came, so high it seemed to touch Heaven. That wave was probably caused by the other two calamities, as the very foundations of the sea were shaken. That wave was not supposed to crash down, washing away all trace of our peerless civilization, burying it completely beneath the ocean, as if that civilization had never existed.

			Gulls, squawking mournfully, were not supposed to circle overhead of the scene of disaster, with nowhere to land, where once they had alighted on tall turrets, golden spires, and tiled rooftops below. A vaporous, twirling whirlpool was not supposed to be all that remained in evidence of where our island lay until, with a great splash of foam, the whirlpool was sucked into the depths, as if entering a drain. Then it disappeared as well. And afterwards, only empty ocean could be seen. And yet … all those things came to pass.

			It all happened so fast. My homeland, the island kingdom, had completely vanished. No mind could have contemplated such a terrifying end for such a glorious place.

			It was not supposed to happen. Yet, that is precisely what happened. I saw it happen, though I wished with all my heart I could have unseen it. I still could not comprehend it. When the Fire-Mount burst into flames and lava, I tried, fruitlessly, in a split second of reason, to conceive that such a thing was not improbable. Such a thing, on its own horrible, was beyond disastrous, and I knew that the Circle City, the capitol that I loved so much, would be more than imperiled. I knew that the tens of thousands in the streets, in the courtyards, in the High Castle, all the great lords and ladies and courtiers, knights, and commoners, were doomed. That itself would be a grief that was unbearable. But then the great earthquake hit. And then waters rose like they were wronged by our island and determined to have their vengeance. The capitol destroyed was a disaster of unmitigated proportions. The entire island sunk was an apocalypse.

			No, I knew of all the reasons given for our island’s destruction, and for the saving of us eighteen hundred, but the only right one could be the one given by the devout among us. The obliteration of our beautiful island and us being spared, was a deliberate act of God. God had destroyed idol worship and saved those who worshipped only Him from His wrath.

			The Proud-Stern took the worst of the storm, as my ship had been the last to leave the island, and I, on board, was one of the hundreds of my people closest to the destruction when it first happened. Long afterward, Aliaz, who’d stood beside me on the deck when the disaster began, said she had seen the strangest thing, as she stared out at the island we were leaving. She swore to me later, after we arrived in Acremia, that as the quake began, as she looked at Havenshur, suddenly the water level at the quays sank. She claimed those levels sank so far that the bare seabed at the foot of the piers was exposed. She told me that oddity was the last thing she remembered before she saw the explosion, the fires, the falling towers, and before she felt the sea rise beneath our ship and began to throw us about like a toy. Before she saw the great water-wall rise and wash us away from the site of where our homeland drowned.

			That engulfing tidal wave became, in the end, amazingly fortuitous for my party, for it swept the fleet away to safety. The main sail of the Proud-Stern was ripped to shreds. The spare sail below decks was not as strong, and not meant for a long voyage, but thank the Single God, it held until we reached Eltnia. We bailed water from amidships, and part of our provisions were washed overboard. Yet, miraculously, that was the sum of our damage. We were banished, battered, and bruised, but alive.

			The island Kingdom of Atalantyx was no more. Yet, we eighteen hundred lived. A month later, after the rigours of a long sea voyage, we’d almost reached whatever awaited us in Eltnia. I stood at Proud-Stern’s forward hull and reflected on all that had happened to me since that fateful day I landed on Acremia’s shore with Erthal. I had arrived in the continent, that last time, a prince in all his glory, but subordinate to Erthal. On my return, I was far poorer, but as no one’s underling, though it took disaster to elevate me to that rank. I was Lord of the Atalanteans, all the last of them.

			As I thought this, I heard a cry high above, up the foremast from the crow’s nest: “Hoy!” The man up there signalled that we were close. That man was none other than Lyayr. He was only a passing sailor, but he had the honour of manning the high perch for our arrival, as a reward for his loyalty to me.

			Lyayr’s voice was joined by a shout of elation in the brightening dark from behind me. I turned. It was Glathan himself, in the stern. He was at the steering oar of my ship, I knew, though I could barely make him out. Glathan had his own ship in our fleet of eighteen vessels, but he stayed with me on board Proud-Stern, the lead ship, to ensure we got to Eltnia by virtue of his steady hand. He was once one of Atalantyx’s greatest sea commanders, its Admiral of Navies. He was the best seaman left of we eighteen hundred survivors, and everyone knew it.

			So, Glathan did not suffer anyone but him to guide us, so close to our destination, knowing that the slightest corrections made too late or yanking the oar too hard could drive us off course, fatally. He did not give the task to any other lesser-ranking man. He took the rudder himself. The great earl made certain that we, the last of our kind, made it safely to where we were supposed to be. It was fitting, I thought, for it was he who arranged to bring us to Wely, on my authority. I was pleased, for I trusted Glathan best, of any man, to get us to my kingdom alive.

			Then I saw Eltnia, for dawn broke in earnest.

			The waves tamed. Soon, we simply rocked gently back and forth on the calming water for longer stretches rather than being jostled constantly by the turbulence of the deeper sea. More of my knights came topside, and orders were shouted. The oars came out to guide us to land, and a cadence of splashes sounded as men below-decks powered us forward, their muscles put into rowing. I gasped as the sun rose. A tiny blast of sea-spray hit me, cold, like little wet tentacles on my face, mixed with my dried tears and the taste of saltwater on my lips. The ship rolled heavily then, and I held on tighter to the rigging, but shortly, Glathan settled her again. I wiped my brow, my face, with my kerchief, and stared.

			I knew that Eltnia was simply another part of the Acremian continent. Therefore, if our course was true, as it seemed by Glathan’s reaction it was, we were simply somewhat south of Sanaavia, and of Norsoon and its neighbours. But, as I beheld Eltnia, it seemed different from what little I had seen of Sanaavia. It seemed older. In my mind, like Sanaavia, all Eltnia—all Acremia, in fact—was a young land, far younger than Atramland, which to me seemed steeped in antiquity.

			I marvelled. I saw the granite cliffs, and pale limestone in those huge mounds of Eltnia. I saw sandstone in the great hills, almost as white as ivory. I could no longer deny the ancientness there in that rock. The land of Eltnia was old, much older than I’d believed. I saw the long coastline, a pristine stretch of sand going on for miles. In bays and estuaries, gulls flew low over those enclosures, almost touching the water. Dark mountains, harder than iron, far bigger than the ones we’d seen in Sanaavia, stretched as far as the eye could see. My heart thumped in my chest. It was not as beautiful as Atalantyx, but Single God help me, it was still beautiful, and it was vast. The incredible sights of Eltnia helped my mood lift, just a little.

			It was then, amidst the destruction, gloom, and despair from which we emerged, that I saw something gleaming, as I looked at what would be my new home. It was like a faint glimmer in the darkness.

			Opportunity.

			Aunt Lolove, my surrogate mother, was pious from cradle to grave. She used to say that her prelate explained to the congregation, one particularly stirring Mass, what opportunity was. Auntie said opportunity was simply the true God showing the faithful the way, the time, and the place where you will flourish. And there it was, what my aunt spoke of. Eltnia was opportunity as promised, but not merely guaranteed by some boring priest. I was not as devoted to the temple as Auntie, who on her deathbed insisted to be carried on a litter, by four strong knights, so she might hear a final Mass. Still, I considered myself a devout man, and one of those faithful entitled to opportunity. I laughed to myself, thinking of my lack of attention often in Mass, in that it did not please my wife, and that I had little time nor patience to attend service, nor for pampered holy men casting judgement. I was not one of those woeful penitents, wringing their hands at the slightest transgression. We were all sinners. I did not need some prelate to tell me the height, weight, and depth of my sins. Nor did I need any priest to be an intercessory between me, once a great prince of Atalantyx, and the true God.

			Because I had found another intermediary. A much more powerful one than any prelate.

			One come straight from Heaven, who had saved me, and all of us.

			One only I could see.

			That last night in Atalantyx, I had lain in the guest quarters provided for me by Glathan. Those guest quarters were his own chambers, while he and his wife, Holita, slept in Glathan’s solar. I did not expect Glathan to give up his bed for me, but he had insisted, and I relented. After all, I was the high lord, and I deserved the most comfort, and I could not be so rude as to deny that fact, and refuse my cousin’s offer.

			I lay in my cousin’s plush bed, awake, near midnight, wondering how long it would be until I slept in such a bed again. I would bring a smaller version of such a bed to Eltnia, disassembled, to be put together in my new kingdom. But I did not believe any of the accommodations Wely might provide before the time I reached that kingdom would be anywhere near adequate, like Glathan’s bed, or my own.

			Warmharbour was perched on a huge rock, and the view from Glathan’s bedroom overlooked the sea. I kept the shutters of the room open as I snuggled deeper into the satin sheets and listened to the sound of the waves breaking on shore outside the window. I thought the sound, in the otherwise still room, would lull me to sleep. I was mistaken. My mind was too full of Acremia, and what was to come, to slumber. Meanwhile, Aliaz already dozed beside me.

			“Othrun,” I heard then, like the wind itself had whispered to me.

			I rolled over and looked at my wife. She did not stir, nor did she speak. I thought I had imagined hearing my name called. Then, while I looked at Aliaz, I heard it a second time.

			“Othrun.”

			I slipped out of bed, and carefully opened the door from the chambers to the solar. Glathan and Holita slept in another bed that had been moved into the solar for their comfort. Glathan snored, and Holita mumbled in her sleep. Had one of them called out to me in their dreams?

			Then, a third time, I clearly heard, “Othrun.”

			I closed the solar door and went to the open window. That is where I heard the voice coming from, I could have sworn it, and so I peeked my head out.

			Suspended in the air, surrounded by an unearthly brightness that would have illuminated any night, a man floated, not ten feet from my face. I shook my head, and rubbed my eyes, as I believed I was dreaming. I blinked.

			The floating man was still there, bathed in white light. His long hair and beard flowed like samite, gold, and silver woven together. His eyes were as grey as the deepest parts of the sea and bore through me, as if he stared into my soul. He was old, but unwrinkled.

			“Othrun,” he called to me again, yet it seemed as if his lips barely moved.

			My heart seemed as if it stopped. Surely, unless I had gone mad, and my eyes did not defraud me, I beheld one of the Anchali, an Angel. An Angel was an immortal messenger of the true God, the Single God, the God of Life, Love, and Light. Angels were righteous souls who, after death, ascended into Heaven and became favoured of the Single God. Angels were souls so favoured, so righteous, that they were permitted to have communication with mortals, and to pass the Single God’s words directly to the blessed human glorified enough to hear. I was no student of the temple, yet as most people who were godly, I knew of Angels. Father claimed Mother was a ghost haunting Westrich, but Grandfather claimed Mother was an Angel, watching over me. But that was not the last time I heard of Angels, after Father’s father told me of them. Almost every sermon from the prelates I’d ever attended spoke of them, and almost every scripture mentioned them. Did I believe in Angels? It seemed it did not matter, for I had to believe my eyes, for indeed an Angel was before me. I fell to my knees in obeisance, below the windowsill, trembling in awe. As I looked down at the floor, the room filled with the Angel’s light, the blaze of a hundred torches. I dared not look up.

			“Rise, Othrun,” came the command, and every fibre of my being made me obey. I gawked at the Angel, who transported himself into the room. My wife did not awake, and she slept on unseeing and unhearing of the Angel’s holy presence.

			“What miracle is this, lest I’ve taken leave of all my senses?” I gasped in wonder.

			“Thy senses have not fled,” replied the Angel. “I am here with thee, come straight from Heaven to give thee news, instructions, and warning. Will thou hear me, Othrun, Prince of Atalanteans?”

			What choice did I have except to hear him? I was filled with dread, though, that I should merit the Single God sending me one of His Messengers. Who was I that this should happen? I replied, flabbergasted, “I hear you, Holy One.”

			“Hearken to me deliberately now, Othrun, blessed among all men who walk this earth. I give thee news. Thou art not the son of Atalan Ninth, dead King of Atalantyx. Thou art my son, the son of one of the Anchali. Thou art born of mortal and Angel, and hast power in thee unknown to thee, untapped. With this power, thou shalt become the greatest king who ever lived on this earth.”

			I stammered, “H-How? How c-could … how could I be your son?” I feared my mind would break then, and I would be lost to insanity. Yet, something in the Angel’s words assured me I did not need to fear for my rightness of mind. I was always so different from those whom I always thought were my father and brother, as if I were not part of them but instead part of something else. What the Angel told me would explain my feeling of difference and exclusion from Atalan Ninth and Erthal. I was not one of them. I was something greater, when all the while I’d felt lesser.

			“I am thy father, of that thee can be certain,” said the Angel. “One night, I laid, in the guise of Atalan, First Prince, with thy mother, Merin, the First Princess. She knew naught that it was I who gave her my seed, rather than her husband. From her womb, thou were conceived, and raised as second heir to Atalan.”

			“Why? W-Why would … why would—”

			“Why? To create a mortal imbued with qualities beyond mere men of flesh and bone and blood. To sire a mortal who would rise to conquer half the earth, in Godliness, wisdom, and peace. A mortal who would erect temples to the Single God and tear down the idols of the pagans. A mortal who could rule, justly, wisely, and unite many races under his banner. Thee, Othrun. I lay with thy mother, so I might sire thee. Thy mother yet had the blood of the highborn Atalanteans. That is a potent blood. Mixed with my seed, and the right birthright behind your name as prince, thou shall have enough to be king over all Acremia.”

			“Me?” I asked. “Me, king of all Acremia? Not Erthal? Not any of the kings now ruling there? Not any of the other kings in the wide world that might seek to conquer Acremia? Me? Why have I been chosen?”

			“Thy one-time brother, who truly, thou can see now, was no relation to thee save a distant cousin, was corrupt,” the Angel condemned. “All those other kings, they are tainted, venal, grafting. Thou hast seen this, hast thou not? Thou spoke out against Erthal’s corruption and thou rebelled against that corruption. Thou witnessed the pagan King of Norsoon. He and Erthal, they are like. And they are nothing, compared to thee. Thou art the deserving one, deserving to be such a mighty ruler.”

			“I’m a flawed human, Holy One,” I said, feeling humbled and inadequate. “No better than Erthal, or any other man. I’m weak, vain, foolish. I lay no claim to being worthy of such honour.”

			“Thou hast been chosen, Othrun,” said the Angel simply. “All of thy frailties aside, thou art the best choice. Thou art devout, a mighty warrior, a daring commander, and a noble lord. Thou art chivalrous, and will give thy life to protect thy people, and preserve the innocent. Thou can read the hearts and minds of men aptly and know how to bend others to thy royal will, not just because of thy birthright. Thou hast all the makings of a great king. Thou knowest not what more abilities, as I have told thee, reside in thee, because thou art come of my seed. Will thou accept thou art the one chosen?”

			Yes, the voice inside me said then. Yes! Why should it not be me? Was I not kinder than Erthal? More noble? More beloved? Had I not done my duty well? Had I not stayed faithful to my God, and married a Godly woman? Had I not tried to protect my people? And for all that, for my courage in speaking out against Erthal, for trying to stop him, had I not been exiled for it? Did I not have all the qualities the Angel praised me for? Yes! I was fit to rule. I should not just rule a tiny piece of land given to me by a heathen king. Instead, why should I not rule half the world? The Angel told me I would. Why should I doubt it? I deserved to be a king, and not just any king. I should be the greatest king! The greatest Atasyx! With only the One God as king above me, in all the whole world!

			“I accept the choice, Holy One,” I bowed to the Angel then. “And I’m glad of it.”

			“Very well, it is good,” said the Angel. “Now I have given thee the news, shall come my instructions. There are only three. One, get thee, this morning, from Atalantyx. Wait not another day. Go! Tarry not! Once morning light comes, order thy followers to make ready to leave immediately. For if thou art not gone, woe shall be the day for thee and all who follow thee.”

			The day that was to dawn was to be the thirty-eighth day since we were banished, and the thirtieth day of Sixthmonth. By Erthal’s writ, we still had one more full day to pack after that day of the thirtieth of Sixthmonth, which would be the entirety of the first day of Seventhmonth. Then, we must depart the day after that, which would be the second day of Seventhmonth. Yet, the Angel demanded we leave two days before the deadline.

			“Is Erthal coming to kill me?” I asked, my first thought. “Has he changed his mind, Holy One, and decided banishment is not enough for me?”

			“Question not what I hath said,” replied the Angel sternly. “Leave in the morning as fast as thee are able. The second command, remember, when thou art a king, seek always to expand thy empire, as thou hast already thought of. The bigger thy lands are, the more the heathen lands will be supressed.”

			I pondered this but was too excited to think about it too long. “I hear you, O Holy One. And the third command?”

			“Trust only in me. Believe in me. I shalt ensure thy victory over thine enemies.”

			“I’ll trust in you only, Holy One,” I promised.

			“Finally, the warning,” said the Angel. “Though thy victories shall be assured, it means not those triumphs will come easily. There will be trials ahead of thee and losses to bear. Do not be discouraged. Thou wilt have the strength to bear those trials. I shall always be with thee.”

			“I heed your warning, Holy One,” I bowed my head. “Greatness always comes at a cost. I’ll take the cost, happily, if I’m to bring Godly rule to those who know nothing of it.”

			The Angel began to fade. His parting words: “Look for my next coming to thee when thou need me most. I shalt not forsake thee.”

			And then he was gone.

			The morning came, and I commanded we leave at once. My lords protested, but I drove them like pack horses until they had all prepared two days early. They could not understand me, but they knew my fey moods well enough that they needed to simply obey. They were savouring their last moments in Atalantyx, but I did not allow them to savour any more. Just as all was ready, Erthal arrived at the quays, and brought Old Yedwol and his family, to be banished alongside us.

			That was all the sign, before Atalantyx sank into the sea, I needed to believe the Angel spoke sooth. Old Yedwol, tetchy as he was, was still my uncle, and I loved him. He had been the only one of my family I regretted to be parted from in my exile. Once we had Uncle with us, it was time to go. When my homeland was no more, I realized that the Angel had saved us. He spared Uncle, so he might live and be with us in banishment. Had we not left when the Angel instructed, we would have perished alongside Erthal, Dira, and all our people. We would be dead, with no one left of the Atalanteans, save those few soldiers living abroad, holding our foreign conquest of Berefet, to memorialize us.

			So, the Angel proved himself to be the true Messenger of God. I would trust in the Angel and let him guide my lordship over the Atalanteans. I would heed whatever the Angel told me. I would obey his commands. I would follow the path he had laid out for me. That path was the path of the conqueror, to eradicate paganism.

			I, Othrun, would rule all Acremia. I would crush the heathens who opposed me.

			I swore this by the Single God.
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			The Silver King

		

	
		
			
Fourteeen

			Glathan finally gave up the steering oar to another knight. He joined me on the foredeck of Proud-Stern. Then Uthlen appeared from below and made us a party of three. I knew that my two cousins’ relief at landfall being in sight, like my own, was tempered with shock and sadness. We were losers in the rebellion against Erthal, but since we were alive, we were the ultimate winners. Yet we lived in sorrow, all eighteen hundred of us, shaken irrevocably. In nearly a month that had passed at sea since the disaster, my people grieved incessantly. They were traumatized by what they’d witnessed, what they’d escaped, and the loss of who they’d left behind. From time to time throughout the voyage, the occasional weeping of crew above deck, and periodic wails or screams of women and children below decks, could be heard. Even as we approached Eltnia, we three lords could still hear them occasionally. It had only been twenty-nine days since the destruction of Atalantyx. There would still be grieving to come.

			Of course, there was no shame in such lamentation, not in such an unprecedented time. But for me, tears were done. I vowed I must become colder. I still grieved too, but I had to be cold and hard like Erthal, Father, and Uncle could be when they needed to, in various degrees. I needed to be cold and hard to have the strength to lead, to rule. By far, I was the most compassionate of those men of the royal house of the Atalanteans, but that had to change with my new role, and I had already taken steps to change it.

			The official period of mourning was supposed to be a full month for any royal death, or the death of any great numbers of our people, per our traditions, but not anymore. There was to be one more day of such keening, as per my decree. The mourning period’s length became more a matter of strategic planning by me, rather than providing extended time for ululation over the profound and horrible loss. Because, I reasoned, as we would land in Eltnia that day, it was time to celebrate the hope of my new kingdom. It was time to leave past and grief buried, like Atalantyx was. Earlier that day, I insisted on the immediate cessation of grieving, despite Uthlen’s protest. My younger cousin said we should extend the mourning period beyond the morrow, when it was set to expire, by protocol, and mourn even longer. Uthlen said that it would only be appropriate due to the exceptional circumstances of our kingdom’s destruction. I told him then that, though I went above to weep myself, in private, as I watched our arrival in Eltnia, “We can’t have all this wailing interfere with our newfound glory. I make the protocols now, Cousin. The old rules are dead. The new rules are whatever I say they are. I’ve already signalled to the other ships about the change. Mourning ends at sunset today. I’ve spoken.”

			Uthlen looked at me, shocked. I thought he needed to grow accustomed to my new harshness. As I stood on the foredeck, and turned back toward Uthlen, I saw the melancholy on his face and felt guilty for my earlier strident words. He was not much more than a boy, after all. He was a lord, an earl, but I would always think of him that way, as a boy, though I first saw combat at a much younger age than Uthlen and considered myself a man when I did.

			When I looked back at one cousin, I could not help but look at the other, Glathan. It was then I noted how alike in many ways we three together must have looked then. We were dressed the same. We wore simple black shirts, black breeches, black leather trews, and high black-leather boots, all lightly filmed in sea-spray and slick. Black was the funeral colour, in our time of loss. The difference in our deportment was that, while Glathan and Uthlen were armed, swords and daggers on hips, I carried no weapons yet, though I should have by that time. I was listless, in my grief, in starting to prepare myself for landing in Eltnia. But what did that matter? When I called to be armed, pages, squires, knights, and even lords such as my cousins would jump to my call and get me ready. It was not for me to worry about the time it took to arm me, rather for them to worry.

			As I looked upon my cousins, I found that not only were we three dressed alike but we were similar in looks as well. I dare to say that we three were all handsome, green-eyed, and with the long proud noses that marked our royal family. While the differences in our features were of some significance, the similarities identified us as being related.

			Glathan, the oldest of us three, and the shortest, was squat and heavy muscled. He sported a neat blond beard, turned grey a bit early, as he was not quite thirty. His locks were still long and blond though, as were those of Uthlen and me. Uthlen was long-limbed and lean, almost gangly, at sixteen years old. He was too young, perhaps, to fully comprehend what uncertainty lay ahead with our course to Eltnia. For the young, the future could be nothing but in their favour. I was taller than those two, clean-shaven, broad of shoulder, and trim of waist. My Aliaz said I had “glinting” eyes. I knew my bearing, my gaze, was haughty. If I carried myself with the confidence of one who was raised knowing both birthright and sword carry weight in the world, so be it. I needed swagger to overcome being Erthal’s shadow, being the less favoured son, the Second Prince. Perhaps some of that confidence was recessed for now, so shaken was I by what I had seen. Yet that confidence had far from disappeared, and I was determined it should be at the forefront once more. I would need it, as I was to be a king.

			My hair was in a knot near the top of my head. I adjusted the knot, to ensure its tidiness. In contrast, the long hair of my two cousins streamed carelessly in the sea breeze, tangled, unkempt, and got in their faces. Not so for my hair; that would not do. I was nineteen years old, and therefore, I was still at an age where vanity, even in moments of such consternation, was important, as it should be. A gentleman, a knight, a lord should look good. A king should look even better. What is a king without some measure of comeliness? An ugly king, that is what. No one wants an ugly man as king. Pretty people did better in the world than ugly ones, and it was the same for pretty kings. Who idolized an ugly king? That was nearly as bad as a king who could not fight, who could not defend his people.

			These observations completed, I turned away from my cousins. Once more, I looked ahead over the prow. The other two stood behind me, one at each shoulder, like two pillars that held me up. Those two remained silent, as we three together watched our progress. Eltnia was almost upon us.

			I retained little of what Glathan had tried to fill my head with about Eltnia, their ways and customs. I retained things of more concern to me, like army sizes, and the characters of kings. But one thing that stuck with me was that the pagans in Eltnia worshipped mainly six deities. And of all things, they were not Gods, but Goddesses, in the feminine! Six women gods were held divine by the heathens, in the form of elements, and they were Earth, Water, Sky, Fire, Wind, and Sun. If these heathens ceded their fate to the hands of women spirits, as opposed to men, whereby everyone knew the Single God, the true God, was male, then truly, those heathens were lost. Men ruled the world. Men were kings, lords, warriors, and gods. Women were necessary; they bore children, and were worthy of love and protection. They were servants, nurse-wives, whores, highborn ladies, princesses, even queens. Women often presided over household affairs and needed to be pleased and pampered. Often, they were the true rulers of their husbands, but publicly at least, a man must always be in charge, lest there be chaos. The nonsense of women being the gods added one more element of order that needed to be restored to the places I was about to conquer.

			Eventually, Glathan spoke. “We make land soon.”

			“But what awaits us on land, Cousin?” Uthlen murmured. “A kingdom, or despite what we’ve been promised by Wely, more catastrophe?”

			“At least we’re here,” said Glathan. “I feared we were off course.” I’d feared that too. Yet the winds were kind, the seas were favourable, our steersman sharp, and our oarsmen strong. “But God has provided for us, praise Him,” Glathan continued. “We’ve reached Eltnia without disturbance, on time, on the right day by my count, to meet with King Wely. We’ve come to our new home.”

			Uthlen repeated, “Our new home. Will this truly be home for us?”

			To hear the agony in his voice, I sickened. I hardened my heart against it. I was determined to toughen up. He needed to as well. “Foolish boy!” I said fiercely. “The talk of children. We are not home. This is a land we must tame, a hard land. It’s a land of barbarians … hard people. Home is comfort and soft. We can be soft no more. You, I, all of us, have been too soft! No longer!”

			“You weren’t soft, Cousin,” said Uthlen quietly, disagreeing. “You stood up to Erthal.”

			“I was soft with Erthal.” I shook my head. “I took banishment. He was too soft with me. He should’ve killed me. Well, Erthal is fish food now. I won’t allow that to happen to us! We’re all that’s left of our noble kind, and I will die before I let us fail in restoring the glory of our people. I promise you that!”

			My life seemed to be all about promises that were yet unfulfilled. One promise I made, to safeguard my people, I did not know how I would keep, with us outnumbered and alone in heathen lands. Another promise I had from a heathen king who would make me his oath-man. And I had another promise from someone far greater. I wondered if any of those promises would amount to anything. I should trust the last promise, no matter how unbelievable. I should trust the Anchali more, I thought then, as he’d saved us all. He vowed I would be a great king and rule all Acremia. Yet, despite the Angel’s sureties, and him keeping us from being destroyed, I was filled with doubt and turmoil.

			“Home?” I went on in my ranting to Uthlen. “Our real home is gone, buried beneath the waves. This place will be a pale shadow of home, a cold reminder of what could’ve been.”

			“Yet this land will be enough,” said Uthlen, sounding hopeful, refusing to be deterred.

			“Perhaps for you, Cousin,” I replied cryptically. “I’ve bigger ambitions. Perhaps the whole universe isn’t enough home for me.”

			Uthlen’s sigh, at my shoulder, never sounded so uncertain. He sought assurances only I could provide. I cruelly denied those assurances to him. It was for his own good. But I softened then. As future king, I needed to give some comfort to Uthlen and Glathan. I turned back to face my cousins. I reminded myself once more that they were formerly great lords and earls in Atalantyx. Only princes, such as I, had been higher in nobility. We had no real titles anymore, and no longer were we attached to any kingdom. But it was understood, between us three, that wherever we made our new their realm, while I would be king, Glathan and Uthlen would be the next highest lords of rank. I would create them princes, a title only held in Atalantyx by sons of kings who may inherit the throne. They’d earned it. They were the first ones to stand for justice and seek to depose Erthal. They selected me as their leader. They stood by me, believed in me, and risked everything. They lost everything except their lives for it. All the prestige, lands, and titles they had lost, I would give them back, I vowed, and more. A good lord loves and protects his vassals, Auntie said. Those two would be my greatest vassals, and I needed to love and protect them. I did love them both, but they had their limitations, for certain.

			Uthlen’s lack of warrior skills would always be a liability for both him and me as his advocate. Besides this, there was a larger issue: The unmarried and un-betrothed Uthlen never showed any interest in women, and rumours persisted that he preferred the company of men. Such deviance was unnatural, and considered an abomination in the eyes of the Single God and the temple. Still, as much as I could not understand how a man could want another hard, hairy, smelly man when a scented, soft, and willing woman was within reach, for some reason, I found the issue not to trouble me as much as perhaps it should have. I had bigger worries. Yet, though such things did happen among nobility, even in godly Atalantyx, it was to be kept in the utmost secrecy, lest the offenders be caught and brought to the cleansing fires. For it was punishable by death for man to have sexual relations with man. To the holy temple, sodomy was perfidy, and one of the greatest transgressions against the Single God. It was criminal against the nature of man. However, for all the uproar by the prelates over it, most nobles largely ignored it when it was done amongst the highborn, and simply pretended they did not see it. If Uthlen’s proclivities did not damage me politically in any way, and he found a way to somehow produce an heir for continuity’s sake, since I would endow him with a principality, he could do whatever he wished if he kept discreet about it. And I did not wish his preferences to be used against me to undermine my rule. Frankly, I was more concerned with how he used his real sword than where he stuck his proverbial one. All Uthlen’s scholarship was quite useful, but it would be hard to have a prince that could not fight when I needed my chief vassals to be warlords as much as learned statesmen.

			In Glathan, I could see little fault, except he overreached his authority at times. There were no lords in which I could find his complete blend of diplomacy, wisdom, fighting, and leadership skills. He was godly, morally upright, courageous, and utterly loyal. He was indispensable. He was always capable of surprising me with how capable he was. There was an air of mystery about my older cousin. He travelled the world and saw places I never imagined. What I treasured about him most, though, was his positivity and good cheer when I often lacked it. Such as it was then, one of those times where despite our good fortune, and my insistence with Uthlen that we cut the mourning period short, I found it hard to celebrate my impending ascension to king, or feel we were blessed in the face of Atalantyx’s doom. Glathan usually found a way to keep me buoyed when my spirits ebbed.

			Still, my favourite cousins were far from perfect. They were my best friends, my confidants, and my best lords. But they were not perfect. Oh well. Not always does the sharpest trowel plow the best field, which had been a saying in Atalantyx. In any event, Glathan and Uthlen were the best trowels I had at my disposal.

			I answered Uthlen’s question, trying to give him some solace—something I was not good at. “The land must be enough, Cousin. It must suffice, but first, we must conquer it.”

			“First, we must make peace, Cousin,” corrected Glathan. “A pact was made with Wely. He assures us lands to help him battle his foes. We do not need to conquer right now; rather we need to ally with Lynchun and fight the enemies of Wely, to secure the territories required.”

			So much for comfort. I did not like being schooled. I sneered at Glathan. “All hot for war against Erthal, now all for peace with heathens, Cousin?” Glathan opened his mouth to reply, but I cut him off. “Peace in exchange for bending knee to Wely,” I continued scornfully. “I don’t like such arrangements. To bend knee to a heathen lord, even to secure my own kingdom, is a bitter taste.”

			“You may bend knee, yet when you rise, you rise a king,” said Glathan, his admonishment clear in his voice. I swallowed a retort. I was his lord, but he was both elder and my closest advisor, and he had a way of putting me in my place that even I, the higher lord, often allowed. Because he was usually right. I had to remember that being subservient to Wely was my road to kingship. Still, I pursed my lips and frowned, showing I was still not well pleased with the situation.

			Uthlen, meanwhile, stared out over the sea mournfully. “I feel we suffer some great curse. What’s led our family, all our peoples, to such doom? We’ve fallen lowly in the eyes of the Single God, the God of Life, Love, and Light.”

			The philosopher, Uthlen. I thought bitterly. I needed fighting men, not poets. Out loud, I repeated his question. “What’s led us to such a doom? That’s plain. Erthal and his wife. They led us to such a doom; they cursed us. Their actions destroyed Atalantyx. God struck them down for idol-worship. They robbed us of our beautiful island kingdom. We were the greatest nation on earth. Now, what are we? We’re nothing now. We’re all that is left, less than two thousand in these boats.”

			“We’ll never be nothing!” said Glathan, forcefully. “And we’ll not despair. You are to be king. Of all of us, you can’t despair.”

			Hot white anger rose in me, unreasoned. “I’m ordered not to despair?” I cried. “Who rules here? I’ll despair if I wish, rejoice if I wish, but not at any man’s command!” Glathan just looked at me. He let me rave. “I don’t despair, but it doesn’t sit well that I should bow to those who are lesser! It makes me feel weak!” I insisted. “Fain, I would’ve have burned or drowned with my people on Atalantyx than feel so weak! I don’t despair! I’m angry! Angry to see the pinnacle of civilization itself burned and washed beneath the waves! The bastion of strength! I want all our strength back! If we must, we’ll take strength from those who’re weaker.”

			“The Eltnish aren’t weak,” said Glathan patiently. “They’re many little kingdoms, but each of them are strong. Their only weakness is their division.”

			“And I plan to keep dividing them,” I said, wafting my hand, dismissively. “And conquering them. They’re heathens, barbarians of no godly faith. I’ll conquer them all, in time. If I bend knee, I do so only that I may rise to make war. We need only one castle, able to be defended, and we can make a kingdom.” My words turned bolder. “A mighty kingdom. Given time to grow, it’ll be mightier than any little heathen land. In time, we’ll conquer all those weaker tiny realms.”

			“Won’t you swear fealty to King Wely, Cousin?” asked Uthlen, alarmed. “And you’ll break your oath to him, after you do? Isn’t it death to break an oath of fealty? Isn’t it unbecoming a knight, lord, and king, all of which you’ll be? Wouldn’t that be wrong and ungodly?”

			“Not when it comes to oaths to heathens, no,” I said.

			“Yes, it would be ungodly,” said Glathan, gently, contradicting me once more.

			“Assume, Uthlen, we’ll regardless prevail.” I gave Glathan a reproving look that would freeze the sun. Glathan inclined his head, only slightly, in apology. In a moment of clarity, I realized Glathan had spent years walking daintily, as if on the shells of eggs, around the erratic, changeable moods of men like me, Erthal, my uncle, and others. What a skill that he ensured the eggs did not shatter, and he still managed to impose his sound and logical advice.

			“The Eltnish are proud peoples and fierce warriors,” said Glathan carefully, but not willing to compromise his morality or mine. “They’ll be difficult to overcome. Over twenty kings rule in Eltnia. Are you certain we’ll conquer them all, Othrun? And will we turn on Wely too, who will start off as our only friend when friends are in short supply?”

			“We’ve no friends,” I said. “Only allies. And alliances are fleeting when crowns are at stake, especially my crown. Perhaps Wely will become my friend, if in time he submits to me in turn, the way I must submit to him at first. As you’ve arranged, Cousin, I’ll swear to Wely, because he’ll grant us lands. That I must be certain of before any further move is made. But one day, rest assured, I’ll make my move. I’ll not be under any heathen king’s boot for long.”

			“Then we’ll turn on Wely, one day, and put him and his people to the sword?” asked Uthlen, sounding horrified at me contemplating such treachery. “By the Single God, no, Cousin!”

			“If it be needed, yes!” I blazed, with no trace of remorse or hesitation. I glared at both my cousins. My patience was gone. I’d suffered so much under Father, under Erthal, even under Uncle. I was tired of questions and criticism. There was no one left who should be challenging me. I was the high lord. It was up to my advisors to advise me, but I was the decision-maker. “If I’m to be king, shall I be questioned this way, my plans, my intentions, like them or not, by my lords? My lords, who fret over betrayal of heathen rulers! Rulers who would sooner have our heads on pikes if we didn’t offer them our swords to help them fight their puny wars. Fie! I lose no sleep over it! Alliances can be made, then broken. I can cow for a time to save my people, and get my kingdom if need be. Yet I won’t be so permanently humbled. We of Atalan’s line are born of conquerors, not serfs. Or at least, I’m born of conquerors. I begin to wonder about the lineage of you two, as this cravenness is unnatural of my kin!

			“You were both ready to follow Atalan Ninth, then Erthal Sixth, had he not betrayed you, to whatever end they planned. You knew they planned to rule Acremia. You knew they planned to make alliances here, then break them. You supported them! You would’ve fought, laid down your lives in support of the same treachery you accuse me of now! And why would you do that? Because it would be your duty! Then you pushed me to rebel against Erthal, and uphold me as your king? Why? Again, your duty! So, don’t play hypocrite now with me about the fate of heathens. You were willing to kill fellow Atalanteans in battle, in rebellion, if it came to that! If you’d condemn Acremians to death, through a game of deceit under command of either of our previous kings, you’d better be willing to do so with me as your king as well! Do your duty, my Lords! Do your duty! Your duty is to me, and me alone! Your duty is what I say it is, and if that means betraying heathens, so be it; by the Single God, get ready to betray them!”

			Both my cousins blushed, bowing their heads obediently. “Your pardon, Sire,” said Glathan. “We shouldn’t be so challenging in our words. We don’t forget our place. Our swords are yours, our duty to obey, now and always. You’re our prince, and you’ll be our king.”

			But by then my mood turned again. “King of what?” I said bitterly, anger gone back to self-pity once more. “You both mock my kingship then. You wring your hands over the fate of heathens, and have me bending knee, begging those same heathens of a valley to call my own. What am I king of at this moment? Of these boats? Of a drowned kingdom? Atalan Ninth was the last true King of the Atalanteans. Erthal Sixth was the uncrowned and undeserving king. Both are gone now. There will be no more Kings of the Atalanteans, Cousins. For now, I’ve no lands, no castle. I’ve barely enough men to make an army. If I’m to be a king, I’m the earth’s poorest one, and I don’t even know the name of what my kingdom will be. I certainly won’t call myself something as silly as the King of Golden Valley.”

			“You’ll be King of the New Atalantyx!” cried Uthlen suddenly, with the optimism of youth.

			“The New Atalantyx?” I scoffed. Ridiculous. “Is that what we’ll call it? I’ll be King of New Atalantyx amongst a land of Eltnish savages?”

			“Yes,” said Glathan, smiling. “Uthlen is right, yes. Since, in the High Atramlandish, Atalantyx means, ‘the Far Eastrealm’. There’ll be enough of us who’ve escaped the drowned kingdom to ensure this new land is more reminiscent of old Atalantyx than not. Yet, the Eltnish shall never call it ‘New Far Eastrealm.’ I don’t believe they have words in their language to say it as we do. Their tongue is simpler than our noble tongue.”

			“Then make it simple for a simple tongue,” said Uthlen, excitedly. “Your kingdom, Lord Othrun, shall be the Eastrealm, should you wish it so. Has a ring to it, doesn’t it? Othrun, King of the Eastrealm. That’s who you are. You’re King of the Eastrealm, yet to be consecrated.”

			“Say simply Eastrealm,” I suggested. I could not help but admit I warmed to it. “The barbarians shall never call it more than that. Even though, we sail west, to lands west of our Atalantyx, Eastrealm has a ring to it. King of Eastrealm, I can agree to.”

			“These Eltnish lands are eastern for this part of the continent that we come to,” said Uthlen. “And your realm, I think, would be somewhat in the middle of Acremia, but still, somewhat east. Thus the name is not unfitting.”

			At that moment, we were interrupted by the approach of my Aliaz. She was so slight, my beloved, and extremely thin. She was like a waif, prone to sickness, and grown thinner being haunted by the disaster, as she was not eating well. Yet that day, she looked strong, determined, and was unbowed. She was cloaked in long kirtles of mourning black, as she glided silently on the gently rocking deck toward us. She carried something long. Her footing was surprisingly sure despite the deck’s slickness, the ship’s movements, and the bulk of her package.

			She was so beautiful, and I loved her. Yet would she have any hope to survive bearing child? She was so frail. Would the children survive the birth? Would they get out of her at all? Her hips, they were so very thin. I shuddered, thinking of my one-time Father, who buried two wives. I could not bear dead heirs, and a dead wife even less. But for now, she was alive and gorgeous. The melancholy that paled her face, stained with dried tears, did not detract from her loveliness, nor the purposeful stride to me. Glathan and Uthlen bowed their heads respectfully as she approached.

			Aliaz held a humongous sword and sword belt in both hands, and no doubt struggled with weight of belt, scabbard, and blade. I marvelled, as that was not my sword, Biter, she carried. Whose sword was it, and why did she carry it? Why did she not have one of our attendants bear the burden for her, and instead bring it herself? She came straight to me, offering into my hands the sword, the sword-belt, and housing. I took them from my wife, looking at her in wonder.

			“Othrun,” she said hoarsely, her voice raw from crying, but her eyes shining with happiness, as she stepped back from me. “This is Sure-Steel, sword of kings, maker of justice. It was our family’s greatest sword, once worn by the princes and kings of Atalantyx in bygone years. It’s been lost many times in battle but always been reclaimed. It always makes its way back to the hands of the rightful heir of our house. It’s been put aside for generations now. Now it will be in the hands once more of the rightful heir.”

			“How comes this?” I gasped. “Is this truly Sure-Steel? How? How’d you get this, Wife?”

			Aliaz smiled and looked at Glathan. I turned to my older cousin for an explanation.

			Glathan cleared his throat. He looked sheepish as he said, “I stole it, Cousin.”`

		

	
		
			
Fifteen

			Aliaz grinned. Amidst my surprise and pleasure about the sword, I was also overjoyed to see her happy. She had been so distraught since our kingdom sank. “It’s true, Husband,” she said in the face of my disbelief. “This is Sure-Steel, your blade by right. Taken by the noble Glathan here from the royal hoard of our brother-in-law before we were banished. A worthy feat,” Aliaz nodded to Glathan, who again bowed, “to rescue such precious a thing, which was cast aside in a heap of scrap to rust and rot away and be forgotten by a wicked king who betrayed his people.”

			I did not take my eyes from Glathan. There was always so much more to him than what one could see. I should not have been so surprised, but I was. There seemed there was nothing Glathan was not capable of, but I never considered theft as one of his talents, or something that he would stoop to. “You’ll tell me how you did it?” I asked Glathan. “How you took it?”

			“Perhaps when time is more in our favour, Cousin?” begged Glathan, still shamefaced.

			I nodded, letting him at ease. I was not as heartless as I wanted to be. Yet. Besides, I was more than pleased about the sword, and joked, “One of the few ignoble things the ever-honourable Glathan has done in life, steal a sword. The cause could not be nobler though, since he did it for me.” I always had trouble saying thank you to anyone, but those words I spoke were my expression of gratitude to my cousin, for the sword was a special gift. Glathan had the grace to still look embarrassed and did his usual nod of acknowledgement.

			Aliaz, for a moment, lost her smile and turned grave. “Husband, the history of the blade—”

			“Wife, I know it well,” I interrupted her gently. I felt that my cousins exhaled at my back. They knew my moods would cool. Aliaz’s frailty always troubled me, and combined with my love and affection, and my worry for her, I always softened my temperament with her about. “Yet, Sure-Steel was forgotten by Atalan Ninth, Athlyr Sixth, and many kings before that, not Erthal alone. Still, it shouldn’t have been put aside. It’s a great heirloom of the royal house of the Atalanteans. I’m happy to have it.”

			“I’m glad you’re happy, Husband,” said Aliaz. “See, a new scabbard, and the belt here, I’ve had made for you, of gold. It’s made to be carried at your back.” She ensured to add, as it seemed for her the most important aspect of receiving the sword. “The blade has been blessed, by Father Atrant, may God take him to his bosom with all our poor people who are drowned.”

			Slowly, I drew forth the sword, admiring it. It was heavy in my hands, even for me, a man who dealt with mighty arms. Balancing it, back and forth, I soon became accustomed to its weight. I stared at Aliaz in awe and new respect that she could have carried it at all. Then I looked back at my gift.

			Sure-Steel was a true great-sword, bigger and longer than an arming sword. The pommel was one piece, overlaid with pure gold, round, with the symbol of God, triangle bound with circle, carved into both sides. The grip was sturdy and long, but the sword was no bastard sword one could still wield one-handed. It would take both hands, strong hands, to make use of Sure-Steel. The cross guard was thicker than my thumb, and the blade was nearly four feet from hilt to point. That blade, almost three-quarter foot in width, was inscribed in the High Tongue of Atramland, and bore the words: No surer steel hath made a blade.

			I remembered Merentyx, the fief in Atalantyx where deep under the Lantyx mountain range the ingots of Althat were cast, and the smithies hammered them with all their might. Those smithies manipulated the metal into the fashion they needed to shape the blades that washed back and forth, rippling as if they were a flowing stream when you peered closely at them. Blades that could not be broken. Blades that never notched. Blades so sharp-edged they seldom needed whetting. Those blades were Atalantean steel, famous throughout the known world, and beyond precious. Men had killed and been killed for less. The legendary reputation of our swords was that having just one, in the hands of a capable wielder, changed the course of many hopeless battles.

			Yet this sword was even more special than the typical Atalantean blade. It was Sure-Steel that my hero, Arclan, the Purple Prince, made renowned when he fought against the Kingdom of Madi, and with that weapon Arclan slew one thousand men in a single day. It was said Arclan disappeared and was not found until, having nearly suffocated, his men pulled him up from beneath a pile of his vanquished foes that was higher than ten horses, each standing ten hands high.

			As I looked at the surface of the gleaming blade, it was like I looked upon a pool that I could float away in. I did not see blotchy marbling, but rather it was smooth, like running water. I felt I could drown in that blade. It hypnotized me.

			“Husband?” inquired Aliaz. I snapped up, as if I were sleeping. Aliaz stared at me, worried. I supposed I was so mesmerized by Sure-Steel that I did not move; indeed it seemed I did not breathe.

			“A lovely gift,” I said, recovering, “from a woman whose loveliness is beyond compare. If you had a hand in this sword’s restoral, it’s truly blessed indeed. You’ve given me something precious, besides your love. I thank you, Wife.” I slid Sure-Steel home. The sheath was of hardened leather, and overtop were crossing patterns of gold. The throat and tip at both ends of the scabbard were also made of gold. I held the sword at my side.

			“I love you, Husband.” Aliaz stood on tiptoes and kissed my cheek. I bent and lovingly returned her kiss in kind. She looked out, apprehensively, towards the approaching coast. “Beloved, soon to be my king, shall this strange land now be our home?”

			This talk of home ... How is it so prevalent? I thought. First Uthlen, then her. We’d lost our home, with hundreds of castles burned to nothing, all gone in an instant, and swallowed up into the sea. Still, I replied simply, “If God wills it, Wife.”

			Aliaz shivered. “I understand heathen marauders roam these wilds. Will we bring them to see the Lord of Life, Light, and Love as their True God? Will they kill us, before we can?”

			I held my wife’s hand for a moment, stroking it with my thumb. My other grasp bore Sure-Steel, its casing, and belt. It felt good to have both sword and wife in hand. “As God wills it, my love. But you’ve nothing to fear. I’ll protect you from any heathens.”

			“And does God will that, with that sword there, you’ll kill the infidels that don’t convert to our Single God? Not just to protect me, or your people? But to bring them to heel, to establish your kingdom, and covert them to the True God? That you must do evil to ensure good?”

			“Why do you ask this, Wife?”

			“I hear some knights speaking, many grieving. They’re angry. In their anger, they’re unjust. They speak of putting innocents to the sword. To prevent what happened with Dira and Erthal. To prevent our people from turning to pagan worship.” Aliaz was small, but my wife was also persistent. She wanted me to know her feelings on the matter. “That would be ungodly, husband, if we did. We come to enlighten, not to murder.”

			I sighed, letting go of Aliaz’s hand. It seemed time for everyone to question me, and to worry about the plight of heathens. If they spent more time worrying of our own plight, of me getting my kingdom, it would have pleased me. “Beloved,” I said, “you’ve seen thousands of our people perish. Terrible as the sight was, this can only be the will of the Single God. It’s God’s will we here in these boats should live. It’s God’s will our royal line carries on. It’s God’s will to get us new lands. Those lands will be heathen lands, for now. This must be God’s will as well. For God will want us to change that. God will want us to take over these heathen lands and change them to godly ones.”

			“I fear for us,” admitted Aliaz. She grasped my hand again. “We go to such a strange and dangerous place, which may turn us into that which we despise. I do not want us to commit acts of barbarism to tame barbarians. Nor do I want us to lose our own lives.”

			“Fear nothing,” I soothed her, and squeezed her hand. “I’ll never let you or any of mine come to harm from the savages. Still, I go not to slaughter, rather to subjugate them. Only those who resist will have anything to fear from me when I’m their king.”

			“But the men have been speaking-”

			“Some of those men you heard speaking, Wife, stood with Erthal and me in Norsoon. They’ve seen Erthal fall to corruption and blasphemy for a woman’s beauty. Some of those men lived in the Nantyx. They had relatives who disappeared. Likely those relatives fell to the sacrificial table of the cruel Irka. They’ve seen the horror that worship of heathen deities can bring. So yes, to keep our own people safe from such horror, if nothing else, we shall bring the Lord of Life, Light, and Love to those barbarians. God’s will be done.”

			Aliaz searched my eyes intently. “Are you certain, Husband?”

			I held her gaze. “I’m certain I’ll be a king. That’s all the certainty you need, as that would make you queen. The details of how you get to your throne will be left to men of war. Don’t fret over them. Don’t fret about those details or the details of why we’re here, why we live. Just accept we live. And thank the Single God for it. Leave the heathens and their conversion to me.”

			Aliaz reached for her throat, and fondled God’s Amulet, hung on a golden chain, a simple circle intertwined with triangle. The circle was for the sun, for light of the world, the perfect endlessness of God. The triangle was for the three points of God’s greatness: Life, Love, and Light. As my wife touched the amulet, she looked contemplative of my words. “Our God is a God of peace,” she said tentatively. “Yet men’s war must happen if they are in God’s name, to bring God’s peace, and God’s worship to those who deny it or know it not.” She demurred, “Husband, future Lord King, you know best. I believe in you. I’ll do my part. I’ll bear you strong children, sons to carry on your kingdom, and beautiful daughters to marry great lords.”

			I kissed her again, this time lingeringly on her lips. I did not care that my cousins stood nearby. I felt my passion rise, as it always did, for that tempting little imp. Her talk of bearing sons stirred my loins. The pleasure of children is foremost in the making of them, at least for the man, Uncle always said. Thus, I promised silently I would sheath my other sword in her scabbard later, after we landed and had time to bathe. We were at sea too long, and I missed our privacy, and our ability to show each other passion. Our lovemaking would bring some cheer that we needed, in such a dispiriting time, in the wake of our drowned kingdom. And I needed an heir, and more than one, quickly, if I was to be a king.

			“And I’ll do my part,” I replied, regretting the kiss ending. “I’ll bring you a kingdom to make all other queens of the world green with envy. I promise you, Wife. My part begins today.”

			So, it did begin. I handed Uthlen the sword, sheath, and belt Aliaz gave me. Uthlen was once one of my pages, when he was a child. Earlier that day, he begged the honour of being my chief esquire, and arming me, for our momentous arrival in Eltnia. I allowed it. Yet, once the task was at hand, he seemed to take Sure-Steel warily. Then he bowed and went below deck. Shortly he returned with several other knights. He was clad in mail-coat and helm. He still carried Sure-Steel, and my other arms as well. The other knights brought my best mail-coat, my under-armour, which was a boiled leather jerkin, and the leather armour and ringmail of Glathan. Uthlen put on my leather, then my mail. Then he bent down and fastened onto me the sword-belt with my arming sword, Biter, and my dagger, Cutter, around my waist. Finally, looking grim once more with the great-sword in his hands, Uthlen gingerly strapped Sure-Steel to my back. He seemed happy to be rid of it. I assumed it was too heavy for him. Shameful, since even my tiny wife bore it without complaint, I thought in disgust. For me, it felt good there. Uthlen carried a plain shield for me, without sigil, which he slung over his own shoulder. I always preferred not to fight with a shield, except when absolutely needed, for I found our huge, almond-shaped shields, that I only saw or heard of we Atalanteans carrying of all the world’s armies, to be somewhat inconvenient in battle, especially on foot. Our shields were ideal for mounted men, and few realms had cavalries such as ours, that would require a shield that gave protection for not only a rider’s left leg, but also body and shoulder. Thus, my esquire would always be ordered to hold onto my shield, unless I was to engage in a fighting on horseback, such as tournaments, or facing archers, such as I had in Berefet. I did not want the extra weight to slow me. Uthlen’s own shield, also unheralded, hung at his back. Different men helped Glathan don his mail-coat. Meanwhile, Uthlen handed off the shields to the other attendants, and disappeared beneath the ship a second time, while Glathan fiddled with his mail-hood. When Uthlen came back, he brought all our helmets, greaves, and leather gauntlets. There would be no surcoats with sigils worn, for we had to burn all that displayed our emblems before we left Atalantyx, and I did not wish to wear any of my plain surcoats that day. I felt ashamed I sported no sigil, but it could not be helped. In moments, all three of us were fully armoured. Aliaz watched us ready ourselves silently. The remaining knights bowed, and once all was finished, departed, except two men that held onto our shields.

			When the strapping of belts and tightening of buckles was over, Aliaz said, “I approve, Husband. You look the part of a great lord of war. I beg your leave then, to prepare for our landing. You’ve made yourself ready, to look how a king should, to greet those who await.” She nodded at the land in the distance. “If I’m to be a queen, I too should look as one.”

			I smiled, indicating my consent. She curtsied slightly, holding her footing as the deck swayed a little and moved away. When she left, Uthlen looked uncomfortable, staring first at Glathan, then at my back where Sure-Steel hung. He addressed me: “Cousin, isn’t it true that sword you wear, that Glathan has stolen from Erthal’s troves, is cursed?”

			Exasperated, I threw my hands in the air. “Fear of oath-breaking, fear of curses,” I grumbled. “If not for fear this boy has no emotions.”

			Uthlen looked hurt but stayed firm. “It is cursed, Cousin. Whoever bears that sword will have ill fortune.”

			“I have use for God, and therefore little use for curses,” I said, trying to be more reasonable.

			“This was a necessary robbery, Cousin,” added Glathan.

			“All robberies are necessary, Cousin,” snorted Uthlen, “to the thief.” 

			I smiled at that one. Truly, I loved when the youth was testy. It showed he had spirit.

			Glathan continued: “If you believe such things, I’m sure you know also there is a counter-prophecy saying this sword need be kept always in the hands of rightful king, if Atalantyx is to be restored to its former glory of the days of Atalan the Founder, the Purple Prince, and the like. Since our old Atalantyx is gone now, Othrun shall rebuild a new realm to fame, as its king. That’s why I took this sword, before we left. I suppose God willed me to do it.”

			Uthlen remained unconvinced. “Better you’d left it where it lay, to later rot beneath the waves when our kingdom drowned. At the Plains of the Salt Lands against Berefet, Arclan, the celebrated Purple Prince, finally met his end. He fell carrying this same sword, Sure-Steel. He was bested by King Jynon and a lesser sword. You know the story, Glathan. And no one knows it better than our cousin Othrun.” Uthlen looked at me pointedly. I could not help but quiver at the tale that, indeed, I’d absorbed too well. Anyone who knew me knew that Arclan was iconic in my eyes. Uthlen went on: “It’s said that the blade broke! An Atalantean sword never breaks, but this one did. The sword betrayed Arclan, in his moment of need. Though it was re-forged, no Lord of Atalantyx has borne it since.”

			“You learned your history well, Uthlen,” said Glathan.

			I thought, But you know nothing of great battles, fool unproven boy. That is what Glathan thinks, yet is too polite to say. Uthlen might be brave, but he showed little promise as a soldier, and had never seen war. He was deadly with a book, a quill, or a painting brush in his hand, but he failed with a sword. He might know the history of the battle by rote, but he did not know what fighting was all about. How did he know that there was not more to the story? None of us were there, and battles were a capricious thing, where more than how strong one or one’s sword is decides one’s fate. For my part, I did not believe that Sure-Steel had broken, nor did I believe that Jynon was better than Arclan.

			“What of another interpretation?” Glathan said. “Perhaps it was simply Arclan’s time. God willed he would fall, rather than that the sword was cursed. Perhaps he underestimated Jynon. Maybe Jynon was the better swordsman.” That sounded like blasphemy to my ears. A better swordsman was never born before or after Arclan. “Atalan Fourth, Arclan’s Father, Atalan Third, the Fourth’s Father,” Glathan rhymed off the names, for he knew his history too. “Erthal First, Atalan Third’s Father, and finally Atalan Second, grandson of the Founding Atalan, carried Sure-Steel into battle. For it was Atalan Second who received the sword as a gift from his father, Andrun First, the second son of the Founder. All those great kings and princes, cutting down hundreds, thousands of enemies, in all those ancient wars, Sure-Steel in hand. Arclan fought with Sure-Steel himself so many times, and won, yet he loses once and the blade is cursed?”

			Uthlen could only say, “Men say that blade is cursed, Cousin. I believe it.”

			I laughed aloud, “You’d believe it if I told you the sun rose in the west. And you should. If your prince tells you to.”

			“Mock me, Cousin,” said Uthlen, moping. “But I saw what I saw. I saw how that blade spellbound you until the princess called you. I know the histories—the real histories. And I have my reasons. Logically, a sword that valuable and well-made would never be discarded so long, save it was tainted.”

			“So,” I said, “you believe my new sword is cursed, and our people are cursed as well.”

			I looked out over the prow once more, towards the looming high cliffs of the land we approached. I drew a deep breath. A new home, I thought. How could I ever forget the old one? But I did not think of Atalantyx in its glory. All I could see was Mount Atalante bursting into a pillar of fire, the crumbling hills and castles, and the tidal wave rising higher to swallow the island. It would be etched in my mind as long I lived. “You may be right, dear Uthlen,” I said when I spoke again, my back to them. “We shall see. For now, I’ve a new kingdom to get, and I’ll need good weapons to defend it. I’ll keep the sword. It’s a gift from Glathan and my wife, and a gift well given.” With finality, I added. “I’ve spoken.”

			Uthlen said, reluctantly, behind me, “So the prince has spoken, shall it be done, Sire.”

			I fixated on the prow, and thought, He promised me. He promised me that I would rule and become the greatest king the world ever saw. That I would conquer every land in Acremia to make up my own great kingdom, the greatest on earth, greater than Atalantyx, the new peerless realm. He promised me. I needed to cast away my doubts that he did not have the power to make me that mightiest of kings, to make me like a god. I wanted to be a god. I knew it was heresy but God forgive me, I wanted it all the same. I wanted to be like Arclan, the greatest hero of any age, still spoken of with awe. Except I wanted to live, and to rule. Arclan, First Prince of Atalantyx, died on the field of battle before he could take the Tri-Crown. I did not want that to be my fate, to perish before the pinnacle of my glory was to come. But that is not what the Angel, Father, promised me.

			He promised me glory.

			My true father promised me glory, not Atalan Ninth. Not an old man too foolish to see his oldest child would destroy everything. Not an old man who ignored me, and who treated me like an extra cloak and nothing more. My true father was beautiful, powerful, and immortal. And I was his son.

			He promised me.

			He would keep his promise, I knew, because he’d saved me. That is why he gave me the sword. Not because it was cursed, but because I could accomplish what even Arclan could not. No enemy would defeat me while I had that sword at my back. Deep inside, I knew that had to be the reason Sure-Steel came to me.

			“Cousin,” said Glathan to Uthlen, as my thoughts faded. “If you would fetch two more items please?”

			“Name them, Cousin.”

			Glathan looked down at his attire, then at Uthlen and me. “It’s not seeming that you and I, Uthlen, should display all this brightness when we land. Our Lord Othrun should outshine all. Bring two light cloaks that we may conceal our mail.”

			I smiled. Although my own armour was more splendid and polished than my cousins’, I saw Glathan’s aims immediately. That is why I needed him, I thought, why I tolerated any impertinence. He always looked after me. He always was attentive to the details, which I sometimes overlooked. He always thought of polity and image, but never sought to outdo me or usurp my power, rather only to glorify it. For his reward, I vowed he would be my greatest minister, my right hand when my kingdom was established. He would be Prince Glathan, the Glorious.

			“At once, Cousin,” said Uthlen, and scurried below again.

			I moved to the very front of the ship. I frowned, looking at the shore. I could hear drums, heavy drums, pounding out a slow, sonorous battle-chant. I knew a battle chant I when heard it. It was no love melody. It called for swords, spears, and death.

			I could see the beach where we planned to land, and a crowd gathered there. That crowd was of men, with shield and sword in hand, a party of perhaps two hundred. I saw banners of a rampant lion, gold on a field of blue, streaming amongst their ranks. I knew that had to be, as Glathan told me, the banner of King Wely, Lord of Lynchun.

			That did not look the part of a welcome party, but rather a party of war.

			I was more concerned that this party faced, but a few hundred paces apart, a larger force, of more than five hundred men, equally armed, who smashed spears on the sand, and uttered horrible cries. These were the ones who beat the war drums. These were the ones who demanded blood. I could not hear the substance of what they chanted from that distance, yet assuredly they called for battle. Banners with a huge white wolf’s head, backgrounded in black, flew amidst that army.

			As I surveyed the scene, I saw the men who stood by the banners with the sigil of the wolf had observed my approaching ship and pointed emphatically. They gesticulated up at me. I supposed I was like a god to them, onboard our great sailing-galley, in my gleaming armour. Perhaps I seemed an Anchali warrior-prince, coming from over the sea. At least, that was how I imagined myself, as the great Othrun, come to conquer.

			The cries of the Eltnish men who followed the white wolf grew louder and fiercer. They shook their weapons at me, and shouted, and spat. I saw the hate they had for me on their savage, ravenous faces. I smelled the hate. No doubt their breath was fetid with hate. The barbarians wanted my blood, they wanted me dead, and they were not going to let me conquer anything. They planned to have my head.

			Glathan came to my elbow, seeing what I saw. “Cousin, I fear things have gone ill, even before we come to Eltnia. The foes of Wely have caught up to him!”

			“Those men, with the banner of the wolf, come for Wely?” I did not understand yet. “To fight him here? Invading his kingdom?”

			“This isn’t Wely’s kingdom where we are, Cousin,” said Glathan.

			“It isn’t Wely’s kingdom? You said he’d greet us right here!”

			“And he has, as you can see,” insisted Glathan. “But these aren’t his lands. Still, he was to have been given safe passage here. It seems he’s been betrayed!”

			“As long as he proves true,” I vowed, my hand on Biter’s hilt, “and gets me the realm he promised, he stands not alone. We’re with him.”

			“Yes!” said Glathan urgently. “We need to aid him! If Wely’s enemies have set upon him, they come to fight him because of us!”

			“Go below! Ready all who’re able to fight!” I said grimly.

			“At once, Lord Prince!” Glathan moved quickly away.

		

	
		
			
Sixteen

			I left the foredeck, and went to the rear deck, where I stood alone once more. Only Lyayr up in the crow’s nest, the helmsman, and the two knights who held the shields, were anywhere in my vicinity. All those men faced the land, straining to see what they could see, as the sound of impending war could not be ignored. The helmsman, to the aft and starboard side, began to rein in Proud-Stern, so that she could anchor. Soon, we would need to confront whatever foe awaited on the beach. I was typically one to spoil for a fight, but truthfully, I was disturbed, and that is why I turned away from the men shouting their enmity at me, a man they’d never seen before. So, I left the foredeck to escape the hate that emanated from the shore, all directed at me. All my young life I’d felt hated to some degree. I often felt both Atalan Ninth and Erthal hated me. I did not like how it felt to be hated.

			Even in battle, in Berefet, with men who came to kill me, I could feel their hate, but it was a different kind of collective hate, focused on those who came to subjugate them. The Berefetish hate was focused on all their enemies, an army of Atalanteans, not only me. Even in Atalantyx, during the rebellion, speaking out stridently against Erthal, I was still praised by my opponents, by Erthal’s few allies, as defender of the Single God’s faith. Even those would-be enemies who bridled at me condemning the future king showed me respect, if not love.

			But the hate that came from the Eltnish who sported the white wolf’s head touched my soul. I did not know why, because just as they did not know me, I did not know them. And they were heathens. Those were people I expected to eventually come under my heel, and who I was eventually willing to betray if it got me what I wanted. I came to rule the heathens, not befriend them. They should have been just barbarian faces to me, and I should have cared little. In fact, I should have relished their hate. I wanted to be a warlord. What is war but hate?

			Still, I was troubled. I supposed I thought, somehow, I would be welcomed differently in Eltnia. I could not articulate what that welcome should look like. All I could think was that I should have been greeted as a revered lord, coming to the shores of a place that was beneath my greatness. I felt that even though I was a beggar prince, coming to beg for lands in a place where I was viewed as an unwelcome stranger. It was foolish of me, I decided, to believe otherwise.

			Trying to think of one I knew loved me, and who had faith in me, I looked over the vast sea, towards where Atalantyx would have been, from where the Proud-Stern came from.

			It was then that the Angel appeared to me again.

			He stood, implacably, on the thin edge of the stern, where no man could stand and balance without falling. The Anchali’s grey eyes shone like twin beacons, powerful in a way far beyond any mortals. His robes, those long white garments like a priest, glowed as if they were on fire.

			I dropped to my knees before the Anchali. Finally, my father had come! I said, “Mighty One, you’ve come in an hour of need for me, as you promised.”

			“Many of thy hours henceforward shall be of need,” said the Angel. “Here am I.”

			“Great One, my ally, Wely, King of Lynchun, who’d offer me part of his lands in Eltnia as my kingdom has come to greet me. But he’s surrounded, on the beach where we’re to land, by his enemies.”

			“I knoweth what transpires. Wely is besieged by Hor, called the Horrific, King of Carthlughe, who is his sworn foe. Hor tracked Wely to Nyrimia, knowing he cometh to welcome thee.”

			My mind spun. Leaving the details of our arrival in Eltnia almost completely to Glathan came back to haunt me. I did not know which part of Eltnia we arrived at, only that Wely was to meet us. I was too preoccupied with getting my kingdom, escaping Atalantyx before Erthal beheaded me, and then with the heartache of the drowning, to care. “This land we’re about to come to,” I asked the Anchali, “That’s not Hor’s nor Wely’s then? It’s the land of another king?”

			“It is the land of Nyrimia, and Ina is king there. Ina permitted Hor passage through his kingdom, so that Hor may finally kill his enemy, Wely. Before that, Ina promised safe passage to Wely through his lands to greet thee. But now he betrays Wely, and aids Hor.”

			“They’re allies, Nyrimia and Carthlughe?”

			“They are enemies. Yet, lest their common enemy, Lynchun, becometh too powerful with thee as its ally and vassal, whilst they wilt not fight together against thee, they wilt help each other to destroy any mutual foes.”

			“I’ve bitter, jealous foes then, before I’ve even set foot upon these shores,” I said morosely.

			The Anchali replied: “Hor thinks Wely is a fool for coming to greet, guide, and protect thee from harm on the journey west and south where thy future kingdom lies.”

			I said, vengefully, “It’s I who will give Wely protection! It’s I who will show Hor that he’s a fool to assail us!”

			The Angel did not agree. “Thou hast provided Hor with the means to destroy Wely, and thee. Hor does not wish thee to become the main vassal of Wely, thus becoming Hor’s most-feared enemy.”

			I raced to decide what to do. “I can give battle, fight with Wely against Hor. Or try and treat with Hor as well.” I was unsure and needed the Anchali’s guidance. “What should I do, Mighty One?”

			“Hor will not treat with thee,” said the Angel with certainty.

			“He’d sooner fight than treat with me? Would he not sooner take me for a valuable ally too, like King Wely? Could I not sue for peace between Wely and Hor?”

			“The might and splendour of the Atalanteans is rumoured to be awesome. Carthlughe fears it. They see thy great ships. They know of thy fabled knights. They worry that, as vassal to Wely, thou shalt make Wely undefeatable, thus imperil them. Hor is clever, but he believes in polity only if he cannot do murder. Thus, he seeks thy life. He will not rest until thou art killed, and he will never make peace with thee or Wely.”

			“He won’t rest,” I muttered grimly.

			“Know what thou faces, Othrun. I grant thee the gift to comprehend their tongue.” The Mighty Angel waved his hand. “Listen. Listen carefully to the words of the Eltnish.”

			I strained my ears. I could hear, amidst the steady thunder of the drums, the guttural grunts and shouts, the rumbling chorus, a garbled language I was no closer to understanding than before the Anchali commanded me to heed. Then, almost imperceptibly, something changed. It was as if those brutes suddenly spoke High Atramlandish, so clearly did I perceive what they said. I gasped with wonder.

			The shouts came: “Kill the Silver King! Kill the Silver King! Feed his bones to the Fire Goddess! Tear him limb from limb!” And so on went the ceaseless chanting, accompanied by the hammer of spears into ground, the clatter of swords on shields.

			I gaped at the Mighty Angel. “The Silver King? That’s—”

			He nodded. “Thee. The King of Carthlughe has turned the minds of his men against thee. ’Twas an easy feat, for thou art strangely clad to them. The Eltnish wear not mail as thee. It seemeth strange to them, for a man to wear full chainmail shirt. Thou art clad in silver, in their minds. This disturbs them, to think it almost some sort of magic, and thee a magician, a sorcerer, a necromancer.”

			Perhaps Glathan’s idea to have me so shiny and stand out did not work out as well as intended. Yet, I said, “And so they fear me even more. Perhaps that’s good.”

			“They know of thy pact with Wely, that thou shalt be a king in their lands, and they shalt not allow a foreign king to rule in Eltnia. They seek thy death. Whether thy infamy is good or ill, that is for thee to reason.”

			“We’ll give battle then, and show them what Atalantean steel can do,” I boasted, resolved.

			The Anchali said ominously, “If thou give them battle with only what men are in these ships, trying to bring them to shore little by little, ten men here, another twenty there, thou shalt surely perish. Thy people shalt be slaughtered, along with all the men of Lynchun and their king, and thy kingdom never established. Thou hast no time to assemble all thy host, such as it is, from off all thy other ships. Some time is required, time that thee hast not, for thy men to be gathered and assist Wely. The combined forces of Wely and thy thousand knights could easily defeat Hor. But thou hath not the time to order thy forces properly. It taketh time for all thy ships to draw up, and to disembark thy men. But Wely on his own wilt surely die. If thou chose not to fight, and remain aboard, and allow Wely to be slaughtered, then try and give battle on thy own with only thy forces, thou shalt surely die. If thou simply sail away, try to find other lands, thou shalt surely die. Thy ships need repair. There are murderous corsairs, the Sanaavians, as thou know, thou would need to contend with, and without warships, only large and cumbersome sailing vessels. And there are many other dangers in these lands, unfamiliar to thee.”

			My stomach turned. “What then should I do, Mighty Angel?”

			“What wouldst thou do, Lord of the Atalanteans, if thou had no counsel from me?”

			I thought desperately for a solution. The Anchali tested me, to see if I was worthy enough, smart enough to find an answer. It was hard to think straight. I was no longer despondent at being hated. My blood boiled with the lust for battle, and to answer the Carthlugheans’ hate for hate. My pride ached to show my mettle, and the might of my knights, and to test Sure-Steel in a fight.

			However, my desire to see my kingdom built was strongest of all those emotions. If we perished, there would be no kingdom; that was assured. I could not let that happen and had to think of my people and my kingdom first. That is how a king should think, sensibly, pragmatically. I had to reason, and quickly. We could not give battle. But if we did nothing, just stayed on our ships and sailed away, we would lose our only ally in these lands, for Wely would be slain. I could not let that happen. I could be many things, but not a craven. I could not leave Wely to die. He’d risked himself, and his own men, to protect me and mine. I wanted to be cold, but not that cold.

			“Mighty Angel,” I said slowly, the idea forming in my head. “Do these heathens do the ancient ritual of the Combat of Champions?”

			“No,” said the Angel.

			My heart sank, as I tried to think of some other way.

			“Yet, they have something like it, of a fashion, that is dear to them,” said the Angel, giving me hope. “Regardless, they know of personal combat to decide great matters. Thou come to educate the heathen. So, educate them on the Combat of Champions.”

			I grinned. “Yes. Yes! Thank you, Mighty Angel. Thank you … Father.”

			“Goest thou, knowing I am with thee,” said the Angel. “When I first came to thee, and told thee of thy true heritage, that I sired thee with thy mortal mother, I promised thee that I wouldst always be with thee. I am the chief representative of God, and thus thou shalt always have God with thee. Thou canst do naught but triumph against thine enemies. Goest now to thy first triumph of many.” It was the first time I saw the Angel give something akin a smile.

			Then, he vanished.

			I knew that only I saw the Anchali’s coming and going. I looked up to the crow’s nest at Lyayr, then I looked at the steersman, and then the men who held my shields in the prow. All those men continued to focus on the Eltnish ashore, unawares. I felt a strange loneliness, as I looked back to the space where the Angel had been, and again could see only ocean, and the rest of my fleet.

			“Lord Othrun!” Glathan hastened toward me, and knights streamed behind him onto the deck. “I knew not where you went. Do you pray? Why do you kneel—?”

			“Have the fleet signalled!” I interrupted him, arising. “Tell them to hold fast, as best as they can. Get word to the Sea Wyrm! Tell Old Yedwol he commands the fleet, for now.”

			“My Lord?” asked Glathan, not understanding.

			“You and I shall go ashore first.”

			Glathan grinned, thinking we would lead the charge. “Yes, my Lord, we’ll lead them. It will be glorious. I’ll signal all captains to make ready for battle at once!”

			“Not at once, Cousin. Just us. And bring Uthlen.” I wanted another lord with me, besides Glathan, who was sure to use his words first before he used his sword, and was one I trusted implicitly. That meant Uthlen. “Us three, we go, now. Have the other ships prepare all fighting men to get in their small boats and be ready to come ashore on our signal. If things go ill, and we perish, Uncle can decide to send our men forth or not, to remain in safety on the ships. From there he can choose where he takes our people, should we fall.”

			“But Cousin,” protested Glathan, “we need more than three of us to aid Wely! He’s surrounded! And bring Uthlen? At the front of the fight—”

			“I’ll give battle,” I said. “But just me.”

			“Cousin?” said Glathan, bewildered.

			“Soon you’ll understand. I’ll show these savages how a godly prince can fight! Ensure no one leaves this ship save us. But have the men ready to come ashore and give battle. Then fetch our boat! We make for shore. Have Uthlen bring my shield and helm.”

			Within a moment, once Glathan gave orders to have the signals sent, against the protests of the crew members who overheard me, I had Glathan and Uthlen at my side once more. Lyayr scampered down the crow’s nest and tried to join us, but I forbade him. Our boat, one of two smaller paddling crafts that each sailing-galley carried, was lowered into the water. My cousins paddled to reach the beach, while I stood proud in the front of the boat.

			We came ashore and leaped into the shallows. While my cousins grabbed both sides of the craft and dragged it up the beach until it was safe from floating away, I strode boldly towards the Lynchun men, whose backs were towards me, facing the other army. Uthlen and Glathan slung their own shields on their backs and put on their helmets. With the light cloaks around them that Uthlen procured, my cousins were arrayed for battle, and looked impressive, as the great earls that they were, even though Uthlen’s performance would never match his appearance. He retrieved my helm and shield from the boat, and then with Glathan, followed me. As I neared, some of those men turned around to me instead.

			The Lynchun warriors were short and broad, built as powerful as Glathan, with long braided golden hair, neatly trimmed beards, and pointed, shining silver helms with golden nose-pieces that came almost to their mouths. They wore sleeveless jerkins of boiled leather, stained a rusty gold, revealing strong arms covered in lumps of raised skin in patterns all over. Most of the warriors had gold or blue cloaks over their armour.

			“What happened to their arms? Why are they so scarred?” I asked of Glathan and Uthlen. I figured one of them would know the answer.

			“Their arms are branded with hot iron,” said Glathan. “’Tis a rite of honour, for warriors who fight battles for their liege lord. For every battle fought, they receive a brand. Thus, those most covered in brands are the most seasoned warriors.”

			“Are there no less painful ways to show one’s worthiness with these heathens?” I asked over my shoulder, troubled by the explanation.

			“It’s their way, Cousin,” said Glathan simply. “We needn’t have understanding of it.”

			The Lynchunians’ legs were covered in metal greaves edged in gold, and short boots clad their feet. They carried round shields, with gold borders, painted blue with the golden lion badge, and either broadswords or spears. They watched suspiciously, as we three men approached, but they parted ranks, and from their centre strode a warrior even thicker and shorter than most of his comrades. A rich azure cloak, with a brown fur collar, was pinned at his shoulders. He wore a thin golden-plated breastplate, etched with the lion sigil. His greaves were of pure gold. A slender gold coronet was at his un-helmed brows. His face was broad, hard, and lined with crow’s feet around his eyes. Flat, tangled golden locks protruded from his slim crown. He stopped before us three Atalanteans and spoke. I realized shortly that the gift the Anchali had given me was not temporary, as I could comprehend the stocky warrior’s speech, though he conversed in his native Eltnish tongue. I assumed he was none other than Wely, King of Lynchun, who was given the title in his land of Lioncrest, as its ruler. The term Lioncrest was one of the few things I remembered about Eltnia. Lioncrest was the equivalent, it seemed, of Atasyx.

			“Where is Lord Glathan?” the man I took for Wely asked, gruffly.

			Glathan brought Uthlen with him, and came forward, bending his knee to the man. Uthlen stood just behind him, as Glathan genuflected before the Eltnish warrior, while I hung back farther. “I am he, Lord King,” answered Glathan, “Glathan, Glaton’s son. I regret I never met you when I visited your father’s halls years ago. You were away at war during those times. But I have returned. With me is Lord Uthlen, my kinsman.” Glathan gestured to Uthlen, and in the High Atramlandish told Uthlen he was in the presence of a king.

			“God save you, Lord King,” said Uthlen, in High Atramlandish, because for all his learning he did not know the Eltnish, and in his nervousness he did not think to speak Simple to Wely. Uthlen, weighted with my helmet tucked under his arm, and two shields at his back, like Glathan went bended to one knee, then arose with difficulty. Glathan repeated Uthlen’s greetings to Wely in Eltnish.

			“I give greetings,” said Wely impatiently, “but I need more than gods! I need a bigger army, not just you and your kinsman.” said Wely. “Rise, Lords! We’ve no time for graces. I was betrayed, no doubt, by Ina of Nyrimia, who has proven false. Little wonder there. And me the fool to trust him. With one hand he opens the door of his land to me so I can greet you, with the other he lets mine enemies in behind me, then closes the door to trap me inside. He’s caught me, and me with no mage. Fire Goddess curse Ina, and Hor!”

			I said nothing, as I assessed Wely. He’d ignored me thus far. He looked decent enough for a fight, though getting past his prime. What kind of king he was remained to be seen.

			“Where’s your army?” Wely went on. “Still on your ships? Won’t you fight with us? Where’s your lord who’d be a king under me? Is this he?” He finally pointed to me. “The man we saw at the head ship, the Silver King?”

			Glathan and Uthlen came to their feet. Glathan indicated to me. “Yes, he is here, Sire. Prince Othrun, son of King Atalan Ninth, who is Lord of the Atalanteans here.”

			I stepped forward. As Glathan believed he would have to interpret for me, he whispered in my ear, laying a hand on my arm: “Cousin, he asks for you. He asks why we bring not our army to assist him. Please, do him obeisance, Cousin, and explain your plan, whatever it is. Quickly. We could be attacked in any moment by these Carthlugheans. Remember, your kingdom’s at stake.”

			I shrugged off my cousin’s hand. I walked a few paces toward Wely. For the first time, I drew Sure-Steel from my back in a flash. Those warriors who turned to face us Atalanteans with their king started to move forward menacingly, thinking Wely may have been threatened.

			Bravely, Wely stood still, with clenched fists, glaring at me. Glathan rushed up, and horrified, said, “Othrun! No!”

			I turned Sure-Steel lengthwise, with pommel in one hand, tip in the other. I held the sword over my head for a moment, then knelt with it in that same position, laying the sword at Wely’s feet. I bowed my head meekly. Glathan stopped where he was, and he and Uthlen, who’d also sprung forward, breathed relieved sighs. The men of Wely, who’d braced themselves to fight me, slowly withdrew, still glaring.

			Glathan recovered himself smoothly, “Great king, our lord offers you his service,” he said in Eltnish. “His sword, his life, are yours. In fealty, he’ll serve you, and his heirs will serve your heirs, for perpetuity.”

			I raised my head, and Wely smiled. He looked at me, and at the great-sword at his feet. He reached down, grasped me by the shoulders, and brought me to stand, holding onto me, and his eyes shone with pleasure. “You’re accepted as my oath-man, Lord Prince. Yet, I fear your service shall be short. I can give you no kingdom, as likely I’ll die on this beach, and never return to the Lionfort. Unless you have an army in those great boats that can fight alongside us, an army of men wearing the bright silver like you, you three shall die here with me as well.” Then the king released me, looking satisfied.

			“Cousin,” said Glathan, “King Wely says—”

			“I know what he says!” I snapped. I snickered at Glathan’s surprised look. “I understand his tongue.”

			“How, Cousin?”

			I ignored him, turning back to Wely. I found I spoke Eltnish with ease. It was an odd feeling, able to speak in an alien tongue. Yet, it served me well at that moment. I silently thanked my father, the Anchali, for his benefaction. “Lord King, we’ll defeat our enemy,” I crowed to Wely, as Eltnish flowed from my lips. “This day they’ll know your might, and that of your new vassal. I’ll challenge their king to single combat. We’ll make agreement with him that, if I win, he’ll withdraw his armies.”

			Wely laughed heartily, as did some of his men who overheard my proposal. “And why should Hor, called the Horrific, fight you, to risk losing, when his armies are the stronger, and he can simply put us to the sword?”

			“If he is a true king, he’ll not cower from the challenge,” I replied, retrieving Sure-Steel and putting it back in its place.

			“And should you lose?” asked Wely. “Hor’s called ‘the Horrific’ for a reason. He’s a mountain of a man. His brands cover both legs and arms. How many men he has put back to the earth, no man can count. I cower to no man, yet I won’t fight him on my own and hope to win. No man here in my host would dare to fight him one to one with that hope.”

			“Should I lose, Lord King, you must surrender to him, and give up your kingdom to him.” I said that as casually as if going for a stroll on the beach. “And my kingdom shall never rise, as I’ll be dead. Those will be the terms I will put forth, with your leave.”

			Wely was confounded. “You’d wager my kingdom on your life?”

			“A wager I’ll win,” I vowed. I looked in the direction of the foe. “Why has Hor not attacked you yet if he has the numbers?” I was only partially puzzled, and thought I knew the reason.

			Wely’s supposition confirmed the Angel’s words, and he added more: “He fears you, I believe, and your ships. Also, it seems neither he nor I have any mages for this battle. It’s better that neither have any. That would leave the outcome in some doubt. If one side were to have their mages and another not….” He left the thought in the air as if such an imbalance of power would be a terrible mischance for the side that had no mage.

			“Forgive me, Lord King. A mage?”

			Wely looked at me like I was brainless. “A mage. One who channels magic. A sorceress who’s one with the Elemental Goddesses. A strong mage can set spells that decide the outcome of a battle.”

			“Perhaps I’m your mage, Lord King,” I winked at Wely. “Perhaps I’ll work some miracles here today on your behalf, so you’ll have the advantage you desire.”

		

	
		
			
Seventeen

			Wely squinted, as he appraised me. Then he held his hips and laughed. Next, he grabbed me again, squeezing my shoulders, and I tried not to wince as I felt his bear-like strength. “So be it!” cried Wely. “Let’s see if the giant-king will best the Silver King! We die either way! Fire Goddess help us!” He let go of me and faced his men. “Eld!” he shouted.

			A young warrior, dressed as richly as the king, with a gold circlet at his brows, came to the Lioncrest’s side and bowed. The boy had Wely’s looks, and I immediately assumed he was Wely’s kin. He was portly, his cheeks were round, and his rich armour made to fit his ample belly, but he looked strong. He had a jolly, open face, set in an irrepressible grin, despite the situation. I saw no fear in him, and I liked him immediately. “What do you command, Lord King?” asked the heavy lad eagerly.

			“A parley with the King of Carthlughe is what I command, my son,” said Wely. “With me.” I’d guessed right that the boy was Wely’s child.

			Wely strode between his men, with Eld and us three Atalanteans behind him. We came to the front of the Lynchun army, facing the hostility of the Carthlugheans. When the enemy force saw me, their chants for my death reached a frenzy, and they postured more expressively but made no move forward. Then suddenly the drums stopped, but the chanting continued.

			Wely halted about fifty paces from his foes, and called out, “Where’s King Hor, Hern’s son? We would parley with him!”

			The chants silenced immediately. The way the Carthlughean warriors parted, they looked frightened, peering behind them, as I figured their king approached. They’re that scared of their own king? Then I saw why. Alone, an apparition, like a nightmare, came from the depths of the Carthlughean ranks. He wore two layers of black, soft boiled leather, and a thin silver band like a choker around his long neck, decorated with runes. He stood almost seven feet high and towered above us all. His head was like a block of granite. His helm was topped with a wolf’s tail as its plume. His biceps were as thick as my legs, and covered in brands, swelling them so that his arms looked even larger. Each of his thighs were the circumference of both of mine put together. The enormous round black shield on his side bore the sigil of a white wolf’s head. He was simply a monster. He could be none other than Hor, the Horrific, who was indeed a horror of a man, as his moniker advertised.

			I felt more loathing than fear. I hated him on sight, the way I liked Eld at once upon meeting him. But though he was big, I thought to myself, even a giant could never be as big as my ambitions. He stood between me and my kingdom. I decided then that he would die.

			Behind Hor came four men, whom I took for his lords, but I paid little attention to their appearance, so focused I was on who I believed would be my opponent, if I were convincing enough to get the giant to fight me.

			Hor’s voice boomed, to match his appearance. “So, King Wely? And Eld, your youngest boy, is it?” Though he addressed Wely, and glanced at Eld, then Glathan and Uthlen, he glared at me. “By the Sky Goddess, what odd companions you’ve found here.”

			“Three great lords, King Hor, brought to serve me,” said Wely boastfully.

			“Three aliens, and more in those boats, brought to Eltnish shores?” snarled Hor. “With ships bigger than kingdoms on yonder waves? Parley, is it? Sounds more like treason against all Eltnia, your treason by conspiring with this silver foreigner and his cohorts. And still you, the traitor in our midst, expect a parley and not swift destruction?”

			“Yes,” said Wely. “I ask for a parley before any swords are crossed.”

			Replied Hor, “You can parley this: Have your men lay down their arms, and you’ll be spared. That is, if you swear fealty before me, and hand over these foreign invaders to my hands.”

			“And what would you do with them, should I hand them over?” asked Wely. I did not believe Wely would condemn us to Hor’s clutches in exchange for his life and that of his men, without a fight, but I had a moment of anxiety.

			“I’ll give them the mercy of a quick death,” smiled Hor, his mouth full of clean and white but jagged, predatory teeth. “I pledge, by the Sky Goddess, I’ll kill them fast, which is more than they deserve. We’ll permit the ships to sail back whence they came. Or else, we’ll fight and kill who comes ashore! How do you like these terms of parley, King Wely?”

			“I do not like them,” said Wely coldly. I was reassured. “I have different terms to offer.” He pointed to me. “This prince is no invader. Lord Othrun is here by my invitation. And now he is my oath-man, just sworn to me, moments ago.”

			Out of the corner of his eye, I saw Glathan wince, and I knew why. Ever the politician, he did not like that Wely divulged me swearing to him. It could only anger the titan Hor and throw away any chance, if there was ever one, for a peaceful outcome. Glathan was right to think that. It was a foolish admission by Wely in a moment of arrogance when lives hung in the balance.

			“He comes to do no harm to you and your men,” Wely continued. “I swear by the Fire Goddess. Unless you try to do harm to me and mine, he is no threat to you. That said, he sees our hostilities, and wishes, on my behalf, to challenge you to a blade-trial if you dare. You and him. Whoever wins, the other’s armies shall withdraw, to save unnecessary bloodshed.”

			The ogre chortled “Ha! Whose bloodshed? Only yours, King Wely! You seek to save your men from a terrible death. That’s admirable, yet you’ll surely fail.”

			“I seek to save your men as well, King Hor, from death,” Wely replied.

			Hor’s eyes stayed on me. I returned his stare. “How do you invite such louts to what belongs not to you?” he changed the topic. “For these lands where you stand are the lands of Ina, and only by his leave did we track you here.”

			“So then, you too are here by Ina’s blessing?” Wely asked the obvious.

			“Aye,” laughed Hor with his terrible laugh, “the blessing that came after your own blessing to come here. And so Ina, fearing the wolf, has allowed the trapping of the lion.”

			“You should beware the lion’s jaws, Hor, Lord of Carthlughe.” Wely gestured to me. “And the lion stands not alone.”

			Hor sneered and pointed at me. “Some of my men say this one is a necromancer, in his metal shirt. Well, neither metal nor magic will stop me from gutting him, even if he wore ten shirts of metal, one on top of the others. But why should I withdraw my men? We have the numbers to destroy you, Wely, you and your puny army. Why should I waste my efforts on this stunted little man? Just to kill him as sport before the main throat-cutting?”

			I was silent to that point, but then I spoke: “Do you fear then me, Lord King, called the Horrific?” I taunted. “Do you fear this Silver King?” I liked the name I was given. “If I’m so puny, why should you fear to face me? I think your men may think you less than horrific if you don’t accept such an easy challenge as you say killing me will be.” I goaded him, for I needed him to fight me. I could not risk that he would simply attack us.

			Hor laughed again. “In spite of myself, I like your spirit, little Silver King. It’ll be a shame to smash you like a louse, yet smash you I will, as this is your wish. For verily, it’s you, mite, that King Wely and I fight over, as well as our old feud for the Golden Valley. Foolishly, King Wely would make you his ally against me. We’ll accept no foreigners here as friends to our enemies. So, whether I kill you in battle with my men, or on my own, no matter! Today, by the Fire Goddess, I’ll roast your guts for dinner!”

			“So, you’ll take the terms and fight Prince Othrun?” asked Wely.

			“Yes, King Wely, I accept the terms. By the Fire Goddess, I’ll keep my word, and so will you. Once I kill this little foreigner in silver metal, you’ll bow down to me, and be glad you kept your head. You’ll relinquish the Golden Valley to me and become my oath-man.”

			“If you win, King Hor, yes,” said Wely. “I pledge by the Sky Goddess I’ll swear allegiance to you if Lord Othrun falls. The blade-trial, it seems, has gone by the wayside in these modern times. Of old, such matches were fought with every battle, or every time an heir sought an empty throne. No heir would ever go unchallenged by his rivals. It’s been many years since I can recall that a lord has fought another lord, on behalf of their armies to settle a battle, or to decide who shall rule. So, what is old has become new once more! So be it!”

			“So be it then!” said Hor. “A ring of rocks shall be made, and inside that ring, I’ll kill this Silver mite. Hert! Hert!”

			To the giant’s call, one of the four men he’d brought to the parley stepped forward. This fellow was young, perhaps fifteen, and slightly younger than Eld. He was not nearly as tall as Hor, but almost as muscular, with the same looks as the behemoth, but balding far too early. I pitied him, as his hairline receded to the crown of his head. This youth, as Eld did, wore a thin gold circlet, and had a pensive look as he observed me. Like Wely’s son, he had to be a prince, and Hor’s boy.

			“Hert,” said Hor to his son. “The princes shall make the ring of pain. You and Eld there will order the fight, for when it starts, and for any pause.” He looked at me, daring me to disagree, but I merely nodded. Hor continued with his son: “Have the ring of rocks made, and no man shall enter that ring, upon fear of murder, except this little silver man and me, while we fight to the death. Of him.”

			“As you command, Lord King,” said Hert, and moved off to gather stones from the beach. Eld nodded to his father and did the same.

			Wely clapped my back for encouragement, but he looked stern. “May the Fire Goddess give strength to your arm,” he said, then stepped back.

			Many of  Wely’s men weakly pumped their fists, but they did not shout, nor look confident. It was eerily silent once the fight was to proceed. Uthlen looked petrified for me, and handed me my helm. I squeezed it on, and he offered me my shield, but I declined. By the way he looked at me, he thought I was mad, but Glathan shook his head at Uthlen. Glathan understood. Wordlessly he offered out his hand, and I unbuckled my sword-belt, and gave him Biter and Cutter. Uthlen could not believe it, but I had my reasoning. I could not fight a man like Hor on the defense. Only could I dodge, then attack. He was far too big, and in time would destroy my shield. When that happened, the shield would become more of an encumbrance. I needed to be fast, and I needed the superior bulk and cutting power of Sure-Steel, rather than Biter, to take down a man that size. Moreover, I needed the length and reach of the great-sword to have a chance to cut him and still have any hope to keep him out of my guard. I was willing to risk that I would have little success in blocking him. Therefore, I sacrificed the shield as my chief protection for a clear shot at the kill. I would only get one clear shot. My mail would have to keep me alive until that chance opened. If he got me with his sword, even if the blow did not cut me open, the heaviness of his arm and weight of his sword would break an arm, or a leg. If I were crippled, with no speed advantage anymore, I would be finished. I could not let him hit me square on. I would have to be quick. I needed to be far quicker than he. I would have to time my move, since I would only get one. Miss and I was dead.

			In Atalantyx, such Combats of Champions were used to settle disputes between knights or lords. By tradition, these contests could be used to settle everything from fighting over the love of a damsel to tenant disputes, or to simply prove who the better fighter was. Prior to the drowning of my kingdom, going back to the reign of Grandfather, they had declined in use. Lords increasingly would rather not risk their best men, and certainly not their own persons, except in war. They would rather pay to resolve grievances, and they had the money to do it. But occasionally, two hot-blooded rivals would face off against one another with bloody results. A defeated combatant could yield, and beg for mercy, and mercy could be granted, at the discretion of the victor. Or the victor could voluntarily spare the vanquished one’s life. I did not know if the Eltnish had similar rules for their challenges to the death, but there would be no mercy, I knew, with Hor. If he got me where he could kill me, I prayed the Single God would bring my soul to Heaven.

			Shortly, the rocks were arranged between the armies by the two princes, in the rough shape of a circle. Wely whispered to me, “Hor has no honour. I can’t trust him. He’s cruel. He won’t keep the terms if he wins. He’ll cut my head off and butcher my men. No one of Lynchun will leave this beach alive. He’s more stag than wolf. Wolves have honour; stags do not.”

			“Stag?” I asked, uncomprehending.

			“Hor is son of Hern of Carthlughe, but Hor’s mother was a daughter of Ina of Nyrimia. Hor is a beast of a man, such as the stag-bannered kings of Nyrimia are wont to be. It’s said Ina is nearly as big as Hor, except now I hear he’s stooped and shrunken with age. Yet Hor’s size outpaces all recent memory. His viciousness is legendary. He’s barely ever been touched in battle. Beware him, Lord Prince. The stag’s horns are sharp indeed, when paired with wolf’s fangs.”

			The ring was completed, and the space within the rocks was thirty feet at the widest point.

			The Horrific smiled a wicked smile at me. “You’re prepared to die?”

			“I’m prepared to be a king,” I replied proudly. “If I must kill you to wear a crown, so be it!”

			“So be it!” laughed Hor. “What Gods you pray to, pray I kill you quickly.”

			I said no more, and stepped into the ring of rocks, standing to one side. Hor followed me and stood some twenty paces away from me. Hert came to his father’s shoulder, but stayed outside the ring and whispered in the king’s ear. Hert nodded, but his eyes failed to stray from across the circle.

			Uthlen was at my side, and I could hear in his voice that he worried for my death. “Cousin. I’ll pray for you, but—”

			“Fear not, Cousin,” I assured him, though for a moment, as I beheld Hor’s height and girth, I did not feel as certain of victory. I tried to summon a vision of the Angel in my mind, for courage, but failed.

			Uthlen insisted, “Cousin, hear me. He favours slightly his left leg.”

			“What?”

			“I watched him walk. I always learned, in the histories, the great fighters and great generals always look for weakness in their enemy to use to their benefit. This beast has a weakness. Perhaps it’s an old wound in his leg? He favours it slightly. It’s hard to see, yet it’s there. His left leg.”

			I felt tears well up. Uthlen was less than brilliant with a sword, but he was far from useless. I needed to remember that. “Your mind is sharp and so are your eyes, Cousin. I’ll remember.”

			Uthlen seemed taken aback. I supposed he seldom heard me praise him for anything. “God protect you, Cousin. May that sword be as true as Glathan believes it to be.” He looked ready to weep as well.

			“Kill the Silver King! Kill the Silver King!” came the shouts of Hor’s troops, stirred up again by some of their leaders at the front of the ranks, who waved their arms, and urged them on.

			“Othrun for Wely!” bawled Wely at my back. His men shouted back in response: “Othrun for Wely! The Silver King for Lynchun!”

			Glathan wished me good fortune. And he had a question: “Cousin, tell me, how do you know their language? I was one of few people of Atalantyx, I thought, who spoke it.” Glathan, I reckoned, spoke five languages or more.

			I said, “If I live, we trade. You’ll tell me how you stole my sword, and I’ll tell you how I’ve come to speak Eltnish. Right now, I must have all my attention on this monster.”

			“You’re good, Othrun,” said Glathan, as if he assured himself. “You’re one of the best I’ve seen.” That was a high commendation from a fighter like Glathan. Then he said, “You’ll beat him.”

			“God is with me, Cousin,” I said, as I prayed for the Anchali to defend me.

		

	
		
			
Eighteen

			“God is with you,” agreed Glathan. “Still, let him tire. When you strike, strike the legs. He’s too tall, so waste no early strikes going for his head until an opening appears. Chop this big tree at the roots.”

			“Thank you, Cousin,” I replied to the advice. Both Glathan and Uthlen had mentioned the legs, and I would heed them. I drew Sure-Steel from my back, the first time ever for blood taking. I prayed it would not be the last. I kissed my sword’s hilt, then I added to Glathan in a whisper, “And give the signals when they’re not watching. And tell Wely our plan.”

			“I will, Cousin,” grinned Glathan. He moved off.

			I picked my spot. I went to the west side of the ring. Hor moved his bulk to the east side. His men shifted with him slightly. They did not move too far so as not to give the Lynchunians a path to flee, but they did reposition, so part of their numbers had their back to the sea, and to our ships. Wely’s men moved slightly too. They did not move far, so they would not be encircled by the Carthlugheans, but they too relocated subtly. The Carthlugheans would be paying close attention to their foes to ensure they did not escape them.

			I held Sure-Steel in both hands and flexed my grip. I remembered all my sword lessons. From barely out of cradle to perhaps what would be my grave that day, I had learned to fight. Much of fighting was the skill of breathing, so I remembered to breathe. Thurol always told me, the better breathed man wins, not the biggest, strongest, or fastest man. The one who is fitter wins. The one who controls his emotions and his lungs wins. Yes, one must be quick, crafty, strong, and fearless. “But whatever you do,” Thurol implored me, “Breathe!”

			I sucked in a great gulp of fresh Eltnish air into my lungs. Then I closed my mouth and did the same through my nose. Then another one, and one more, afterwards looking around. Uncle, the famous Old Yedwol, always said to take in the world before every battle. Pause. Take in the sun, the trees, and the birds, as you might never see them again. Feel the warmth of the day on your face and give thanks to God for life. Then go kill, for you may also die. So, I did give thanks, and made ready to kill or be killed.

			Next, I took in the landscape. Behind Hor, and all his men, was the sea, my fleet, and in the fleet, all my people, what was left of them, including my Aliaz. I had to get back to her, I thought. I had to see her again, and so I had to triumph, and live, for her sake. I looked at the little crabs making tracks in the sand. I smelled the brine, heard the lap of waves. Then I looked the other way, and beheld the mountains in their austerity. Nyrimia, at least that part of it, was still. Where were all the people? I saw no holdfasts or steadings, just yellow sand, black mountains, and blue sky. The shrubbery rising along the lower hills that merged into bigger hills and then the peaks, wavered in a wind, then calmed. There was not a beast in sight. Even the gulls seemed to have flown away. It was a strangely empty place. As if the people waited for the outcome of my fight with the Horrific to come out of hiding when it was safe. No life moved save the armies, and they were hardly restless, for they were enrapt in the impending slaughter.

			I observed that the Eltnish men’s eyes were wide as they stared, transfixed, at we two combatants in the ring of death. The men of both camps waited to see the Silver King fight, but I knew they expected to see the Horrific take a new victim’s head for a trophy. I saw the banners, barely afloat in the weak breeze that came in from the sea, bearing the badges of the two proud kings, that of the wolf and that of the lion. I saw the glint of spears and swords and shields of their soldiers, which reminded me of the great tournaments in the Circle City when the crowds would come to witness great feats of arms. I would have an audience of more than seven hundred warriors, plus whoever from my ships would see me meet my greatest challenge.

			I felt the rush, the lust for battle then. I’d fought against the savage Berefetish, I’d faced down the might of Erthal’s armies, and I’d survived a drowned kingdom. I would not fail against the giant. I would hand the infamous Hor the Horrific his first defeat. I would give all a show that would be legendary down through the ages. I would be spoken of as the Purple Prince was spoken of, with awe and worship.

			“Ready, Silver King?” asked Hert. My contemplation time was over.

			“Ready,” I said curtly.

			“Lord King, are you ready?” asked Prince Eld, speaking to Hor.

			“Aye,” growled the giant.

			The men of both camps cheered once more, but as we two strode forward to meet each other, all grew silent again.

			Then I stopped where I was.

			I looked up at Hor. There was no sign of haste as the huge man still came towards me. Hor’s shield was nearly as big as me, with a gleaming iron rim. One strike from it could crush my skull. Hor’s sword, naked in his meaty paw, was as tall as me from foot to neck. The sword was a simply monstrous butcher’s tool, made for severing limbs, cutting off heads, and eviscerating. Still, it looked to be cheaper metal than mine. The shield he had seemed to be a better weapon than his sword. He was so strong, though, the blade might pulverise my innards with the blow if he got me on the body, but it might not pierce my Atalantean mail. For Atalantean mail was as light as a feather but as hard as granite. I did not move an inch. I saw what I needed to see. He was a left-handed sword, and a right-handed shield. That was good news for me. He would be planting with his strong leg, but a weak back leg would still lessen the impact of any blows he struck. Moreover, when he swung his sword with his left hand, he would be off balance, with that gimpy left leg lifting a bit off the ground if it pained him. An off-balance fighter was a compromised fighter, of which I planned to take full advantage.

			The closer the Horrific came, it was as if his bulk blotted out the sun. I saw his livid red eyes. They were wolfish eyes that no doubt had seen many men killed before him. Men whose guts he ripped out, draining their blood, and gouging out their eyes. His own wolf eyes were red with the killing fever—the fever to murder me.

			Then he too stopped.

			Something in the wolf eyes changed. It seemed there was a moment of doubt. Perhaps the doubt was as to why I did not move, why I did not run, or show terror, facing that monster. Maybe it was doubt about if I really possessed some magic, ready to cast upon King Hor. It might have been doubt that indeed I was a sorcerer, who could melt the flesh off his bones where he stood, burst his eyes from their sockets, rip his beating heart out of his chest and squish it till it burst, while it pulsed, in my hand, with only a wish and a gentle whisper.

			Then, in an instant, the doubt was gone. The killing fever returned to those eyes, and they narrowed. Once more, he was the predatory wolf and I, his helpless prey, was in sight. It was time to feast. I knew he was coming for me, right then. I dared a last glance at his left leg. Then I looked back up.

			Quicker than one so big should have moved, he swung his blade. It was a swing meant to split me in two. But his sword came down in the sand, striking only air on the way down, as I leapt to his right, away from the downward swing.

			Quicker still was his recovery as he pivoted and swung his shield across his body at my head. But I dropped to one knee, and his shield sailed harmlessly over me.

			He came with a cross-cut, and I leaped to my left. Again, his sword whistled past where I knelt. I was back on one knee, but I was on his left.

			Upward stabbed Sure-Steel, then I drew it back, cutting the back of the Horrific’s left calf, above his greave. A minor cut. I’d missed the mark slightly and had to roll away as Hor twisted, slammed his shield down one more time, raising only sand again as I leapt away, landing unbalanced on one foot, almost tottering over, but unhurt.

			I smiled. “Big you are, King Hor. But you’re slow. How’ll you kill me if you can’t catch me?”

			Enraged, the Horrific charged. I swerved. Another massive cut of Hor’s sword missed because again I side-stepped away to his left, for the third time. Then came swiftly another backstroke that glanced off my side with the tip of his sword. There was a pinging sound, even as I darted away again.

			My ribs were afire. I dared not look down to see how hurt I was. With that glancing blow, I figured it did not pierce my mail. Still, a hammer had been cracked into my bones. I was severely bruised, at the least. Had I not been quick, and armoured, it would have been over. Yet, I betrayed no hurt. I would give Hor no satisfaction or encouragement, only rage that I thwarted him with every move he made.

			Despite the close shave, I jeered, “Come, friend! You’ve nothing more?”

			The Horrific smiled back ghoulishly. Then he flung his shield at me.

			The heavy thing came at me like a boulder. Surprised as I was, I managed to dodge to my right. The shield mostly missed me, and only clipped the side of my helm, but the force was still enough to knock me down.

			Triumphantly, he bellowed and ran forward, his blade coming down to pulp my head like a melon. I was still too quick. I rolled to one side and stuck out my leg. The top-heavy giant stumbled forward as he tripped, his huge arms flailing, almost falling before he could regain his balance. I was already on my feet, sword back at front guard. Hor kept his feet and swivelled back around. He seethed with frustration, big chest heaving as his body shook, so badly did he want my death.

			I had the measure of him. He was unsteady, and favored the left leg even more after I’d cut him. I danced back a few paces to more safety, and placed Sure-Steel at the Fool’s Guard, point down, between my legs. It became heavy. I conserved energy. I sucked in a quick deep breath. Hor tried to take advantage of my respite and rushed me again. I picked up my blade swiftly and swerved to the right as he stabbed at me this time, instead of cut. Another miss.

			Hor swung back around, red-faced with embarrassment, stymied, only murder on his countenance.

			“I invite you, get your shield, King Hor,” I offered mockingly. “You’ll need it!”

			Instead of getting his shield, or lumbering forward again, Hor checked his fury. He came more slowly, gingerly, limping noticeably. But he still came at me, as I suddenly ran at the giant, sword punched up to stab, not to slash, and jumped.

			The Horrific, caught off guard by this attack yet with quick reflexes, aimed a thrust at me as I leaped high in the air. He tried to catch my own thrust, simultaneously, with his empty shield arm while with the other hand his sword came out at me.

			In mid-air, I twisted my body, avoiding his sword, my eyes only for his throat, Sure-Steel like an arrow, a missile with no pity, as I pushed the blade at him. I had my eyes on the choker he wore from the beginning. Knights in Atalantyx did not wear chokers. I recalled the first time I paid attention to such a thing, which was when I’d first come to Acremia, to Norsoon, and received my gift from Mag.

			I figured men in Acremia wore chokers, for one, of a fashion to decorate themselves, to look impressive in battle gear. But in war, such a thing could not be merely an extravagance. Chokers would be worn because they feared arrows or sword-slashes to the neck. The neck was one of a warrior’s most assailable points. Well, fighting was all about attacking the weakest points. I’d already got to Hor’s left leg, another weak point. I’d known he would be slower, once I did that. So, now I went for another weak point: the neck. Glathan had begged me not to waste strikes at Hor’s head, but he’d said nothing of the giant’s neck.

			Some other fighters might have thought that would have been foolish, since Hor wore a clump of metal there that would turn Sure-Steel aside, yet I knew the choker, designed to be close fitting, would not move up and down much. It would not slide down Hor’s long, massive neck as he moved. It would stay in place. It gave me a mark to focus on, as I aimed for just below the choker, for his throat.

			Hor missed his block, but part of his arm banged into my back as I flew past him. The strength of that strike knocked me away, and I fell, landing hard. An inch to the left, and helm or not, I likely would have at least knocked myself senseless, hitting my head on one of the rocks that ringed our combat as I landed. Otherwise, at the wrong angle, even helmed, I might have split my head open. As it was, I felt near winded. But not before Sure-Steel smote true. When I sprung up as fast as I could, I saw that I had taken out a chunk the size of child’s fist from the side of Hor’s long neck, above the choker.

			Hor stood, felt at the wound, as if only a wasp had stung him there. His grimy hand came away heavy with blood. He looked at his palm, grinning like a madman.

			My heart sank, I figured then, since he still lived, I was fucked. I had taken my best chance, and it had not taken him down. I sucked in air desperately and swayed on my feet a bit. My side throbbed where Hor had hit me. My back ached where his fist had found its mark as well. I blinked and trembled like a drunken man. I let Sure-Steel droop to my side, making no pretense of a guard anymore.

			“Your little sword gives good tickles and scratches, Silver Mite,” the massive man said harshly. “You’re finished.”

			He attacked, as he saw that it looked like my legs were giving way, and I would fall. He limped, but he was still fast. The mighty sword came up, two-handed, Roof Guard. Hor swung his sword down, the ecstasy of the kill contorting the nightmare that was his face.

			There was a saying in Atalantyx. Fools fall for tricks. Fools then fall.

			I had faked vulnerable and disoriented. I was tired, but far from done. I dove to Hor’s left. As Hor swung down, all his lumbering momentum carrying him forward past me, as I rolled sideways, and as I did, I stabbed with all my might at the back of Hor’s leg.

			The giant howled with pain as he fell on his face. I was up again, like a lightning bolt. Before Hor could rise, I was upon him. Vengefully, I planted my feet, leaned in, and dragged Sure-Steel two-handed across the back of his legs. The blade cut through two layers of boiled leather jerkin that hung to the giant’s ankles, through the wool of his trews, through flesh and through bone.

			In agony, Hor floundered away on the ground, and screamed a horrible scream that shook the mountains. He’d dropped his great sword when he fell, and it lay out of reach. He tried to rise, but could not, and spasmed down, writhing in pain, though he managed to get on his back. Blood pooled into a little pond on the sand where he lay. In a heartbeat, Sure-Steel’s point was pressed to his throat.

			“Yield,” I said. I knew that I’d severed both hamstrings of the man, so giant or no, Hor would never walk again. I saw too, as I held him at sword point, the huge gash where Hor’s neck bled profusely. It was the dark gushing blood, the black blood, not the red blood. It was the blood of death that poured forth. It had been much more than a scratch, as Hor boasted. It was a mortal wound I had given him.

			“Long I’ve lived, Silver King,” gasped Hor. “I fear not death.”

			“Yield, I say, else I’ll slay you,” I promised. He was a dead man anyway.

			I dared to sneak a look over at Wely, Glathan, and Uthlen as they stood together. They all shook their heads emphatically, indicating I should spare Hor. If not bleeding out from the legs, Hor’s throat was torn open. It would be mercy to kill him, rather than let him choke on his own blood, or let it drain out into the sand with his life.

			I looked at Prince Hert, and the men of Carthlughe.

			They seemed shocked and confused that their king could so be defeated. They were silent, breathless, their eyes fixed on the end of the combat. I saw Hert blink over and over, as a man who could not believe what he saw. He and the other Carthlugheans knew their king would never submit. They waited, and barely respired. They waited for my kill stroke, holding their breaths.

			It did not come.

			I withdrew Sure-Steel from Hor’s gullet, stepping back apace. “Lord King, I give you your life. No less honour do you have. You fought well.”

			“Neither life nor honour I’ve left, to lose so to you,” laboured the giant King. “And kings die on their feet, not on their backs.”

			With an effort that would have put most men back on the ground, Hor managed to roll over, up, almost to one knee. His scream of pain was heart-stopping.

			“Stay down, Lord King, if you value life!” I warned, crouched back in fighting stance, Sure-Steel at the ready. I could not believe he moved with the wounds he’d received.

			“Fool,” hissed the Horrific, as he made to stand. He did, wobbling, but erect. He could barely hold his head up, with the ruin to his neck Sure-Steel had wrought, but he managed to make a fist. His voice rattled of the grave. “My life’s all been war. That’s a king’s life, here in these lands. So is a king’s death. I’ll die warring. If I get my hands on you, I’ll crush you! The wolf doesn’t stop his killing for being hurt. Never shall I relent, till one of us is dead.”

			“That I regret, Lord King,” I said softly.

			He was unarmed. He was dying on his feet. But he could still kill me if he got close enough. The battle was not over, as he said himself, until one of us was dead. That would not be me. I drew back, feet strong, knees bent, the Long-Tailed Stance, as it was called in Atalantyx. Sure-Steel rotated down, then up. I smote him, a rising slash, opening him from groin to belly. His body burst apart in a mess of entrails and the gore splattered back at me.

			Hor, Lord of Carthlughe, fell dead.

			There were no roars of victory from the lions, nor howls of defeat from the wolves. No Carthlughean rushed forward to avenge the slain king. No Lynchunian rushed forward, emboldened, to kill a stunned and leaderless foe. The shock of Hor’s death seemed to leave both parties numbed.

			I let Sure-Steel go to one hand. I ripped off my helm with the other, panting. Once my breath slowed a bit, I addressed the confounded Hert, panting, “Lord Prince, forgive me. I had no choice. Your father would not yield. Still, I repent that last stroke.”

			“Yet you made it anyway,” said Hert. His voice quivered. Uthlen and Glathan, relieved, came to my side. Glathan put his hands on my torso and tried to inspect me for injuries. I pushed his hands off me, complaining I was fine. My cousin’s hands came away bloody from my armour, stained by Hor.

			I insisted to Hert: “Your father left me little choice. You’ll honour the terms?”

			“Why should I?” asked Hert, gathering himself together. “I’ve the bigger army.”

			“Do you?” I smiled wearily. “Behold your peril, for you’ll face the might of both Atalanteans and Lynchun if a fight’s still what you want!”

			“Lord Prince!” one of the Carthlughean captains shouted at Hert, pointing to the shoreline.

			Hert and the rest of his men looked. They realized their folly. While they were so intent to watch their king fight, they’d neglected to watch our ships. Hundreds of knights, clad in mail, strode, swords in hand, up the beach, to stand beside Wely’s warriors. More came ashore in boats, as Uthlen, Glathan, and I did. Our numbers that arrived added to that of the Lynchunians. At least five hundred men, between my knights, and the soldiers of Wely, opposed the men of Carthlughe, with more Atalanteans arriving at the site every minute.

			That would be a much fairer fight if there was to be one.

			I was well pleased. My plan worked. With my duel with Hor, I’d bought the time we needed to bring my men to land. The Carthlugheans were totally distracted. What watch they kept had been on their enemies of Lynchun, as was by design. For I had Glathan tell Wely to reposition his men so that it would force the Carthlugheans to keep a closer eye on them. So, in doing that, Hert’s men failed to keep a closer eye on our vessels, and who came off them. The Carthlugheans forgot about all the Atalanteans onboard our eighteen vessels. They did not hear the noise of my men, as they splashed into the water and put their crafts on the sand. They failed to smell the scent of the enemy at their back. I gave them a show, in the fight with their king that had them spellbound. I did not lie to Wely that I had sorcery in me to use in his aid. I had an Angel in my corner, who gave me the wisdom to ensure the Carthlugheans were played.

			Fools fall for tricks. Fools then fall.

		

	
		
			
Nineteen

			Hert said to me, “I’ll fight you then. For the same terms. I swear by the Sky Goddess, I’ll win. Fight me, Silver King!”

			Glathan took my sweaty helm, and held a wineskin, given by one of the Lynchun men, to my lips, which I gulped from. Uthlen offered to take my gruesome sword and clean it, but as I heard Hert’s words, I held onto Sure-Steel. I might still need it. Besides, I loved the sword in my hand, and by God, it was a weapon! It had won me my first duel, and likely won me a kingdom too. If it was cursed, it was cursed for my enemies. Uthlen was wrong. Childishly, I shooed him when he tried to touch my blade. I would not suffer one who scorned it to have the privilege of bearing it anymore, even for a moment.

			After I quickly slaked my thirst, I asked Hert, who stood there watching me, “You’re your father’s heir?” I supposed, with that last cut of Sure-Steel, I had created a new King of Carthlughe, as surely as if I’d crowned Hert with my own hand.

			“I am,” said Hert. He drew himself up proudly, as he realized what he’d become, and what he must do. “His only son. Fire Goddess help me be a good king to my people and live long beyond this beach that I may return to them.”

			To Hert’s surprise, and I believed to the surprise of Hert’s men, I gave a stilted bow. “Then may the Single God save you, Lord King, and I too hope you, and all of us, may live long beyond this beach and find a way to salvage something blessed from your father’s death.” For some reason, I did not feel I humbled myself to show respect for Hert, another heathen king like Wely, with much less tenure and acclaim. I was impressed with him. “King Hert, brave one,” I went on, “we’ve lost one lord today. We need not lose anymore, neither me nor you. Let’s make peace, rather than fight.”

			“What sort of peace can be made here?” asked Hert, looking down at his father’s ravaged body, yet he did not weep. Then he looked at naked Sure-Steel in my hand. He spoke his words steadily, and I heard the honesty in them: “All men know I didn’t love my father, nor did he love me. Still, I have his blood. He was our king, and a slain king should be avenged, as is our way. Thus, vengeance must be sought for King Hor, son of Hern.” Then he looked me squarely in my eyes. “That vengeance falls to me, Silver King, oath-man of Wely. And by the Fire Goddess, I’ll take it if I can.”

			I thought a moment. Damn Wely again for bragging loud enough for all to hear I was already confirmed as his vassal. Hert was right. I had killed the King of Carthlughe. I was formally sworn to the King of Lynchun, Carthlughe’s primary adversary. Therefore, I was doubly the mortal enemy of Hert.

			“No wergild can you give me will suffice for Father’s death,” Hert went on.

			Wely came forward. “There’s no wergild that would be afforded to you,” claimed the Lioncrest. “You’re a novice as a king, so let me instruct you. The blade-trial was offered and accepted by your father. The terms were clear, and King Hor lost both the trial and his life. Therefore, your forces are to leave the field, and leave me and mine in peace. You have no rights to revenge against Lord Othrun. Will you honour the word given by your father, or will your first action as king be one of oath-breaking?”

			“I’m a novice, Lord King, but I’m no oath-breaker,” said Hert coldly, and I cringed at Wely’s words to a Carthlughean king, a different one that time, for the second instance that day. It did no good to school and insult Hert, just made lord of his people in the turmoil of his father’s death. If there was a peaceful solution that could be reached that I did not spend my men on useless fighting, I wanted that solution found, and Wely was not helping. Wely and I already knew Hert could no longer beat the Atalanteans and Lynchunians together, and so did Hert. There was little use rubbing the young king’s nose in his presumed defeat.

			But the proud older king would not be silenced. “So then, Hert, now King of Carthlughe, what say you? I’ve given you the law of these lands. Shall we fight still if you still wish to avenge your father? Methinks you’ll lose now that I have friends on my side.”

			“And if we wind our horns? Call Ina to our aid?” threatened Hert. “You’re not the only one with friends, Lord King, and these are Ina’s lands, and Ina is my great-grandfather.”

			“Call him then, if you can,” laughed Wely. “I don’t think anyone is close by to hear your call. Don’t forget, these are the beach lands of Nyrimia. These are empty lands where no one lives in fear of the Water Goddess’ wrath.” 

			So that’s why there are no settlements in this area? I thought. Because Eltnish fear the sea? 

			“And call Ina friend at your peril,” Wely went on to say after my observation. “We all know your familial connection to him. And with that connection, you know him well enough that he can be duplicitous, as I do. He won’t fight with you, against me, unless he can be sure of winning. Now that the odds favour us, rather than you, him fighting for you seems less likely. But try your luck then, by the Earth Goddess, and see what happens!”

			Hert looked at Wely, then back at me, then at his father’s corpse again. None of Hert’s men moved towards their murdered lord, I noticed. And none looked too grieved, nor angry at the Horrific’s passing. They looked more bewildered than anything. Perhaps he was more than a bit unpopular with more people than his own son.

			With a sigh, Hert snapped his fingers. A captain, one of the three who stood beside Hert along with Hor, the one who’d warned Hert of our men on the beach, jumped forward. “Take cloaks,” ordered Hert. “Cover Father’s body! Give him some dignity. By the Fire Goddess, he should not lie there in disgrace! He’s still a king!”

			Hert’s captain summoned two more men. All three unfastened their cloaks and laid them on top of the fallen giant. For me, it was a good sign that there might be no more fighting there that day—that, somehow, I could get off the beach without losing any of my men in combat, or losing Wely, my sponsor. I was exhausted but optimistic. The Angel had delivered on his promises thus far.

			I became even more optimistic when Glathan and Uthlen stepped forward, and bowed low to Hert. Then they removed their cloaks too, and humbly offered to place them on Hor as well. “As a token of our regret, for your father’s death, Lord King,” said Glathan. “He is a giant of a man, and it will take more than three cloaks to do justice for a funeral cover.”

			“We don’t need cloaks from enemies who caused our king’s murder,” snarled one of Hert’s lords, his hand on his sword, ready to intercept my cousins.

			But the young king hushed his man with a wave of his hand. Hert seemed torn for a moment, but then nodded tersely to Glathan. “I won’t refuse a gift nobly given, even if it’s provided by a foe. I thank you for the courtesy.”

			Glathan and Uthlen bowed once more, and gently laid the cloaks on Hor that they’d put on so as not to have their armour seem more splendid than mine. I smiled at this shrewd display, which I knew was orchestrated by Glathan, to show the noblesse of the Atalanteans to the new king. The gesture might help offset any damage caused by Wely to a potential healing of relationships. I was pleased at Glathan, who was ever at his best in calming those types of situations. Later he joked with me, “We didn’t need the cloaks anymore in any event. Your mail’s appearance was already ruined with Hor’s blood, and Uthlen and I were getting hot.”

			After Glathan and Uthlen were finished, and stepped away, Hert looked at the host of Lynchunians and Atalanteans assembled that could stand against him. I knew he still debated fighting us, but I saw in his eyes that he did not like his chances. He said, sternly, “Lord Prince, you have no fiefdom here yet, in Eltnish domains. All you have will be enemies. So many kings are here in these lands, you can’t defeat them all. Even should you kill me and my warriors here, you’ll likely not get through Nyrimia alive. If you do, then likely, you’ll not reach Lynchun alive.

			“There’s too much distance for you to pass without being accosted, even with Wely’s help. And if you do reach Wely’s lands, and set up your own, you can’t hope to defend yourself from every other king who would seek your death. You’re a foreigner, an invader here, by the Fire Goddess! If you defeat me here, others will come for you, and kill you. Go back to where you came from! Leave this place! Let the Water Goddess take you away over the sea to your origins. There’s nothing but death here for you.”

			I smiled ruefully. Little did Hert know, I had no lands to go back to. “The risk is mine, young King Hert,” I replied huffishly, to match Hert’s threats, though I felt no anger to him for it, for I would show the same bluster in his position, knowing that I was disadvantaged. “I’m liege-man to King Wely now. And I’m not easy to kill, as you’ve seen.”

			Glathan broke in, “Mighty Lords, Wely, Hert, and Othrun, there’s another way.”

			We all turned to Glathan. “What way?” asked Hert.

			“How long have Carthlughe and Lynchun fought?” asked Glathan, though I figured he already knew the answer, as he was a student of Eltnia, and knew much of both Carthlughe and Lynchun.

			“Decades,” said Hert.

			“Since the time of my grandfather’s grandfather,” said Wely.

			“And the main cause of this dispute?” asked Glathan.

			“The very land Wely here would give to Lord Othrun,” said Hert. “The Golden Valley.”

			“So, that land is debatable,” Glathan said, “betwixt your two kingdoms, as to who owns it?”

			“Aye,” said Wely. “And I’d give it to Othrun to hold in my name, against Carthlughe.”

			“Lord King, if I live, you know I’d never give Prince Othrun a moment’s peace on that land!” exclaimed Hert. “He’d be destroyed! I’d ensure every man of Carthlughe was spent to do it before I gave up my ancient birthright!”

			“But why not divide the land in twain?” proposed Glathan. “Half for King Hert, half for King Wely. Prince Othrun will be vassal of both of you, to hold both halves together as his new realm, representing both your mighty kingdoms. End your enmity, great kings, and become allies. Lord Othrun will maintain and assure this truce, on behalf of both his liege-lords. Three strong kingdoms, together, can withstand many foes. Both Lynchun and Carthlughe face a host of enemies that have nothing to do with each other. Both kingdoms have fought other formidable realms without the benefit of each other’s help. No longer. Now, Lynchun and Carthlughe can fight together, plus enjoy the benefits of Lord Othrun as king of one of your client kingdoms, and your greatest warlord. You’ve seen him fight. You know what a great warrior he is. Now imagine a thousand men of such calibre also marching alongside the great soldiers of the lion and the wolf. Together, the Atalanteans, the Lynchunians, and the Carthlugheans can defeat anyone.”

			Eld spoke up: “Father, if Prince Othrun truly is a magician, part of his magic is the silver-tongued speech of his man here. Yet, pretty words make them no less true. We need allies like this, Father, who are shrewd, brave, and able with the sword. The Silver King has an army full of silver warriors, who are now bonded to us as our oath-men! How can we refuse to bond with Carthlughe too, and form such an unbeatable war-band? Long we have warred, fruitlessly, with our neighbours to the north. All we’ve gained for those wars are more barrows built for the fallen. With the Silver King as vassal, plus Carthlughe at our side, which realms could abide us? Even this same land of Nyrimia we stand in could not defeat our combined power! Nyrimia is the most puissant of all the Eltnish realms, excluding Lynchun and Carthlughe! If we can defeat them, who could beat us then?”

			“No one could,” agreed Wely. “Yet the price is heavy for all, Son. Hert would have to pay the price of forsaking his vengeance. I would pay in that you as my son would lose the lands of his inheritance, so that I can break bread with my mortal enemy. Dear son, I know you are willing to pay that price, and so am I, for we hear the wisdom of Lord Glathan’s words. Will young King Hert do the same?”

			We five other lords who stood there, Wely, Eld, Glathan, Uthlen, and I, waited for Hert’s reply. He bit his lip, struggled with the weight of the decision. I felt for him, for he was still young. That was the way of the world, when one is a prince, or a king. Barely of manhood age, was kingship suddenly heaped upon him. He held the fate of his men on the beach and his kingdom in his hands, just as the burden of keeping nearly two thousand Atalanteans, last of the race, was unexpectedly put on my shoulders. Hert’s next words would change history. The wrong route could lead to ruin. Yet, despite his youth, and newness to kingship, I trusted him to make a good choice. I liked him. His eyes lacked the cruelty of his father. Hert’s eyes were wise and compassionate. I saw he could be kingly, with all the superiority of a king, but he was not treacherous, nor rash.

			“Strange times,” said Hert when he spoke at last, “that lifelong foes like Carthlughe and Lynchun should contemplate friendship. That said, had you told me someone could defeat the Horrific in the blade-trail, never would I have believed it.” He paused. He looked only at me. “Sky Goddess help me, you’re my father’s killer, Silver King. Must I set aside my wergild to clasp your hand?”

			“If you clasp his hand, King Hert,” said Glathan, “you’ll lose vengeance to gain part of your inheritance back. Even if both kings leave this beach alive today, a useless war will continue to go on, for how long, no one can say. A rich land will stay contested, and no king from either side, Carthlughe or Lynchun, can completely enjoy it, lest the fields constantly be burnt and settlers continually put to the sword. What a waste!”

			Eld was heard from again: “King Hert, by the laws of Lynchun, the Golden Valley is my fiefdom. I was willing to forsake my lands, at request of my father, so the Silver King could bring his people and establish them there, and we could gain a powerful ally. I ask you, though he was your father, forsake vengeance for a man who brought neither you nor your people any joy! You would lose less than I’m losing. I say become partners with Lynchun. Have Othrun, the Silver King, as your client, as he’ll be client to Lynchun also. Spare your men needless battle. You’ll gain far more than you would’ve lost.”

			Hert made his mind up. To Wely he said, “These terms I accept, Lord King, if Prince Othrun will do his homage and fealty to me, right here. What say you?”

			Wely looked thoughtful. “Halving lands is one thing. A man’s loyalties halved is something else entirely. Half-loyalty can be dangerous. I hear the words of Earl Glathan, and my son, and they have merit. However, if Lynchun and Carthlughe go to war again, whose side will Othrun take?” Wely looked at me for an answer.

			“I’d be sworn to both, thus couldn’t fight for either,” I admitted, as I saw things.

			“It’s I who offered you those lands, not any King of Carthlughe, and you’d not fight for me against him?” asked Wely angrily.

			“And you would’ve given him lands of which you’ve no right to give,” said Hert, just as angrily. “You’d have me hold my vengeance, and give up wergild for my father, lying here split open, and you talk of keeping what you wish? Lord Othrun’s loyalty to you only?”

			“You see, my Lords, the solution is of peace, and compromise,” said Glathan patiently. “Divide the lands. Let Othrun be under-king of both of you and let everyone prosper.”

			“I’m already sworn to you, sire,” I said to Wely. “I take no further oath save by your leave. If you order me, this day I’ll spend my very life, and that of all my lords and knights, to fight King Hert right here. And if all the blood left of Atalanteans is spilled on this beach, so be it. I’ll have kept my oath to you. Yet, if you wish it, instead, I’ll also pledge, right now, to King Hert. I promise to extend such truce that can be agreed to, between you mighty kings. Faithfully, I know I can serve both of you. If both of you are at peace, and allied, then there will be no conflict for my vassal-ship.”

			Wely said to Hert. “I wish to speak no ill to anger you, young Hert. But you know there was little love for your father in your whole realm. I think the people of Carthlughe will rejoice over your inheritance of the ancient crown. I could not make peace with the Horrific, yet I see reason in your looks, more so than in him. If you’re agreed, we can make allies out of enemies, by the Earth Goddess.”

			“My father may not have had the love, yet he had the fear of many,” Hert said. “When other kings hear how the un-slayable Horrific was slain by the Silver King here, Othrun shall be the new name to fear in these lands. Shall I fear him as well, him being your new ally, if I don’t make this pact, but we agree today to part ways in temporary peace?”

			“You’ll be my ally as well, if we’re aligned,” said Wely. “Also, my daughter, Binis, is a lovely maid, about your age. You’d consider her hand in marriage?”

			“The wolf to mate with the lion?” asked Hert in surprise. “And you to put an heir of yours in my house?”

			“Why not?” said Wely. “Two sons I have already. Yet, having a grandson of mine as well in Carthlughe is more beneficial than harm. As for heirs, he’ll be your heir, as well as he is mine, when he’s born.”

			That seemed to be enough for Hert to believe Wely serious. “I’ll consider the marriage. By the Fire Goddess, I swear I will. And rather I’d have the Lioncrest of Lynchun and the Silver King on my side than against me. So be it! May Father, and my forefathers, forgive me, Carthlughe and Lynchun are now allied.”

			Hert and Wely embraced. Hert’s men looked confused. Yet, now free of the tyranny of Hor, and facing prospect of a losing battle, none of the Carthlugheans made any ill moves.

			Wely gave a nod to me. With Sure-Steel still bloody from Hert’s father placed on the ground, I prostrated myself before Hert as I had before Wely earlier, and swore my oaths. When I rose, Hert kissed me on both cheeks. This brought a cheer from Wely’s men and mine. I saw Lyayr among them, who no doubt one was of the first ones off the ships, no longer able to be restrained by my word he should stay behind. He would have been upset not to see, up close, my fight against Hor. But he would have been proud of the result. Shortly after the Atalantean knights and the Lynchun warriors began to shout in jubilation, murmurs then cheers began too from Hert’s warriors. These cheers were more forced at first, but then genuine elation was heard. For, they were free from a wretch, and their new young king showed promise. They had not accomplished the mission that they were sent on, which was to kill Wely and me. But I believed the Carthlugheans would be far better off for our new alliance, beyond what they could have dreamed of when they set out on their journey to slay their long-time enemy and their new one.

			“May our oaths be strong and friendship stronger,” said Wely. “Now, Othrun, Silver King, We’ll make ready to get you and yours to your new kingdom.”

			I picked up Sure-Steel. Uthlen still wanted to assist me and handed me one of his own kerchiefs to wipe the blood of Hor off the blade. I smiled and that time accepted his offer. I was sore, tired, and satisfied. As I cleaned Sure-Steel, I took in what I had accomplished. With one fell stroke of that weapon, which was beyond compare, I had secured my kingdom. I’d made a name for myself from almost the moment I landed in Eltnia. Word would spread of my vanquishing Hor, who was feared throughout the land as the Horrific. I had gained reputation in a new continent. Every king needs reputation. If the Eltnish were frightened of Hor, how would they look upon the man who killed him in single combat? Hert spoke of the multitude of kings who would be seeking my life. Some might want it more now that I would have some infamy attached to my name. Others would be deterred, thinking twice before confronting me. Either way, I came to accept it and to see it as a positive. Perhaps hatred by one’s enemies was not such a bad thing after all.

			I had freed Wely from his most cantankerous enemy. I may have sworn to be his oath man, but that was planned all along, even before I left Atalantyx. Albeit, I became client to Hert as well, and that was not originally in my plans. Still, killing the Horrific might make his son think of taking revenge against me anyway one day, despite the young king’s spoiled relationship with his father and my new allegiance to him. Blood was blood, after all, and I should know that better than anyone. My damaged bond with Atalan Ninth, when I still thought him as my father, would not have made me any less hesitant to do harm in turn to any who tried to harm him.

			Yet, in killing Hor, saving Wely and his men, gaining for them a new partner in their old enemy of Carthlughe, and ending their long conflict, likely I had saved countless lives. The lives saved were heathen lives, but nevertheless, valuable fighting men. Most importantly, Lynchun was in my debt for saving their king and his bodyguard. Everyone on that beach knew it. Wely owed me now, as much, if not more, than I owed him for whatever lands he was to give me. The Lioncrest came to Nyrimia to protect me, but I ended up being the one to protect him.

			I had not been in Eltnia for more than a few hours. In that time, I’d made the alliance of two powerful kings, saved a war, slain a giant, gained what no doubt would be fame in Eltnia, and guaranteed my kingdom. If that was the path the Anchali, my real father, had in store for me, surely, it could not be begun any better.

		

	
		
			
Twenty

			With peace between both my overlords made, it was time to attend to my people. Sure-Steel was cleaned, at least cursorily, so I put her home, and Glathan buckled my sword belt back around my waist. Lyayr came up and congratulated me. Other knights crowded about and milled with the Lynchun warriors, making acquaintances of their newfound allies.

			But the Carthlugheans, former enemies, were more reserved at first, standing apart from all the rest of the men on the beach. Then some of Hert’s warriors found a task to complete, as ordered by their new king. Some six men began to disassemble the ring of pain that was compiled from the stones gathered by Eld and Hert. They took many of those stones and piled them together, directly beside the corpse of the giant. Those stones formed a raised mound that was as wide and long as Hor’s corpse, with the constructers using the body of the dead king as measurement to make the mound the appropriate size. Soon, the mound rose knee-high off the ground. Then the men who built the mound, with considerable effort, picked up the limp body of King Hor. Even with six strong men, I could see it was a struggle just to move Hor a foot to the left, raise him up in the air, and put him on top of the mound. Once the covered remains were laid on the bed of rocks, Hor’s sword and shield were placed on top of the king. Then he was left there, on the mound, which was like a stone bier, except it was not some movable wooden frame designed to carry the corpse about. But the slain Lord of Carthlughe was not left alone. The six warriors formed a guard of honour around the mound and stood protecting Hert’s dead father.

			I also overheard Hert dispatch some of his men to search up the low hills for trees, and to cut some wood for fire. At first, I thought that the young king wanted the firewood for warmth later, but then I heard him note, “For Father, like all great lords, must burn.” So, the men went out in search of kindling that they might light Hor’s funeral pyre.

			Afterwards, Wely, Hert, and Eld spoke together, their own personal guards now standing by them. I barked to Glathan, who stood with Lyayr, “Is the full disembarking ordered?”

			“It is, Sire,” Lyayr answered for my cousin. “Prince Yedwol and Earl Yedwol took charge of it.”

			That was both good and bad news. No one could question my uncle’s competence, nor that of my cousin, his son. The issue was that the elder Yedwol would question my competence with my actions on the beach. He would complain I should be the one to have personal oversight of the debarking. He would grumble that I was on land playing hero, instead of being on the ships caring for my people. Well, I thought, what I did was for my people, all of them, including Old Yedwol. I’d won a great victory, on several levels. Yet, nothing I could say, I knew, would stop Uncle’s remonstrance. He would babble about me risking myself without reason, as Atalan Ninth had rebuked me for putting myself in the heart of Berefet’s fighting. My ability as a commander would be judged. Old Yedwol would find something to object about.

			There was nothing that could be done, though. I had no time to worry further of it. Old Yedwol and his son would see everything was done. I had more important matters to tend to in any case. “Find and gather the captains,” I said to Lyayr. Then I broke into the other Eltnish leaders’ conversation. “Lord Kings, Wely and Hert, Prince Eld. If you will, we’ll all take council together, as soon as possible, with my lords and your lords if it please you.”

			The two kings agreed and summoned their important men. Soon, almost everyone of name was gathered about fifty feet from the body of Hor. Meanwhile, the Atalanteans continued to come ashore. More of my vassals came to the meeting place, once located, summoned personally by Lyayr, who went to play herald. Old Yedwol was asked, by my message through Lyayr, to leave charge of the ordering of the crews’ disembarking to subordinates, and head to the council. I did not doubt he would be late and arrive after the conversation began. It was his way. He was a great prince. He did not easily serve at other’s pleasure, even mine. I sighed, already irritated at Uncle though the day’s work just began, but brightened when I saw some of our pages coming onto the beach.

			The pages were a welcome sight for me. They were the young boys of nobles who served their fathers’ overlords, in the first stage to become knights and eventually lords themselves. The second stage was to be a squire, and fight alongside their masters in battle, hoping for glory and a quicker chance to earn knighthood. Such as I and every lord in Atalantyx did. Prince though I was, I was not exempted from such service. I’d paged for Thurol’s father, the renowned Thurol the Terrible, and squired for none other than my own Uncle Yedwol. I fed my master’s horses, cared for their weapons, helped them don and doff their armour, and did many sundry duties that were required. Most great lords had more than one page, for there was plenty of work to be shared, taking care of a highborn warrior. The greater the lord, the more pages would be assigned to him. Fortunately, the lesser pages, who were the sons of the lesser lords than me as the king’s son, did the bulk of the more distasteful work. The emptying of privy buckets, digging of latrine pits, washing undergarments, and the lot was left to those lower in the pecking order.

			The pages scampered all over the beach, serving their respective masters, and by proxy, their mistresses. They scurried with baggage, helped those who were uncertain on their feet, carried their masters’ arms, ran messages to and fro, and whatever other tasks needed to be done. They were young, nimble, and strong. Most important, they were eager, wanting to impress and earn promotion. The sooner they earned promotion, the quicker they were freed from the more menial chores.

			My own pages, of which there were three, found me quickly before the meeting started. They came to me with one of my wardrobe chests. They took my blood-splattered mail off, and I reluctantly gave Sure-Steel into their keeping. Both my sword and mail-shirt needed cleaning and shining. I took a clean purple shirt and a matching purple cloak from my lads, while they took my other black, sweat-soaked shirt and boiled leather under-armour, and my shield and helm away from Glathan and Uthlen. In changing my shirt, the pages told me that the side of my body where Hor struck me with his sword was welted, like a huge red paw print. But nothing was broken, and I was not cut. My pages said my back, where Hor hit me with his arm, was bruised black and blue. My lads fetched a salve from a nurse-wife and applied it for the healing of my wounds. It was soothing. I longed for a bath, and hated to put on fresh clothes without one, but that would have to wait. I was the Prince of the Atalanteans. I would not sit bloody and battle-stained among my peers and reports if I could avoid it—although I was the only one that morning who had done battle and had good cause. I kept my sword-belt with Biter and Cutter hanging at my side. My pages found a plain gold circlet for me to wear. That was so I might be on level with the other regal lords there, identifying my high rank, without outshining them, especially Hert and Wely. Then, as all good pages did when dismissed, they made themselves busy elsewhere while great men discussed great business.

			Glathan instructed that, since most of the Lynchun and Carthlughean lords, to my surprise, spoke the Simple Tongue of Acremia, Simple could be the language used for the meeting. Glathan explained the bulk of the warriors in both camps would not know Simple, only Eltnish; therefore, I concluded that the mastery of Simple was for the higher born of their race.

			I could tell Glathan was still extremely puzzled and curious I spoke Eltnish. Yet my older cousin definitively saw it was of great benefit to our cause. Due to my fluency, Glathan initially suggested the native tongue of Wely and Hert be used for the meeting. Then he thought better of it, as that would hamper the Atalanteans ability to participate in the council without translation.

			In time I knew I must fulfill my bargain. I had to tell Glathan what had happened to me with the Angel’s visit, and how I came to know Eltnish. Would he believe me? Would he think me insane? There was always a balance between being godly and being fanatical, or even losing one’s sanity. The extremely godly were said to be blessed to be visited by the Anchali. And yet, even many fervent believers typically mocked those people who claimed they experienced the visitations, and thought those visited were mad. The point of seeing Angels and having visions was supposed to bring reverence, and increase one’s faith, and the faith of those around the blessed. Instead, it often brought mockery of the person who claimed the visitation. It seemed most of the devoted were fine with believing in more minor miracles. Things that seemed acceptable were such as a priest praying for and being granted a bountiful harvest, or the healing of the sick, or riches suddenly bestowed upon the poor. But that which seemed too supernatural, such as Anchali, was too much for most folk. Spirits of any kind, even benevolent ones, often inspired only fear and scorn, and accusations of madness, rather than succor. This was because the balance between godly spirits and witchcraft seemed to be a precarious one in the imagination of the average man.

			With these thoughts, I stood, waited, and watched as my lords arrived. I saw the dynamic on the beach had become interesting. The warriors of Lynchun gathered in little groups, closer to the ships, away from the council area, conversing. Many watched with care the men of Carthlughe. Some of the men of Carthlughe, who mostly stood in a large mass at the water’s edge, returned the stares. Others finally deigned to mix with the Lynchunians. It did not seem that anyone rebuffed anyone else, nor was there any fighting between the different parties that I could see. It looked as if, surprisingly, both Lynchun and Carthlughe had begun to get along.

			I saw some men of both sides mingled with the Atalanteans. I presumed these were ones who knew the Simple Tongue, and were brave enough to risk a closer look, if not a chat, with the knights in gleaming chain mail. Some of the Eltnish even went to assist my people with disembarking. I saw some hostile stares, and some struggles with communication. Still, there was some merriment and laughter as well. And some tears.

			The Atalanteans, my beautiful, god-fearing people, made the sign of Triangle and Circle as they found their feet on solid earth again. Some kissed the sand in gratitude for their survival. Many wept and comforted each other. The majority were wide-eyed, as they beheld the new land and its inhabitants. Finally, I saw Aliaz, as she walked with her train of handmaids. Glathan’s wife Holita, with her own attendants, came behind my beloved. I thought to my fight with Hor when I prayed I would see Aliaz again, and I was relieved to set eyes on her. She searched for me too, on the crowded beach. I waved to her. Finding me, she smiled happily, and waved back, but she did not approach. I loved her even more at that moment, for Aliaz knew her duty. She was aware I must take council urgently, and she would have time with me later. So instead she went to work as well, ordering her handmaids as she walked. There was much to do, and she would do her part.

			Lyayr was coming back and forth from the meeting site. He finally returned for good, with more Atalantean lords in tow. I counted heads and saw that twelve of my seventeen commanders were present. I saw more captains in the distance headed towards the council area, but I was impatient to get started. There were enough to begin, as the first part of the council would be more concerning the other two kings and their lords. Then, once some things were decided, I planned to meet with my own leaders in private. Thus, after checking with the two kings, we commenced.

			Glathan, with my permission, opened by ensuring all the lords were introduced to one another. Then he spoke of Atalantyx and its destruction. We had debated, while at sea, Glathan, Uthlen, and I, if we should tell the Eltnish of the drowning. I argued that it would make us seem weaker, and truly outcasts, with no home. Glathan and Uthlen held the position our plight would move the Eltnish to want to protect us, until we could protect ourselves. They argued that the sympathy of the Eltnish would be a great motivator to ensure we were well cared for. I did not like to be pitied, but I saw the truth in my cousins’ stance. Part of me always worried about the Eltnish turning on us before we could turn on them, if that would be my eventual plan. If they pitied us, there was less chance they would be unfaithful.

			“They may have no knights and not know of chivalry,” Glathan said, “but that doesn’t mean they don’t abide by the same warrior code of shielding those who need help.”

			Indeed, the Eltnish offered condolences when they heard about our kingdom’s fall. And in what I had to admit was a touching moment, Hert stood, his captains with him, and the Lords of Carthlughe swore to ensure the survival of the remnant of the Atalantean race with their very lives. Enthusiastically, Wely and his men followed with the same pledge, though the King of Lynchun looked displeased to be outdone by the young King of Carthlughe. I saw that my wariness of telling my new allies of the doom of Atalantyx, thinking someone might take some sort of advantage of it, was unfounded. As Glathan said, alliances were built foremost on trust. No matter what happened down the road between the three peoples of our alliance, we owed our new friends the truth. Since I’d relented about telling the native lords about our catastrophe, and since Glathan was the better speaker, I let my cousin paint the grim picture of Atalantyx’s downfall to our hosts.

			Besides, as I was ashamed, I found it difficult to speak of the disaster. My banishment, my failures with Father and Erthal, and what I saw as my penury in the world, come begging for lands, weighed on me, despite these early successes in Eltnia. Foremost, I hated acknowledging my people were truly alone in the world. I loathed my own personal weaknesses, much less our collective exposure. The Atalanteans were but a small band of exiles who’d barely escaped extinction, hoping to be powerful again, reliant on Wely and now Hert to get back our might, where before an entire continent—Atramland, with all our clients and conquests there—looked to Atalantyx for strength. Once the tale of Atalantyx’s sinking was finished, talk turned to how soon the combined parties should leave the beach in Nyrimia.

			“We shouldn’t stumble around in the dark, Lords,” Eld said “Not in these mountains, in enemy lands.”

			“But we should remain in those enemy lands longer than required?” asked his father. “By not moving forward at once?”

			Eld gestured to the huge galleys, and all our occupants coming onto shore, and said to Wely, “Father, the Silver King’s people are still landing. I see women, children. They’ll need food and rest, no doubt, after being at the mercy of the Water Goddess for so many nights.”

			“I do need time to order my people, Lord King,” I agreed, addressing Wely too. “We must see what supplies and things of value we must take versus what must be left behind.”

			“What can you leave behind, Silver King?” asked Wely. “By the Water Goddess! Would you leave booty for Ina’s men to scavenge, though they seldom come to these parts of their kingdom? And what will you do with your ships?”

			“You’ve told me, Lord King,” I said, “we can’t sail to our new home.”

			“No, Lord Prince, there’s no way to do that,” said Wely. “Your realm’s all inland.” Glathan nodded in agreement.

			“I knew this from the start,” I confirmed. “Yet now the time has come, fain would I abandon my fleet. But the ships can’t fall into unfriendly hands.”

			Hert looked in awe at the imposing galleys. “Water Goddess have mercy! If the Sanaavians had ships like these, they’d have conquered Eltnia years ago! They could ferry ten kingdoms’ worth of warriors to our shores.”

			“If we leave our ships here, Cousin,” said Glathan, “surely, they’ll be taken, by Ina or someone else. They’re too valuable as weapons of war, or of trade.”

			“Aye, Lord Earl,” said Eld. “You shouldn’t let the ships be taken. And we should camp for the night, Lords. Here.”

			“Here, Lord Prince?” I asked. I turned to Glathan, who shrugged as if to say what Eld suggested was no worse choice than any other option.

			“As good a place as any, Lord Prince,” Eld said. “No enemies can surprise us, save by the sea, and Ina has no ships to sneak up on us with.”

			“No ships, Lord Prince?” I asked. “And this kingdom where we stand, Ina’s lands, borders the sea?”

			Eld laughed. “We have more to fear from some Sanaavian raid, Lord Prince, than any Nyrimian attack by sea. The Nyrimians fear the sea, like most Eltnish, save the Peernians. This is part of their realm, yet they seldom come to these remote areas near water. Even though these areas are beautiful, they do not live near beaches. They have no harbours. They don’t engage in ship-craft.”

			“This is true,” said Hert. “I’m sure Wely, just as Father did, had a hard time coaxing our men to come here. Only fear of his wrath drove them. But now they’re in full domain of the Water Goddess, they’re fine. But while Eltnish would not sail your ships, Silver King, worse is if the Nyrimians seize and sell them to the Sanaavians. Can any Eltnish man here imagine if the Sanaavians were to ever get their hands on those flotillas? Someone like Mag the Malignant of Norsoon?” Hert visibly shuddered. “Water Goddess defend us, he’s a great pirate. I’d fear for all Eltnia being ravished with those ships in his arsenal.”

			I never heard Mag called the Malignant before Hert did so. I assumed Mag’s reputation for piracy was not inflated, and that was how the King of Norsoon earned the name in Eltnia. I hoped that I would not run into Mag or his druids again in my lifetime. Mag was certainly malignant enough for Atalantyx, with all the harm he caused.

			In his story of how Atalantyx fell, Glathan did not speak in detail of the troubles that proceeded it involving Mag, Dira, and of course, Erthal. Yet, it was known to Wely that Glathan wished to hide the Atalanteans arrival from Mag. How ironic it would be, and how terrible, if I provided the ambitious Mag with the vessels he craved to deal with his Sanaavian enemies! For eventually, Mag, with more power, would turn those very boats towards Eltnish shores. I would be a king in Eltnia. I supposed I must protect Eltnia from that possibility, for my sake as well.

			“So, what of the ships, Cousin?” Uthlen asked of me.

			I could not see any other way. “I fear we’ll have to burn them,” I said, ruefully.

			I wondered what Mag would do once he learned his daughter perished in the wreck of Atalantyx but I had survived. It was doubtless Dira and her druids were in communication with the King of Norsoon during their time in Atalantyx. I was sure Dira had told her father that I opposed her, and her religion and its influence. Mag may want his choker back. With my head in it.

			“We should burn the ships, my Lord,” said Glathan to me, “as we discussed before we came here. Take what we need off them, then burn them where they sit.”

			“Which fools speak of burning ships?” roared a voice. “Have I come too late to speak reason to those with none?”

			I cringed. Old Yedwol, the Gold Lord, pushed his way through the other lords towards me. Of course, I heard him before I saw him, per usual. I did not cow easily before any man. But most of my life, I was timid of my uncle more than I feared Atalan Ninth. Once the most formidable battle commander in all Atalantyx, Old Yedwol’s acerbic tongue was as legendary as his sword. He was halt of foot, from an old wound, but pugnacious as ever. He appeared then to the assembly, hooded and limping. He was stooped, but was once very tall, and he was thin and hard. His armour was even richer than mine. While that was unseemly, there was nothing I could do about it. I chaffed that the mail links of Old Yedwol’s coat were finer than the best one I had. A surcoat of plain lime green was cast over his mail. Once, before Erthal forced Uncle to remove his sigil in banishment, that surcoat would have sported two silver crossed swords, over top of the splendid armour. The scabbard of his priceless broadsword, Long-Stroke, dragged slightly in the sand, as he limped forward. His hand was on Long-Stroke’s hilt, in Uncle’s typical martial posture. He threw back the coif of his mail shirt and revealed a bald, wrinkled head, and a worn, pinched face. His green eyes, once bright and sharp, had grown milky and dull with age, yet he gave the impression of still being incredibly formidable.

			Many men lived to only half Uncle’s age, nearly three score and ten. Grandfather, Athlyr First, one of the longest-lived kings of Atalantyx, who sat in the High-Chair for more than two decades, lived almost ten years longer. It seemed Old Yedwol, Grandfather’s youngest son, was of that stock. I wondered if Uncle would outlive both my one-time Father Atalan Ninth, who’d lasted until seventy-one, and Grandfather too. Old Yedwol’s crotchety, stubborn ways might keep him alive forever. He was too obstinate to die. God help us.

			He stopped and glowered at all the lords in attendance, delighting in the looks of others blanching in his wake. The Eltnish were seasoned veterans of war, and they sensed when a great lord of martial accomplishment came into their presence. Accordingly, they were intimidated too. That was always the effect Old Yedwol had on other aristocrats, and the effect he desired to have.

			“Any among this group speak the Simple Tongue?” he demanded, glowering at the closest Eltnish lord to his elbow.

			“Most of us do, L-Lord,” stammered Centi, one of Wely’s captains, nearest to Uncle.

			“You call that speaking it?” scorned Old Yedwol. “You butcher it!”

			“Forgive me, Lord,” said Centi. “I—”

			“Lord,” said Eld, coming to Centi’s rescue. “Eld, Prince of mighty Lynchun, King Wely’s son, is my name. If you would—”

			“I’m a prince myself, baby princeling,” replied Uncle haughtily. “Likely of a line far older than yours, to say nothing of its prestige. So, think not to impress me with your title. I was a prince long before you were a squirt of seed from your father’s loins. I’m Yedwol, son of Athlyr First of that name, King of Atalantyx, may he rest well in the bosom of the Single God, the true God, the God of Life, Love, and Light. Not that you’d know anything of the True God, Prince Eld, son of Wely.”

			“Lord Prince,” interjected Hert, articulating slowly and courteously, “in the name of all Six Elementals, and may They bless you, we welcome you to Eltnia. We’re honoured by your presence. Yet would you disrupt this hasty council? We’ve much to speak of, and time is short. We’d hear what you have to say, and surely, we’d value it. Yet every man here should take his turn in speaking, regardless of rank.”

			The old man appraised Hert. He grunted, as if in grudging respect for Hert’s manners and confidence to ask Uncle to speak in his turn. He pointed to the fastener of Hert’s cloak. “What’s this wolf broach, pinned at your throat, young Lord?”

			“It’s the sigil of the royal house of Carthlughe, Lord Prince,” said Hert. “May the Six Goddesses bless it forever. Perhaps of lesser ancestry than the royal house of the Atalanteans, yet one I believe you’ll find of eminence in Eltnia.”

			Uncle harrumphed. “A proud house, no doubt. And a noble young man, you are, as a member of it. You have barely beard on chin, but with carriage of a king. You don’t boast of what royalty you have, unlike others.” He looked pointedly at Eld, who blushed, then back to Hert. My uncle, as was typical, knew nothing of his own hypocrisy, as he tried to overawe Eld with his own titles. “What are you? King? Prince? Earl? What rank?”

			“Carthlughe’s king now, I am, Lord Prince, bless the Sky Goddess. Hert is my name.”

			“Well, Lord King, you think you’re the only wolf here? My eyes are old, but I still see them. They’ve been there for some time. I saw them from my ship.” Uncle pointed high up towards the cliffs.

			We lords all turned. There, far away, six men, like dots, stood with spears in hand that could be barely made out. Watchers.

			“Not the kind of wolves you thought of, eh?” said Old Yedwol, almost maliciously.

			“Not wolves, Lord Prince,” responded Hert, turned to Wely, and looked at him knowingly. “Stags.” He spat. “Curse them, Earth Goddess.”

			Wely nodded. He would not take his eyes off the watchers once he sighted them.

			“Stags?” I asked of Hert. “Nyrimia?”

			“Yes, Ina, King of Nyrimia, who flies the banner of the stag, Silver King,” answered Hert. “Those are his men up there.”

			Glathan looked at Uncle, surprised. “Lord Prince, how did you long since see those men so far away?”

			“The men in the crow’s nest of the Sea Wyrm see that far, not I, of course,” replied Uncle, as if Glathan was moronic. “They merely informed me. Those spies have been there for a long time. You really think these two old balls in my head called eyes work that well anymore?” He turned harsher with Glathan, the most experienced warlord among the Atalanteans, except for Uncle himself. “Had you been paying attention you would’ve seen them too. Had you set a guard at once, here in foreign lands, to protect your people disembarking, as any brainless leader would have done, you’d have seen them.”

			I groaned inwardly. I should not have been surprised of Uncle’s quick assessment of the situation, and of the leaders on the beach. He might not have known their names until they provided them to him, yet he’d already sussed out their characters, and understood the leadership dynamics at play. And, of course, with his general’s eye, he’d found the simple exposures in our safety that I and Glathan both overlooked. I was embarrassed. Even Glathan, whose grandfather and father both headed Atalantyx armies in their lifetimes, could not compare to Uncle as a warlord. Apparently, I could not compare either.

			Glathan was abashed. “I should’ve done so, my Lord. It was my error.” My cousin nodded to one of the other captains, who sprang to action and went off to have a guard set.

			“’Tis inexcusable,” Uncle prattled on, “especially because distraction is what your own prince used to be standing here right now. Distracting young King Hert’s men there with his fight with King Hor, so our men could be brought ashore. So, will your own distraction now be the end of us?” Glathan bowed slightly, kept his tongue, accepting the recrimination. Again, I was taken aback that Uncle already knew Hor’s name, and all that had happened. Despite his age, he was, as usual, a few steps ahead of other generals, including me.

			Then Old Yedwol, with his bellicose mood, turned upon me, as anticipated. “And you? Too busy killing giants? Basking in glory? Worrying of alliances? Too occupied to remember to have your captains set guard! We need to get our own reconnaissance, and chase off those men if they’re still out there, which I’m sure they are. Find out where their army is, if there’s one out there, ready to attack. An army that could’ve snuck up and killed us all while you preened over your success.”

			I am sure I coloured but said nothing to the reproof. I felt the imbecile, especially since I knew Old Yedwol would defame me this way.

			“They’re watching,” said Eld, observing Ina’s men. “They are not attacking.”

			“How can they attack us if they are only six, that we can see,” said Uncle, amazed it seemed by the stupidity of us all. “They’d wait for whatever army is with them! They’re but scouts! Maybe they have an army at their backs, and will attack in minutes, or an hour, or a day; we know not which.”

			“Would they not have attacked already then?” asked Eld. “They had the perfect chance to take us unawares. If they’ve been there so long, why not attack, unless their army is far away?”

			“Because the army is far away, as you wonder,” said his father, sounding certain, staring at the scouts. “It takes time to assemble armies. We saw no signs of one on our way here. We had our own scouts about on our way here, though we had a voucher of safe passage. I didn’t take the chance, with Ina, to not have men looking out.”

			“You’ll forgive me, Lord King,” said Uncle caustically. “But perhaps you need better scouts. Didn’t they miss Hor’s men coming after you? That’s how you got trapped on this beach waiting for us, I assume. Perhaps your scouts missed another enemy army?”

			Wely blushed and did not remove his gaze from above. “I hear you, Lord Prince,” he replied evenly. “Forgive me as well, but I remind you, you’re new to these lands. You don’t know how I got here. You’re not aware of all the circumstances that got me cornered by Hor. I didn’t take ways and means to come here that Hor could’ve easily tracked me. I went … different ways than he did. Hor knew, by some secret intelligence, of our predetermined meeting place with you and your people. Even Ina did not know, for I gave him a false location where I’d be meeting you, further south. I don’t know how Hor knew. Hor didn’t simply follow me to this beach all the way from the border of Lynchun. Of that I’m convinced.”

			I pricked up my ears when Wely spoke of travelling “different ways” to Nyrimia, and was certain Hert did too, but held silent of it. It was something useful to keep in mind for later, especially, as Wely pointed out, since we were newcomers to Eltnia.

			“I don’t think those men up there are immediately in front of an army,” Wely went on. “Those scouts will take report back to Ina. When he learns our numbers, he’ll decide whether or not to march against us.”

			“Our combined forces, Father,” said Eld, “are more than Ina may wish to assail for now.”

			“For now,” said Wely, sounding doubtful. “Ina will lay traps. He’ll try to trap us in his realm. By the Earth Goddess, I’m sure of it.” He squinted, then pointed to the cliffs. We all looked.

			The Nyrimian warriors had disappeared.

		

	
		
			
Twenty-One

			“They’re gone,” said Wely, again looking down at those of us gathered. “This is why we’d be wise, Lords, not to contemplate delay, not to give Ina time to corral us. Earth Goddess curse us if we leave ourselves more open to attack than we already are. Those scouts saw us seeing them, and have gone back now to report to Ina.”

			“Lord King, we’ve women, children, and old people here,” I said, echoing Eld’s words. “They’ve been at sea for a month. It’ll take a day for legs to adjust to being on land again. It’ll take longer for hearts to adjust and mend, hearts torn by seeing their kingdom destroyed, and coming to a new, unfamiliar home.”

			“My prince speaks truly,” said Glathan. “Our people’s hardiness will be tested. Almost half of them are not warriors. Many are pampered from the lifestyle they enjoyed in Atalantyx. They’re used to rich foods, in abundance. They must survive now, for some weeks ahead, on scant provisions, designed for soldiers. They need nourishment, they need to steady their feet, and they need time to unload and organize belongings. Then they need to rest, before they make ready for the long journey to the Golden Valley.”

			“If that journey is to begin, we need to know what we face en route,” said Hert. He turned to Old Yedwol. “Lord Prince Yedwol was the diligent one, not the rest of us lords. I recommend we heed his counsel regarding the scouts of King Ina.” He engaged Wely and me. “With your leave, Princes Othrun, Eld, Yedwol, and King Wely, I suggest we send nine men, being three men from each of our people, to spy and scout ahead. I will take care in arranging this.” Uncle practically preened and acknowledged the praise with a smug smile. “Our people can work together there. My men and King Wely’s know the land. It can gain Lord Othrun’s men some familiarity as well if he sends some of his warriors along.”

			“If it pleases you, Lord King, and all the princes agree, make it so,” said Wely, and I nodded my corresponding consent, as did Eld. Then Uncle nodded too, curtly, with his typical belligerence, knowing and not liking his place was behind us four in the order of importance. Hert turned to Centi, who sent one of his reports off to arrange the scouting mission on the Carthlughean side, while Wely and I each tasked one of our captains to gather three other men from our respective camps.

			“We have to pass through Ina’s realm to reach home,” said Wely, once that was done. “Originally he granted me passage. Unless he rescinds it, that granting stands.”

			“He granted Father the same passage,” said Hert. “We’ll see his rescinding when he makes war upon us, Lord King. He’ll decry our alliance.”

			“That can be expected, yes,” agreed Wely.

			“But, Lords, we have a heavy force here to repel Ina,” said Eld. “We are many.”

			“And vulnerable,” muttered Wely. “By the Sky Goddess, I’ll feel better when we move.”

			“I won’t,” said Hert. “I too worry of traps. We must move to get home, but I want a sound plan when we do leave this beach on how to get home safely. All paths back home will be treacherous. In the mountains passes, the footing is unsure. We have women, children, and old here. We must protect them.”

			“The best way to protect them is to move quickly and as surreptitiously as we may through to Lynchun,” urged Wely.

			Hert regarded the other king. “Lord King, I ask candor from you. Do you know special ways, less guarded, through to the interior of this realm? Do you know of secret ways through the mountains? Do you urge this course of haste because you know you can get us out of Nyrimia with more ease than would be expected?” 

			That was the same question I wanted to ask of Wely, so I was glad Hert had the wherewithal and boldness to raise the issue.

			“Shouldn’t I ask you that, young Hert?” returned Wely. “After all, is stag not mated to wolf in your blood?”

			“What say you, Lord King?” said Hert testily.

			“Ina is your great-grandfather, as you’ve said yourself. If anyone has secret knowledge of Ina’s realm, perhaps it’s you. Didn’t you call him ‘friend’ when you thought to threaten me earlier today? You are more than friend to Ina. You’re his kin.”

			There were some grumblings amongst the gathering as old tensions were twanged like taunt bowstrings.

			“Lord King,” said Hert, and with the presence and the composure he displayed, it appeared as if I watched a young prince blossom before my eyes into a sage old king. “You know that was an idle threat I made today. I regret it. It was a boast, in desperation, to save my position. Ina is related to me, this is true, yet you know he is not my ally. Two generations ago, our realms were bound by marriage, when Ina’s eldest daughter was married to my grandfather. This wedding was done to forge the fragile peace that exists between Carthlughe and Nyrimia today. Our realms long were enemies before that marriage, just as Carthlughe and Lynchun long were enemies.”

			“Yes,” reminded Wely. “Just as we were till this very morning.”

			“Yes,” said Hert. “But this isn’t about old wars, or old marriages arranged to bring peace.”

			“No?” said Wely. “What’s it about then?”

			“It’s about oaths. The Silver King here is our sworn oath-man. That oath a blade of two edges. One edge is that we must protect him and his, the other edge is that he’ll protect us and ours. By the Fire Goddess! The Atalanteans are at risk, the Carthlugheans are at risk, and so are the Lynchunians! We’re in hostile lands. Would you wager the protection of all three peoples to keep your secrets? Again, I ask … know you of hidden passages to get us home safe?”

			All eyes went to Wely. He looked uncomfortable. Finally, he said, “I do. But if I disclose them, you, Hert, would benefit as well. I think of my people’s safety first. If we were ever to have renewed conflict …”

			There were some murmurs amongst the men of Carthlughe and Atalantyx at those words. Hert was not happy, nor was I, but the King of Carthlughe simply said, “We’re allies now, Lord King.”

			Wely deliberated what he should divulge. He sighed, sounding reluctant. “Aye, we are. Will we always be though? Nevertheless, I suppose, I must risk trusting you with what knowledge I have, even if you should use it against me one day.”

			Hert, truly offended, swore, “By the Earth Goddess! We can have no alliance without trust! What are your secrets worth to us if we’re all dead, slain by Ina, when you could’ve ensured our escape?”

			“This is true,” admitted Wely quietly. “So be it.” He looked around at all the lords, then stopped at me. “When we leave this place, I know the best route. Follow me, we stay alive, and will escape Ina and get your people to Golden Valley.”

			“Very well, Lord King,” I said, but I was angry at Wely, as Hert was. He was my overlord, my benefactor. Thus, I could not piss away what I’d won by making Wely displeased with me at being displeased with him. Still, I thought, malcontented, perhaps I would have been better off with the Black men, whom, despite my fears, Glathan insisted were honourable to a fault. For it seemed I’d thrown my lot in with a lion whose jaws would rather close on friends than lose a hair of his mane. Wely was supposed to be a great king, but I saw his faults. He was vain, he did not always know when to keep his mouth shut, and he could be selfish. Was this how people saw me too? I hoped not. I would be a king more like the new King of Carthlughe. In young Hert, I saw more of a contemporary.

			“Has it been decided, my Lords, where we go first?” asked Uthlen—the first time he spoke at the conference. “I understand King Hert’s realm is even closer from here than King Wely’s. Is it safer to go to Carthlughe first, then Lynchun? Does Lord King Wely’s … ah … route take us directly to Lynchun?”

			“To get to the Golden Valley,” explained Wely, “we must travel through my realm. We should go straight to Lynchun, to one of my fort cities, the Lionshead.” Wely looked guardedly at Hert. “I know that Fangsden, city of Carthlughe, is closer, Lord King. Still, I’m the host of the Atalanteans. I would have the honour of Prince Othrun’s people seeing my hospitality. A great feast is planned for their arrival. Then after we rest and pleasure ourselves there, and all are replenished, we can make our way to Golden Valley. I would have the honour of the King of Carthlughe joining the festivities.”

			Hert looked at me. I nodded, and said to Wely, “The honour would be ours, Lord King, to be entertained and refreshed in your lands.”

			Wely bowed his head in return. Then he tried again to make redress with Hert. “Of course, Lord King, you’re welcome in any city of mine. You and I will have much to speak of over the coming days and years. We’ll rebuild trust and bind our peoples together. Lynchun and Carthlughe will be great allies, along with Prince Othrun’s new realm. We’re three as one in many ways now, and our fortunes are tied together. We’ll be three great sovereigns, stronger than on our own.”

			“I’ll remember that, Lord King,” said Hert. “So be it. When we reach the borders of our realms, some of my men will go back home, to give my people news. My vassals should know of our alliance, and my ascension to king, before I return to Wolflodge having made unexpected friends. For in turn, once you have seen the Silver King to Golden Valley, I invite you to my humble lodgings. Wolflodge has not the splendour of the Goldhall, or the Lionfort, but I will ensure your comfort.”

			Wely thanked Hert. Hert continued: “We’ll rely on you to lead us. Until we reach Lynchun.”

			“Let’s pray to all Six Elementals that I can lead us there safely,” said Wely.

			“With that in mind, Lord King,” I said to Wely, “we must be decided when you’ll lead us off this beach. My many Lords, of all three nations,” I addressed the entire assembly, “we should hear all thoughts. Stay here for the night or no?”

			What a fool I was to pose that question to everyone! For this was when those who’d remained quiet as mice to that point of the meeting, which was to say all the other minor Eltnish Lynchunian and Carthlughean commanders, began to bluster and call out opinions on the matter. All that time before, they’d had nothing intelligent to offer, or perhaps were too cowed by debate between us kings and princes. But then they all erupted. They spoke over each other loudly, and interrupted each other. It was a completely divisive and confused mess. Most cried out about omens from the different Elemental Goddesses, particular to which Goddess each man seemed to worship.

			To my confusion, most men there seemed to patronize, at least, more than three of the Six, if not all Six, while others worshiped only one. Regardless, all the Eltnish captains tried to demonstrate their opinions through the signs they saw from their special deities, either for or against us sleeping on the beach. One lord said the Wind Goddess had changed her direction and blew toward the southwest, which is where the Golden Valley lay, therefore we should leave at once and follow that favourable wind. With apologies to us Atalanteans, another said the Water Goddess had been angered by the presence of our large ships on the water, and that She would send a great storm shortly that would rage all night. Therefore, that man advised, we should stay the night on the beach and shelter until the supposed storm would pass. I looked up and about, and the sky was clear and cloudless, a beautiful afternoon. Inside, I scoffed.

			Another man said that, because the Sun Goddess had not reached Her zenith by mid-day, it meant we should leave, because the Sun Goddess would give us fairer and cooler travelling weather to hike through the mountains. Contradictorily, that same man was also concerned, since we’d trampled all over an undisturbed beach, the Earth Goddess would demand we make recompense and rearrange the sand. That man wanted us to smooth over the sand where all the hundreds of us walked, so the beach would look as we’d found it. That, of course, would be a simply impossible and silly task that would take all day, should we remain until that was done, then leave the next day. Then the next day we would have to clean up all the footprints behind us, as we left.

			And on and on the inane suggestions went. It was so senseless. Had those Eltnish lords known of the true God, the Single God, the God of Life, Love, and Light, they would not fret and fuss over such silliness. We should leave at once if we were immediately in danger, or if we would be trapped on the beach by Ina’s forces. If not, we needed to rest my people. Which way the wind blew or how strong the sun shone had nothing to do with anything. Foolishness.

			I grew bored and distracted, and my thoughts and eyes wandered, as the Eltnish griped amongst one another. I saw two pages struggling with the luggage of Earl Arnlyr’s wife, as they practically dragged it up the beach. All the while, the countess complained and harassed them as they fought their load, as she worried about her precious things being damaged. I smiled. That one probably forgot to have her household servants pack any food, only her baubles and trinkets. That was what she fed on.

			I saw, with a lump of pride caught in my throat, twelve knights from various houses, just in front of the troop of Carthlugheans who stood honour guard over the mound where the body of Hor lay. These knights kneeled silently in prayer, doing their respects to the fallen lord, though they’d never met him. But he fought me bravely, was a king, and for any godly knight, Hor’s was a life worth commemorating as a warrior alone.

			It seemed Hert’s men were successful in finding some measure of kindling. For piled high around the stones that made the mound was wood, set afire, burning slowly. Each of the honour guard kept items from the dead king that were removed from the corpse so that it could be set ablaze. One man had the giant sword, another the shield, and another the helm, and so on.

			I saw too, to my shock, a Lynchunian warrior having trouble feeding a horse. The beast shied away from whatever the man held as offering in his hands, just under the horse’s mouth, and kept turning its head. First, I wondered for a crazed moment if the horse was one of ours, one of the few brought over with us from Atalantyx, and was puzzled why none of our men were tending to it, but rather this Eltnish soldier. Then I paid note to the bridle and trappings on the horse, and the horse itself. The saddle was of rusted gold, and a blanket was cast over the hindquarters that was blue with the golden lion. I’d never seen a breed like that one before. It was barely more than one of our ponies in height, and it looked to be less than eleven hands high. Its shiny brown coat was the thickest and shaggiest I ever saw on any mount. I could not help laughing inside at the tiny head, so disproportioned to the thickset body. It looked strong though. It had to be one of Wely’s mounts. It was so short, no wonder I did not noticed it before, among the crowds of all the men. It must have been hidden amongst the Lynchunian ranks all that time. I did not realize the Lynchunians had ridden any horses to our location, and immediately began to look for more. None of our horses, it seemed, were removed yet from our ships. I knew they would be some of the last cargo to come ashore.

			Yet, I did spy one other such animal, this one the opposite of the Lynchunian pony, for it was a monster, black-coated, at least eighteen hands at the withers. It stood, docile, held by a Carthlughean warrior, on the north side of the beach, as its holder marvelled at the sight of our ships. This one had no saddle or bridle. One for such a ride would have been expensive, so big was this horse. Then it came to me that these two mounts must belong to the Kings of Carthlughe and of Lynchun. I was not good at paying heed to many of the things Glathan prattled on about to me regarding Eltnia. One thing I did recall, though, was that only Eltnish royalty and great lords rode. Their men walked, in peacetime and in battle. There was no kingdom with any cavalry in their armies. Therefore, the pony, short, strong, and stocky like its rider, would be Wely’s mount, while the gigantic stallion would have been the steed for giant Hor.

			I was encouraged. A thing that was on my mind was horses, regarding how many there were in Eltnia. If only I could get my hands on enough to furnish my knights. I’d meant to ask the Anchali when I saw him last, but I never knew the manner of his coming, or when he would come again. Then I thought better of it. I would not bother my great Father with such trivial details. He would provide for me, therefore, there would be horses in Eltnia. I would ask Glathan, or Wely, or Hert to educate me on that. Once I had enough horses, with my knights, who were the world’s best fighters on foot, and would be invincible once mounted, no kingdom could stand in my way. I had to have horses.

			“Lord Prince?”

			I only tuned back into what was being said because Hert called me. Order was restored, and only Hert spoke. “Yes, yes,” I said, trying to catch up. “So, we’ll depart on the morrow for Lynchun?” I merely guessed that would be the consensus.

			“Yes, Lord Prince,” said Hert with a knowing smile, aware my attention had been diverted. “That seems to be the agreement, assuming you also consent, as it was your initial position that we stay overnight.”

			“Very well,” I said briskly. “My Lords, are there any other matters of immediate importance? Shall we conclude? I must meet with my captains, as I’m sure must the two kings here meet with theirs, for smaller matters regarding the current state of our people.”

			Hert nodded, eyeing Wely with newfound suspicion he did not conceal, which concerned me. Meanwhile the King of Lynchun, looking put off as well, did not meet Hert’s eyes. Still, he said, “Very well, Silver King. May the Wind Goddess aid us home tomorrow. We shall confer with our individual men, and perhaps, we three overlords only shall speak later in the evening?”

			Hert concurred, but the King of Carthlughe added, “We must do the commemoration of Father before he burns completely.” He looked at me, and said, “I give you thanks, Lord Prince, for your men doing tribute by kneeling before the king’s mound. That was gracious of you and your warriors. Will you, and King Wely, and both the other princes, join me to send my father’s bones off to the Earth Goddess? It is our custom that the new king see the old king on his journey, and that the new king bring the highest lords of the land to witness the passing, to confirm that the old king is dead, and the new king is rightful to be acclaimed later. It’s rare that I would have another king and three princes to do this with me, instead of only earls. It won’t take long.”

			I did not truly wish to be part of a pagan funeral, but it was my duty. I remembered I was now sworn to Hert, and his liegeman. “You do us honour, Lord King, to invite us. We’ll stand with you, gladly.”

			I glared at Uncle, wondering if he would be problematic, but he liked Hert, and simply bowed to the young Carthlughean king, indicating he would attend. Still, I knew he would be balking internally at whatever heathen burial rites would be given to the giant lord.

			We four soon stood with Hert, watching Hert’s father slowly burn. The honour guard was temporarily dismissed, for the ceremony was reserved only for lords. Hert began by asking two of the Six Elemental Goddesses to distribute his father’s ashes according to their power. “Fire Goddess, melt his bones,” begged Hert, his eyes closed in prayer. “Wind Goddess, spread his ashes across the world.” Then he bent down and pinched a bit of sand between his fingers and threw the sand on the pyre.

			“Earth Goddess, take that humble piece of You, merged with Father’s ashes, and return him to Your bosom. May he rest with Queen Dena, my beloved mother, Grandfather, and Grandmother. May I, and my sister Renat, find comfort in losing our Lord King and father. Earth Goddess, I name Father back to the sixth generation, a minute period in Your endless life. Hor, son of Hern, son of Harg, son of Cern, son of Marn, son of Ughe. I beg You, mighty Goddess, take King Hor back to his forefathers.”

			Hert raised his hands, and turned the palms back towards himself—to ward off evil against his father’s journey back to the Earth Goddess, I learned later from Glathan. Next, Hert turned to us other lords, and said in the Simple Tongue, “Hor, son of Hern, King of Carthlughe, is no more. I’m his eldest child and heir. Until an eligible relative of my house should challenge my acclamation by the old ways of the blade-trial, I declare that I’m rightful King of Carthlughe, Lord of the Howling Hills, and Master of Wolflodge. Do any here, the highest-ranking lords of the land that I could summon for witness, disagree?”

			Hert stared at us, and of course only Wely and Eld knew how to properly reply, so we followed their example when they said in unison, “We stand witness, and we do not disagree. Hert, son of Hor, you are King of Carthlughe in name, until you are acclaimed. May the Sky Goddess bless your reign.” We two Atalantean princes simply repeated after Wely and Eld, as somberly as the occasion called for.

			Then Wely quickly went to one knee, and we all did the same. “Hail, Hert, King of Carthlughe!” cried Wely. “Hail Hert, King of Carthlughe!” we other four cried. Then we five arose. Hert gave us thanks for standing with him, and then the event was finished. As he promised, it did not take long.

			With that, the Eltnish kings dispersed, off to gather their men in their own respective councils. Old Yedwol and I went back to where my lords remained, waiting for Uncle and me, to have our meeting in the same spot.

			Uncle turned around and pointed at Wely as the king, far out of earshot, called his men for their gathering. “That one. Watch that one,” said Uncle. “Beware of boastful kings. A lion. That one’s flag is a lion.”

			“It’s a proud flag, Sire,” said Glathan. “Lynchun is one of the important kingdoms in Eltnia. For many centuries—”

			“It’s a boastful flag,” said Old Yedwol, vehemently. “He’s a boastful king. A boastful king who likes his gold, and who likes to show off his riches. I see the vulgar trappings of his men are richer than the outright tawdriness of the other camp there of Carthlughe. I trust him little! He likes gold, does not Sir Lion King? Am I wrong, Glathan?”

			Glathan replied, “I can’t disagree, Lord Prince. Yet he’s our ally, and there’s much good in him.”

			“But much pride too,” said Uncle. “And those who love gold might sell their friends to get more.” Uncle seemed to ignore his own love for gold specifically, and his love of finer things. But I did not fear Old Yedwol to ever sell his principles for wealth, as he accused Wely of.

			“Yes, much pride as well,” Glathan allowed. “Lynchun has a proud royal house. Proudest and wealthiest in these lands. As for King Wely, I knew his father, who was an honourable man.”

			“Judge not son by father,” said Uncle, and wagged his finger warningly. “Eld, though he be fat, and maybe stupid, is nobler than his father. The same way Wely’s father may’ve been better than Wely himself.”

			“I like Prince Eld well enough,” said Glathan. “He seems a good lad, of good cheer. And he’s not stupid. He’s one who hides his intellect under guise of being a fool. To see what others truly are thinking, he draws opinions out, because no one thinks him sensible, because people dismiss him. He reminds me of old King Ture, his grandfather. And Eld is well-spoken. His words were sage in convincing Hert to ally with us.”

			“See! I am right!” said Old Yedwol smugly, ignoring what Glathan said of Eld. “Like father, like son. That Wely, he likes to show off what he knows too, and preen over what knowledge he has over others. Well, I like not boastful kings with secret mountain passages who like gold. He, no doubt, can be bought. For the right price.”

			“Uncle,” I reminded, “Wely didn’t boast of the secret mountain passage. He tried to keep it from us. Hert insisted, as he should have, that Wely speak truly.”

			“No, he did boast,” countered Uncle. “He wanted us to know. He wanted us to know so he that could take control of this alliance. So we’d rely upon him. For good perhaps, maybe for ill. I trust young Hert far more than Wely.” That trusting, I was aware, was because Hert flattered Old Yedwol, and was humble and respectful while still being firm with him. “Wely’s not all he appears. He’s mostly braggart. Paper Lion, I name him, and I’d call him that to his face.”

			“Uncle!” I hissed, as some of the other lords could not help but snicker, then were quickly silenced by murderous looks from Glathan. “You’ll do no such thing! Never call him that again, to his face or otherwise. Keep such thoughts to yourself, as I do. I have mine own of Wely, but I voice them not! Don’t dare insult my allies in front of my lords! Remember, this is a king you speak of!”

			“You’ll be a king as well, Nephew,” snorted Uncle. “My brother was a king. My father was a king. Grandfather was a king. My other nephew, a king. You think I fear kings? You think I did fear to speak truth to kings?”

			“No, Uncle,” I said, beside myself with the old goat, and trying not to show it. “You should respect them nonetheless.”

			One moment, I felt so far above all of them: Wely, Hert, and Old Yedwol. I remembered my legacy. I recalled the Angel, my true father, who promised me greatness. I thought of the fortune I experienced, so quickly upon coming to Eltnia, and the natural gifts and talents I was bestowed. I channelled all the things that made me feel superior, and worthy of kingship. Still, the next moment, I absorbed the enormity of all I did not know, all I needed to know, and how weak that ignorance made me. I was still reliant on others who knew more, who knew better. So, I must bear the truculence of men like Old Yedwol, because I needed them, and because often they were right. Often, my elders saw things I did not because of inexperience. That made me feel weak. My own pride, my moods, rose and fell like the tide, and with it my confidence.

			How could I be wholly confident? How could I act more like a real king? I slew a giant, but the real giant was still to be dealt with, which was my insecurity. The Anchali vowed to remove all obstacles from my path, but he had not removed that one yet. How could I overcome my insecurity and rule? I was surrounded by elders of my own race, or lords who’d lived in Eltnia all their lives. They knew the land, people, and dangers, of which my knowledge was scarce, or else they knew battle strategies, politics, and intrigues better than I. They knew the game well. I did not know that game as well as they did, and they knew I was a novice. Yet I was a novice with all the weight of a people on his shoulders. To others such as Uncle, though I was a man full grown, I was less than that. I was a child.

			For next, the old man said, to my shame, “I knew you, Othrun, when you’d wet your bed, afeared of dragons and monsters in the dark. Should I fear you now?”

			I looked at the other lords. They looked down at the ground. I responded, “You mock me, Uncle, in front of my lords, telling them of my childhood fears?” I defended myself. “Who, as a child, would not believe and fear of a dragon?”

			“You ever seen a dragon?” sneered Old Yedwol.

			“No, Uncle.”

			“That’s because they don’t exist! And what of the boastful symbol of that heathen King, Wely? You ever seen a lion?” That was my uncle. Expert on everything.

			“I’ve seen lions, Lord Prince,” said Glathan. “They roam the wilds of the Southronland. The warriors of the Southronland, the great Bamanthe, hunt them with their spears.”

			“The Black men!” Uncle made the sign of Triangle and Circle, as if to stave off the very thought of Southronlanders. “Savages who eat other men to break their fast. I’d fear them more than lions.”

			Suddenly, I was rueful of the same ideas I’d harboured towards the men of Southronland, whom Glathan had treated with originally to gain me lands. I liked not sharing such beliefs with Uncle. I had my thoughts, to which I was entitled like every man, but one could not argue against whatever Old Yedwol thought without being a fool in his mind. And I hated that he spoke of my fear of fantastical beasts, as I was one loath to admit fear of anything. Yet he was afeared of Black men, and that was no issue? I wanted to embarrass him as he had me.

			“You fear the Black men, Uncle?” I sneered.

			“More than lions, boy. More than Paper Lion there, called Wely.” He flaunted his disobedience of me forbidding him to refer to Wely in that manner. That was my uncle’s way.

			“What about wolves, Uncle?” I inquired, trying to be clever. I referred to Hert.

			“Wolves are real,” said Old Yedwol. “No doubt, as these heathens who know this land have said, wolves roam these mountains.”

			“Well, shall they eat us then?” I asked.

			“Not if we remember to set a guard, of course,” retorted the old man.

			“Of course,” I snapped being upset even more that he’d got the best of me again.

			“Of course. Are you an idiot? Or parrot? Can you only repeat what I have said?”

			“Should the high lord among us be spoken to thusly, Uncle?” I asked, my temper boiling.

			“No. But my brainless nephew should be spoken to in this manner.”

			Things had gotten out of control. That was how it often was with Uncle and me, bickering. I admitted, I preferred the back and forth than the silent scorn of Atalan Ninth and Erthal. It was the best of three horrible relationships I had with the most powerful men in my family. Nonetheless, those exchanges had normally been in private. I could not have such toxicity from my uncle, a subordinate, when I was about to be a king, at least not in front of my men.

			“You are a prince,” I said carefully, “and my elder. For this, I must respect you. But you go too far in your abuse of me.”

			Uncle laughed. “So, I abused a prince, soon to be a king. So what? Did God curse me? Did my tongue turn to stone? Better become used to being abused by men with bigger titles than I, Nephew. There are more than a score kings in these lands, I hear, and none of them your friends.”

			“I made two of them friends today,” I said. “You won’t ruin those friendships with mistrust and insults. I won’t let you. I shall, for those friendships, have a crown.”

			“If they betray you, you’ll have nothing, including your head.”

			“They’ll not betray me,” I said firmly.

			“Well, you’ve betrayed me with that heathen hairstyle,” said Old Yedwol scornfully, pointing to my hair bun. “Is that topknot supposed to be of the heathen fashion? You aspire to look as one of the Sanaavians? They’re the only ones I’ve heard of who wear their hair so. You look like a silly girl. Shame on you. Unbind your hair, let it fall to your shoulders, and look like a proper Atalantean lord of high blood, you vain boy.”

			“Enough!” I shouted, in voice most of the lords there actually trembled. Around me, I felt people on the beach stop in their tracks from their various tasks, turning their eyes to our council. Old Yedwol had found the wrong cord to pull: the cord of my personal vanity. Seething, I got right into Uncle’s face. “I’ll hear no more of this wasteful banter! I’m high lord here! I’ll not be demeaned. You’re my uncle, Lord Prince. But I have rule over our people. I have rule over you. You’re one of my captains. And I’ll have reports of all my captains. Now! So, what’s your report, captain of the Sea Wyrm?”

		

	
		
			
Twenty-Two

			I felt all eyes on Uncle and me, as I stared the old man down, towering over him. Once, when he was not bent with age, we were the same height, but things had changed since then. Many things. He backed away first, and inside, I was relieved the nonsense would be abated for a moment. I stepped back too.

			“Very well,” Uncle said at last, pretending to sound contrite and failing. “You tasked me to assess our fighting capability. We’ve a thousand knights who’re able men. The other eight hundred of our people are ones who are not true warriors, like priests, boys, women, children, and the aged.”

			One thousand men, I thought despondently. That was a paltry portion of what was the armed strength of Atalantyx. And yet, I understood that thousand made a formidable army in Eltnia. All I needed was horses; then no Eltnish foot soldiers could withstand us.

			Uncle had a coughing fit. Everyone waited patiently, no one daring to do otherwise. Then he went on. “Your pardon, my Lords. Regarding the eight hundred, they’re the most valuable. Amongst them masons, smithies, tanners, farmers, and servants. Nurse-wives, wet nurses, surgeons.... They’re all vital, but at the same time, they’re our greatest liability.”

			“Agreed, Uncle,” I said. I would not disagree where he was right, for Uncle knew his trade, and that was generalship. However, I decided, I would stand up to him when he was rude. “We’ll lose knights, guarding the civilians.”

			Uncle nodded. “Every life is valuable, and who can price the loss of an anointed knight, a holy weapon of the Single God? Still, we’ve more men made to defend a kingdom than those made to build it.”

			“A knight is hard to kill and can defend himself,” I said. “But we need to protect the others at all costs. All those others must survive. We need them to erect our castles, to raise our horses, to nurse our sick. We need them to birth our babies, till our fields, and feed our people with their harvest. I don’t compare the worthiness of lives, yet we can afford to lose ten knights more than one smithy or one stone mason.”

			“Better we lose one king than a stone mason for my money,” said Old Yedwol with a snort. “Too many kings running about on this beach. We can afford to lose a few of those. Not enough stone masons.”

			“Lord Prince!” I cried. He could not help himself, my uncle. “We owe these kings our lives!”

			“We don’t owe much then, for we won’t last long out here without proper food, and it doesn’t seem like they’ve provided any extra for us. Thurol will speak more of that.”

			“We have food, don’t we?” I asked. “We shan’t be eating as we did in Atalantyx, Uncle. There’ll be lean times until we reach our new home.”

			Uncle looked at me with barely disguised disgust. “Our new home. Which hovel are you going to build there in this godforsaken place?”

			“Uncle, these lands are beautiful thus far as we have seen!”

			“You should never have brought us here,” lamented Old Yedwol.

			Exasperated, I tried not to look at the faces of my lords. What they thought of that most recent exchange, after I already chastised Uncle once, God only could guess. I was the man who, by chance or providence, had saved them from destruction since they chose to follow me into exile. Otherwise, save for my recent reputation, I paled beside the renown of Uncle. For, despite his virulence, Uncle was a man people believed in and would follow into whatever peril. I needed to keep the old man on task and keep my men from listening to him and losing heart. Or worse, revolting against me, as Uncle kept undermining me. I was not so foolish to think anymore, after what I did to Erthal, that my rule was not without uncertainties. I was not crowned king of anything yet. In the meantime, I wanted to prove myself to my lords, so that any acclamation would be completely uncontested. For the Atalanteans, I had the right to kingship, but I did not want them thinking I was not worthy of what God had given me. All of them, especially Uncle, needed to understand once and for all that I was Lord of the Atalanteans, not Prince Yedwol the Old, son of King Athlyr First.

			“I’ll repeat, I need a report Uncle, not a lecture. Do I have to repeat it a third time?”

			Old Yedwol would not let go. “You may be a king one day, yet I elder. I’ve seen more kingdoms built and lost than—”

			I interrupted him icily: “The one I’ve seen lost is enough for me to ensure we lose not another one. Continue your report for the benefit of all us lords. We must know where we stand. And right now, your standing with me is not as high as it should be.” That was a clear threat. He raised his eyebrows at that. I’d never spoken to him that way in my life. He pursed his lips stubbornly at first.

			Then he said, more meekly, “The Sea Wyrm had a bit of sickness through our ranks while at sea. None perished; most are already recovered.”

			“God is good, Uncle,” I replied evenly.

			“We’ve also increased by one. Sir Kurlan’s wife, Brini, aboard Splasher, gave birth to a healthy girl not two days ago. I neglected to signal you yesterday on that event.”

			“Further blessings, Uncle. God be praised.”

			“God be praised,” came murmurs of agreement from the other lords. The birth of a robust child while on the voyage was considered a favourable sign from God.

			“My report is done, Nephew,” said the old man. He stepped away a bit, leaning on his sword. If only I knew he was finished speaking. He could not silence his old mouth for long. All that going on and bluster, I thought, for so short a telling.

			Thurol, the bravest man I knew, somehow did not like addressing groups of men publicly, but he did his duty. He was succinct, a blessing after my uncle. “From Foam’s Breath, it’s noted that a tenth portion of the dry goods spoilt. Some vermin got in them.” Thurol’s ship was the main vessel for the food supplies of our fleet.

			“Seems like the vermin was not confined to the ship’s larders,” muttered Uncle, loud enough for most to hear. “This beach crawls with them.” Unmercifully, Uncle’s silence never lasted long. I pointedly turned away from Old Yedwol, focused on Thurol.

			“You asked me to make accounting of our total stores, which I’ve done,” Thurol said. “We can carry with us enough provisions for a week, two weeks if we’re very frugal.”

			“There’ll be plentiful game in the mountains to help sustain us,” I said. “Glathan has told me we should be able to find game to hunt.”

			“Wouldn’t that game belong to the enemy, Ina?” asked Old Yedwol, sharply.

			“Well, he’ll have to learn to share,” I said cheerily. That brought chuckles from the other lords.

			“Finally,” said Thurol, “our weapons and mail need additional maintenance from sea-salt, for fear of rust. Otherwise our armament is in fair shape. That’s my report, Brother-in-law.”

			I nodded my appreciation. Thurol quickly faded back into the crowd of lords.

			The younger Yedwol, called the Ready, the other cousin of mine who survived the drowning, stepped forward. Uncle’s heir nodded in acknowledgement to me. I returned it. The Ready’s thin, pinched face, very much like his father’s, was unreadable. He was one to always conform to the graces of the court, and the courtesies of the peerage. Men called him “gallant.” I called him conniving. I liked and trusted him least of all among my lords and captains. When I compared him to someone like Lyayr, born common, at least Lyayr’s ambition was naked, and though loyal, he did not pretend to admire me more than he did. I was Lyayr’s ticket to lordship. He made that plain. He expected reward for great service and protection, and he told me no less. But Lyayr aimed only so far. The Ready on the other hand, if he could, would take my place and be King of Eastrealm. The question was, what he would be willing to do to get that kingship? The Ready was a fine soldier, popular, clever, and just past his prime. He was ripe for the highest leadership. He worried me.

			“Lord Prince,” said the Ready, with a flourish. “My concern was keeping the valuables and necessities of our people, our heritage, and our heirlooms. Everything non-essential has been discarded.” I wondered immediately what the Ready deemed “non-essential,” for like many a lord, he was one to like his comforts. “Five hundred able-bodied men must be spared to carry our chests, two by two, with the chests between each pair, to carry even our reduced belongings.”

			“Five hundred,” I repeated, surprised at the high figure. I’d guessed only half of that. Just prior to our departure from Atalantyx, I asked Glathan to assess how many men would be needed as baggage train when we arrived in Eltnia and had not checked back with him about it. I looked over at him then. Glathan nodded his agreement, indicating that, despite my skepticism, the Ready’s numbers seemed reasonable. I balked at five hundred men being tied up with baggage in their hands for the long journey to Lynchun, but I accepted it could not be helped. I prayed that, if we were attacked en route, we would have advance warning so that my men could simply drop their luggage, draw their weapons, and position themselves. I did not want them tripping over chests in the heat of forming up or during battle.

			“My Lord,” I said the Ready, “I just want to ensure that four hundred and ninety-nine of my men aren’t devoted to only carrying the portraits of your wife’s favourite tenth-degree cousins, and one man left to carry the rest of the luggage.”

			The Ready had the grace to laugh, as did the others. He carried on with his report: “Perhaps if I provide your lordship with the specifics, you’ll feel that the five hundred is more justified. The chests contain all that we could take from our households that will be used to survive in our new realm. Those chests have foodstuffs, clothing, boots, heirlooms, maps, annals, books, spare weapons, tools, pots and dishes, medicines, furniture, blankets, sheets, bedding, and more. As you’re aware, Lord Prince, our chests come with leather straps, to bind them shut. We can use the tent poles from our pavilions to slide through the straps, making them easier to carry by two men apiece. That will account for about two hundred and fifty men, laden with chests.

			“About twenty men to carry the tents themselves on their backs, once the tents have been collapsed and bagged. We can use the poles, from the tents, as I noted, for the carrying of the chests, so we won’t need extra men to bring them. The wine barrels and freshwater barrels we can leave behind once we fill our skins with their contents. Lord Glathan has advised there’s potable water aplenty from streams in the mountains, so we won’t have to take the extra water that especially the horses would need. Still, that will be about twenty men laden with at least four or five skins on their shoulders and backs and belts. We’ll need about twenty men to lead the horses and carry the livestock along. Every knight will, of course, be carrying most of their armaments, except perhaps their spears, because the squires and pages will carry chests too, and be assisting the weak, old, and unsteady. We should have enough squires and knights able to carry the primary spears, and the spear bundles we can perhaps tie to one of the animals’ packs. That’s another thirty or so men required. Then there are the belongings of the nobles and knights. Fine linens, silks, kirtles, gowns, jewels, trinkets, baubles, things of value that we may need perhaps to sell or trade if things go ill for us. Not to mention all the copper, silver, and of course, gold coin. Not as much as we would have liked, yet still, we do have some gold.”

			I knew most of this gold the Ready referred to did not actually belong to me but rather to the Ready’s family. It must have driven Old Yedwol, the Gold Lord, to distraction to have to leave a good portion of his substantial riches behind, but he would have had no time to assemble it all. For I knew, like any savvy lord, he kept the bulk of it buried or distributed in sundry hiding places in Atalantyx. He would never willingly lead Erthal to it, nor would there have been time once Uncle was banished. Erthal would know that not just Uncle but I and all my lords would be smuggling out of Atalantyx as much of our personal caches of gold as we could carry. It would be removed bit by bit, coin by coin almost. A servant here would have some, a mason there would have some, a lady would secret some in her gown. Erthal would not care, and he would not spend the resources to stop us, since that gold would be paltry compared to Atalantyx’s overall wealth—wealth that he would keep as king. As long as we did not take those things that Erthal wanted from Erthal’s realm, even if those things he wanted were less expensive than what we stole, he would not care. It was far more important for Erthal to strip us of our titles and our lands. That was our identity as lords. Gold was vital, but we could gain back money. We could not get back who we were from what Erthal took, in exchange for keeping our lives. To Erthal, that humbling of us, as rebels, was more priceless to him than coin.

			Still, I knew that, for all intents and purposes, by Eltnish standards, if we could protect all the gold we had brought from our island, we were the richest nation in Acremia, by far. Thanks to our conquest of Berefet, we could literally bathe ourselves in, at least, dozens of chests of gold. But more than half of it was directly tied to Uncle. When I was king, I might find myself having to borrow from him, just to keep the finances of my kingdom in good account.

			“Thus,” continued the Ready, “the rest of the men would be tasked with carrying and protecting our valuables. That’s what the other hundred or so remaining would be used for.”

			It was part of the reason I needed a separate council with my lords, to guarantee our treasury would be safeguarded. It was not something that I wished to discuss in front of the other Eltnish lords, about how well-off we Atalanteans still were. For centuries, we were the most prosperous nation on earth, and that would not change, even being reduced so much as we were. Nonetheless, I did not mind if the Carthlugheans and the Lynchunians forgot that for a moment. I did not want to leave any temptation for them, to think that the surfeit monies we carried was worth more than the value of our friendship and give them cause to try and rob us.

			“Very well, Lord Earl,” I said to the Ready. “I’m satisfied of why so many men must tire themselves with burden if we are to bring what we need.”

			“Thank you, Lord Prince,” said the Ready, bowing once more. The Ready got his name because of his preparation and ferocity in battle, as the man everyone said was always ready and able to fight. For me, he was the man always ready and able to ascend. All he needed was the chance, and I aimed not to provide that for him. That did not mean that he was not valuable, just that I could never let him know how valuable he was, lest he puff himself up with any more pride.

			“How’re the livestock?” I asked him next.

			“The pigs are fat and ready,” said the Ready. “The chickens are scrawnier than we’d like, but we’ll eat them all the same.” Men laughed. “The horses have done better than expected at sea. They’ve eaten a good share of our oats, and taken much of our fresh water, yet it has paid off. Your foal, Lord Prince, the one called Fleethoof, grows apace. But we need to get him on land, continue his training. This time at sea, he spoils to stretch his legs.”

			I was permitted to select, by Erthal, a fine foal, a spirited destrier, for my personal mount to take with me from Atalantyx. I was surprised the king allowed it, but he had. Meanwhile, my last main horse, Lightning-Mane, a steady courser in his prime with a lightning-streak-like birthmark on his neck, was coveted by Erthal, and was taken from me along with my lands and inheritance. Perhaps my one-time-brother thought he insulted me by giving me the lesser horse. But Fleethoof, my grooms assured me, promised to be a far better war-charger than Lightning-Mane, perhaps one of the great ones, if he could remain healthy and be trained by the right hands.

			“Three foals, and five mares, two studs,” said the Ready of our horses. “But we should try not to spoil them by making pack-horses of them. Yet we need beasts of burden. Our belongings are many. If we’d more horses, Lord Prince….” The Ready trailed off, then shrugged.

			“But we have what we have,” I said. “So, we’ll need to spare men we cannot afford to carry our belongings.” I could tell the Ready wished to say more. Unlike his father, the Ready was a careful man with his speech. I raised an eyebrow quizzically, inviting him to elaborate. The Ready looked at Glathan.

			Glathan interjected. “King Hert and King Wely, they have horses, Lord Prince.”

			I could not believe my ears. “Those are the kings’ mounts.” Coming from Glathan, who of all the Atalanteans by far knew the most of Eltnish customs, I was taken aback by such a suggestion. I could not believe my cousin proposed that such a symbol of power and distinction among the Eltnish royalty be sacrificed for our needs. Had the Ready and Glathan spoken about this before and come up with this plan? Surely Glathan would shy from offending our allies.

			Uthlen said, “Apparently, in times of need, it’s not uncommon for Eltnish Kings to surrender their steeds to common men. Those who are wounded, for example.” It seemed even the babe sided with Glathan and the Ready. Uthlen might not speak Eltnish, but he seemed to know almost everything else about the natives to that part of Acremia.

			“You’d have me ask the proudest king in all of Eltnia, my benefactor, and the new king whose father I just killed, who somehow I’ve managed to make alliance with, to give their horses to me to use for pack steeds?” I asked, beginning to laugh at the audacity of it. Then I stopped. The lords kept their peace, standing expectantly. I laughed more. “Very well then, my Lords, I’ll ask them. I asked them for a kingdom, and they gave it. Why then should they reserve but two horses from me? I’ll walk as well, beside the kings, on our travels, should they surrender their mounts to me. I’ll not suffer to ride if they don’t. So, all our own horses save the foals can be used for packing.” Anything to help me get my people to my kingdom, and secure it, I would do. “Anything else, Lord Earl?”

			“No, Lord Prince,” said the Ready, bowing and retreating. I wondered if the request of Wely and Hert had been his idea or Glathan’s. I was inclined to think it was the Ready’s plan. If so, clever man. He had Glathan and Uthlen do his work for him, and still finished the mission which I assigned him. I admired him, and still disliked him.

			Lyayr came to the front of the assembly. Whilst Thurol was short and wiry, Uthlen tall and stringy, Lyayr was built like Glathan, not as tall, but even more powerful and broad-chested, almost as well-built as Hert. Thurol could be gruff, the Ready more a flatterer, but Lyayr was something else entirely. He was an opportunist. He was blunt and not well liked. He had few friends. But he was in many ways the most trustworthy of all the Atalanteans on the beach save Glathan, Thurol, and Uthlen. Lyayr wanted lands and lordship, and he wanted honour for his house. He hated flatterers and panderers, politicians, and officious people. He felt special dislike for Yedwol the Ready, and no great love for Glathan either, as he found the Ready slimy and Glathan too bureaucratic. He pitied Uthlen more than anything, since Lyayr had little use for those who were not handy in a fight.

			He admired Thurol and would have courted mentorship from him, but Thurol was too much like Lyayr himself. Thurol just spoiled for fighting, did not want pleasers around him, and had no time for court intrigue. I did not want to admit it, because I loved my brother-in-law, but Lyayr was far smarter than Thurol, though Lyayr, awesome fighter though he was, was not in Thurol’s class. Lyayr, save for his birth, would go further than my wife’s brother if given the chance. He knew what he wanted. He knew how high was high enough for him, and how high was above his capabilities. He would earn what he got. He would be satisfied once he got there. But he was not willing to get there by cowing to the likes of the Yedwols of the world. He would get there by killing my enemies, and he would do it well. He was an asset, if I kept him well paid, with promise of greater rewards.

			Lyayr was dark-haired, with protruding ears fuzzy with hair inside. He was old, past forty, ugly, and scarred in his pale face, with a beaked nose, broken many times. He looked like the killer he was. He never fought with a great-sword. He never carried one on his back, as many knights did. He never carried bow and arrow and was a terrible shot. But he was deadly with his two-bladed approach to battle, which was to fight without a shield, and instead wield his long-sword, Bleeder, and his dagger, Poker, together in simultaneous defence and attack. I never heard of anyone else fight like that, without a shield or spear in the thick of the press. I never saw that, of course, until Berefet, my first battle.

			When we’d stormed Berefet, and the enemy managed to ram and board our ships, the first Berefetish man that leapt aboard got gutted, throat-cut, and beheaded by Lyayr. Then he killed the second man, then the third, and all those men had both spear and shield. Lyayr attacked those men from so many angles it was dizzying. He simply overpowered and overwhelmed them, while they worried of defending themselves. I was so entranced watching him kill those men, I almost got myself killed before we got off the ship, in the amazement of my first campaign, and did not notice when a man got by Lyayr and the rest of my guard to me. Fortunately, another of my men saw that one who slipped past, and slid their sword into his belly before I could be skewered.

			Apparently Lyayr beat his first wife, and she bravely beat him back, but he was a doting father. Tragically, his wife died of fever, and his only child, a daughter, was taken the same way. They both died while he was on campaign in Berefet. He had been the third-in-command of my guard then, a renowned knight and tough veteran serjeant, who ascended to full command when both my former captain and his lieutenant perished in the same offensive. After he returned to Atalantyx, and buried his family, he did not remarry. He concentrated on rising to lord and landowner. He had not attained that rank in the years that followed. Ironically, the drowning of Atalantyx, and following me as his liege-lord to Eltnia, provided him the best chance to achieve what he sought. At a minimum, he would become Lord Captain of my royal bodyguard. This would automatically make him an earl, thus finally becoming a nobleman, with a seat on my High Council and a generous parcel of earth given to him in retirement. If he lived that long. The lifespan of such men was not good, and Lyayr had already lived longer than most in his profession. Lyayr’s job was to die, if needed, so that I might live. Keeping both me, and himself, alive in Eltnia might prove challenging.

			“Lord Prince,” said Lyayr, “the security of the camp is now determined. All approaches to this beach will be guarded from dusk until the dawn arises. In particular, the approach from the hills, and on the other side, the water will be watched closely. We’re at a disadvantage on the low ground, but it would take some time for an army to get down those hills at us. We shall have to be very wary of any corsairs that might be roaming out there. If they are passing by this coast, seeing our sailing galleys anchored might be too much for a daring pirate fleet to resist attacking our encampment to try to take the ships.”

			“Then we need to finally address this last main dilemma of the ships,” I said. “Our ships can’t be brought with us to our new home. If they could, we’d be sailing them there as we speak, instead of us languishing here on this beach.”

			“Then, Lord Prince,” said Lyayr, “as you said, we must dispose of them. We can’t give an enemy a fleet such as ours to use for their gain, and just the very sight of the ships makes us more likely to draw an attack from the sea.”

			I knew this would cause hue from Old Yedwol again, but I said, “We burn them. Make the preparations.”

			“You’re mad, boy!” finally came the outcry from my uncle I knew would come. “How do we get back if we do that?” Then his face changed, as he realized what he’d said.

			“Go back where, Uncle?” I pointed out matter-of-factly. “There is nothing to go back to.” There was quiet for a moment. To my surprise, Old Yedwol looked close to tears. “None of us wish to accept what’s happened, Uncle,” I went on, not unkindly. “Yet it has. We must let the ships go. We must let any dreams of going anywhere but Eltnia die. Those dreams are dead, but we live, and we’ll thrive here in these lands.”

			Old Yedwol was not ready to give up. “What if this land promised isn’t suitable. What if—?”

			“Uncle—”

			“What if these heathens betray us?” whispered Uncle in the High Atramlandish.

			I was resolute. “We burn the ships,” I said to Lyayr. “Take everything of value men can reasonably carry from them. As a courtesy, I’ll offer the kings anything we have that we will be discarding, if they might be able to use it as well, assuming their men can carry it without encumbering them.”

			“We’ll have no fleet!” stormed Uncle. “Ever through the centuries was our fleet the true might of Atalantyx! We’ll have no fleet!”

			“We’ve no place to put a fleet, Uncle,” I said, my patience ebbing.

			“What of the rivers?” asked the old prince pleadingly, looking around at the other lords for support. “Are there no rivers deep enough where we’ll make our kingdom?” Wely had already explained that there were not, but Old Yedwol had either not heard it or chose not to believe it.

			“A good thought, but too shallow, Lord Prince,” said Glathan indulgently. “Not wide nor deep enough for ships. No way inland from the sea. The rivers flow eastward, from the Golden Valley back out here. Even if the rivers were deeper, we’d have to fight the current all the way. Likely most ships would break in the water on the rocks, be trapped, wedged so they couldn’t go forward, or run aground. It would be ruin any way we tried.”

			Uncle sank, not sulking, but looking tired and defeated. Glathan was the best mariner amongst us. Old Yedwol knew it. If Glathan said there was no way to get the ships to Golden Valley, everyone believed him. I waited for Old Yedwol to say more, but he did not. I was pleased with myself that I’d managed to keep my temper with Uncle until he came to the truth. “It’s decided,” I said. “We burn them. Sir Lyayr, make it so.”

			“As you command, Sire, it shall be done,” said Lyayr.

			The problem of the ships was settled, and Uncle quieted. I turned to Uthlen. “We should speak of accommodations for the night, Cousin. Have the arrangements I’ve asked for been made?”

			“Yes, Cousin,” said Uthlen. “We’ve brought eighteen pavilions, and they’re being raised as we speak.”

			“Put the young, women, frail, and sick inside first,” I commanded. “Whether they are noble or common, it does not matter. Those infirm or weak share tents so they can be tended to together by the nurse-wives. Make sure they have enough blankets. I’m told night sets in quickly here near the water, and the nights will be much colder than the days. Then we house the rest of the highborn lords. How many shall we need for those more fragile?”

			“Two should suffice for that, Sire.”

			“That leaves sixteen,” I said. “The high lords will have their own tents. That is, one tent shall be for the princess and me. One for King Wely, one for King Hert, one for Prince Eld, and one for Prince Yedwol. From there, that leaves us eleven tents. In different times, every one of my earls would each have a tent to themselves and their families. But I cannot let the Eltnish nobles sleep outside while my lords repose in comfort. I must show magnanimity and inclusion at every turn. So, the nobles of Atalantyx, Lynchun, and Carthlughe, and my senior knights that are ship commanders, will have to share tents. The rest of our people shall bed on the beach in whatever blankets can be found, as will Wely and Hert’s men. We’ll have one night of relative comfort at least. So, Lord Uthlen, I’m sure you can do this now in your head: Pair off our men accordingly, and show me that everyone is accounted for. The tents are most comfortable, for lords and that high status, when they are only three inside, though twenty or more can be housed. Remember, no Eltnish lord can be left out. I presume you know how many earls both Wely and Hert have?”

			“I do, Lord Prince,” Uthlen assured me. “Sixteen is the perfect number, for we have eight earls, and eight knight commanders. King Wely has two earls, and King Hert has three, so it will fit nicely. Earl Yedwol, his countess, and the young Bard will have a tent. Earl Glathan with his countess, and Earl Thurol can share. I will share with Earl Apolt. Our Earl Wirlun and his countess can share with Earl Centi of Lynchun. Our Earl Tytel and his countess can share with Earl Arom of Carthlughe. Earl Claf of Lynchun can share with Sir Pertid and Sir Ornest of Atalantyx. Earl Arnlyr and his countess, and Earl Ladac of Carthlughe can share.

			“Earl Colyd of Carthlughe will share with Sir Malean, and his wife and two sons. Our Sir Cantic, Sir Fuerun, and Sir Fuerun’s wife will share. Finally, Our Sir Scolan, Sir Scolan’s wife, and Sir Cheal will have a tent, and the widower Sir Heltan and his four daughters will share the last tent. I have tried to pair the Eltnish with lords with whom I know some rapport is already established.”

			Of course, my amicable, chatty, gossipy cousin, who was also quite observant, knew who liked who already amongst the alliance lords and captains. And with his skills in logic and mathematics, he easily computed who could share with whom, strategically.

			My one issue was that perhaps his strategy of who would be in what tent was not altogether altruistic. For the very handsome Apolt, a fierce knight, was someone who, like Uthlen, was unmarried. Additionally, rumours continued to circulate that this was because Apolt’s inclinations did not lean towards wooing ladies, but rather seducing men. Uthlen conveniently placed himself in a tent with the other lord. Disdainfully, I wondered if now Uthlen planned to share more that evening with Apolt than a pavilion, but I left it alone.

			For though he would, like Glathan, be a prince in my kingdom, Uthlen had effectively auditioned for the exalted position of Steward of the Realm with his easy allocation of the tents. My steward would effectively run the king’s household, in concert with and assisting my queen. I could think of no better man for the job than my younger cousin.

			“Very well, Cousin, proceed with that plan,” I said.

			“Yes, Lord Prince,” said Uthlen. “So, you’ve said, it’ll be done.”

			“If there’s nothing else, my Lords, go and eat!” I concluded. I was famished. I felt faint. I had not eaten since before we landed, and long before the fight with Hor. “Take care of your women, children, and households. Be wary, be vigilant. Sir Lyayr has ensured the watch is set properly, east, west, north, and south, but remember we are in enemy lands. Have your swords ready! And be glad! Praise the Single God we live. Now go! I’m hungry. I must eat.”

		

	
		
			
Twenty-Three

			I called my pages to get my nuncheon ready.

			By that time, all eighteen pavilions were almost in place, anchored on the west side of the beach, closest to the mountains. My tent was erected first, and by far it was the largest of the pavilions, though I ensured the ones the two kings received were only marginally smaller that they would not notice. I craved the bigger space, though my station was by protocol below theirs. Besides, I required room for my bed, with posterns, feathers, and pillows to be assembled therein. All my armour and armaments necessitated the additional room of the larger tent. My new overlords needed no such area. They would be in squandered luxury with all the empty space they had to enjoy. They would be awestruck by the opulence of the tents, and that was all that mattered.

			One thing the two kings had at their quarters that I lacked was insignia. To my shame, Hert and Wely placed their banners atop their tents. I had no banner to place, though I was the one who provided them with the tents, which I found to be a travesty. I commanded my pages find a plain piece of purple cloth, and to have the cloth cut in shape of a standard. I let that fly as my temporary sigil. One of Aliaz’s handmaidens, Aberat, was a gifted seamstress. She made quick work of my improvised flag. At least the edges were straight, and the corners were squared. But it was such a lame excuse for a standard, compared to the proud lion and the fearsome wolf, that I itched to take it down, and almost ordered it to be removed as fast as it was put up. In the end, I left it, but was far from pleased.

			While two of my young attendants waited on me, I sat outside my tent, on a simple low stool, with a small table provided with the stool for my board. The fare was mediocre: wine, cheese, some dried goat meat, and wizened grapes from Proud-Stern’s stores. At least the wine was some of the best, for it was some of the last of the Dyntyx summer brand. I thought sadly, as I dined, that whatever what was left in the two kegs I’d watched four knights roll up the beach would be the end of that Dyntyx stock for eternity.

			Aliaz and Holita, who used to be her handmaiden and was still her closest friend, were quite busy inside the tent, as my third page, along with two of Glathan’s, moved our belongings to the exact liking of my wife. Though we would be there but one night, that would not stand in the way of Aliaz being organized. The poor pages would have to practically unpack everything we owned only to repack the next day. Then they would have to repeat the endeavour in Glathan and Holita’s tent. I took another draught, toasting their perseverance. “Consider yourselves lucky, lads,” I winked at my two servants. “You drew the easy duty out of all of your comrades.”

			Uthlen walked with four knights of his household and another five Eltnish warriors, one I knew to be one of Wely’s Earls, named Claf. All ten paced back and forth, chatting expressively, hands waving, pointing sometimes to the sky, sometimes to ground, and then to the water. I asked one of my boys if they knew what Earl Uthlen was about.

			“He and the foreigners determine the sea’s tides, Lord Prince,” one of them answered. “They’re marking how high up the beach the water will come. We must all camp up the beach high enough to keep our lodgings from being carried away by the sea.”

			I was impressed with the early collaboration, in the best interest of the alliance. Of course, Uthlen got along with everyone. He was non-threatening, kind, and brilliant. He was the perfect ambassador to keep relations light between us Atalanteans and the Eltnish.

			I was not as impressed with my main page. I frowned at his terminology. We Atalanteans, after all, had become the foreigners. I knew how the page felt, nonetheless, I scolded him not to refer to the Eltnish as such, at least in their presence. That would not do. He took the chastisement sulkily and dared not say a word. I tried to remember whose son that page was. It was hard to keep track of them all.

			Then it came to me. The little snit was some near relative of the Ready’s wife, Samata. Samata was as ripe a snob as there was, far more so than I. I recalled her prissy complaints as we loaded the ships a day early to leave Atalantyx, by my order, as directed by the Anchali. She droned on about being rushed, and about our destination of Acremia. She wailed she would be reduced to consorting with heathens the like of “Evil Empress Empty-Head,” as she mockingly referred to Erthal’s wife. Hah! Erthal would have taken pleasure in flaying her alive to hear her insult his Dira that way, then still banish her with the rest of us. Perhaps like disdained like, for I found Samata and Dira similar. Samata was a pretty, vain, superfluous thing that captured the Ready more for her looks and no doubt what lay between her legs than any intellect. Just like the woman she complained about.

			Life was strange. I was reminded the Ready was once promised to Erthal’s mother, Olana, whom he loved. For all Samata’s being a wench, at least she stood up to the rigours of childbearing and lived beyond giving the Ready a strong son. Thus, in the end, the Ready got the better deal than Atalan Ninth with Olana, even though Olana was said to be a sweet woman, but not nearly as attractive as Samata. At least the Ready did not have to bury the love of his life, like my one-time father.

			The beach was full of activity, but I was drawn to the guarded mound where Hor lay. His son, the new king, now stood there, pensive, not twenty yards from the mound. He stood downwind from the small flames that burned through the giant’s body. I pondered that such a big man as Hor would take a long time to burn, even maybe the rest of the day and night. Hert’s back was to his slain father, and those who watched over the Horrific’s body, as the king gazed out at the sea. Four of Hert’s bodyguard were between Hert and the mound. Those men eyed closely their companions who kept the fallen giant’s corpse.

			With some worry, I gleaned not all Carthlugheans may have been as pleased as I thought with the regime change that I pushed upon them by way of Sure-Steel’s edge. The group of men overseeing Hor were likely chosen since they were advocates of the Horrific, men loyal to him. I hoped they were a minority. I wondered how many more of those loyalists there were, and how split the Carthlughean warriors were in terms of parties for or against Hert. Our alliance’s cause would not be helped by infighting amongst Hert’s ranks.

			Unlike Hor’s backers, I was all for the new king. Killing someone’s father was an odd way to establish rapport. Yet, Hert and I seemed to have formed a bond. That bond would be tested further with what I was about to ask of him. I had one of my boys clear away the remnants of nuncheon and told him to fetch Sure-Steel. When he returned, I gave him Biter and Cutter for safekeeping, and had my lad strap Sure-Steel on my back. Why I exchanged weapons I could not say. There was no need for my great-sword, other than I liked to keep Sure-Steel near me. Its weight behind me made me feel invincible. I summoned courage, rose stiffly because of my minor wounds, and went over to Hert.

			The honour guard of Hor glared at me, while the King of Carthlughe bowed his head politely at my arrival. He gestured towards the buoyant Atalantean fleet. That was what he stared at. “It seems you bring miracles to life, Silver King,” said Hert. “I’ve always wanted to see the Water Goddess’s work again, which I have not seen for many years. Once, as a child, I was on royal progress here in this kingdom with Father, to better relations with the Nyrimians and make closer acquaintance of our estranged relatives. I journeyed to the Eagle’s Mount, the hilltop fortress of Ina. For the first time, I beheld the great water. From there I could see, down here, this very beach, and the great ocean. I was astounded. It was so vast, with no ending. And yet, somewhere from over that ocean, in these ships bigger than anything I could imagine in this world, you travelled to us.”

			“Ever did my homeland have great navies, Lord King,” I said. “For nigh a half a thousand years no other fleet could stand against us. Now, these are the last of our ships. And I must destroy them. It’s bitter to me, but it must be done.”

			“A king tastes bitter fruit so subjects can enjoy the sweet ones,” said Hert philosophically. “Grandfather told me that. Hard choices will harden you into an even better king, as I learn quickly.”

			“Perhaps, Sire,” I said. “But though I fool myself that I’m harder, I don’t wish to be all steel. That was … my father and my brother. I’m not them.”

			“Nor do I wish to be Father, the harshest killer in these lands,” said Hert. “The Horrific was all killing and no kindness. We can be the kings we want to be, Silver King, you and I.”

			“Yes,” I smiled in agreement. “We can combine a little velvet with the steel.”

			Thankfully, Hert’s next subject was one that reminded me that he was beholden to me for the extravagance of his lodging. “The tent you’ve provided for my comfort. No greater tent I’ve ever seen. I feel ashamed to be housed there. I feel I should be sharing it with my entire kingdom, it’s so grand.”

			“There’re greater still in Atalantyx. Or there were. It’s befitting your station, Lord King. Take it. Enjoy.” I sounded magnanimous, but Hert was about to discover the generosity was not free.

			“Thank you.”

			“You’re most welcome, Lord King.” I got my nerve up to pose the question. “I have a boon to beg in turn.”

			“Name it.”

			“Your horse.” I held my breath and waited for the king’s anger.

			Hert was bewildered. “My horse? What’ll you do with him?”

			“He can carry some of our belongings. I know this is much to ask—”

			Hert laughed, eyes sparkling. “No, Lord Prince, truly, it’s not. I hate to ride. Nor am I good at it. I’d rather feel both feet touching the Earth Goddess’ creation. Have my horse; you’re welcome to him. Labala is the name of Father’s horse, who now I suppose is mine. It means “monster” in Eltnish, as you know since you speak the Eltnish as one of us. As you can see, he is a monster, built to hold Father. He’s slow, but he’s strong, and of surprisingly good temper, not mean like his former master. He’ll bear your loads well.”

			“I’m grateful, Lord King.”

			“Better you ride it ere my men get too hungry for our favourite meal.”

			“What?” I was stunned. “You eat horses?”

			Hert licked his lips. “Horses? Of course, we eat them! As often as we can. We’re not so rich of food we can’t use every beast we can to sustain our people. Horse meat is a delicacy in Eltnia.”

			I found the idea repugnant. “I see. They’re few of them in these lands? That it’s such a delicacy?”

			“Nay, they’re plentiful in the middle lands of Eltnia. They’re sparse in the north, and fewer south. The Golden Valley, where your kingdom shall be, is teeming with horses.”

			I perked up. Teeming? “What’s done with all those horses, Lord King? They’re all eaten?”

			“You’d have to ask Wely. But if your people wish horses, you’ll have more than you could ever desire. Wely sells many of his horses to Sanaavia. Or so I’m informed,” Hert amended. No doubt, it was from court spies that Hert learned of how Wely plied his horse trade, not from the Lynchun king himself. “He turns a tidy profit for them. Some he saves for his stables become royal mounts. Some end up as the main course at many a feast.”

			“So,” I murmured. “There are many horses in this land.”

			“This pleases you, Silver King?”

			“It does, Lord King,” I admitted.

			Hert probed, “And, Wely, knowing it would please you, didn’t tell you the Golden Valley was abundant with horses?”

			“I’m sure he would in time,” I said smoothly, not wishing to snipe at Wely. “He may not have thought it would be important to me. Or perhaps King Wely already told Glathan. Glathan arranged my clientship. Perhaps Glathan has forgotten to tell me in all the excitement.”

			“Of course.” By his tone, I knew Hert was not persuaded. Clearly, some trust with Wely needed repair. “Well, you’ll have horses. You already have men, a thousand strong.” He read my thoughts. He sounded worried of the prospect of having a vassal that might have a considerable army that could be turned against him. I could not fault him. Any good general would be concerned, and though he was young, I could see that Hert was observant and would be a good commander. “And your men all have great-sword, arming sword, shield, axe, bow, and spear. And they all ride horses, I have heard. If they’re half the warriors you are, few armies in these lands shall match you. That’s an army to be reckoned with. I’ll be glad, as I’ve said, to have you as friend, not foe.”

			“I’m glad of it too, Lord King,” I said truly, liking Hert more and more. This was a king who did not fear to speak his mind when needed, and he seemed not to let hubris get in the way of honesty.

			“Your sword. The swords of your men. Atalantean steel?”

			“Yes.”

			“In Eltnia, my kingdom has the best smithies south of the Scanna. Traders from all over Acremia come to seek our blades. Lynchun has great reserves of ore and metal, yet they have not the skill to spin it into the weapons we do in northernmost Eltnia. The forges of Sanaavia, the true north of all Acremia, are even more renowned. Grandfather used to tell me, ‘Carthlughean steel is good, Sanaavian steel is better, but Atalantean steel is the best.’ Yet, of course, Atalantyx was almost a fable, in many ways, to us in Eltnia. Atalantyx was a vision, put far beyond the reach of Eltnish by the Water Goddess. A place where summer reigned eternal, and towers of stone taller than mountains rose above the plains. Where woman more beautiful than ever seen wore gowns of silk and satin in the streets, and tall men were warriors few could contest. Where steel was so sturdy it shattered the blades of common men.”

			“Though it sounds boastful, Atalantyx is … was … as you imagine. It was a wonder of the ages. And so was its steel.”

			“We Carthlugheans could only dream to have Atalantean steel in our scabbards,” said Hert wistfully, his implication clear that he desired his warriors to one day be equipped with those weapons.

			“One day, you will, Lord King,” I promised him, and I meant to keep that promise. Oddly, I was not thinking of a time I might need to turn against Hert. I was thinking of a glorious time when he and I would march together to war, and draw our blades, and charge at the enemy. “We’re allies. My people will teach your crafty smiths how to make Atalantean swords.”

			Hert eyed the scabbard at my back, the hilt of Sure-Steel poking above my shoulder. Not covetously, but curiously. Nonetheless, I had to stop myself, jealously, from reaching back and placing my hand on my sword. I learned that I did not like anyone looking at Sure-Steel too long, nor holding it. I had no issue getting Hert an Atalantean steel sword of his own, but I wanted him to keep his eyes off mine. “That’s no ordinary sword you wield, Silver King,” said Hert. “My eyes tell me so. It is Atalantean made, but even among those swords it is special, is it not?”

			“It is, Lord King,” I said simply, not giving any more.

			“But no blade,” Hert said, “no matter how famous, will gain a reputation without a great wielder. You’re extremely skilled in the blade craft, and quick as lightning. It was no easy feat to best Father. More than all the men you have assembled here, Father’s put in the cold ground over his time. His brands covered his whole body. He could have no more save they covered his face. If you asked me, were he my enemy, would I face a man with the reputation of Father, who was called the Horrific, and hope to win, I would have said no.”

			“Truth told, Lord King, I’d have said no too.” It would always be awkward to speak of my killing of Hor to his son, but it seemed to get less awkward as time passed and I spoke more to Hert.

			“I would rather face Nightsoul himself.”

			“Nightsoul? Who’s that? An Eltnish God?”

			There was urgency in Hert’s voice: “Daman Nightsoul of Borenia. Ruler of that mountain realm, which lies west of Badonia. Badonia, in turn, is immediately west of where the Golden Valley lies.”

			“Nightsoul is no God then. He’s mortal. And his kingdom lies near Golden Valley?”

			“Yes, Silver King. Your new kingdom will lie in the shadow of Nightsoul. Yet, Nightsoul keeps to the Borenian mountain holds, and secret caves. Deep in the shadows. Nightsoul would only emerge if challenged. If someone now would be foolish enough to challenge the ruler of Borenia.”

			“When last has he emerged?”

			Hert played looking hesitant. “Perhaps we shouldn’t speak of Nightsoul.”

			I rolled my eyes at the fake-coyness. “You don’t look like you regret speaking of him to me, Lord King. You felt that you needed to tell me; that’s plain. What’s also plain, I’ve known you but a short time but know you to be a brave man. But you’re afraid of this Nightsoul. Why?”

			Hert’s eyes did not meet mine. “It’s evil to even mention Nightsoul.”

			“So, he’s evil?”

			“The name implies so, that the ruler of Borenia is made from the stuff of nightmares. Men feared Father in the flesh. They’re terrified of Nightsoul’s very name. Little is known of the sovereign of Borenia. Yet what’s known strikes fear into the hearts of even the bravest men.”

			“Including you?”

			“I don’t boast I’m braver than the next man. I fear Nightsoul, Lord Prince. I’m not ashamed of that. If you’re wise, you should fear Nightsoul too.”

			“When has he last emerged?” I was more fascinated than fearful.

			“On a dark day. A day where rivers bled red with blood, ten years ago, when I was still a boy. There was a king, named Gaim, King of Olicia. Olicia lay at the edge of the Gothwolds, close to the land of Brotan. Though Olicia was a tiny kingdom, Gaim was a feared warlord. His armies were so fierce that kings ran from them, and even the Sanaavians, who love and master war, avoided facing him. But all lords in Eltnia knew not to tangle with Nightsoul, save Gaim. Gaim thought himself stronger than Nightsoul. He looked in contempt upon the magic of Barbis, Nightsoul’s wife, though Barbis was said be one of the greatest of all mages. And so, though he had riches plenty in his kingdom, Gaim elected, on a whim it seemed, to attack Nightsoul. Perhaps Gaim did it for reputation. No one knows what prompted him, but it was unprovoked. Gaim marched his forces through Badonia without leave of its king, Irli, through the pass at Widow’s Heights and into the Dead Valley. Irli was not a strong king, but he was a kind man and wise. When he saw Gaim’s men traipsing through his lands en route to the mountains, he knew where they were going, it’s said, because he knew of Gaim’s avarice. It’s said that King Irli knew he could do little to stop the King of Olicia, for Irli’s army was meagre. Besides, Irli was not one to interfere in the affairs of a man such as Gaim, lest what few men Irli had be endangered should Gaim decide to fight him as well. Gaim was unpredictable. But Irli knew Nightsoul was much more of an unknown and far more dangerous than Gaim. So, the pious Irli stayed in his fortress and said a prayer to the Water Goddess for Gaim and his men. It is said Gaim thought he knew the location of Nightsoul’s hidden lair, so he passed through Badonia, crossed the Brotan River, and vanished into the darkness of the Guardian Mountains.”

			Hert paused. My heart began to beat faster with his telling. Hert had me spellbound with the weaving of his tale. “What happened?” I demanded to know.

			“A fortnight passed. No one in Olicia heard from Gaim. Then another went by. Then almost another. Gaim’s son, Gont, sent stealthy scouts into Borenia, but none returned. Finally, nearly three months since King Gaim left, in dead of night, a lone rider appeared in Olicia, outside the royal fortress. How this rider eluded sentinels and guards on both Olicia’s border and outside the fortress, no one could decipher. Prince Gont came to the rampart and found the rider, dressed all in black, at his gates, but even with torchlights, no one could see the rider’s hooded face. The rider was slight of stature and had the high voice of a woman. She said she was Barbis, Queen of Borenia. When men heard this, even some of the stoutest warriors, it is said, signed themselves, and hid behind the walls. The rider called Gont by name and asked if Gont was willing to pay for his father’s crimes, the invasion of Borenia. The rider said that, if Gont surrendered himself, she would kill Gont yet spare the people of Olicia. Gont laughed, for he was as boastful as his father, though it is said that he felt wonder and fear of the rider and was in awe of how she came to safely pose this challenge to him and demand his life at his very gates. Gont refused, and sent his warriors to kill the rider, but the rider swiftly rode off and disappeared.

			“In the morning, when light broke, Gont was awakened to the hue and cries of men. He went out to the ramparts once more, and saw the field littered with thousands of pieces of bodies. Eyes, arms, legs, heads. Guts. All arranged in a circle. They were pieces of the bodies of the army of Olicia that Gaim had taken south. In the centre of the circle was the head of Gaim. The eyes had been plucked out, the teeth and tongue pulled out. No one could understand how all the dismembered parts were brought during the night undetected. It would have taken hundreds of men to cart them all, and days to arrange them in such a pattern. There was no sign of any great disturbance, nor footprints around the area where the body parts were found.”

			My blood curdled. I made the sign of the Triangle and Circle.

			“In the midst of the discovery of this horror, a rider all in white appeared, this time on a hill,” Hert went on. “This hill was near to the fortress, and it was a different rider from the first one. This rider seemed to be a tall man. The rider called down from the hill and said that, since Gont refused Barbis’ offer, Gont would be the last King of Olicia, and the Fire Goddess would cleanse Eltnia of the Olicians. Then the rider claimed to be Daman, called the Nightsoul, ruler of Borenia, and said that the Fire Goddess claimed the lives of the Olicians, and that they would be drowning in their own blood come the morrow. Then Nightsoul disappeared. The Olicians went mad with fear.

			“Villagers and people from the country heard of the massacre of Gaim and his men, and they sought refuge at the fortress, yet Gont, turned craven, let no one in, and barricaded himself inside, cowardly leaving his people to die. The common folk of Olicia resigned themselves to their fate, and awaited to be destroyed by Borenian phantom soldiers, who the Olicians believed stalked the night with fiery red eyes and fangs like wolves, and ripped people to shreds.

			“That attack on the commoners of Olicia never came. Night passed, and the people camped outside the fortress awoke. To their shock, all the body parts had disappeared. The gates to the fortress were wide open. When the people went inside the fortress, those same body parts were hanging from all the walls, decorating the place. Inside, all inhabitants of the fortress lay dead. All the nobility, warriors, their families. Women, children, men, all slaughtered. They were skinned alive. Their skins spread into a sort of carpet leading to the king’s chamber. In that chamber was found Gont. He hung from the rafters, naked. All his entrails, his heart, his liver, every organ, was ripped out. In his blood, on the walls, was written the single word ‘Nightsoul.’”

			Hert spoke as if his fantastic tale was fact. 

			“Lord King, forgive me, but this sounds as a fable,” I said, though I could not help but feel shaken, trying to brush the story off as nonsense. “Nothing more than a tale made to frighten children. Do you really believe this true?”

			Hert was not finished. His eyes veiled as he looked at me. “Refugees from Olicia fled to Frynia and Frawon. To Arn and Lynchun. To Carthlughe. The land emptied out. No Olician would remain in that land after that day. It became fallow, and then eventually Frynia took over the land, burned the fortress, and today Olicia is all Frynian. Many Olicians I know, Silver King. Those left are older now. Some have passed. And yet, they all tell the same tale. Tibi, a man of my father’s guard, was of Olicia. He was younger when he came to Wolflodge. For years he couldn’t speak of his home. Yet, after he served Father for many years, and became old, he finally repeated the tale of the terrors he saw, all that time ago in the defunct land of Olicia. Tibi was one of Father’s best men. He was no madman, and never told a falsehood. His honesty was legendary. I’d seldom met a stouter warrior. I was still a child then, but I still remember the look on his face as he told Father, who’d asked him if the stories were true. He told Father that tale I just told you. And when Tibi finished telling his tale, he fell dead on his face in our hall. Many people there said he died of the fright of reliving the horror. Yet others also said it was the curse of Nightsoul and Barbis, and of the Fire Goddess, their patron, for Tibi speaking too openly of their work.”

			My repugnance, concern, and curiosity were high. “If this Nightsoul lives near where my new kingdom will be, I must know more of him. What else do you know of this Daman, Lord King?”

			“Too much. More than I wish.”

			“How so?”

			“You’ve heard of Ina. Nightsoul is wedded to Barbis, daughter of Ina, king of these very lands we stand in. Barbis’ sister, Queen Als, was the woman who bore my father. Als was as wicked as Barbis. While Grandfather was a good man, he married an evil mage. Men said Father’s wickedness came from Queen Als. Like Als, Barbis, and Daman are all full of magic, malcontent, and malice. But Daman and Barbis are worse than Als. Never has there been so wicked a pairing of monarchs in these realms. They seldom trouble other kingdoms and remain reclusive. Yet every few years, they come out, and woe to Eltnia when they do. For some kingdom is always destroyed with their appearance. Don’t let it be yours, Lord Prince.”

			My bones chilled.

			“Never confront Nightsoul, Silver King,” Hert’s voice quivered. I found myself afraid, seeing his fear. “Daman is pure evil, and is protected by strong magic through Barbis, perhaps the most powerful among all mages.”

			“The Eltnish have their Goddesses, Lord King.” I shook off the unreasonable cowardice that gripped me at the mention of Nightsoul. “And we of the Atalanteans have our Single God. There are other powers in the world than this Nightsoul or his wife’s evil magic.” I had my father, the mighty Angel, to protect me. But that was a stern warning. Hert knew no one had told me of this Nightsoul. He wanted to make sure I was warned.

			“It is death to kill a mage,” said Hert. “Unless you are a king, or queen, or prince, or princess, acting on the ruler’s behalf. Only the highest of royal blood has the authority to take the life of one of our mages, priestesses of the Six Elementals. Those are our laws. For the mages are sacred to us Eltnish. But your Single God, and all the gods in the world, can do naught against a powerful mage. If you ever had to confront Nightsoul in battle, your only hope would be to kill Barbis, and I can’t see how anyone other than another mage might manage that feat. Barbis is too powerful. But if you are in battle with Nightsoul and Barbis, then I fear you and those who follow you are already doomed.

			“Never confront Nightsoul, Lord Othrun,” Hert gripped my arm, and his fingers bit into my shirt like teeth. Then he let me go. “Else you’ll surely rue the day you do.”

			All at once, strange things happened. The beach turned suddenly dark, as it grew overcast and the wind picked up. The horses of Wely and Hert that I planned to deploy as beasts of burden, well-behaved the whole time I saw them, suddenly both brayed and stomped. Some of the Eltnish warriors gasped. They were frightened. Of what, I did not know. And then I did.

			“Lord King,” a breathless lord, Arom, one of Hert’s earls, came to us. The hubbub rose in intensity. Men shouted and moved. Wely strode up urgently. “The scouts have returned!” said Arom. “And not alone, Lord King.”

			“A prisoner?” asked Hert of Arom. “Our men captured one of the enemy scouts in turn?”

			“No, Lord King,” Arom trembled, and warded himself. “They didn’t capture anyone. But they found a mage. A mage, who comes to parley with us. Not just any mage. A daughter of King Ina.”
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			Lions of Lynchun

		

	
		
			
Twenty-Four

			A perfect day on an idyllic beach was disrupted by the red hair of a mage. For a petrifying moment, I thought the mention of Barbis, wife of Nightsoul, by Hert, had somehow summoned the evil queen, when Arom said a daughter of Ina was in our midst. I soon learned it was not Barbis, but her half-sister. I shook my head at my own foolishness. Just mentioning evil could not summon it. That would be how a pagan would think.

			She came down the sandy hill that ran onto the beach proper, the scouts of Hert trailing behind her. The Eltnish scouts broke off and went to speak to Arom, and the Atalantean scouts ran to Glathan, while Wely, Hert, and I made our way to meet her. I never saw a woman so martially dressed. She wore the garb of a warrior, and she wore it well. Other than a thick gold circlet at her brows to bind her flaming locks, she showed more signs of being an elegant soldier than a royal lady. Her accoutrement consisted of a spotless white cloak hemmed with gold, black boiled-leather armour etched with a green stag, and matching leather gauntlets. She wore green wool trews, and high, supple black boots. For me, the striking things were the sword and dagger at her side, which she carried as casually as any man of war. There could be no confusion of her femininity though, for Single God forgive me, she was shapely. All the armour in the world could not hide it. She moved like one who knew sword-skills: confident, coiled, alert. She was tall. As she drew near, I could see she would reach my shoulder. Aliaz was barely at my chest. She was terrifyingly lovely. She had high cheekbones, fair, flawless skin, pale blue eyes that commanded, that haunted, and that one could not look away from. And that red hair.

			“She’s my cousin, Lysi,” Hert quickly whispered in my ear. “She’s the most powerful mage in the land, save for Barbis, so don’t let her put you under her spell.” He saw how I gaped at her. “She’s able to read both future and past, and plant thoughts in the minds of men to bend them to her will. Beware her, Silver King.”

			“I see there’s a new King of Carthlughe,” was the first thing she said airily, as she came close to us, looking at Hert with amusement. “Let’s hope he proves wiser than the last one.”

			Hert bowed. “I’m new this morning to kingship, Cousin. Give me more than one day to transform into a wise king. I give you greetings. It’s long since I have seen you.”

			“Lord King,” said Lysi, with a warrior’s flourish, tilting back her scabbard as she bowed expansively. She turned to Wely. “Hail, Wely, King of Lynchun.” She bowed once more.

			“I give you greetings,” said Wely curtly, “but not welcome. If you speak for King Ina—”

			“High King Ina,” corrected Lysi sharply.

			“His High Kingship is of great debate in these lands, Lady Princess. What brings you here? What do you require of us?”

			“A reply, of course, Lord King,” said Lysi harshly. “But with your proud words, I don’t know if you think clearly enough to give a proper answer. Perhaps your mind, your head, needs … clearing.”

			Wely’s nose bled. A tiny stream of blood. He sniffed, feeling it trickle. I could not believe Lysi caused it. I shivered, not wanting to admit any power she had. I quickly took my kerchief and passed it to Wely. He offered wordless, wide-eyed thanks, and dabbed it to his nostrils. “It’s nothing,” he muttered. “Sometimes in the mountains, when travelling to high places, my nose does bleed.” For all his bravado, I saw the proud king was frightened.

			“If Father doesn’t receive the correct reply from you, Lord King,” threatened Lysi, in a horrible voice, “more than your nose will bleed.”

			“Lord King!” cried one of Wely’s men, pointing.

			It was a ghastly sight. Through the slight flames that flickered around it, I saw that the stones of Hor’s mound had turn red. It seemed as if someone had killed him anew, so much did the blood pour from the covered body of the fallen king, who was partially consumed by fire. It was as if his wounds opened afresh. The men guarding him leapt back in horror. People gasped. If I doubted Lysi’s power before, it was difficult to deny she’d somehow caused what happened.

			What nightmare was this? I knew it was not cowardice but rather their code stopping Hert and Wely from retaliating against such actions. Assuming those actions were truly caused by Lysi, as it appeared, and not merely some sham, some trick. It might be death to kill a mage, but that mage was armed, and terrorized us with two brazen acts of aggression while under flag of parley. It seemed she’d made two kings—one alive and one dead—bleed with some sort of sacrilegious magic. If we were in Atalantyx, that would warrant death, times two offences. One crime would be assault on a king’s royal person, and the second incitement would be for witchcraft. For me too, as a knight, it was dishonourable to contemplate slaying someone come under a banner of peace, especially a woman. But Lysi was no ordinary damsel, nor had she been at all peaceable since her arrival. She had not drawn her blade, nor brought an army to us that moment, but I felt thrice more threatened. I was ready to act if things escalated, despite my code of chivalry. If she came armed and posturing with hostile magic tricks to frighten us, real violence might follow. It would be met in kind, I vowed, though I dreaded the thought. Murder of the kinder sex was unnatural. Particularly since, even with the danger she posed, I could not help but acknowledge her captivating looks. Lysi’s death would be a waste of a fabulous-looking woman.

			Then the bleeding of both Wely’s nose and the corpse of Hor ceased as suddenly as it began. Only the red stones, glowing in the light of the flames that were slowly reducing the former king to ashes, remained as evidence that anything strange had ever transpired. Wely coughed and wiped drying blood with my kerchief. I looked about me for a moment. The warriors, lords, ladies, and common folk of all three nations who had seen what had happened were horrified at the display. Eltnish Men warded themselves with their peculiar signs, like rubbing their noses three times, holding six fingers in front of their chests, and turning their palms backwards, facing Lysi, to protect against any evil. Our women clutched each other, while our children wept. Many of the Atalanteans made the sign of the Triangle and Circle. I heard some shouting for our priests and priestesses to come and protect them from heathen magic.

			“You, lords of your peoples,” said Lysi, as she gazed around at the reactions she’d earned from onlookers, “you need to be clear of the consequences if you fail to comply with the High King’s wishes. Perhaps if your followers see it as well, they’ll pressure you to obey.”

			“What’re those wishes?” Wely asked, though Lysi’s eyes were then only on me. “You’d do better not to assail us, if you wish to treat with us. We respect that this is your kingdom. Yet, we have our grievances with your father as to what safety he assured us of, and now, sends you to threaten us so severely.”

			“Those terms are void.” Lysi waved her hand as if the guarantee never existed. “The contemptible alliance of your three kingdoms, the death of Hor, with whom the passage was arranged, the supporting of the Atalanteans, whom we consider invaders, all nullify any previous accords.”

			“Word broken all around then,” said Wely, having recovered himself, as he tried to regain the control of the situation Lysi had so swiftly taken away. “We should reach new terms that will allow our people to return home unmolested by Ina. We can discuss—”

			“I didn’t come to treat with you, Lord King,” said Lysi sharply. “Nor my cousin. Though you both outrank him, I’ll address this matter with Prince Othrun, since he’s the root of all this contention.” She swung her gaze to me. “Your tongue taken away, Lord Prince,” she asked, catching me staring. She smirked. “You find me beautiful?”

			“Your beauty, Lady, is not in debate.” I could not help being honest. I found her repugnant, yet astoundingly appealing at the same time, a curious mix for me that my pulse quickened in her presence. I bowed gallantly. “I mean no offense. I stare because I didn’t think to ever see a princess girt with sword.” I saw an opening. If she also found me attractive too, there might be room to deal with her. I just had to prevent my own attraction from clouding my head.

			“That’s because you were thinking you’ve never seen a woman girt with sword,” she teased. It was so unsettling. Like someone who knew you without knowing you.

			Lysi turned to Wely and Hert. “I’ll take conference with Prince Othrun.” She did not wait for permission. “Walk with me, Lord Prince.” She threaded her arm through mine.

			As we slowly walked down the beach, towards its edge, I felt eyes on us. One of those pairs of eyes belonged to Aliaz, who’d popped her head out of the tent. Her look told me all in terms of her feelings, seeing me stroll arm in arm with the magnificent, strapping, red-haired beauty. She angrily closed the tent and went back inside.

			Lysi saw Aliaz observe us. She trilled, “The Princess Aliaz, methinks, doesn’t support our … discussions.” She looked at me coyly. “I suppose if I’d as handsome a husband as she, I’d be protective as well.” She knew all about my wife. What did she not know? She knew to appeal to my vanity, certainly. It was not an unsound strategy, but I did not tolerate any slight against my beloved.

			“She’s an incredible princess,” I answered. “She supports all I need to do to lead and protect our people. So, did you come here alone, other than the men we saw earlier spying on us?”

			“One does not spy when invaders trespass in their kingdom.”

			“I take that to mean, no, you’re not alone.”

			“No. I’m not alone. There’s an army out there, waiting to kill you.”

			“Your father Ina’s army?”

			“Yes. But, we can … negotiate how we can stop that fate from awaiting you.”

			“Can we discuss first what I’ve done to earn that fate? I’m a lord of peace. I’ve brought my people here, to Eltnia, to make abode. I’d only make war if my people threatened. I’ve no quarrel with your father. How’ve I incurred his anger? I only wish safe passage for—”

			“You’ve roused more than Father’s wrath. You present a peril to all Eltnia. You can’t be allowed to succeed in occupying territory here. You think I know nothing of your long-term plans for this continent? You seek to subjugate the Eltnish. That won’t be permitted.”

			We stopped walking. She let go of my arm and looked up at me. She was indeed beautiful. It was a hard beauty, but she was lovely. I drank in her smell. Aliaz smelled of expensive oils, of frankincense and sandalwood that only a princess of Atalantyx, a lady of wealth, could obtain. Lysi was scented of more earthy fragrances, almond oil and lemon. I found the smells heady, not being used to them. I shook my head, trying not to be intoxicated of her. I did not know how to deal with her. If she could read my thoughts, what point was there to deny anything? How could I negotiate with someone who would always have me at such a disadvantage?

			“Perhaps, if I had such plans, they’ve altered?” I suggested. “I’m a man of honour. Meeting the kings, Wely and Hert, the course now may be different.” There were moments when I truly felt that I could no longer betray my Eltnish allies in the future, despite my ambitions. Despite what my one-time-father, Atalan Ninth, planned, and what inadvertent legacy I received from him. Even despite my true father’s promise, the promise of the Anchali. “You know nothing about me, other than what you read of my thoughts. I may’ve changed my mind, but you’ve not divined that yet.”

			“I know exactly who you are.” Her voice, her eyes, grabbed me and tried to take me down into the pits of the earth where only she and her Goddesses held sway. I was lost in them. “Erstwhile Second Prince of Atalantyx, Lord of Surtyx, Knight of the Order Mammoth, Lord of the Atalanteans. He who’d be King of Golden Valley.”

			“You could’ve learned my former titles from anyone,” I said tritely, trying to resist her.

			“Your cousin gave your new kingdom a name, Eastrealm, while you stood on your ship, coming to these shores.” No one from Eltnia could have known that, unless by some chance my chatty cousin Uthlen told someone, who in turn told the scouts before their reconnoitring, who told Lysi … all in the past few hours. It was improbable, to say the least. She did not stop there. “Your mother died birthing you. Your father was cold to you, your brother, mean. The first woman you took to your bed, at aged thirteen, was a widowed countess. She was sixteen. Her husband had fallen in battle in—”

			“Stop!” I hissed. My hands were clammy. She looked right into me. Into my head. Into my past. She knew everything about me. I could not hide anything from her. “No,” I said, as she leered at me. “Don’t! There’s no need for a show.”

			“So,” she said smugly, “you believe in the power of the mage now? You believe in the power we channel from the Elemental Goddesses?”

			“I believe you’ve some sort of trick that allows you to know what you know of me,” I said intransigently. “I can’t believe in what I don’t understand.”

			“How’ll you conquer us if you don’t understand us?” She raised a peremptory hand as I opened my mouth. “Don’t deny any more you plan to conquer all Acremia. Don’t waste your time, nor mine. A princess’ time, a prince’s time, in such a tense situation, is more valuable than that.”

			I did not address that. Perhaps it was fruitless to deny to her about what I hoped was my destiny, despite any of my waffling about it. “What should I understand about you, and your people?”

			“You were thinking, today, of how our religion works. Why one man thinks one of our Goddess influences things one way and another man believes another Goddess moves things another way. Weren’t you?”

			“What I’m thinking now is how I can have a proper conversation with someone who knows everything before I say it.”

			“It’s the easiest conversation to have. There’s no confusion. No debate. No lies. Well, at least on your part.”

			I could not help but laugh at that. She laughed back, and I realized I was being completely charmed. Her harsh beauty, her wit, despite her obvious deviousness, would have many an Eltnish lord falling over themselves to court her. Certainly, at the least, they would vie to bed her.

			“The Elementals correspond to the senses,” Lysi explained. “But they’re not limited to one sense. They’re all encompassing. They’re part of every mortal. That’s where the power comes from. Routed through the five senses every mortal possesses: sight, hearing, touch, smell, taste. The sixth sense of prediction and seeing into the past, which is magical, is one that only mages are blessed with. You think of it all as fanciful worship of water and wind. It’s the ability to use perception of the water and wind and the other elements, and channel their power through the five senses. It’s channelling through the senses, that’s the heart of the magic we mages make. Do you see?”

			I shook my head, mystified.

			“We mages manipulate the Six Elements. Wind, Fire, Water, Earth, Sun, and Sky. The five senses are all tied to the Elements. Then we harness the power of the Elements, so people experience the power via their senses. So, if I make Wely’s nose bleed, I must use the power of one of the Goddesses that has purvey over all five senses, or I must use multiple Goddesses, if the one Goddess does not suffice. The blood is seen, touched, smelled, tasted, heard dripping or pounding in your veins. You can see water, touch it, smell it, hear it, taste it. So, I use only the Water Goddess in that case, to make Wely’s nose bleed. Depending on need, I may use a different Goddess, or multiple Goddesses to achieve my aims.”

			“Because there are some Elements you can’t touch, and some you can’t see, and some you can’t hear,” I said, trying to grasp it. 

			“Yes!” she said excitedly, as she saw some comprehension come to me. “Touch is one of your senses, what you’ve been blessed with. You need touch. Unconsciously, you worship touch. Without it, you can’t feel a horse under you. You can’t feel your blade in your hand. You can’t stroke the skin of your first born and feel its softness. So, the power is harnessed from any Goddesses with touch in the Elements they govern. Like Wind. You can feel, but not see Wind. Even if it blows across a field, you only see the grass move, you see Wind’s effects. Truly, you don’t see the wind move. But you can feel it on your face. A strong mage, takes that feeling and that sense, and makes the wind blow so strongly it blows you and all your men high into the air. Or takes something like fire and burns down your armies. But much of it relies on belief. If you didn’t believe in wearing a cloak to shield you from Wind, you wouldn’t wear one.”

			“Because, we believe in the power of fire,” I said slowly. “Because we believe it can burn us. That if it touches us, we burn.”

			“Yes, yes!” She was enthusiastic as we spoke of her craft. “But does it truly burn you? Or does your sense of touch tell you that it burns? If somehow, I could remove your sense of touch, and your sense of smell, and your sight, would you ever fear fire the same? Likely no. If you had no sense of touch, smell, hearing, you could be set afire and not feel, smell, or hear anything until the flames consumed you.”

			“So, if I can’t sense the fire, it can’t harm me?”

			“Of course, it can harm you, fool! The fire would turn you to ashes. I only say that the fear may be gone.”

			“And fear is part of it,” I said contemplatively. “It’s not enough to burn an enemy. He must fear you’ll burn him. Fear the suffering. He must know he’ll suffer, and fear it, for your power to be meaningful.”

			“Fear is part of it,” professed Lysi. “But not just fear. Respect. You must respect the mage’s power. You must respect the power of the Elemental Goddesses. You don’t need to see their power to know that it exists. Like Wind. Like your Single God. You should respect it, regardless.”

			“But why would I, or anyone, do that?” I asked. “You can tell me all you wish you can set me afire with a thought, but unless I see you do it to me, or to someone else, why would I believe it? If I can’t see it with my own eyes? Or if I can’t feel my skin burn? It’s not enough just to fear Fire. I have to fear the mage can burn me with it.”

			“Can you feel your Single God?” she challenged. “Can you see Him? No, but you can feel Wind. You can touch Earth. You can smell Fire. The Elemental Goddesses seem more real than your God to me. And mages are women of mortal flesh, who you can see and touch. You can’t feel, touch, or smell Him but believe in your Single God, and all the power He has, all the same. You have no proof your Single God performs magic, only belief. So why not believe in the Elementals? Why not believe in flesh and blood mages who you can actually see wielding Elemental power, right in front of you, like Wely’s nose bleeding, like Hor’s corpse bleeding? You believe in the power of Wind, don’t you? Why not believe in the power of Goddesses, rather than an invisible Single God you never see, who never speaks to you, and whose unseen power you can only hope for and guess about?”

			“Earth, Wind, and Fire can’t speak to me. But my God does speak to me. He speaks to me through—”

			“I know what you’ll say. You’ll say your God speaks to you through miracles, through His Messenger. You’ve had a special visitor, no?”

			She knew. She knew of the Anchali. How could it be? I told no one of my father, the Angel. For the first time, I was in awe of her. But I could not show it. I had to harden myself against her. Not just her beauty. But what thoughts she put in my head to make me entertain that her magic could be real. That would be heretic of me. I would not discuss the Anchali with a heathen witch. It was blasphemy. Still, it troubled me deeply that she knew of the Angel. No one else in the world knew. It was my most closely guarded secret—in fact, my only secret. I could not acknowledge it, for to do so would allow that she had some real power, real magic. I was not ready to accept that, so I turned the subject.

			“You didn’t come here to convince me of your religion. What do you want of me?”

			“An answer, of course. As I told Hert. Will you leave Eltnia, as per command of Ina, High King of Middle Eltnia, Lord of Nyrimia? If you do, he’ll spare the lives of the Kings of Carthlughe and Lynchun. The gracious High King will allow them to pass peacefully back to their lands. If you comply, to sweeten the offer …”

			“Yes?”

			She said softly, “I make you an overt offer to leave. I also make you a secret offer to stay. But not to stay in Eltnia. To stay with me, wherever in the world you wish to go. I offer you to surrender your heart to me. To love me.”

		

	
		
			
Twenty-Five

			Her invitation was plain. Her lips were slightly parted, glistening. Her face was turned up towards mine, and her eyes sparkled. Few men would deny how desirable she was.

			“You’re not used to women such as me,” she said. By God, she was sensuous. “But I’m a princess in the same mold as you’re a prince. You fight, you kill, you take what you desire. You expect reverence, obedience, and the spoils of who you overcome. I’m no different, save I have different genitalia. I’m the kind of woman you never knew you desired.” Her breath came cool and sweet on my face, and I felt a stirring I denied. She was so lovely.

			“Lady Princess, I’m married.”

			She pouted. “What would you do with a woman that stands beside you in battle and still lights your fires in bed at night? A woman you could take to any negotiations or meeting. A woman who could tell you the weakness of any king, and that king’s fears, and how to advantage them? A woman who could decipher whether your vassal is loyal or traitorous. How valuable would such a woman be to you?”

			I did not relent, though I felt weakened. “I’m flattered, but I’m married.”

			She smiled, but her eyes became hard. “So, your own flattery was empty then. You called me beautiful, but you toyed with me.”

			“You are beautiful,” I allowed. “But so is Aliaz, and I love her.”

			She curled her lip. “I don’t find her as beautiful as me. Surely, she’s not as strong. Still, if you’re attached to her, I can pleasure both you and her if you’d like.” I was taken completely aback. I did not know women other than whores to speak in such a manner. Yet, somehow, she did not seem vulgar to me when she said it. It was said so matter-of-factly. “I assure you, I’m adept, in … many arts. I can please the female sex. Even though she wouldn’t hold my interest, as I desire women more … substantive. Or you can set her aside. Or if you wish me to kill her, so it’s not on your conscience …”

			The spell was broken. Devotion to my wife, and contempt for Lysi’s words, was stronger than any momentary desire. I lashed out. “You’re evil and manipulative. Your charms are all for bad intentions.” Like Dira. I invoked the spectre of my one-time-sister-in-law. She was the epitome of female malice. If Lysi was anything like Dira, it was enough to push me away from her.

			“I’m honest,” she insisted fiercely. “I won’t lie to you. I tell you what I want, and what I’m willing to do. My heart’s not a thing to be offered lightly. If we’re to be together, I’d tell you the truth, as hard as it may be for you to hear.”

			“How can I trust a woman who’d so casually kill my wife to usurp her place?”

			She was sanguine about that. “That’s the only sort of woman you should trust. You should trust one who will be truthful, and not betray you.”

			She was not someone to fool with. Though I had no intention of being with any other woman than my wife, I had to play the game. I needed to know what Lysi might give me. I needed to persuade her to allow us to pass out of Nyrimia safely. If I kept her hoping, if she thought my interest remained piqued, perhaps I could illicit some promise from her that would allow my people to get to Lynchun. So, I set the imaginary terms, and tried to match her sense of mystery by being aloof, yet still playing interested to keep her intrigued. I gambled that she could not read me so rapidly that she would immediately see my ruse. “If I accepted your offer, and you tried to kill Aliaz, I’d be forced to betray you. I’d kill you.”

			She was nonplussed. “If you betrayed me, you wouldn’t wake. After we humped, and you slept, I’d slit your throat.”

			Horrified, I said, “Is that supposed to entice me to take your offer?”

			“I don’t need to look into your mind to see the way you look at me now. You’re already tempted.” She thought she had me where she wanted me.

			“That doesn’t mean I’ll give in,” I said brusquely. “Besides, what’s there for me out in the world? I’ve thrown my lot in with Wely and Hert. Where would I go? What would I … what would we do, you and I?” I saw the pulse in her neck quicken when I said “we.”

			She did not respond immediately. I waited. I knew I’d touched her, for she seemed for the first time to have to gather her thoughts before she spoke. “We could leave Eltnia,” she said in time, sounding almost anguished. The depth of her expression of feeling rocked me. “There’re other lands far from here, largely unknown to Acremians. Rest on this beach until your ships are repaired and properly seaworthy. I’ll ensure no harm comes to your people while you stay here and ready yourselves for another long voyage. If you’re leaving Eltnia, what reason should Father seek to move against you? Why risk his men to fight yours here? I’ll return to him and let him know that you’ll leave. You wait for me here, on this beach. I’ll slip away after that, back here, and join you. Then we’ll sail off in search of places we can build a new empire.”

			Was this how Erthal felt, when Dira put her clutches into him? I also took time to think before I spoke again.

			She looked at me, expectantly, “Admit it.” Her confidence had returned. “You’re considering it.”

			“I was.” There was no falsehood there. It was madness, but there had been a moment. Still, it passed. “But you’ll see that, if you read my mind, and read the past. But that was sin speaking to me. I would dishonour two princesses, Aliaz and you, to accept your offer, even if it means saving me and my people. How can I betray my honour and my wife? How can I do that?”

			“A faithful prince,” she said wistfully. “Rare indeed. I can’t verify you’ll love me. Still, I can’t help but hope. I’m as foolish as you are, and as faithful to my foolish love for you. I suppose, we’re both rare.”

			“If I’m to be a king, I must be rare. I must be better than the common man. I’ve a higher purpose. If you read my thoughts, if you know me, you know what chivalry is. You know how a prince, a knight, must act. You know how a godly lord, and husband, must act.”

			“A higher purpose,” she said bitterly. “Given to you by another? You believe a gentle spirit always watches over you and guides you. You are so far from the truth. Your spirit uses you.”

			My heart skipped. “What do you know of my God, and his Messengers?” I said defiantly, but I was alarmed.

			“More than you know of my Goddesses, that is certain. How do you even know your precious deity, your One God, is a man? Because men rule the world, then they must rule the heavens as well? Ha! Women born to women, and females of every beast and insect on this earth, give birth to all things in this world. Can a man do that? What makes you think men are so powerful, if a woman can do everything a man can, but still a man cannot do things a woman can, such as bear children? I can fight as well as any man, but you can’t bear children.”

			I had no response to this, and she went on, before one could be formulated: “One thing your spirit-man said was true. If you stay in Eltnia, you may find the acclaim you seek, but the price will be higher than you can ever imagine.”

			If I had any doubts she was as rumoured, that she was one who read the minds and past of men, those doubts were gone. I was left speechless. Nothing was hidden from her. Nothing.

			“That is your reed,” she said quietly. “You’ll know what it’s like to love a woman who is not from your race, Lord Prince. You’ll know the despair that comes to one who finds out what he believes is built on a mound of lies. You’ll find out what it means to lose what you treasure most in life.”

			I did not want to entertain anything she said in her vague clairvoyance. It was too scary to believe in her any more than I already did, Single God help me. I might as well have disavowed my God right then. “Tell me the truth then,” again I ran around what she said. “Because though you say you’ll tell me truthfully, that doesn’t mean you’ll tell me all. Tell me everything I want to know. If you’re so honest, if you care for me so much, just having set eyes on me, tell me. If your loyalty to your father does not bind your tongue. Why do you love me? How can I believe your love is true? If I were to choose you, how can I trust in you? And how can you think I’ll love you when you see the future and know I can’t?”

			For a moment, she did not look like a seductress. She did not look like a sorceress, or a princess, or a warrior. She looked like a young woman hoping desperately for something she thought she would never have. “It’s as I said. You’ll love an Eltnish woman. Not just any woman. I foresaw you’ll love … that you’ll be with a daughter of the King of Nyrimia. I’d hoped, without seeing which one of Father’s three living daughters you would be with, that it would be me. I … I knew, I saw, that once I saw you, I … I would love you. I already knew you. I saw you in my visions. I saw the good parts of you, and the bad, and I loved you regardless.” Her voice rose passionately. “I loved the parts that would make me … make me melt for wanting to be in your arms. I loved the parts that would make me die to be your queen. The parts that would make me kill anyone who stood in my way to be your wife.”

			It was a stunning admission. I could not imagine what sorrow it would be like to have such a gift as hers. To meet someone before you set eyes on them. To love them, preconceived, despite all their imperfections. To fall madly in love with their better qualities. To know them intimately, as intimately as one can know another, without ever seeing their face other than in the shadows of one’s mind. To burn for someone you know would never want to be with you, yet to still take the risk. To see if you could influence a future you knew in your heart could not be changed. That gift was as much of a curse as a blessing, for certain. “I … I’m an imperfect man,” I said, “As you say. You’re beautiful. Better men, more handsome men in this world, would do anything to be with you as—”

			“I don’t want them,” she said simply. “I’m a mage. I’m attracted to men of power, not just men who’re pretty. Though,” she looked at me longingly, “you’re so handsome. But that would not be enough. I’ve plenty of pretty toys at court. You’re brave and honourable, but you’re petty and reckless, and you’re conceited too. But there’s a magic about you, a magic not of Eltnia but rather of something else. You’re … magic. I wish I didn’t love that exotic magic in you. I wish I didn’t see that seductive magic in you, and I wish I didn’t crave to merge my magic with yours. I crave for us to be as one, even if the magic consumes me, consumes us both. Even if we burn together, intertwined, conflagrated in the embrace of the Fire Goddess, destroyed by our love. But I do wish that.”

			I never heard love expressed in those terms before. I fancied myself someone who knew of courtly love, its nuances, and its rules. But she put me to shame. If I were not a different kind of man, how could I not give into this captivating woman and her fervent wooing? But I was a different kind of man. It is that magic, as she named it—that which drew her to me—that would always keep us worlds apart. My magic was my faith. Her magic was what she believed was pagan witchcraft. She was a princess, and I was a prince. And I was willing to believe, like me, she was a warrior, but that was all that was common between us. The gap between us was not a crack but rather a canyon. I loved the True God and I loved Aliaz, not Lysi. Nor could I grow to love the Princess of Nyrimia more than either of those other two. I did not say it to crush her, though I wanted to, spitefully, if nothing else for the comment she made of killing Aliaz. But I forgave her for it. Still, I could not lead her on any longer. Cruel though she could be, I could not be as cruel.

			I gave her the one excuse that I knew was irrefutable. “Perhaps it is the magic of my faith. Of the Single God. The true God. The God of Life, Love, and Light. And since I love my God, I’ll never love an infidel. Any woman who cleaves to me must be of my faith.”

			She held her head up, proudly. To my surprise, a tear glistened. She wiped it away quickly. She showed me I was greatly wanted, still … not needed. “And I’ll never convert solely to your Single God. I’m a mage of the Elemental Goddesses. Even … to have your love. I can’t.”

			“Then our negotiations, at least that part of them, are at an end I fear, Lady Princess.”

			She sniffled, regarding me scornfully. She knew, finally, that her hope was in vain. She turned away and stared out onto the green, grey, and blue sea, a calm sea, with white capped waves in the distance, and a gentle lapping presence up onto the sands. The sky was no longer cloudy, as it had become with her arrival, and the sun shone once more. The princess did not look at me when she said, “My people fear the Water Goddess, for many reasons. The Water Goddess brought them death. Centuries ago, my ancestors lived near the beaches, and Sanaavian pirates destroyed their settlements trying to conquer Nyrimia. But the Nyrimians were too crafty and were able to hide in the mountains, waiting the invaders out. The Sanaavian marauders, in time, starved in our lands, weakened by famine and plague. Then we attacked them, one little pin prick after pin prick, killing bands of men every day, until they were all gone. But then, after we purged the invaders and reclaimed our beach-land, one year, a mighty storm came, with a wave like the one that took your Atalantyx and washed away thousands of holdfasts that were built too low on the coast. So many perished. Then for a time, in their grief, the Nyrimians rejected the Water Goddess. They destroyed their own fishing boats, no longer swam, and denied themselves the joy of diving from the rocks and splashing into the brilliant sea. All the Nyrimians moved away from the water’s edge. But, because they shunned the Water Goddess, a drought parched them for a whole year. Though they never turned back to Her, She made sure they would not forget her. They were foolish, those generations of Nyrimians. We could have become the world’s greatest sea power. Instead, now no Nyrimian child even plays with a toy ship. They erred, my people, in their folly. And you’re foolish too, Prince of the Atalanteans, to reject me. You are foolish to reject one who harnesses the powers of Goddesses.”

			I smiled wryly. “Men of these lands, no doubt, would agree I’m foolish for spurning you. But I can’t be with you, any more than I can leave Eltnia. I’m sworn to my wife, and oath-sworn to Hert and Wely. I can’t forsake those oaths.”

			Lysi wheeled on me so abruptly I was startled. She was vehement and offended. “You may escape my love. You can’t escape the snares I’ll set for you in battle, and all the many traps that will be laid for Wely and for Hert. You’ll have to face our armies. The only favour I can give you is our life. Which means, I’ll not be there when you face them. That will give you a chance, a slim chance, but still. Tell your kings that’s the benefit your comeliness has gotten you, so they may thank you.” She dazzled me once more with a sweet smile. “Be grateful you’ll not face me in a fight. Your guardian spirit, and all your sword skills, won’t help you against me.”

			“You’ve already told me I’ll live,” I said. “So, I don’t fear the fighting. You said I’ll love a daughter of the King of Nyrimia. I can’t see how I would, for I’m married, and I love my wife. Regardless, if it’s not you I will fall in love with, then I would have to meet a daughter of your father, other than you, and fall in love with them. If you are saying that will happen, no matter what, then that would be far in the future if it ever happens. So, I’ll live.” I returned her sweet smile. “The issue with being a seer is, if you hint at people’s futures, they can decipher meanings behind it, meanings that can give away an advantage. Perhaps, take up other powers besides sooth-saying, Lady Princess.”

			She looked at me wide-eyed. Then she looked furious. “Fool! What do you know of my powers? What do you know of how the Goddesses control your fate with every step? A fate they’ve given into my hands!”

			“You’re powerless,” I said. It was not mocking, instead it was a realization. “You can see the future, and the past, but you can’t control it. You can’t plant a thought in my mind that will influence me to take a different path. You can only hope the path I take is one advantageous to you. Hert claimed you could influence people’s minds, but he was mistaken. Your charlatan’s tricks are all to frighten these men who cower to your so-called magic, like making Hor’s corpse and Wely’s nose run bloody. You conceal the fact they’re but all the paltry things you can do to make you look the part of mage, and that your gift, of prescience, that sixth sense, you call it, of foresight and hindsight, is all you have. And that’s how you did it. You foresaw that Wely’s nose would run, and you arrived before it did, so you could claim you did it. As Wely said, his nose bleeds in elevated places. Same with Hor’s corpse. I’ve heard, from surgeons, of the oddity where men’s battle wounds bleeding spontaneously, even long after death. You’ve a gift, I’ll admit that. But it’s a gift you too are bound by. You can’t change your own future. You must go down the path you must tread as well. You’re as trapped by your prophecies as those you prophesize for. You try to change the future, your future, by debauching me, so you can flee the destiny that chains you. But you can’t. That’s the weakness, and the truth you don’t speak. No mage is all-powerful. At least the one before me isn’t, but still you need to pretend, I know. Just like a warrior will always boast of his prowess to intimidate the foe. You’re more reputation than results. But your reputation is not enough to make me surrender to you, or your father, Lady Princess. I won’t get back on my ships. I won’t leave Eltnia, my new home. I only ask unimpeded progress for me and the people of us three high lords here. If we’re accosted, we’ll meet sword with sword, even if I must meet my own sword against yours. That’s my answer.”

			“You say you fear not the future,” she said coldly. “Well then, hear me. Today you will set on the path to your people’s destruction because your false spirit-man has led you astray. Your spirit-man encourages you to reject the Elementals, and you, like a fool, believe him and your Single God are the only powers that you need. But in this foolishness, you spurn my Goddesses. Only a fool would reject the power of Six Goddesses, to exclude them in order that they might channel the power of only one god. Who is more powerful? Six Goddesses, or one God? Would not worshipping all seven together, to have more gods on your side, make better sense? Or, if you were to choose a side, would you not choose the side of the six, rather than just the one? Would you rather fight with six strong warriors at your side, or just one? That is the type of foolish thinking that your religion breeds. You believe you’re the first person in history to think they’ve figured out the power behind mages? To believe the only power we have is foresight and hindsight? Ha! Fool! The sixth sense is far from our only power, as you’ll learn.

			“You’ll destroy your own people by offending the Six Elementals, and they will have their revenge. That revenge will not come when you are looking for it, but at a time of the Elementals’ choosing. Nevertheless, your path to ruin begins today. For, this day, you’ll make a sacrifice to the Fire Goddess. When you do so, you’ll offend the Water Goddess. While you appease one deity, you’ll make umbrage with another. All because the false spirit guides your hand. Your only choice to save your people will be if you finally bow to the Elementals’ power and make amends to them for not believing in them. The Elementals will use the other leaders of these lands to raise mighty wars against you. The Elementals will bring the might of the most dangerous rulers of Eltnia, and their mages, against you, to destroy you. Soon you will learn, you need the true Goddesses to defeat your enemies, and for your people to survive in these lands where my Goddesses hold sway, not your Single God.

			“In your intolerance for the Elementals’ powers, and your clinging to your own God, you’ll hesitate to do the three things that will save your people. One day, Lord Prince, you’ll beg me to help you. You’ll regret you didn’t cleave to a true princess, when such a benefaction was given to you without the asking. You’ll regret you didn’t avail of me to learn the three things you must do to save your people. Save your pity. Spend it on yourself, for you’ll need it. Farewell.” She turned on her heel.

			“Wait!” I called, and she stopped, but did not look back at me. Something in her last words snared me. Something told me I needed to have full comprehension of what she said, and that it would matter for my people. “I don’t understand you! Tell me this one last thing. Tell me plainly, I beg you. You want a prince to beg? I’ll beg then, if it’s for my Atalanteans, not for me. If you say I’m honourable at the core, then you know this. That also says you care about honour, though we are deemed enemies you and me. So, please! What’re the three things I must do to save my people?”

			She looked over her shoulder, and said, “First, you must believe. You must believe in the power of the Elementals. You must also believe in those like me who wield that power. That’s your first step. For though the Elementals cannot be defeated, those who wield the power are formidable but not invincible. You can best the wielders. But you can only best them when you believe in the power they wield. And when you do, you’ll realize what means the difference between the life and death of your race. Every great warrior-ruler in these lands can use a sword, but it’s the calibre of the mage at their side that determines the heights they achieve. If you wish to defeat those rulers, if you think yourself a conqueror, you must overcome those monarchs, and their mages. If you want to be a great king yourself, you need a great mage at your side.”

			“And second?”

			“Woe to they who kill a mage, lest they are a sovereign, or an heir of a sovereign acting on the ruling king or queen’s behalf. If someone who is not a king or queen, or their proxy, ever manages that great feat, and does not have the authority of a ruler behind them, they’ll be cursed by all the Elementals, forever.”

			“And the last?”

			“Despite the second, if it comes to that, if there is no other way for your people to survive, even if one does not have the authority, someone, anyone, must find a way to kill the mage. Don’t let your chivalry stand in the way of killing a woman. For when you kill the mage, the magic dies.”

			With that, she left me.

		

	
		
			
TWENTY-SIX

			“So, at least we know we’ll have to fight our way home,” muttered Wely, coming to my side with Hert, Arom, Centi, Claf, Uncle, Thurol, Uthlen, and Glathan, after Lysi left, and I stared up into the mountains where she went. She was gone. “What else did she say?” asked the King of Lynchun.

			I told them. Of course, I left out Lysi’s offer to run away together.

			“Regardless, if we fight an army such as Ina could bring, we’ve the numbers to have a chance to win,” claimed Wely. “This combined host is a match for any foe. My worry is now the Princess Lysi, who has plainly threatened us. She’s the kind of mage that could bring us ruin.”

			Despite all I just heard and seen of Lysi, I said, “Pardon me, Lord King, but I fear no spells wrought of a witch of Eltnia.”

			Wely did not like my boast. “You would,” he grumbled, “had you met such a lady in battle. Men may fight with sword and shield and spear, but their power is naught beside the power of a trained mage. There are few legitimate mages, and there are many frauds, but Lysi is authentic. She has the three requirements. She has the mage-mark of red hair. She’s born a princess of royal blood. Lastly, she’s undergone the training, that much is plain.” He touched his nose, no longer bleeding. “Thus, she is bound to the Six Goddesses.”

			“I’d forgotten how old my cousin was,” said Hert. “I’ve not seen her since we were little children, but I recognized her immediately. She’s a woman now, and once a mage bleeds into womanhood, their abilities come forth. All fear the most puissant mages. Every generation, there are at least a handful of powerful ones. What the limits of their powers are, no man knows. I’ve only heard of three in my brief lifetime. All three were the daughters of Ina: Queen Als, my grandmother; Barbis, wife of Nightsoul; and now Lysi. That kind … they can ruin a season’s harvest with one puff of breath. They can bring pestilence with a drop of sputum to the ground. A touch of their hand can cause the mightiest warrior to lose his courage and cower like a child.”

			“Respectfully, you exaggerate their powers, Lord King,” Claf did not agree. “I’ve seen mages in battle too. Still, they are a great tool of war.”

			“I know not how expansive their abilities can be,” said Hert cautiously. “All I know is what I’ve heard, and what I’ve seen. She was weak then, and would die within a year, but before she died, Grandmother went with Father to war against our then-foe, Frawon. It was my first campaign, and we’d driven the enemy back to Placidine. It was to be a long siege, but Grandmother was taken to the gates by Father. Just the threat Grandmother had come, and would use her powers against the besieged Frawonians, who’d faced her before, was enough to make them surrender. We won Frawon as a client without a drop more Carthlughean blood spilled.”

			“Say nothing of the Frawonian blood spilled, Lord King, when the Horrific went back on his word,” said Centi grimly, “and mercilessly slaughtered most of the residents of Placidine after a peaceful surrender had been given to him.” I liked Centi. He was charismatic, young, perhaps Hert’s own age, but eager and seemed able. He was not afraid to speak his mind, which I also believed a useful trait, especially for a proud king like Wely, who would need capable advisors, not sycophants.

			“Not a proud day for Carthlughe,” agreed Hert.

			“A prime condition of us being allowed to enter Nyrimia,” Wely continued, “was a promise to King Ina that we would not bring any mages among our ranks, so one couldn’t be used against Ina should he assail us. Else I would’ve brought my wife, Queen of Lynchun, bred from a long line of mages.”

			“Ina made the same demand of Father,” confirmed Hert. “Though, my sister, Renat, is young, she’s mature as a mage. We would’ve brought her too, to contend whatever mage that King Wely would’ve had with him. But Father said Ina forbade it. At the border, we were checked by Ina’s warriors. They made sure all our men were men, and not a mage disguised as one of our troops.”

			“Without a mage to protect us on the way home,” Arom lamented, “I fear greatly for our safe return.” Arom was a dour, older man, with a huge scar on his left cheek and part of an ear missing. Even more missing was any humour in him. Still, he struck me as capable, if uninspiring.

			“We of the Atalanteans worship a Single God, Lord Earl,” Uncle said to Arom. “A God that protects all those who worship him.”

			“I hope your God is a red-haired woman with royal blood in her then, Lord Prince,” answered Arom soberly. That was Arom’s best attempt at jest I’d heard yet.

			“Mage in their camp or not, we found no enemy positions in our scouting,” said Thurol, who was, as usual, saying little but watching me closely, as I knew he had seen my interaction with Lysi, and like Aliaz, would not be pleased about it. “The scouts have been out for miles. They report no signs of any army yet. But this Princess Lysi’s presence indicates for certain her words about her father’s power being out there. Our scouts were snuck up on by Lysi. She found them, rather than did they find her. And that is no rare accomplishment. I’d swear by the three men I sent out, and I can tell the Lynchun and Carthlughean men know their craft. If she can sneak up on us, and I know it’s easier just as a single person rather than an army, I feel very uneasy. We should triple the guard we originally had planned. We can’t be caught unawares.”

			All we lords were agreed at increasing the number of guardsmen. Uthlen said, “My Lords, our people, they are all troubled by the Princess Lysi and her display of … powers.”

			“You’re right, Lord Earl,” said Wely to my younger cousin. “We leaders should go now and calm our people. When a mage like Lysi passes through, she leaves fear in her wake.”

			We left our talk of mages there. Glathan said he would walk the beach and reassure our people who were unsettled by Lysi. Arom and Centi promised to do the same amongst the Eltnish warriors of their respective camps. Centi said he would find Prince Eld to go with him, since Eld was good at making people feel at ease. Wely, Hert, and I gave our approval. I could discern all who had been present at the impromptu meeting wished to ask me more of Lysi, since unless they were blind, they could see there was more to our discussions than mere parley. Still, they kept their peace. I was sure Glathan, if no one else, would have questions for me later. Perhaps Thurol would as well, if he had concerns about my fidelity to his sister, though he knew me well enough to know he should have none. I was thankful no one asked me anything then, however, about the Nyrimian mage.

			The earls departed. Hert begged a moment to speak with the guards at his father’s gravesite, as they would be the most affected, he believed, after seeing what Lysi had done to Hor’s corpse. Though those guards were acolytes of Hor’s, for Hert, they were his men now, and it was his duty to care for them all. Hert moved off, and when he was gone, I turned to Wely, to ask my favour of him.

			“What do you require?” asked the King of Lynchun.

			“Your horse,” I requested the same I had of Hert.

			“My horse?” Wely quailed, incredulous. “My shame you require then! How can a king go about foreign lands without riding? You’d shame me?”

			“No, no, gracious Lord King,” I protested. “That’s not my intent.”

			I explained my need. I noted Hert had surrendered his own horse. It proved the right tactic: embarrassing Wely. He would be less embarrassed by being horseless than retaining his horse while his former rival gave his up.

			Still, he could not have been less pleased. “It’s not fitting that a king in Eltnia,” he said petulantly, “much less he who wears the Gold Crown, walk like a common foot soldier in front of his men.”

			“No, my Lord, it is not fitting,” I agreed. “Yet, I ask you all the same.”

			“And Hert’s given up his royal steed to be your packhorse?” he said, in disbelief.

			“Graciously, yes, Sire. I know it’s a hardship—”

			“It’s a great sacrifice, Silver King,” said Wely. “The fact my former greatest foe has downgraded himself to walk as well gives me little comfort.”

			“It’s a sacrifice your vassal shan’t ever forget, Sire,” I pleaded, willing to grovel to be over with the requesting. Wely’s ego required humbling myself beyond what I would normally do.

			Wely harrumphed. “You’d take away the prestige of Lynchun.” At least the King of Lynchun was honest about my request. “I don’t wish to give up my horse. It’s not so much I like to ride, but because it’s impressive.”

			No surprise there.

			“But,” he said finally, “I’d be less impressive if I allowed you to take Hert’s gift while I refused you. We can’t have Hert offer his beast when I wouldn’t. Very well. Take my horse, Lord Prince. I’ll get a new mount when we reach Lionshead.”

			“You’re gracious, Lord King. I know I’ve tested the bounds of our friendship today. And that of King Hert. Yet, together, we succeed.”

			“As soon as we reach the Golden Valley, I’ll take my horse back.” Wely wagged his finger at me.

			“Of course, Lord King.” It was the most grudgingly given temporary gift I ever received.

			“Ah, here comes the unselfish King of Carthlughe,” said Wely ironically.

			With Hert there, Wely suggested we go to his tent to take our council. When we got there, I saw Wely had taken advantage of my offer for a small table and three stools. I’d also ensured some of our thickest blankets were given to him to sleep on. They were carelessly strewn in the corner of the pavilion. We sat, and Wely’s men brought wineskins, then left us. Wely produced a map of Eltnia, rolled tightly in a scroll. Once unfurled on the tiny table, beach-stones were placed on the ends to prevent the scroll from curling up.

			“We’re here,” Wely pointed to the long stretch of coast on the map. We were at the widest point of Nyrimia’s kingdom. We’re closer to Carthlughe and Rogonhe, even Sanaavia, than Lynchun. The ways I know to get home, they lead through the mountains, south, toward Lynchun. Ina knows we’re here. Our scouts are out there now, looking for his scouts and his army. His scouts don’t need to look for us, just follow us when we leave. If we take the mountain roads, it leads us right into his arms, assuming his army is here.” He pointed to a pass about a league west of the beach. “They could be no closer. We had rear scouts watching our backs all the way here to meet with you Atalanteans. As I have said, there were no signs of an army, unless they were so well concealed in the mountains that we wouldn’t have spotted them. I believe that Lysi, and whatever troops she has, are at that pass, waiting for us. So, we avoid them, and we go immediately south instead. You’ll see no roads on the map there, but there are paths, and I know the way.”

			“But that’s much more dangerous,” said Hert, “and a longer route, than making straight for Carthlughe.”

			“No,” Wely did not agree, “it’s less dangerous. And almost the same length. Because we’ll go underground, at some point of the journey. There are tunnels, and I’ll take us through them. We’ll break the border of Nyrimia near the Cold Running. Then we’ll be as close to Lionshead as Fangsden. Lord Hert, there you and I’ll both have troops near our own borders. If we can get close enough, we’ll call for aid. For we won’t be able to go straight towards Carthlughe from here, as we’ll pass too many settlements of Nyrimia, and most certainly, somewhere, soldiers of Ina.”

			“How many men does Ina have?” I asked.

			Hert gestured to the map, indicating to a point between our beach and the border going into Carthlughe if we took the direct path. “There’s a fort, called Sparrowpeak, here. There must be at least two hundred fighting men in that garrison, and Lysi rules there. She must’ve been sent from there to intercept us, certainly.” He pointed about three leagues south. “Another fort here, Highhold. It’s bigger than Sparrowpeak, and better manned. Maybe four hundred warriors?” Finally, Hert put his finger on Eagle’s Mount itself, capitol of Nyrimia, many more miles down the map. “Ina’s stronghold is here. If he marched today, say a thousand men from there, leaving maybe another five hundred in reserve to defend the city, it would take them, what … less than a week to get to us if we stayed right here.” Hert straightened. “There are many smaller holds all about these lands, but those are to my knowledge the biggest. Say, if Ina emptied out his garrisons, save for minimal men left back to guard them, he could bring at least three thousand spears against us. That I know of.”

			“Three thousand,” I muttered gloomily. I started counting losses of our men in my head.

			“Ina may wish to destroy us,” said Wely. “But he’s not giving his entire army to do it. He has a mage. He might send a thousand, and that’s considerable might. But a mage is worth a hundred spears. He’ll feel he already has all the advantages he needs. This is his land, and his men know the terrain. We’ve difficult mountain passes to contend with. There’ll be ambushes. He knows we’ve civilians to protect. He’ll play the long game and try to trap us here. He will harry us, raid against us, try to pick us off piece by piece. He’ll kill off a few men here, a few men there, to reduce our numbers. He’ll try and drive us away from his holdfasts, so we can’t replenish ourselves. So, we’ll starve when our provisions run out. In two months, the snows will start to fall heavy in these mountains. If we don’t make it out by then, we’ll freeze, buried here in a tomb of ice. He’ll not have to use the bulk of his army to finish us, for winter will do that for him. That’s the urgency to leave this place, and take the course I know best, south, to Lynchun.” Wely slapped my back, seeing my face as he spoke of freezing. “Don’t worry, Silver King, it doesn’t snow in Lynchun, nor in Golden Valley, praise the Sun Goddess.”

			“What about just taking the beach south?” I placed my own hand on the map. I followed the shoreline down towards where the Cold Running fed into the sea. “It goes on for miles and miles. Follow it until we reach the river, then cut over the mountains? That would be a much easier journey on our people, especially all my non-soldiers. Just walk along the beach until we must go more inland.”

			“The coast is too well defended the closer we move to the border,” Wely shook his head. “There are places where the mountains encroach much further, and almost jut out into the sea. There are places there where, if we were walking exposed on the beach, the Nyrimians could just rain down spears on us from above. No good, but a good thought, Lord Prince. My way’s still best.”

			Hert challenged there would be troops of Ina everywhere in the no-man’s land that was the edge of the three kingdoms. It was that debated zone where Wely planned to take us. The King of Carthlughe wanted us, instead, to head straight for Fangsden, even if we had to fight our way through to get there. Wely was certain all ways directly to Fangsden would be the most guarded path. He named additional stout Nyrimian hilltop garrisons Hert had not mentioned, with diligent lookouts seeking us from their ramparts that were between our location and the second chief city of Carthlughe. He swayed us that his secret routes would guarantee the best chance to escape Nyrimia with the least amount of loss of our people. Plus, it became clear, while Hert knew Nyrimia well, Wely knew it better. Wely was the senior lord. He was our best chance to leave Nyrimia and get to Lynchun with most of our people still alive. It stuck me then that we could not expect to get through this journey without sick or injured, and people dying along the way. Since we must give battle at some juncture, there would be wounded. It was past the height of summer. It would grow cold in the mountains, and my people, though hardy, were not accustomed to such environs. Those with less fortitude would sicken. I was sickened by the prospect.

			We decided we would take Wely’s counsel and leave with the sunrise. It was estimated in approximately one fortnight we would dine in Lionshead, if we did not give battle along the way. I saw little chance that we would not confront Ina, and with Ina, Lysi. I left Wely and Hert, returning to my pavilion to ensure Sure-Steel was sharpened. I also needed to speak to my wife. If the worry of my people dying during our trip to Golden Valley upset my stomach, worry of what Aliaz must have been thinking about Lysi and me had my belly in knots.

			But when I arrived at my tent, only my guards were without, and no wife was within. I inquired with Sour-Face, who told me the princess had left with Countess Holita a few moments earlier. I did not seek her out. She was likely angry and needed to cool off. I did not relish the conversation we must have. Or, at least, the scolding, coldness, and contempt I figured that I deserved.

			To be occupied, I called for a whetstone. When I had one in my hand, I sat on a stool. I drew Sure-Steel from my back and put her on my knees. But before I could apply the stone, something forestalled me. I thought I heard someone call my name. I went back outside. My watchers said no one inquired for me. I went back in and set back up with Sure-Steel and the whetstone.

			Then, I heard it again.

			“Othrun.”

			It was not the voice of my father, the Anchali. For the first thought was that he’d come back to visit me. I would have been glad of his coming, to reassure me after the disturbing encounter with Lysi. But it was not the melodious voice of the Angel. This was a sibilant, triumphant whisper that chilled my soul.

			“Othrun.”

			I sprang up, dropping both Sure-Steel and the whetstone. I stared at the ground. For I was certain the voice came from my sword.

			“Othrun,” it came again. I could not find my voice, dared not answer.

			“Join us,” insisted the voice, almost simpering. “Join us!”

			I was caught between the urge to flee and the urge to grab Sure-Steel and run—run to the edge of the water and fling it into the sea. I did neither. I grabbed the sword and shoved it back into its scabbard. I stowed it in the corner of the tent, atop a chest. I panted, in a state of panic. I did not know what else to do. I backed away from the blade. The voice stopped. I rubbed my face and composed myself. I tried to think.

			Did Lysi have anything to do with this? This queer new development of my sword speaking to me? It did not seem to have anything to do with the Anchali. Did this have anything to do with some unknown offence I had already done to Lysi’s Elemental Goddesses? I also wondered, since I last saw him on Proud-Stern, when I would see my father again. There was so much I needed to ask him. I wanted to know of how to synchronize what I’d seen so far in Eltnia of pagan magic with my own faith, as further evidenced as real by the appearance of the Anchali himself. But it seemed the Anchali only came at the times best determined by him, when he believed I was in greatest need.

			That meant, as I tried to be calm and cerebral, I was not in any immediate danger. Thus, the sword posed no harm at that moment. The whisper ceased as suddenly as it had started. I did not know what made me sheath the sword, but in that sheathing, there was no more voice haunting me. Sure-Steel had become dear to me, and I wondered if the reason was because of whatever curse—a curse Uthlen had alluded to and I refused to believe—lay on the blade. Perhaps, but irrespective of the reason, I did not want to part with the great-sword. It had won me my greatest victory. A victory that would be spoken of from one corner of Eltnia to the other.

			Without the killing of the Horrific, all would have been lost for me and my people. I could not discard so valuable a weapon. Besides, I needed to be courageous. I needed to keep the sword, and uncover its mysteries, even if those mysteries were as sinister as the voice I’d heard emanating from the blade.

			I felt trapped by my thoughts, and the air in the tent became suddenly stuffy and unbearable. I had to leave. I grabbed my sword belt with Biter and Cutter and strapped it on. With a last trepidatious glance at Sure-Steel, I went out onto the beach to walk about, for air.

		

	
		
			
Twenty-Seven

			I ran into Uncle, unattended, headed toward my tent. It was clear he was looking for me, and I laughed to myself to think I could probably not outrun him. He limped faster than many men who were not halt of foot could walk. Glathan and Uthlen were behind him. I quickly gleaned that while Uncle had come to find me, my cousins meanwhile had tried to dissuade him. He would have ignored them. No doubt, my cousins thought I would not like what Uncle had to say to me, and they tried to avoid a quarrel. I was certain they were right. Seldom did I like what Old Yedwol had to say to me. Or at least, how he said it.

			I acknowledged him. “Uncle.”

			“Boy, I wanted to ensure that I’d made myself heard,” said Old Yedwol abruptly, with no further greeting.

			“Uncle—”

			“If you burn those ships, we’ve nothing.”

			“We’ve all of us, Uncle, all our people that are left. Let’s speak no more of this, as it’s been decided.”

			“I’ll say one last time,” the old man said imperiously. “Burn not those ships, Othrun son of Atalan.”

			“If I’m the high lord here, those ships burn,” I said sternly. “Am I the high lord here, Uncle? Do I rule the Atalanteans, or do you? Do you challenge my authority?”

			We two princes stared at each other. My cousins watched, daring not to speak, as they doubtless wondered who the victor would be. Uncle gave in, curtly bowing to me. “You’re the high lord, Nephew. I see I’m but an old man whose time is past. I beg my leave of you.”

			“You have it,” I said curtly.

			The old man limped away.

			“Forgive him, Cousin,” said Uthlen. “He’s old. He clings to pride, as he’s little else left.”

			“He has everything,” I disagreed. “He has reputation. He’s the greatest warrior of Atalantyx still living. He has heirs to carry on his legacy. He’ll have a place of prestige in our new realm. He’s a prince of the blood. But he cares nothing for all of that. He can’t accept what’s happened.”

			“Give him a few moments, then speak to him,” suggested Glathan.

			When I left my cousins, I went in search of Uncle, who had been seeking me just a few moments before. I found him, alone. He stared out at the ships anchored in the water. I saw that he had been weeping. Somehow, there was nothing more piteous to me than a child or old person weeping. He did not move as I came to stand beside him.

			“I’m old and useless,” whispered Uncle. He did not turn to look at me. “I should go on those ships when you burn them. I should go up in flames like tinder. I should’ve died in Atalantyx. I should’ve burned, or begged Erthal to cut off my head.”

			“Perhaps we all should’ve,” I said. “Still, we’re here. You’re here. And we’re better for it, Uncle.”

			Spontaneously, I came in front of him, and hugged him. He bristled at first. Then I felt the bony shoulders sag, and he returned the embrace.

			When we came apart, Uncle still cried. “I supported you, boy. And for it, I lost everything. I lost my lands, and my titles. I was great in Atalantyx, greater than all save the king, and I lost it all. By siding with you against your brother, the rightful king. Why? Because Erthal was turned into a heathen by some foreign bitch and her brood of sorcerers. They slaughtered innocent, godly citizens for their foul religion. Our subjects, whom we did not protect as we should have. We failed them. Now we fail them again! Now you would have us amongst the same sort of heathens, begging of their mercy, breaking bread with them, forced to stand at their pagan ceremonies. Were there no lands in Atramland, where some men worship the true God, that you could find to bring us to?”

			Uncle’s words stung. He was not there when the decision to come to Eltnia was made. At that time, he was still playing loyal with Erthal. He had no right to question what I did. Still, I defended myself. “Wasn’t it the dream of your brother, my … father, to make some sort of foothold in these very lands?”

			“The foolish dream of a foolish old man,” Uncle sniffed. “A man older and more foolish than even I. I warned him. I said to him, ‘Brother, you can’t have your people live amongst heathens and expect them not to turn to heathen ways.’ I told him to leave this continent be. I begged him to forsake his plans of conquest. He wouldn’t listen.”

			“Must we turn away from the Single God, Uncle, just because we are here? I don’t think that’s preordained.”

			Old Yedwol’s tears stopped, but he shivered, and looked at the men of Lynchun and Carthlughe on the beach. “Their pagan Gods hold sway here. I feel their dark magic. The Single God is mightier than their deities, but men are weak. All men are weak, including ours. We godly here are few, and aliens in this land. We’ll be overwhelmed. Our men will succumb to the pagan women and their temptations, thus becoming corrupted. Just like that fool Erthal.” He looked at me pointedly. “Just like I saw you be tempted by that whore daughter of Ina’s. A pretty face and some pert tits. That’s all it takes to forget the worship of the Single God, the True God.”

			“No,” I said stubbornly. But I was despondent in the truth in those words. Lysi had shaken my resolve. Even I could be led astray, and I was happily married and devout. What of those of my men who were not? How long would it be until they succumbed to the wiles of Eltnish women?

			“Yes. Yes, fool boy. And, sadly, that is for the best.” I guffawed, as he went on. “You need to populate a kingdom. It’ll be a kingdom of godly ones married to heathen ones if it’s to thrive. We’re too few to multiply a nation sufficiently on our own. And what sort of marriages shall there be? Marriages presided over by pagans, not prelates.”

			“You speak blasphemy, Uncle,” I accused him, remembering Erthal, his hand bloody from Irka’s knife. But it was empty denial. I saw the truth in Uncle’s words. Still, I said. “That’s the same blasphemy—”

			“That got Atalantyx destroyed?” The old man finished the sentence for me. “Well, what do you think will happen to your precious kingdom in this so-called Golden Valley? It’s already populated with Eltnish. Our people, and theirs, will mingle, fuck, and breed. Soon, it’ll be as any other Eltnish kingdom, what little I know of these heathen lands. Your precious kingdom will be destroyed by the religion of half-breed savages that are spawned in time, who shall have their Goddesses’ images adorn our holy places. Our own faith will be expunged.”

			“I’ll never let that happen!” I said hotly. “You’ll see! The temple shall be the centre of our new realm.”

			“I won’t see. I won’t live to see your fabled promised land, boy.”

			Suddenly, I feared to lose my uncle. He was grouchy, rude, and disrespectful. But I did love him. And he was still a great lord. “You’ll live. We need your wisdom to help lead us.”

			“You asserted yourself already, back there. You said, you’re the high lord now. Your word is law. You’ve my son, Glathan, Uthlen, Thurol, and more besides to help you. A man couldn’t ask for better vassals. You’ve all the leaders you need. You don’t need me. Regardless, if your kingdom is ever established, you’ve much to contend with. I hope you’re ready for the high lordship you assert, King Othrun.”

			“When one kingdom drowns, a new one must rise in its place,” I said proudly. “And every kingdom needs a lord.” 

			Uncle sneered, and in an almost singsong, mocking voice said, “So begins the saga of that kingdom, and the man who would rule it all. Othrun. Lord of the Pagans.”

			I suddenly felt weary, and too tired to argue anymore. I would succeed with the Anchali’s help, or fail and die; it was that simple. The prospect of failure was not what troubled me at that moment, even if that future was filled with half-breed subjects and pagan worship in my blessed future kingdom. What bothered me was that I itched, and I stank, as we all did. As a prince, I could bathe every day with scented oils to fragrance me afterwards. The oils were packed somewhere in my luggage that I could have a page retrieve. But for time-sake, the sea would have to suffice. “I need a bath, Uncle. Join me for a bath?”

			I called to some Atalantean warriors standing nearby to come to us, the two great princes of our race who remained. They hasted to our sides, ready to attend to us. I sent two to our tents to fetch rags and garments for us. Shortly, ten knights formed a protective curtain around us bathers, to shield our nudity from the women and children with the rest, who continued to arrange camp.

			Waist-deep, Uncle scrubbed himself with a rag. He grunted: “Those heathens worry not over bathing. When’s the last time you believe they bathed?”

			A knight helped me put on the robe that was brought for me, to cover my nakedness as I stepped out of the water. “They bathe, Uncle. They mentioned they do, just not all of them bathe as often. Many take a bath every day if they can. Others, every week or two. Every month, perhaps.”

			Old Yedwol turned down the corners of his mouth in disgust. He too was robed by his attendants, pulling the garment tighter around his thin but hard frame. “Perforce, at sea, we couldn’t bathe this past month. A nasty feeling. To abstain from bathing by choice for a month! Deplorable. I shudder the lice and vermin I’ll contract in these lands from these brutes.”

			I sighed. I was fastidious too. I remembered my scorn of the Norsoonians. But things were different now, for I’d made true friends and allies among Acremians. “We’ll soon have our own lands, Uncle,” was my response. “We can build all the baths there we desire.”

			I thought of the haunted sword, lying in my tent. I thought of Aliaz, who must return there. I had to go back to my lodgings. What would she do if she heard the sword whisper to her? “Forgive me, Uncle,” I said. “I’m weary. I’ll retire.”

			I returned to my pavilion. Lyayr, four more knights of my household men, and three pages waited on guard outside the tent. They saluted me, fists pounded to chest in the Atalantean fashion, as I entered. My wife waited for me inside. She was not as deferential to me as my men were. Her ill-tempered greeting was: “The Eltnish witch,” as she stood, arms folded over her chest.

			“What of her?” I said just as irritably.

			“What of her?” she put the question back to me. I hated when she did that.

			I vowed I would not alarm her of the Nyrimian army, somewhere up in the mountains, waiting for us. “She came on behalf of Ina, king of these lands, to negotiate with us.”

			“Ha!” snorted Aliaz. “That’s what you call it? Negotiating? Methinks the only accord she sought was that you join her in bed.”

			“She asked to speak to me,” I said truthfully. “Scarce could I refuse. We’re in enemy lands. Her lands. She’s a princess here. Should I not speak to her, to try and get us safely through? For my people’s sake. For your sake.”

			Aliaz made tiny, ineffectual, lovely fists. She clenched and unclenched them, her face red with envy. “Imagine we were at some affair of state with a foreign lord. And that foreign lord fancied to lay with me, and he flirted with me, in front of your face. And of course, I couldn’t offend him, lest I risk relations between the two nations. You might believe I had no desire for him, but it would trouble you, all the same, if he demanded time alone with me, put his arm on mine, his gaze burning with lust for your wife. Wouldn’t it anger you?”

			“Of course, it’d trouble me,” I said dyspeptically. “But as long as you returned not his affections, and he didn’t cross the boundaries of propriety with your person, I would fume, but I would not risk, as you said, diplomatic relations, unless he went too far.”

			She was not satisfied with this. “You found her beautiful?”

			“I found her repulsive. As did I find her offer unacceptable, on all terms.”

			“Repulsive and beautiful?” She hit the mark. I’d left out the beautiful part.

			“You’re beautiful.” I paused. I never lied to Aliaz. “I told her, yes, she was beautiful. I complimented her, to gain affinity. Nothing more.”

			“Certainly, she sought affinity with you,” said Aliaz cattily.

			“She wanted … she wanted …” I could not bring myself to say the words.

			“She wanted you,” guessed Aliaz, emulous.

			“Her thoughts were fantasy,” I laughed. “I never entertained them. I love you only. I told her so. I’d never betray you, or my people.” I hoped Aliaz had no mind-reading talents of her own. For what I told her was not exactly true. There was a fleeting moment with Lysi. It passed, but it was there, nonetheless.

			“I know. Infrequent does one find a devoted husband,” she softened. “I should be grateful.”

			I went to her. We stood face to face. “How grateful?” I smiled the smile I knew always melted her heart. She smiled back. All was well. “I went to bathe.” I winked at her.

			“As did I,” she smiled knowingly. “I wanted to be clean. In case.”

			I bent, cupped her chin in my hands. Lightly, she placed her hands on my waist, her face tilted up to me. I stroked the sides of her face with my thumbs. Her eyes closed, murmuring softly. I nipped her bottom lip with my teeth. I probed. I used my tongue to trace the outline of her lips. I teased, she trembled. She pulled me tight against her. Our tongues met. I sucked the sweetness from hers. She moaned, rubbed herself against me urgently, like a cat whose itch was beyond scratching. I bit her neck, and pulled her garments off using my teeth at the shoulder of her kirtle first. She fumbled at my robe, feathery fingers touching me, somehow everywhere at once, disrobing me, as I disrobed her in turn. Lysi forgotten.

			Afterwards, she dozed. Our bed of soft feathers was made for deep and restful slumber, and slumber she did. A heavy blanket covered her nakedness, but I could still see the shape of her hip, her tiny, high breasts. I surveyed all that was mine. I was glad of her, and I prayed I’d put an heir in her womb that night, one that would stick. Others had not.

			Still, unlike her, I could not sleep. It was not quite yet dark on the beach.

			“Earl Glathan, Sire,” the sour page, Samata’s kin, opened the tent and announced my cousin’s coming. I had instructed my attendants that, of all the lords, Glathan with impunity could come to my tent unbidden, at any hour of day or night. I glanced over to ensure there was some modesty afforded with the position of Aliaz’s coverlet. Satisfied, I waved my assent.

			Glathan found me thus, by candlelight. I sat cross-legged on the tent’s floor, in a long nightshirt, paper balanced in my lap, quill in hand, with pot of ink beside me. I sat there, even though there was a desk I could sit and write on near the front of the pavilion. Aliaz, asleep behind me, rolled over. Sure-Steel, who had not whispered to me any more since earlier that day, was propped up against my primary mail-shirt, in the corner of the tent, near the flap door. Every few minutes, I would glance at the sword nervously, as I feared the voice would return at any moment. I also feared that, like the Anchali, only I could hear the voice. I did not know which was worse, for the latter conclusion would mean I was surely going mad.

			Glathan peered at me curiously. “What occupies my Lord’s time?”

			I looked up, sighed, and dropped the quill. “I sit here, writing, wasting paper and ink.”

			“To whom do you write? Of what?”

			I knew Glathan would think me foolish. I answered reluctantly, “I write to old fiefs, wondering if they’ll be true to me, as the rightful heir to the King of Atalantyx.”

			“Oh, Othrun,” Glathan dropped beside me, mimicking my pose. “We have only two birds. We can’t waste either on the journey to Atramland, even should they make it.”

			“I know, I know,” I mourned. “I fear we’ll need those birds for supper rather than messengers. We may starve ere we reach this Golden Valley Wely promised me. Still …”

			“Atalantyx is no more. You’ll be King of Eastrealm.”

			I reasoned, “The first moment a trading ship from Lifren, from Annunki, from anywhere in Atramland sails for Atalantyx, and they find nothing there but open water, what’ll they think? For a few days they might think their captains have erred, and that their navigation is faulty. They’ll think it is some trick of the ocean. And then? They’ll realize, when enough of them come and find no island, that it’s gone. Vanished.”

			“True,” said Glathan patiently.

			“They’ll send birds. Those mainlanders of Atramland who have family and friends on Atalantyx will persist. Family and friends who had relatives that were merchants with business on the island. Family and friends of those who visited the island. Family and friends of those we kept as hostages to guarantee loyalty. Those mainlanders with people dear to them on Atalantyx, not hearing from those people, shall send ships to investigate. They’ll send birds too. They’ll scour the seas. But they’ll find naught.”

			“No, they shan’t,” agreed Glathan.

			“More ships will launch,” I continued glumly. “They’ll go as far as they can, until the rough seas, or running out of provisions, or despair, forces them to return to their lands. When the birds don’t return as they have died trying to find dry land, or fly all the way to Acremia and back, seeing no Atalantyx, people won’t believe it at first. When the ships come back, their captains bewildered, their crews starving for almost having died of hunger, being at sea so long, searching, in vain, at first no one shall ascertain the truth. No one will believe the truth. But eventually it’ll dawn on them that Atalantyx is no more.”

			“True,” repeated Glathan.

			“What then? All our vassals in mainland Atramland, what of them? They’ll believe they no longer have a master. They’ll declare themselves free of us. They may be conquered by others again. They may remain independent. They may turn conquerors themselves. Yet I, their lord, still live. By right, those lands belong to me. I’m Atalan Ninth’s heir. Erthal’s heir.”

			Glathan suggested mildly, “Forget Atramland, Cousin. Those lands are beyond our reach to hold. We’re but two thousand left alive, with but a thousand for an army. We’re an ocean away from those lands you wish to re-secure, and we’ve no ships to reach them. We have no troops sufficient to assert your sovereignty. We’ve lost those lands.”

			“I won’t surrender them so easily,” I said haughtily.

			“Perforce, you must. Don’t forget I was Admiral of Navies. I sailed the wide world. Every nation on earth feared our ships coming to their shores to ravage their kingdoms. For that reason alone, none dared oppose us. We were the kings of the sea. Well, we’re about to burn what ships we have left. Eighteen ships of thousands we once had. In all those thousands of ships we could ferry thousands of warriors and thousands of horses to land and subdue any nation, since we had that many warriors and horses at our disposal. Now we don’t.”

			I still denied the truth. “At least Berefet, we should try to retain. The gold, Glathan. All that gold. All that proud Atalantean blood spilled in Berefet, among it your noble grandfather’s, the great Glatlan.”

			“Let them all go,” said Glathan gently, not swayed by the mention of the great hero, Lord Marshal Glatlan, who’d died in Uncle’s arms during the First Berefet rebellion, in the Dutul Wastes, while Uncle went on to glory. “Even Berefet. You’ll win other kingdoms. Other kings will bow to you one day. Let Atramland go. We’ve no means to enforce lordship over anyone right now. We’re vulnerable. Our safety lies in the hands of Wely and Hert, two unlikely allies themselves. We’ve bigger worries than past glories and old fiefs. We fight for our very survival. Concentrate on that alone is my counsel.”

			Unenthusiastically, I nodded, and pushed the pot of ink further away. I rubbed my eyes.

			“You should sleep,” said Glathan, concerned. “You’re still worn from fighting Hor.”

			The tent flap parted again with the page inquiring, “May Lord Uthlen enter, Lord Prince?”

			“Yes,” I said wearily.

			Uthlen came in, still clad in armour. “Cousins. Before I retire, I thought of something. Not of high importance among all our current troubles, yet still.”

			“What is it?” I asked, tired, but not wanting to rest.

			“You’ve no standard,” said Uthlen, almost pouting. “Wely has his lion, Hert his wolf. Apparently, the banner of Ina is a stag. You need a sigil among these lords to set you apart.”

			“No,” I admitted, remembering how vexed I was by having to show a piece of purple cloth as a substitute. “I’ve no sigil. Erthal saw to that. My sigil is plain purple now, purple and unadorned.”

			“That’ll not do for a future king,” said Glathan. “Uthlen is right. You need a standard. None of your lords have standards, but that will come in time. Our prince, our future king, must have one though, as soon as possible. Your standard will be the standard of our kingdom.”

			“What sigil would you bear?” asked Uthlen. “The blazon of the Second Prince was two gold coronets on royal purple. Will you keep the purple, which is your favourite colour? Like the Purple Prince?”

			“No longer am I Second Prince. There’s no more Atalantyx. The Purple Prince had his unique sigil. I want mine, a new and distinct emblem.”

			“What shall it be?” pressed Uthlen.

			“All my life I’ve had nightmares,” I confided, “since I was a child, of a black dragon, the mightiest of beasts, breathing fire, and flying o’er a red sky, circling round a red mountain.”

			“I’d heard of that, from Old Yedwol, for the first time today,” said Glathan. His memory was always sharp.

			“You never told me either,” said Uthlen, looking interested.

			“I never told anyone,” I said. “It wasn’t worth telling. It’s a childish dream, wrought of childish fears.”

			“You still dream this dream in manhood though, yes?” asked Glathan.

			“Yes. From childhood to manhood, I still dream it occasionally. I don’t know what it means.”

			“No interpreter of dreams am I,” said Uthlen slowly, “such as I heard the Princess Lysi claims to be.” I looked at him pointedly, at mention of Lysi, but he stared innocently back at me. I harrumphed. “Yet perhaps,” my cousin went on, “your dream tells of Atalantyx’s doom? Mount Atalante, bursting fire? The sky red with ash above our kingdom?”

			“Perhaps,” I murmured. “Yet, in manhood, this dream no longer frightens me. The doom of our island was evil. There’s some positive omen to this dragon, this red sky. Not evil, but rather good.”

			“So, your standard’s to be a dragon then?” asked Uthlen.

			“I feel compelled to have it so. I don’t know why,” I said. “No other image has so haunted me. I have some tie to this dragon.”

			“The mightiest of beasts is the dragon,” said Glathan. “This is true. A beast bigger than any others. One that can conquer by land or air. One that brings fire.”

			“And death,” said Uthlen soberly.

			“And life!” cried Glathan. “Would that we could light dragon fire tonight! The air is damp and chill.” He wrapped his cloak tighter around him.

			“Fire isn’t easily harnessed,” said Uthlen. “It’s dangerous. Fire from the mountain burned our people to ash. Fire melted our stone castles and turned them to mud.”

			“Like fire, a great king isn’t easily controlled,” said Glathan. “He’s dangerous to his enemies. He deals them fire and death. Yet he brings justice and wisdom. The dragon, of legends, is said to be not only the most invincible of beasts, but also wisest, most respected. For this, the dragon leads all the other beasts. They follow him of awe and fear. A dragon is perfect commander and warrior.”

			“Be careful, Cousin,” warned Uthlen, “If you take the dragon as your charge.”

			“Why?” I asked.

			“You may offend King Wely. The king may think you put yourself above him. A dragon is greater beast than lion.”

			“I’m greater than King Wely,” I said. “I come from nobility far above him, though he be my over-lord. I must bend knee to him for now. But one day he shall see my true quality.”

			“He sees it now,” soothed Glathan. “He knows you are of great lineage. But these are Eltnish lands. He’s an Eltnish king. He’s proud. His house is built on pride. He can’t appear less than his vassal, to his people, or to his enemies.”

			“I’ll take the dragon sigil,” I said, decided. “I’ll deal with perceived offence later. My wife’s chief handmaiden is talented with the loom. I’ll commission her to make my banner. A black dragon, in flight, on red.”

			“Black dragon, on red,” said Uthlen. He shut his eyes, visualizing it, then opened them, looked at me. “A mighty, kingly banner.”

		

	
		
			
Twenty-Eight

			As Uthlen finished speaking, we heard shouts outside. We left the tent. The shore was lit up, for the ships of our fleet were finally set afire.

			I regretted the loss of the ships, just as Uncle did, but I knew we had to destroy them. They were useless to us at that time. Sailing vessels would not be what we needed in Eltnia. One day perhaps, we would be sea traders once again, once we conquered kingdoms that were nearer to the water, but with an inland kingdom, there would be no purpose for them until the day that happened. If we did not have war-galleys, we essentially had no worthwhile ships in Acremia. A sailing galley was heavy, and if to be used as a fighting ship, its effectiveness would be far out in the Shimmering Sea, where the winds blew strong, and the waves were more violent. Moreover, such sailing galleys would have to be fitted with huge rams to be truly dangerous, making them even slower, so they might batter the smaller warships, which would be their only chance against faster, more agile craft. But, recalling our own Atalantean war-galleys, and those of Mag’s and the other corsair-kingdoms of Sanaavia, the high freeboard of the sailing galleys in a fight, while an advantage in that it would be difficult to board them from a war-galley, was not enough to make up for how ponderous they were.

			Like sharks circling a small whale, two or three of Mag’s highly maneuverable corsair ships could easily surround our huge boats and make quick work of them, especially since I knew many of those Sanaavian war-galleys were fitted with rams of their own. I was not a master sailor, like Glathan, but I knew enough of sea warfare to know that the Sanaavian pirates would outflank our bigger vessels, speed in, ram them, and sink them before we were able to pick off enough of the enemy crews with arrows shot down from the sailing galleys.

			And it was Mag the Malignant, and those pirates like him, who coveted our sailing galleys to be used in their fleets. Protected by their war galleys, our ships could help Mag and his contemporaries, such as Vlaada and Vrag, bring uncounted men to Eltnia’s shores for invasion. So, instead, I would deny them that advantage, and let my beautiful ships, expensively bought only for our single one-way voyage to Acremia, burn.

			Uthlen might remember the names of all our ship commandeers, but I could do him one better, I thought, as the last ships of the last Atalanteans were destroyed. With my commander’s brain for retaining such things only that related to battle, I could match the respective ships with those who, at least in name, captained them.

			Proud-Stern, of course, was my ship, and the flagship of the fleet. Sea Wyrm was Old Yedwol’s. High Prow was Glathan’s and Teardrop was Uthlen’s boat, but they never stood on the decks of those craft, remaining with me on Proud-Stern for the entire voyage, and let lesser men captain those two in their absence. Wave Master was the Ready’s. Foam’s Breath belonged to my brother-in-law, Thurol the Quick. Salt Churn was Earl Arnlyr’s. Wind Murmur’s crew was led by Earl Tytel. The striking Earl Apolt, whom Uthlen seemed enamoured of, was captain of Splasher. Blue Stream was captained by Earl Wirlun. Naturally, in my head, I had the ships that were governed by the lords first and separated them from the ships that were led by only senior knights.

			Of that other group of vessels, Sweet Spray was commanded by Sir Cheal, Wet Lash was commanded by Sir Cantic, and Whirlpool by Sir Heltan. Water’s Wrath’s captain was Sir Malean. Deep Diver was led by Sir Ornest, and War of the Waves was Sir Scolan’s ship. Finally, Sea Wall had Sir Fuerun at its captaincy, and Great Bow had Sir Pertid. Still, irrespective of their glorious names, and that the Atalanteans would no longer, as Glathan said, be masters of the sea, all those ships began to make their slow trip to being nothing but kindling.

			We three stood in the glow of the flames, as it felt like the last traces Atalantyx burned. I saw in my head not galleys aflame, but rather castles, homes, and all our people, drowned in water. Most of the Atalanteans, the Lynchunians, and the Carthlugheans were awake and saw the burning. The timbers crackled and snapped, and the masts fell, as plumes of smoke rose from the sea. I smelled the wood as it splintered and smoked, and I smelled something else.

			It hit me. Almond oil and lemon, the smell of Lysi. This was my sacrifice to the Fire Goddess, which she’d spoken of. This was the event setting the path in motion that would endanger my people. My ships, burning in the water … that was what would offend the Water Goddess. I opened my mouth, and nearly yelled for someone to stop the fires, but no shout ended up coming from me. It was far too late. The vessels would take a long time to be destroyed, but nothing could stop them from being consumed. Yet, in that conflagration, I saw part of Lysi’s prophecy realized, though I did not know what it meant, or what consequences it could have for me or my people. My blood curdled in my veins. I touched my Triangle and Circle Amulet for comfort. I tried to see the Anchali in my mind, but he fled my thoughts. I gainsaid Lysi, the so-called seer, and vowed that I would not let her have such power over me. I was a devotee to the Single God, the True God, the God of Life, Love, and Light. The Eltnish Goddesses and their witches had no hold over my fate. Whatever came of her so-called prophecies was happenstance, not providence, I told myself.

			Uthlen eventually spoke. “I’ll take my leave of you, cousins. I need watch no longer.”

			“Goodnight, Cousin,” I said, which Glathan echoed, and Uthlen left. I thought crudely that he hurried off to spend time with Apolt, who would share his tent, but then tried to expel the same thought from my mind. I prayed that, if there was more substance to what I had down as only speculation, Uthlen would be discreet.

			As we two who were left stood, younger cousin turned to older. “Do you believe in God?” I asked.

			Glathan swung to face to me, with the oddness of the inquiry. “You know I do.”

			“Do you believe in spirits?

			“Spirits?” Glathan raised both his eyebrows.

			“Angels.” The courage it took me to confide in my cousin was more than it took to face the Horrific. I would rather risk being killed than look the fool. “Anchali. Messengers of God.”

			Glathan tread carefully, unsure of the path I led him to. “I suppose I must. If I believe in an unseen God, I should believe in God’s unseen messengers.”

			I paused for a moment before I made the admission. “An Angel visited me.”

			Silence.

			Glathan looked around to see if anyone could hear us. We were alone in our section of the beach. A crowd of Lynchunian warriors and knights of Atalantyx stood together, and they also observed the bonfire.

			“Visited you?” Glathan whispered, when he finally spoke, betraying neither belief nor disbelief.

			“Yes.”

			“When?”

			It was too late to turn back from my telling at that point. “For the second time, the day we landed here, just before we came ashore, and I fought the Horrific. The first time was just before we left Atalantyx, the night before we sailed.”

			“Were you alone when the Angel visited you?”

			“He only visits me when I’m alone.”

			The flaming ships no longer held Glathan’s attention whatsoever, as he looked at me intently.

			“Do you believe me? Or do you believe me mad?” I was not sure myself in that moment.

			Glathan was reassuring. “No more than I, Cousin. I believe you, and I believe in you. I always have.”

			“Then believe that I’ve been visited by an Angel.” I said. Glathan’s reaction was not what I expected. He was not condescending, or disbelieving, and since he was not, it filled me with some small measure of confidence.

			“What did this Angel say to you?” asked Glathan.

			“The first time he visited me, he told me he was my father. He also told me—”

			“Your father?” Finally, Glathan was incredulous.

			“You believe me mad,” I said, in more of a statement than question.

			Glathan shook his head. “No, truly, I don’t think you’re mad. Forgive me, go on.”

			“He told me he was my father. He told me he gat me of my mother, in disguise as … Atalan Ninth. He told me he lay with my mother, in disguise as Atalan, so that he could … bring a savior into the world.”

			“A savior? A savior of what?”

			“Of heathens, of the heathens of Acremia. He told me I’m to save the heathens, by being their king. By conquering all the heathen lands in Sanaavia, all the Eltnish lands, all of Acremia.”

			“I see,” said Glathan, and his comment was not spoken in a tone of ridicule, just confirmation. If he believed me mad, he hid it well.

			I went on. “He told me I was God’s chosen one. He told me that God directed him to create me, because with Anchali blood in me, I could be greater than other men. He told me that I would have the greatness to conquer all heathens and bring them under one devout king.”

			“He said you’d conquer all the kingdoms in Acremia?”

			“Yes.”

			Glathan’s tone was not sarcastic, but I took his response for glibness. “Did he grant you a life of a thousand years? For that’s how long it’d take you to accomplish such a conquest.”`

			“You mock me,” I said, with only mild recrimination, knowing how ridiculous the whole thing sounded, even to my own ears, though I believed in the Anchali.

			“No. I don’t. But surely you see you couldn’t conquer all Eltnia, much less the continent, in a lifetime?”

			“I know not how I can reconcile what you say with what he told me. Nevertheless, that’s what he said.”

			“What else did this Angel say?”

			“On the first visit, he warned me to flee Atalantyx early. That’s why I insisted we leave that day. Were it not for that, we’d be drowned. He said to trust and believe only in him. I suppose he meant not to be seduced by these heathen Gods and witches that surround us. Finally, he cautioned me of the toil I would endure to reach my goals. On the second visit, on board Proud-Stern, he warned me that the Horrific marched against Wely, to trap him and kill both him and me. He told me that Ina betrayed Wely. Also, at this time, the Anchali granted me the gift of Eltnish speech and comprehension.”

			“Who else have you told of the Anchali?”

			“No one.”

			“Not the Princess Aliaz?”

			“No one. Not my wife, not Uthlen, not Thurol. I’ve told no one until you.” I did not add that Lysi knew of the Angel, for I did not wish to face what that meant, since I was troubled enough at that moment.

			Glathan inclined his head slightly, acknowledging the honour to be the first sharing my most intimate secret.

			“You believe me?” I surprised myself how much I wanted to be believed by Glathan.

			“Perforce, I must. I told you, I believe in you. You wouldn’t lie to me of this. How else can I explain that you speak Eltnish better than I—I who’ve studied the language and spent time in these lands?”

			I searched Glathan’s face for any sign of falsehood and found none. “I’m glad, Cousin.”

			“How do you feel about ... all this?”

			“You’ve asked a legitimate question. A Messenger from God came to me and told me he’s my natural father, that he has made me to be a conqueror, and that he’s charged me to unite all the heathen lands under me. Shouldn’t I feel humbled and honoured that I’ve been chosen? Shouldn’t I embrace my destiny?”

			Glathan shook his head to indicate that was not what he was asking of. “How do you feel, to know your father … was not your father?”

			I felt a pang in my chest. I’d grappled with that very issue for some weeks. “I … I’m still of the line of Atalan. My mother was still my mother, and she was still of the great king’s line. And I’m … sired of a being of God’s own creation, greater than any king or man. Still, I … I suppose in one way, I’m a bastard. But I’m not just any bastard. I’m a great one, and greater than any legitimate born man now living.” My pride returned, and I held up my head higher. “I’m the creation of perfection. I’m of the line of Atalan, born of the line of the greatest lords and kings that ever lived, and yet I’m also of a supernatural lineage.”

			“Othrun—”

			My thoughts galloped away into fields of paranoia. “You suppose you could usurp me now that I’ve told you of this?”

			“Usurp?” Glathan looked wholly confused.

			“You’d believe, perhaps, if what I’ve told you is true, and I’m not son of Atalan Ninth, if the Anchali is to be taken at his word, that you could usurp my future throne. Since, you’d believe I’m no longer the heir to the king, you might believe that you’d have a claim to be the heir.”

			“How could you think that of me?” Glathan said indignantly.

			“How couldn’t I think that of you?” I said bitterly. “I’d likely think that of me if I were in your position.”

			“I’m not you,” Glathan reproved me. “You’re the heir of Atalan Ninth. You’ll be king. I have no desire to rule any kingdom.” He grasped my elbow, his tone insistent. “Tell no one of this Angel, and what he told you, Othrun, or else you’ll only sow dissent. I may have no designs on your throne, yet there is no need to plant such ideas in others.”

			I thought at once of Yedwol the Ready. I was sure Glathan thought of him too. For truly, Glathan’s claim to any throne would not be strong once others still lived. Glathan’s branch of our family tree, though quite distinguished, was an auxiliary branch, and descended from a more distant female line. A female line would always be behind a male line in precedence. King Atalan Eighth, my grandfather’s grandfather, had two children. The second of those children was the Princess Debata, named after her mother, the queen. This princess married an earl named Ayalan, and together these two sired Glathan’s grandfather, the famous knight Glatlan who perished in Berefet. Thus, Glathan was a distant cousin to the ruling line of Atalantyx, and more removed from any kingship.

			The nearest male progenitor of the Founder’s line was Uncle. If I was deemed to be illegitimate, or were I still deemed to be the heir and died without a son, Uncle would be my rightful successor. When Old Yedwol died, and that could not be far off, his son, my cousin Yedwol the Ready, would take up the high lordship. Never, I swore silently. I would take the secret of the Anchali’s claim to my grave, and force as many sons as I could out of Aliaz, so that the unctuous younger Yedwol be always be denied.

			Glathan’s firm grip on my arm restored my equilibrium. I nodded, and he eased his hold, but still looked dissatisfied. He asked, sounding hurt: “So truly, you never told me of this Angel for worrying I’d renounce you, and claim kingship for myself? You never trusted me enough to tell me?”

			“That was one reason, yes,” I said sulkily. “But most of all, I didn’t tell you fearing you wouldn’t believe me, and think me mad and unfit for kingship. I see spirits, and therefore I can barely trust my own sanity. How could I trust you not to think me insane?”

			Glathan said, “I’ve known you all your life. I’ve always been your friend, not just your kin. I heralded you as my king, over Erthal, at the risk of my lands, my life, and my family.”

			“This I know, Cousin. But I was torn. If you didn’t believe me, you’d think me mad, and unsuitable to be king. If you believed me, then you’d believe I should be disinherited from kingship, and your claim would be better. Or you’d support Uncle as the rightful king.”

			“No matter what, you’re the king I want to follow, the true king, the king we all need.”

			“I know you used to believe those things about me. I suppose you don’t sound as if you’ve changed your mind.”

			“I haven’t. I believe it even more. You’ve told me an Angel outlined your fate. I may not understand everything that he told you, but that doesn’t mean I disbelieve that you saw him. I’ve always believed you were a man of destiny, and that you should be king over Erthal. I’ve always thought that, given the chance on the throne, you’d restore our house to its proper glory. You’ll be an upright and just king, a godly king. If you are born of God’s own messenger, that’s further affirmation for me that you’re chosen to be great.”

			“Are you certain?” I searched my cousin’s face.

			Glathan spread his arms wide. “What made me steal Sure-Steel from Erthal’s hordes? I know not what compelled me, yet I did it. I’d never stolen anything before in my life. Wasn’t it God speaking to me, to make me commit such a deed, though I didn’t know what prompted me to do it? Is Sure-Steel not a tool, to help you in your endeavours? Isn’t it the great sword you need to help you conquer your enemies, as the Angel said you would?”

			“I believe so.”

			“Then it’s meant to be.”

			Glathan was a man of faith, first and foremost, even more than I was. If there was someone to believe of Angels and destiny, it was him. I exhaled, relieved. “So, you do believe me.”

			“I do,” nodded Glathan. “But though I told you not to tell anyone else of this, my heart says you should speak to Gogest. If anyone would know of Angels and what they mean, he would.”

			Gogest. I did not know the Prelate of Myntlan well, though I supposed I would know him better soon. Uthlen had reminded me, during our voyage to Eltnia, that we would need a High Prelate of my new realm. When I asked him who the incumbent would be, Uthlen mentioned that, by virtue of rank among our living clergy, it would be Gogest.

			I was not close to any prelates, except my favourite priest, Father Atrant, who was the Prelate of Southbridge, the chief city of my former principality of Surtyx. Atrant was involved in my life from the beginning. It was Atrant, just newly made to a prelate from lesser priest, who’d baptised me. It was Atrant who’d presided over my investiture as Second Prince. Atrant had journeyed with Erthal and me to Norsoon, and he’d married Aliaz and me. Atrant was likely to be the next High Prelate of the Realm after the death of the old High Prelate, which occurred just before the rebellion began. Unless Erthal, had he lived, did away with the position of High Prelate, due to the rise of the druids to religious prominence. But Atrant was dead in the drowning of Atalantyx.

			And so, said Uthlen, Gogest was the highest-ranking of our prelates left alive. That he also happened to be head of the temple for Glathan’s former fiefdom reassured me. I would be appointing Gogest as the High Prelate in my new kingdom, a great position of esteem and one close in the king’s counsel. Still, I asked Glathan, “Can I trust him?”

			“I do,” said Glathan. “He was there to bless me when I was born. If you’ll recall, he married Holita and me. He said the eulogy for both my father and mother. He’s like a second father to me, and like Atrant for you, was my main spiritual advisor.” I laughed at this, as unlike Glathan, I never asked advice from Atrant, or anyone, about the Single God. I always found priests rather pedantic and tiresome, including Atrant, but I could not deny that I had trusted him well enough.

			“Why do I need to ask Gogest anything?”

			“There’s some doubt in your mind of this Anchali,” said Glathan. “I see it in your face. Gogest is not just any prelate. He’s learned in the ways of our holy religion. He’ll have information to provide regarding Angels. It may help ease your mind.”

			I considered this. Glathan was right. There was doubt in me, of so many things. I was ashamed that I doubted anything of the Anchali who saved me, and saved all my followers, yet I did. I thought of my other more recent issue. “There’s more.”

			Glathan smiled. “More than what you told me? You told me enough to last a lifetime!”

			“The sword you got for me. Sure-Steel.”

			“What of it?”

			“Uthlen was right. The blade is cursed.”

			Glathan paled, looking at me, horrified. He was more worried about Sure-Steel being cursed than me seeing Angels. “Why do you say this?”

			“It … talks to me.”

			“Talks to you. What does it say?”

			“Join us.”

			This seemed too much for Glathan to digest. It was too much for me too, but I had to bear it all. Glathan regretted taking the sword, I knew, with my news. He asked, “Do you wish to destroy the blade?”

			“No!” I cried, more forcefully than I’d intended. The men who watched the Atalantean fleet burn, among them Earl Claf, turned our way. They saw my glare, and Claf urged them to turn back to the ships, which they did.

			“Speak to Gogest of this as well,” was all Glathan would say. “If anyone can help you, it’s he. For my part, I’m sorry to cause you any harm. I got that sword for good intent, not ill.”

			“I know it Glathan,” I said. “I don’t wish to get rid of Sure-Steel. Perhaps, as you say, Gogest can help.”

			“Again, tell no one else of this. When you tell Gogest, swear him to secrecy. Don’t tell the princess nor Uthlen, for their sake. Tell no one about the Anchali, nor about Sure-Steel. Don’t burden them with it. Gogest will keep your secret, as will I.” He looked at me sympathetically. “Don’t bear this alone, Cousin. When anything troubles you, come and speak to me, please. Whether it be of the Angel or Sure-Steel, I’m here to listen.”

			I felt tears come unbidden. I pushed them down. “Don’t bear what alone? Don’t bear alone the fact that, on balance, I’m a bastard? Born of a being of light? That I’ve lived a lie all my life? That Father was not really Father? Father hated me, and I wasted so much time trying to please him, to win his love. Life has been unkind. I tried to be righteous to God. For it, I was banished by my own brother, who also hated me, but wasn’t really my brother. That I was banished by that one-time-brother, because he married some witch, from heathen lands, and then because of it, I saw my entire land and family and people, except those in eighteen boats, destroyed? That I must bow to heathen kings, to try and salvage a land amongst savages for my people? That I must fight, from the moment I land, for my life, for my people’s lives, with a sword that perhaps is cursed? Even now, all those lives hang in the balance. And who will bear responsibility for their deaths if they all die? Who will be blamed if the last of the Atalanteans disappear forever? Whoever led them and brought them to doom. That’s me. I must find a way to save them all, and conquer a continent, per the Anchali, and I barely have a thousand fighting men.”

			Glathan smiled without mirth. “No pressure, eh, Cousin?”

			I sniffled, “No. None.”

			Glathan leaned over, patted my elbow, and then straightened. “When these things trouble you, remember, come and speak to me. Of all the things you fear, the hardest thing to countenance is not knowing who your father was. Finding out your father was not your real father. It makes one question everything about oneself.”

			Sadness and anger turned me cruel for a moment. “How would you know? Are you a bastard?” Instantly, I regretted my piggishness.

			Glathan took the slight, but his voice was still even. “Not that I know of. But how many men are born and grow up knowing, or find out later in life, they are bastards?”

			“Very few kings,” I said childishly, knowing that was far from true.

			“Didn’t you love him? Atalan Ninth?”

			My thoughts went back to my childhood. “I feared him. But yes, I loved him.”

			“And he loved you. He told that to my father, who was close to him, who told me in turn. He loved both you and Erthal. He wanted you both to conquer and to rule. He knew you must find new lands here, in Acremia, for you to be your own man. Atalan Ninth told my father that he, Atalan Ninth, wasn’t a good father. He told Earl Glaton that he grew up wondering how his father, the kindly Athlyr First, could seem to love everyone else but not him. Then he said to my father, it wasn’t till he fathered you that he understood. For his mother, your grandmother, nearly died birthing him, and then finally died birthing his brother, your Uncle Yedwol. He loved you…but he resented your mother’s death bearing you.”

			I gave a half-shrug. “So, he may have loved me. So he may have loved Mother and grieved her. But I wasn’t to blame for Mother’s death. I didn’t decide to bring myself into the world. He did, my one-time-father decided that. But even though he lost Mother, he still had me. He didn’t need to lose me, but he did. He lost me to coldness, rejection, and his constant disappointment. He never showed me love; he just ignored me. He didn’t have to live all that time ignoring me, then die and leave me nothing, save a vision you say I can’t accomplish.”

			“The Falcon had his vision. That vision was to see all Acremia united under the godly rule of Atalantyx. Is this not the same vision the Anchali has seen for you?”

			That brought a snicker from me. “Atalan Ninth wanted to conquer for conquering’s sake. Godliness had secondary importance.”

			“Nevertheless, he wanted sovereignty over all the kings of Eltnia and Sanaavia, in time. You’ll have a chance, it seems, to accomplish at least part of his dream, for higher purposes than perhaps he aspired. I can think of no better gift he could receive of a son he loved so much. You would have given him his heart’s desire. You would make him proud. Your father, the first one you ever knew, was King of Atalantyx. He died believing he was your father, and for all intents and purposes, he was and always will be. That makes you a prince, and his rightful heir.”

			“If only I could be as sure as you.”

			“You’ll do your utmost to deliver of your mission for both your fathers.”

			I wished saying thanks came easier to me. I hoped Glathan knew how grateful I was for his words. “You give redemption better than any priest. I’m happy to have you at my side, Lord Earl.”

			Glathan nodded. “King Atalan was still your father. You’re very much his son. Remember that. You’re the heir to his legacy, his memory.”

			“I will remember,” I promised. “And I’ll speak to Gogest.”

			“I never kept my part of the bargain,” said Glathan. “Now that you’ve told me about how you’ve come to speak Eltnish, I must give you my tale. It’s not nearly as exciting as what you’ve told me. I employed an expert thief to steal the sword, Sure-Steel. I don’t have that type of skill, nor could I risk being caught. I paid the right men inside Erthal’s household at the other end to look the other way and arranged the opportune time. It was simpler than you’d think. Sure-Steel wasn’t kept in the main treasury. I could never have gotten my hands on it then. Too well guarded. It was in ancillary stores. No one cared about it anymore, save it belonged to our family, and the handle was of gold, and it was Atalantean steel. A hundred famous swords like that, as you know, were in the royal treasuries.”

			“That’s it?” I asked.

			Glathan nodded, yawning. “A shame, that thief. He was a good lad, for all his simplicity. He was a beggar boy, arranged for through a broker who peddled that sort of thing, with many layers of my men separating me from the broker. That boy was someone no one knew, and no one cared about. No one would suspect him, nor would anyone miss him if he failed, and got caught by Erthal’s men and was hanged or lost his head. He was someone who no one would believe was tied to the broker, much less any of my men. Still, that boy, he could’ve run off with Sure-Steel, or sold it maybe for a higher sum. But he proved loyal, and brought it, through the long line of people, to one of my trusted men, who brought it to me. I suppose the lad would’ve risked being killed for the thievery if he did that, by either the broker or myself if I found out, but still. Poor boy. Drowned now with the rest. Well, there it is. That’s how you got your famous sword, by ways of the things a king never needs to know about, and that he shouldn’t know about, so that he can deny he had anything to do with.”

			Glathan then shook his head, “When you were a little boy, and I already a man gone off to wars and adventure, I came back home one time, and brought you a toy sword. It was a well-made thing, that I’d found in a market in Lifren. You won’t remember that—”

			“Yes, yes, I do!” I insisted. “I still have it somewhere among my things. I kept it all these years.”

			“You may remember the sword, and have it still, but I doubt you remember looking sad, when I brought you a present that I thought you would be grateful to your elder cousin for. You said to me, ‘Cousin, this is a nice gift, but I wanted the sword of Arclan, the Purple Prince.’ You said it as if it were the easiest thing in the world to get. As if, as Second Prince, you were entitled to it. I remember laughing, and bowing to you, saying, ‘Forgive me, Sire, I’ll do better next time.’ It looks like I kept my word. I never forgot what you wanted, Lord Othrun. So the prince commands, so shall it be done. I was just a little tardy with getting it for you, is all.”

			I might have an Anchali watching out for me but having one like Glathan also taking care of me was almost as valuable. I sighed. “You’re weary too. Rest, cousin. Tomorrow’s challenge will be even stricter.”

			Glathan agreed and yawned again. “Goodnight, Cousin.”

		

	
		
			
Twenty-Nine

			I went back to my tent. Aliaz had not awakened through all the tumult. She always slept like the dead. However, sleep was denied to me, despite my weariness. I had one of my men summon Gogest to me, though the hour was late, I figured past the twentieth, but it did not matter. Gogest, and all the Atalanteans, served at my pleasure, for I was their high lord. The sun was already set when I called for Gogest, but the beach was still alight from the fire of my ships.

			Gogest came with an attendant, a skinny priest in a spotless white robe, who supported the aged prelate by the arm. The bony attendant removed Gogest’s cloak and tried to sit him on a stool I provided, but Gogest tried to feebly bow instead. I insisted he sit in my presence, then I waved off both his attempt at courtesy and further service from his man. The prelate bid his servant to leave, and bowing obsequiously, the man departed. I brought Sure-Steel, in its casing, and laid it on the floor near Gogest, who looked mystified as to why I had the sword there. I found another stool and placed myself across from the prelate.

			Gogest had seen at least sixty plus ten summers. He was reed-thin like his attendant, still handsome, even with his white hair, and his face had many lines and wrinkles. His mellow hazel eyes were full of wit and good-naturedness. He wore the purple robe of a prelate, overtop the simple white robe of priesthood, of which only the collar showed. His heavy gold chain of office, a massive God’s Amulet, the size of a torque, interlinked with huge amethyst gems, seemed to stoop him over even more than time itself had bent the once proud carriage.

			I exchanged pleasantries with him, finding him to be gracious and as learned as Glathan boasted. Seeing and speaking to Gogest gave me more assurance in my next proclamation. “Lord Prelate, you’ll be High Prelate and Lord Chancellor of my kingdom when established.”

			Gogest tried to rise and bend his knee to me, but I reached over and placed a hand on him, so he might stay seated. He was old. I thought, I should have a replacement in mind quickly, for my chosen new High Prelate. How long he will he last? “You honour me, Sire,” said Gogest.

			“I don’t know you well, Lord Prelate,” I noted. “But my cousin speaks highly of you. Therefore, you’re in my trust as well.”

			“I baptised Glathan as babe in arms,” said Gogest. “He’s grown into a great man, perhaps the greatest earl of our time. You’re fortunate to have his counsel.”

			“Agreed,” I said. “I’d have yours as well.”

			“If I’m to be your High Prelate, I know that comes with the title,” smiled Gogest. “May I prove worthy.”

			“No doubt you will. I’d start your position early, my Lord. Now.”

			“I’m here to serve you, Lord Prince. Please, tell me how.”

			I hesitated. For so long, I’d shared the presence of the Angel with no one. I told Glathan, difficult enough, despite our closeness. I was also to tell a virtual stranger. But the Anchali was an instrument of God, and this was a man of God, and a leader of the temple, who sat before me. And Glathan trusted him. I looked into the kind eyes of the old man, took a deep breath, and told my tale. Gogest listened with the patience and silence of one who has heard many things from many people. I did not doubt that some of those things he heard were fantastical, and some of those people he heard those things from were not believable. When I finished, the priest simply nodded.

			In the other corner of the tent, Aliaz turned over noisily in the bed, and spoke unintelligible nonsense in her dreams.

			“Speak, my Lord,” I urged. “Tell me what you think.” Gogest opened his mouth, but I added, “And don’t say what I want to hear. Tell me what you think.”

			Gogest seemed to peer into my very soul. “There’re many stories of Angels, mighty beings, the Messengers of the One God, who visit earth to tell us in person of the Single God’s will. It’s said that those visited are blessed.”

			“You say it, but sound dubious,” I observed. “You don’t sound as if I’m blessed. Or is it my melancholy that makes me feel that way?”

			“Melancholy is natural, Lord Prince,” said Gogest kindly. “We’ve lost our homeland, and all our people except two thousand. God be praised we live, but we’ve endured much. Yet, we’re blessed. We’ve prospect of a new home, and thanks to you, we’ve made new allies. We’ll soon have a new kingdom for your sovereign lordship. And you’ve been given a mighty sword. A sword to help you defend that kingdom.”

			“A sword that seems possessed,” I said, stooping to pick up Sure-Steel in the scabbard from the ground. I felt its weight. “A sword that may drive me mad.” I stared at the weapon, willing it to speak, as it had spoken to me, in Gogest’s presence. But it seemed whatever possessed Sure-Steel did not perform on my demand. The sword was inanimate.

			“If you’ve seen the face of the Messenger of God,” Gogest said, “And not been driven mad, then I doubt a sword speaking to you will take your sanity.”

			“I’m troubled,” I said. “I’ve been visited by an Angel, an Angel who tells me he’s my father, and that the king was not my father. My cousin steals me a mighty sword, a sword which is my birthright, but it seems haunted. My dreams … my nightmares of a great black dragon, circling a red mountain, disturb my sleep. I still hear the screams … the screams of our people. I still see the towers falling. I can’t … I can’t find peace.” I did not add all that Lysi had told me. “So much swirls in my mind, so many strange things have occurred. It’s difficult to sort out fraud from facts.”

			“Your sword slew the great Horrific. You saved us, and many others, with that sword. You saved much bloodshed. God was with you. With us. That sword has been an instrument of good. May I see it?”

			I stood. I drew Sure-Steel and laid it on a table at the front of the tent, already half covered with maps and scrolls. I helped Gogest rise. The prelate went to the table and leaned over slowly. He touched the sword reverently. Something in me revolted as someone put hands on my blade, but I kept still.

			“Perhaps someone such as this Princess Lysi, or some other sorceress of Eltnia, could help you,” said Gogest, slowly and painfully straightening, as he drew his hands away. “I can’t.”

			I was disquieted by his words. I picked up Sure-Steel. “A sorceress of Eltnia?”

			“I’ve banished evil spirits from children whom their parents thought first possessed by only fever,” said Gogest. “I’ve blessed ruined crops, turned to bountiful harvest. I’ve prayed for lords to be safe and victorious in battle. They returned whole and triumphant. However, this is beyond me. This sword is made of magic from an ancient time. A time even beyond the rise of our Single God’s religion in Atalantyx. A pagan time, of pagan magic.”

			“You believe in pagan magic, Lord Prelate?”

			“The magic of Eltnia is strong. The Goddesses of the Eltnish are omnipresent here in these lands.”

			“What?” I said, startled. “That’s blasphemy!”

			Gogest smiled, his lined face crinkling merrily. “Is it?”

			I was stern, tried to keep my voice down of Aliaz sleeping, but I was angry: “You’re to be my High Prelate! The protector and champion of our temple! The Steward of the one God, the True God! You speak of the power of pagan deities?”

			“The power of a god, Lord Prince,” said Gogest, still smiling, “is in what men believe. When the Eltnish pray to their Goddesses to heal their sick, and their sick are healed, is it coincidence? Or is it their Goddesses at work?”

			“Coincidence then,” I huffed.

			“Oh?” Gogest raised a sardonic eyebrow. “But when we pray to the Single God to heal our sick and our prayers go unanswered, what of it?”

			“Then that’s God’s will,” I said obstinately.

			“You would’ve made a good priest, my Lord,” laughed Gogest.

			“You would’ve made a good mage, Lord Prelate,” I said mordantly.

			Gogest sighed. “You know our history. There was a time when we Atalanteans worshipped not the Single God, but many. A time when Gods more numerous and bizarre than the Elemental Goddesses had their statues adorned in a pagan temple in the heart of the holy city of Atal. In that city, there was once a temple roofed in ivory from the Anib, faced in silver from the Ceanish, and walled with gold from Berefet. It was a heathen temple made from the materials of heathen countries. That temple was erected by the order of our own founder, King Atalan the First. It was in that temple, and on that temple’s altar, that Atalan First sacrificed his own father, the Great Prelate Atal, to appease the pagan gods, and to keep worship of the One God at bay. It was not until the rule of Andrun Second that devotion to the Single God became more widespread in Atalantyx—that Andrun Second who was the younger brother of the famous Purple Prince. That Andrun Second who took the throne only because Arclan died in battle before King Atalan Fourth died of old age.

			“Truly, we owe our worship of the true God to Arclan, who converted once in the capture of Menz, the King of Madi. For once Arclan became a follower of the Single God, and he was ransomed back to his kingly father, he also managed to bring his brother, Andrun, who would later rule, to see the Single God’s awesome light. Moreover, it was Arclan who established, based on his newfound love of the True God, the mighty order of holy warriors, the High Order of the Mammoth, first order among all knighthood orders in Atalantyx. But, finally, it was Arclan’s death in Berefet that convinced the Atalanteans to turn to another god. For before he sailed to battle in Berefet, First Prince Arclan gave a rousing speech in Atal, right in front of the pagan shrine. He told the crowd that he had found the True God, and that unless the Atalanteans came over to that god as well, they would know only defeat at the hands of their enemies. In the years before Arclan’s birth, the mighty Atalanteans were losing many wars. Their early dominance of the world seemed as if it was already waning. But then the great hero Arclan arose, leading them to many victories. It was said that Arclan’s generals who went with him to Berefet, and were mostly pagan, scorned the words of their prince prior to them sailing from Atalantyx.

			“But when Arclan fell, and the Atalanteans lost the battle, those same generals, in their grief over Arclan’s death, and their guilt in not heeding their commander’s words, also went over to the One God’s faith. And the sway of those generals, who were powerful lords, eventually helped all the Atalanteans see the light. So the Atalanteans were beaten by the mighty kingdoms of Berefet, Ceane, and the rest of the Atramlandish Confederate, where many of those countries worshipped the True God. With this happening, and after seeing their great hero fall, our people shunned the Water Goddess and the like. The Atalanteans blamed those goddesses for our failures, and the loss of their beloved prince, who’d warned them to turn away from idol worship. As we in turn conquered more nations, our empire began to contain people of all lands. No one realised as the influence of those who worshipped the One God spread like fire, because of our mingling with those born in continental Atramland. And so, in time, we too, all the Atalanteans, turned to the Single God.”

			“We saw the light,” I asserted. I did not like being reminded of a time when Atalantyx was humbled in battle, nor when it was pagan. Since I would now be a king, as I planned to ask Erthal, I would ensure the histories spoke nothing of our loses, only our victories, and our piety. Still, I was impressed with the priest’s knowledge of Arclan, even though I did not like some of the facts of Arclan’s life and hated to think of him dying before he could wear the Tri-Crown, even though, in his death, he saved Atalantyx from the grip of heresy. That made him even more my hero. I hoped I would have the strength and courage, with the Anchali’s help, to like Arclan spread godliness throughout Acremia, even if I had to give my life to do it.

			“We grew tired of defeat,” corrected Gogest. “And our peoples were mingled with others who worshipped the Triangle and Eternal Circle.”

			“Don’t you believe completely in our Single God, Lord Prelate?”

			“I believe there’re many faces to the Single God,” said Gogest. “Perhaps in Eltnia, our God has many names and many faces, and it’s too much for the Eltnish to put their faith in one God. They feel their chances are better if there are many. If one Goddess fails them, they turn to another. And so on. It doesn’t make me believe any less in our Single God. It merely makes me think the Single God is manifest in all their many Goddesses. And Gods and Goddesses, Lord Prince, are not easily understood.”

			“It’s easy to understand that our One God is all powerful and benign,” I replied. “And that to worship pagan Goddesses is ignorant.”

			“Benign?” said Gogest. “Beware, Sire, to speak of Gods, or their Messengers, as benign. It’s benign to deceive?”

			“Deceive?”

			“Isn’t disguising oneself as a prince, and lying with a princess, deception? You believe this what your Angel has done, don’t you?”

			“You said yourself, Gods are not easily understood,” I mumbled, a weak response. “But the Angel, the Mighty One, no doubt did this for good purpose. To breed a king fit to lead our people through this trial. To imbue me with abilities beyond that of mortal men.”

			“If this Angel is truly an instrument of God, why would he do such an ungodly thing? Deceive a woman and cuckold her husband? If a man were to do that, he would be full of sin!”

			I had no words. It was not as if I had not considered all these things before. But I’d shut my mind to such thoughts. I’d shut it to the Anchali’s purpose being ignoble, to the great Angel being anything save a creature of holiness.

			Gogest saw my confusion and consternation. “Be careful, Lord Prince, in dealing with beings that are greater than mortal men. They can use us for their own ends, perhaps for the greater good, but to the detriment of the men themselves. Faith should be blind, it is said, but not dumb.”

			I looked at the sword in my hand, as did Gogest.

			“I’m not a man of war,” said Gogest. “But of God. Nonetheless, I know a good sword when I see it. My brother, Gogner, was a great fighter. He wouldn’t abandon a sword such as that. Keep your sword. But find an Eltnish mage to help you uncover the meaning behind it, and the fact that it speaks to you.”

			Disappointed and dismayed, I asked, “Can you do nothing?”

			“You told me the Princess Aliaz had this sword blessed by Father Atrant?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then wield it in good health, Lord Prince. Father Atrant was a good man, and a good priest. He would have been a great High Prelate. His blessing must suffice for now. Want a good leather jerkin? Seek a tanner. Want a good pair of horseshoes? Look for a blacksmith. There’s ancient magic in this sword. You need a mage, not a priest, if you wish to discover its secrets and the riddle of the voice speaking to you.”

			I was far from satisfied with this strange man, or his unsavory answers, which bordered on heresy. This was the man whom Glathan trusted implicitly? Whom, by tradition, should be my High Prelate, and Chancellor, with a seat on my Council? For a moment, I was unsure he believed at all in the Single God, the True God.

			Still, his last words sounded like wisdom in my ears. I called for a page to take Gogest back to his lodgings, dismissed him, and bid him goodnight.

			So, I must find a mage. How could I ever find a mage, in this land of enemies, to trust?

			Perhaps I was too quick to scorn Lysi. I might need her after all.

			With that thought, I went to bed.

			I awakened to the sound of wood being chopped. It was still partially dark, just before dawn. I rolled over and flung my arm over Aliaz. She awoke too. I bemoaned that we had but one night in our glorious bed. We’d slept on the hard, built-in shelf cot—the only one—on board Proud- Stern for the past month. We knew it was a luxury, as all others slept either between the rowing benches, in the holds, or above deck when the seas were calm. For the next few weeks, for certain, we would have no ability or time to set up pavilions. We would have to be ready to pack and run at a moment’s notice. We would be sleeping on the cold ground, with only blankets for bedding, and rocks for pillows. It could not be helped. I vowed that when Eastrealm was reality, my bed would be more luxurious than the one we slept in now, which was but a small one taken from the guest rooms at Newhall that would fit in our tent.

			I kissed Aliaz and rolled out of bed, then poked my head outside. Most of the pavilions had already been taken down. By the water’s edge, I heard chopping. It was too dark to see what was being done, so I went back inside. Aliaz’s handmaids and my pages soon had us washed—such washing as we were afforded. I was dressed. The pages had done man’s work on my best mail, my helm, and my sword belt and scabbard, and all those pieces of armament shone in the tent’s half-light. I was soon armoured, with Sure-Steel on my back, and Biter and Cutter at my waist. My pages held onto my helmet, shield, and primary spear as I emerged from the tent, leaving Aliaz to supervise our packing.

			It seemed that everyone else was awake much earlier, and was already packed and almost ready to depart. The beach was full of our armed men. Hundreds of knights in all their splendour, glinting metal all over. The pages and esquires, for those knights fortunate enough to have them, were loaded with their armaments: their battle-axes, great-swords, spears, bows, quivers, and shields. Half of the knights themselves carried packs, and were laden with household baggage, or else they carried chests, which required two men. One man was on one side with the handle being a pole tent, and another was on the other side with a second pole, with the chest carried between them. Some knights carried attire, blankets, and sacks with personal monies, gems, trinkets, and baubles. Still others held foodstuffs, water, and wine. Some carried weapons for comrades who were too over-weighted with other items, less hale, or older.

			I judged, with a cursory look, that I had seven hundred men in top fitness for battle. Another two hundred who, either by prior injury or age, could still fight but would be much more vulnerable. Yet, another hundred or so were well past their prime, but at least they would still manage to kill a few of the foemen before they themselves could be finished off. All Wely and Hert’s men, a combined seven hundred strong, seemed to be either top-tier veteran fighters, or else young, healthy, and ready. As Wely said, we were a formidable force by Eltnish standards. Together, our alliance was seventeen hundred men-at-arms, including two kings, three princes, and about a dozen earls. It was not Atalantyx’s army at its height by any means, and was merely about the size of Atalantyx’s vanguard when I sailed to Berefet on my first expedition. In that campaign, forty thousand men of my island had gone to subdue our rebellious colony. No matter, it was what we had. Our numbers would have to suffice against whatever might that Ina could throw at us.

			Those pages and servants who were not relieving my warriors of their burdens had their own. The pages carried bags full of valuables, pieces of the pavilions, and provisions of various sorts, all lugged by those who were used to carrying things belonging to highborn. The delicate handmaids of the great Ladies, Aliaz, Samata, Holita, and that ilk, carried only shawls or caps for their patrons, or held the hands of children, or the elderly. With them stood all the priests, perhaps twenty all told, including Gogest, with a walking staff. Another thirty priestesses were with them. Those were all that remained of the guardians of our faith, numbering fifty clergy. The Single God would need many more initiates if our true religion were to spread throughout Eltnish lands. Those, I realized I must preserve at all costs. Only they knew the intricacies of the sacraments Atal the Great Prelate had set out all those long centuries ago. Only they could baptize the newly born, give final rites to the dying, and explain the mysteries of the Single God, the True God, the God of Life, Love, and Light. It is they would who be tasked to ensuring new Holy places were erected in my kingdom. They would be the leaders of the first temples raised in Eltnia, as shrines to the Single God.

			The commoners all had their own baggage. Amongst the commoners were glassblowers, painters, weavers, bowyers, leatherworkers, farmers, masons, jewelers, scribes, rat-catchers, surgeons, nurse-wives, and cooks. There were locksmiths, smithies, dyers, brewers, cartographers, fishermen, candlemakers, and more trades besides. They carried their unique tools and implements with them, plus what meagre clothing they’d carried from Atalantyx. As I said at the first council of the Alliance, I would need all these people too, and they had to live. The superiority and survival of the Atalanteans depended upon it. They were the hard-working, skilled labourers who would build Eastrealm and keep it at the pinnacle of society. Our magnificence, I believed, would only be amplified in Eltnia. We would be gold amongst brass. If Lynchun was the standard for opulence in the continent, I was resolved, even without seeing Wely’s kingdom yet, that we would outshine them. We needed craftsmen, and to find and train many more apprentices, to do that.

			Glathan met me to give me my morning report. All night watches reported clear and had passed uneventfully. From the seaward watch, trading boats headed up and down the coast were sighted, but no warships. Those boats, the Eltnish captains told our lords, were going to and from Sanaavia and the trading port of Three Rivers in the Eltnish Kingdom of Peernia. Even I had heard of Three Rivers, long ere I came to Acremia, as a hub of merchandising that supposedly outclassed Havenshur. I vowed I would visit there one day to prove it for myself.

			I shook hands, clapped backs, and chatted cheerily with men as I went toward the sound of chopping wood. I needed to keep everyone’s spirits up, the way Glathan always said a good lord did. Hard would be the road ahead, filled with unknowns, and enemies we knew not where. There was a witch who stalked our path. I saw several Atalantean men going to their knees to pray, with their hands and head on the sand, in the proper stance for prayer, so their prayers would be better heard by the Single God, while they fondled their Triangle and Circle Amulets. We would need all their prayers, and more.

			I found the wood being chopped was the remnants of my fleet. Eighteen ships were in the water, each in different semblances of destruction. Some of the wrecks still half floated, half sunk, anchored where they were burned. The water five hundred yards from shore was filled with flotsam, and the wreckage of wood and sailcloth and metal. Certainly, if there was ever a Water Goddess, I would have offended her by my pollution of the pristine coast. It was Eltnish soldiers who used their belt axes to break up pieces of timber.

			“We’ve all taken a bit of the wood from your ships, Lord Prince,” explained Centi, hoping he had not displeased me. “Lynchun men, and Carthlughean. Some of it we used to add to the pyre of King Hor, so that the fire would increase, and that the king might finish burning in time before we left. Some of the wood we’ve taken for luck, a bit of the great drowned kingdom, to take with us. Warriors will tie the wood to their spears or sword-hilts.” He blushed. “We didn’t ask, Lord Prince, if this was permitted. Forgive us. We—”

			“It’s alright,” I reassured Centi. “I’ve heard I’ve offended two Goddesses today, so perhaps I’m repaid by you stealing worthless pieces of wood.” I smiled bitterly, not because I was mad at Centi, but because I was frustrated. I did not see how keepsakes of a destroyed civilization would bring good fortune, any more than I could understand what burning my ships could mean in offence of the Water Goddess. I did not question either further. What did bring another ironic grin to my face was when I thought through what I knew of Atalantean history, of what I had done. I could not recall any other examples of commanders who’d set fire to their own fleets. Yet, there was still one more fire to finish burning that day.

			Just as dawn blossomed, orange, grey, and red in the sky, I stood with Hert, Wely, Eld, and Uncle, at the mound of Hor, son of Hern, the fallen king. The honour guard was there, and chanted, humming, a war-song of an ancient warrior called Anard to pay tribute to the Horrific. I gathered by the listening that Anard, too, was a man of giant proportions, and a Lord of Carthlughe. Hor was almost completely reduced to ashes from burning overnight, but still, the stones of his mound were red with blood. I trembled, thinking of Lysi.

			Then flint was struck, to complete the task. For, in Eltnia, there was only one fitting way to dispose of dead nobility. That was to say, they burned. And when they burned, they must burn until only ashes were left, for they could not be left dishonoured, as food for scavengers. Thus the sparks were lit, so that the giant king would be finally, and completely, cremated. Even Hor’s supporters did not weep. I supposed their love of him was not for his noblesse, but rather the riches he must have promised them, once he was master of Lynchun. Or perhaps they gravitated to his immense strength, ferocity, and philosophy of conquest. Or perhaps they, like he, were cruel and dishonorable, and he gave them license to do ignoble deeds in the name of war.

			Whatever the reason, Hor may have inspired fear, but little love, it appeared. Regardless, even if he was loved, he was no more. King Hor was dead, but there was a new king. One by one, his men, all five hundred, came forward and bent knee in the sand and dirt to Hert, Hor’s only son, and affirmed their allegiance to Hert as King of Carthlughe. By the time the last man arose, there was nothing left of Hor the Horrific, except that which could be carried away by the wind, back to the earth, and if one believed, back to the Earth Goddess.

			When this was done, we left the beach.

		

	
		
			
Thirty

			Our journey towards my new kingdom began. But first we had to pass through enemy territories, which was the kingdom of Ina, called the Ignorant, who styled himself High King of Middle Eltnia, and who compassed the death of me and all my people. We would find no friends in those lands.

			The sandy hills that Lysi had gone up when she left us gave way to grassier rises, then dirt paths that ran between, up, and around the mountains. With all our train, the three peoples of our Alliance left thousands of footprints on those crude roads that were barely trod, since the Nyrimians feared the Shimmering Sea, and the Water Goddess, and kept their abodes far from the beach where we’d spent the first day and night of our time in Eltnia.

			Even far away from the beach where we landed, as we climbed the rugged mountain roads, the air still stank of smoke from our burnt fleet. We could no longer see the ocean, and it turned into a miserable, rainy day. It was not a refreshing, light rain that pelted us. It was an intermittent cold rain, soaking our cloaks and our dampening spirits. We moved slowly. Those who were not warriors, the women, the priests, the servants, moved less swiftly than those hardened to marching and war. The baggage slowed them more. The unfamiliar mountain paths, the growing mud, also slowed them. Some Atalanteans sneezed. It was late summer, but it was colder than the height of winter in our former homeland. I saw Aliaz shivering, even though her handmaidens had put on her heavier cloak and boots that morning when they dressed her. I worried for my people becoming ill.

			The Lynchun king, Wely, led us. Hert, new King of Carthlughe, whom I dubbed the Brave, was beside him. Those two lords knew the ways through Nyrimia. They went warily though and took us forward uneasily. We saw some shepherds, at times, in the mountains far above us, and some unattended flocks, but nothing else. The shepherds stared in awe at the massive presence passing them but did not move from their positions. No one would challenge such a party unarmed. We saw no further men of Ina at first, but we knew they were out there somewhere, and worse, that we were being tracked. We saw no signs of Lysi. The land was quiet, foreboding, and empty. But the land, I had to admit, was beautiful. The austere mountains were bare except for those occasional shepherds and their sheep. I wondered how the Nyrimians survived, and what they ate, in such a mountainous place without an abundance of farmland. For amongst the jagged peaks, the plateaus were dotted with trees, shrubs, and a hard soil that could barely grow any crops. The kingdom was all dizzying heights, where living off the land would be a tough existence.

			But for us, the main issue was not farming, but rather that those heights were not unguarded. For, finally, as morning left us, we detected Nyrimian scouts, in large groups, on various mountainsides. The scouts were high up, and far enough away that it would be folly to pursue them. The scouts stood like graven statues, staring at us, while we stared back at them. It felt as if only their eyes swivelled, as they followed our movements. They were eerily still, as they watched us. They were just men of flesh and blood, we knew, but it felt as if they were evil spirits, haunting our sight, appearing out of nowhere at every mountainside. We could not escape their unwanted, malevolent gaze.

			Then the drums started. They were faint at first, but unmistakable. With the acoustics of the mountains, they pounded ominously. We could not tell which direction the drumming came from, as the echoes rang off the great hills. Like the first time I’d heard them, upon landing in Eltnia, the drums were the sounds of war, but this time the drums were not from Carthlughe, our foes turned friends. These drums were beaten by the warriors of Ina, called the Ignorant. They spooked my Atalantean civilians, made my stern knights put their hands on their sword-hilts, and made the Eltnish warriors amongst us look grim.

			“They’re signalling each other, the scouts,” said Hert to me. “They don’t beat the drums to frighten us. They’re letting one another know where we are, because they’re tracking us.”

			The intent may not have been to frighten us, but that did not mean the drums did not make our party nervous, knowing what they meant. But like we tried not to pay too much attention to the omnipresent scouts, we tried to ignore the ominous beating and keep going. We walked for hours, and in time, the rain stopped. The sun was high, and we warmed. A rainbow came over the summits. All that made our sprits cheer, despite the drums and the fact that we knew our followers were close. The ground hardened again and that made walking easier. We were encouraged by the progress we’d made so far. I guessed we had marched more than ten miles since we left the beach.

			And then, came the fog.

			Wely was perturbed, and his mood was foul. He led us as best he could. There were times the fog burned off, and whenever it did, the Lioncrest had to reset his bearings. Hert tried to help him as best he could with his own knowledge of Nyrimia. Between the two kings, we made our way, but I realized soon, without being told, that we were lost. I figured Wely was too proud, as our leader, to admit it at first, but soon he would have to. There was no denying it.

			We sent out our own best scouts forward and to the rear. The best of those best, which meant Thurol and several of his hand-picked men, would check our rear exposure. He also had a theory, and I’d learned that, when it came to war, I would be remiss to not listen to any theory he had.

			“Before this fog set in,” said Thurol before he left to scout, “we were far from that gorge.” Thurol meant one of the many valleys we’d passed as we went west and south. The one he gleaned, we kept returning to, since Wely had lost his way. “It seems the fog drives us towards it. That must be where Ina wants us. He must have his power concentrated there.”

			“Then we need to shun there,” Glathan said, “if we can.”

			But we could not. Wely continued to take us in what seemed to be circles, up and down the mountain paths. In places, the fog was patchy, in other places dense. It would dissipate suddenly, and we could see almost clearly for miles, then it would return. Finally, it cleared for a good hour. Not surprisingly, we stared, facing again at the same gorge Thurol warned us of. But as I did, my sense of smell picked up a scent that was familiar.

			The scent seemed to come directly from the fog. “Do you smell it?” I asked Glathan, beside me.

			Glathan sniffed, shaking his head. “Smell what?”

			For as more fog wafted in, and swirled around us, I smelled it. Lemon, and almond oil.

			“A trap!” I yelled. I pushed my way through the crowd to get up to walk beside Wely. “Lord King!” I shouted when I reached him. “This fog! It’s no natural thing! Lysi sent it! She’s sent it to lead us astray!”

			“How do you know?” snapped Wely, eyes narrowed, as he and Hert looked at me. Glathan came up behind me.

			“I know. Trust me, Lord King,” was all I gave him.

			Wely harrumphed. Nearby Eltnish men, hearing us, warded themselves against Lysi. Wely then turned to Hert, who nodded. It seemed they grew closer and began to trust each other more, the two kings, to the point where unspoken words could go between them. Wely, as the senior, had essentially taken overall command of our Alliance. Hert became like his main captain, and I like the primary lieutenant. It was necessary, and all three of us high lords knew it. We needed rank and structure to keep our collective peoples alive.

			Hert kept striding, but turned to Arom and Centi and said, “Have the captains halt everyone, slowly. Carthlughean, Lynchunian, and Atalantean. We need the rear scouts to catch up and find us.” Arom and Centi nodded and went back through the caravan, shouting orders.

			We ground our massive group to a halt, piece by piece, so people did not bump into one another, for not being able to see too far ahead through the mist. That made numerous small groups slightly spread out from each other; then the captains called out as softly as they could to guide people back together, to reform the entire caravan.

			The mist was lifted in spurts and fits. We could see more and more of our surroundings whenever it dissolved partially or completely. There were valleys between the mountains on all sides, not just one. We could not see the tops of the great peaks, for they were still shrouded in fog, but the visibility increased at our level. The two kings, we three princes, Glathan, Arom, and Centi moved off a bit forward of the multitude to confer. I could faintly hear, but not see, Uthlen, the Ready, and other Eltnish commanders move up and down the ranks, checking on our peoples. I wondered how Aliaz would fare these next days or weeks it took us to reach Lynchun. It would be the harshest conditions she’d endured besides our long voyage to reach Eltnia. She would be walking for miles every day, exposed to the elements, eating food unfit for a princess, pissing and shitting in the brush, sleeping on blankets cast on the ground, barely being able to wash herself at all, and there would be no bathing. She was brave, but she was frail. I worried that she would not survive the journey, even if, by the grace of the Single God, we managed to avoid battle.

			“You know the way?” asked Hert to Wely.

			“This fog,” moaned Wely. “It disoriented me. Now I know where we are.”

			“Your safe way under the mountains,” said Hert urgently, “you need to take us that way now! Lead us! The Nyrimians are coming. They have the high ground, no matter where up there they are. We must protect those people who are not fighters! Best we avoid battle, as we’ve talked about! We do not have the advantage! We must flee!”

			Despondently, with an admission that sank my heart but that was not unexpected, Wely said, “I can’t get us underground from here. We’re trapped.”

			It was too late. The rear scouts returned with Thurol. My brother-in-law did not have good news. “The fog clears closer to the mountaintops,” he said, “and shows us men surround us on all sides. Dozens of war-bands crawl the hills. They’re closing in from all directions, like a net.” He gestured at all our possible routes. “That gorge there. Warriors wait on the slopes with heavy boulders on either side to push down on us.” He indicated an alternate path. “That one there, same thing. And that one there is a dead end. It’s shallow, but once you get deep in there, you would see rock-face on one side, impassably high mountain in the front of you, and on the other side a steep hill, hard by a forest, where a great force awaits. I can’t tell how big. That’s the main army. If we go that route, we’re trapped in the gorge, unless we can scale the rock-face. We’d be forced to fight them first.”

			“Can we get out of here to your secret caves another way?” asked Hert of Wely.

			Wely shook his head. “All other ways there are full of enemies. The only possible way to the caves is via where their main army is. We’d have to get into that valley, then climb up and over the rock-face near the end. I need to see from there if I can find the way to get us underground.”

			“So,” said Centi, “they’ll wait to see which way we go. They’re hoping we go into that same valley, where their army is stationary, and then send their additional men from the hills down as well.”

			“Three ways,” said Arom. “But only two are beset with the trap of boulders. Only one can get us to safety.”

			“There’s only one way then,” said Old Yedwol.

			“Yes,” I agreed, knowing what he meant. “We must face their main army. Defeat them, we gain the high ground by the forest. Regroup, reassess, try to find another way from there. Or go over the rock-face and find our way directly to Wely’s passage. We can’t give their main army time to get all the reinforcements coming down from the mountains coming at us too. Then we’d be trapped, fighting foes on all side. We must take on Ina’s primary force and do it soon.”

			“What of Lysi?” Hert asked Thurol. “Did you see her? We’ve no mage. If we must face her….”

			Thurol shook his head. “I saw no mage, Lord King, but how could I from that distance? My eyes are good, but not that good. That princess, the mage, she’s dressed like any other warrior. Other than that white cloak of hers, if she’s still wearing it, she wouldn’t stand out amongst a crowd of soldiers.

			“She’d be with the main army, if she’s here,” said Wely. “If she is, Fire Goddess save us.”

			“Regardless, we go and fight them,” I said. The day might have come that I crossed swords with Lysi, the witch who claimed to love me. It might be the day I lived to regret that I scorned her and mocked her powers. She caused the fog, I was certain, that might lead us to our deaths. But she had not defeated us yet.

			“That’s what Ina wants, Lord Prince,” said Wely. “For us to fight him. Do we play into our enemy’s hands?”

			“No,” I said confidently. “He’ll play into ours. He has the numbers, but we have the best men of Lynchun, Carthlughe, and the last of the Atalanteans. He’s no idea what he’ll be dealing with. We go, we fight, and we win.”

			So, with my boast, we made for the valley straight ahead, where we knew Ina waited for us. When we were in the gorge, we kept close to the rock face. We gleaned, as much as we could see with the mountains that blocked our vision, that the plateau at the top of the rock-face was clear of enemies, or at least, we could see no boulders ready to be unleashed at us. Just before we plunged below the level where we could properly see the steep hill on the other side, where the forest lay, we observed Ina’s army. We knew some were concealed in the forest. Even so, those not hidden were many. I did not have time to count them all, but I tried anyway. I marked at least a thousand helmeted heads, all bearing shields with the sign of the stag, and long spears, but I knew there were more. More up in the mountains, more in the trees, more closing in all around us, not just the army I could see on the hill. If I did not have a thousand Atalantean knights, seven hundred of the best warriors in Eltnia with me, and an Anchali, who seemed to have temporarily forsaken me, I would have said, my earlier hubris aside, that we assuredly walked to our deaths. I shivered as I saw ravens, black as night, flying overhead, driven by their instinct, smelling blood not yet spilt, expecting a meal. I prayed to the Single God they would dine on more Nyrimian flesh than any other kind that day. We could not avoid battle. We would have to kill, quickly, before more came to reinforce them, and get away.  

			We came to near the end of the valley. The big mountain was but a few miles in front of us. Wely called a halt. We ordered our warriors and our civilians. A line of knights, three hundred, had their backs to the rock-face. Half of those three hundred turned to face that wall of stone, to ensure that if we were attacked from above that direction, we would stand a chance at least to be warned, if we were assailed on two sides. In front of them, we placed our women, children, old, and the vulnerable, those who were not warriors. Then, in front of them, stood Uthlen, leading five hundred men, the last line of defence between our innocents and the hordes of Ina, should they overwhelm our lines. They would spend themselves to the last man to guard Aliaz, the wives of our lords and knights, our masons, our physicians, our servants, and all our commoners.

			In front of these were all our pages old enough to be armoured and armed. They stood with the horses and livestock and kept them as calm as possible. They lined our massive amounts of baggage in front of and beside them as a crude barrier, to help delay incoming attackers. In front of this obstacle stood the rearmost ranks, our main army, and five hundred Atalantean knights, in their centre, Glathan, in command. The next rank was where I stood, surrounded by my bodyguard, and Old Yedwol, his men, with all Wely and Hert’s men, and the two kings, and all the Eltnish and Atalantean earls remaining. We amounted to another eight hundred. “So, we get to see your men in metal fight, not just you, Silver King,” said Hert to me, grinning. “Let’s hope it is not the last time.”

			Finally, the vanguard was led by the Ready’s men, joined with those of Thurol’s. Those two earls were charged to lead all knights who remained, which were our two hundred best. Because he was one of our most seasoned fighters, I permitted Lyayr to join them. I had enough men to protect me. We would need Lyayr in the vanguard to help break the enemy’s resolve—to crush their will to fight.

			I was helmed and fully armoured, save my spear in the hands of my lead squire. I saw Wely, for the first time, remove his coronet and stuff on his fine helmet. It bore the tail of a cat from its peak. A cat’s tail, I realized, to substitute for a lion’s. Hert too covered his head, putting aside his own circlet for a helmet with a wolf’s tail like Hor had worn.

			We waited.

			A white horse and rider, with four men walking behind, began to make way down the hill toward us from Ina’s camp. To match that party, the Lords of Lynchun and Carthlughe, with Prince Eld, Uncle, and I, made the trudge up the embankment to greet them, at the halfway point of the hill between the two combatant positions.

			“Well, you’ll meet Ina,” said Hert to me as we walked. “But you’ll only hear whichever mouthpiece he uses.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked.

			“The King of Nyrimia is deaf, dumb, and blind. He can’t speak. That’s why they call him ‘the Ignorant.’”

			“He can’t speak. But he can ride,” muttered Wely. He said to Hert, “We should be on horses, you, and I. Ina rides. We’re disgraced, as kings.” I could not help but snicker, and hope Wely did not see me laughing about causing such ruin to the pride of the Lynchun king.

			“Let’s hope we are not dead, disgraced kings in the next few hours,” said Hert, thinking about more important things than riding horses and his prestige. “Sky Goddess, protect us.”

			We reached the place for parley.

			The lords with Ina were a hardened-looking lot. They were un-helmed, with scarred faces, and to my awe, brand-covered, even some with brands on their cheeks. These were, I could see, amongst his toughest warlords. He’d brought his best to fight us. The most dangerous looking one of the four wore a red cloak. He was tall, but with the wiry build of a Thurol. He held his shiny helm tucked underneath his arm. In his other hand, he held Ina’s stag banner. This standard-bearer had a leather breastplate that bore the mark of a bear. His green eyes reminded me of Hor’s. Those were a killer’s eyes I saw sizing me up. I returned his stare, smiling coldly.

			Then I looked up and took in Ina’s appearance.

			He was not dressed like a warrior-king, but rather like a royal scribe. He wore no armour. All that garbed him was a thick, hooded robe of regal purple, falling to his ankles. The robe was tied with a gold sash at his waist. Gold sandals adorned the ashen, gnarled royal feet, dangling from his horse’s flanks. He was old, and thin. I did not know his age, but he seemed to be the oldest man living. His head was clean-shaven, hairless. He wore no crown or fillet. His skin was so papery white and thin, it seemed it would crack. Pale as the moon and deeply lined was his face, like a ghostly mask. I looked and could see only mutated lumps at the sides of his head where his ears should be. His pale blue eyes had a thin milky film of blindness. Those unseeing eyes without pity nor mercy. I could tell, as Wely hinted, he had once been, like Hor, very tall. Now he was stooped by the weight of his years on the earth. His back was bent, as he hunched over in the saddle.

			He spoke, yet not in words as I knew them. Some heinous squeal came out of his mouth, like a caged animal, which was what passed for his speech. He was a freak, a mutated old lump of flesh. I scorned his appearance. But it was plain how dangerous he was. Malformation or no, he was king of an almost unassailable mountain-kingdom and commanded a massive army. He purported himself as High King over the most powerful Eltnish realms. He had far more enemies than friends. Yet, he had survived for a long time. He had not lived so long being foolish, careless, or rash. This lord was one to be reckoned with.

			One of the accompanying lords spoke: “I’m without sight, but I see the traitors clearly. I’m without hearing, but I hear all the viperous whispers around me of the intruders. I’m without speech, but I’ll condemn the recreants, and pronounce their doom. I would’ve been dropped from the mountainside, to my death, as an infant, once my father saw how lowly I was born. I was birthed into this world with no ears, blind, and devoid of speech. But Father had no other heirs. Thus, I lived. And now, I rule. Ina, son of Ina, High King of all Middle Eltnia, am I. With me, is Earl Cahr, who speaks for me, and Earls Uhrin, Ador, Logis.”

			“Lord King,” said Wely, addressing Ina, then the other lords. “Lord Earls. I’m Wely, son of Ture, Lioncrest, King of Lynchun. With me are King Hert, Lord of Carthlughe, Prince Othrun, Lord of the Atalanteans, his kinsman Prince Yedwol, my son, Prince Eld.”

			Cahr looked at Ina, who squawked once more. Cahr acknowledged this, and then swivelled again to Wely. “Lord King,” bowed Cahr to Wely. He turned to Hert. “Lord King,” he repeated with another bow. Then he looked back to Ina in askance. Ina mouthed more unintelligible garble. I did not understand how Ina could know what was being said, if he was truly deaf. It was confusing, but then once more I found myself wondering if some magic was at play, that not only could Ina’s herald glean what Ina said, but also that Ina could perhaps somehow hear through the man, listening to Cahr’s thoughts perhaps, despite his lack of hearing. Even as I thought that, Cahr nodded understanding at his king and looked at me. “Lord Princes,” he said politely, inclining his head to Old Yedwol, Eld, and I. Back to Wely, he said, “You speak for this group?”

			“I do, Lord King,” said Wely, as if he spoke to Ina, rather than Cahr.

			Ina screeched, yet the earl always appeared to comprehend his lord. Whatever the King of Nyrimia said, Cahr regurgitated it in intelligible speech. “How can you speak for your enemy, Carthlughe, Lord King?” the interpreter asked.

			“No more are Lynchun and Carthlughe at war. King Hert and I are allied. Prince Othrun and his people under our kingly mutual protection.”

			Ina’s mutterings were more animated, but they still sounded to me like the futile barking of a dog. The earl conveyed the message: “Yet, none of you three are under my protection. This is my realm. You trespass unlawfully.”

			“You’d given both Lynchun and Carthlughe passage, Lord King,” said Wely firmly. “Now you’d revoke such safety you afforded us?”

			Cahr waited, got his message. “The conditions have changed. The passage is rescinded.”

			“It’s rescinded because you planned for Hor to destroy me,” accused Wely coldly. “Instead, Hor’s destroyed, and I’ve made amends with the new king. You permitted me to come to your realm and welcome the Atalanteans. I paid your price in gold, to ensure safe passage. Yet you never had any intention of allowing me to complete that welcome, despite the great payment that you received, and despite your kingly word that you would do me, my men, and the Atalanteans, no harm. You wanted me and Prince Othrun’s people dead.”

			Ina’s eyes narrowed. He spewed his usual gibberish, while Cahr, the interpreter, looked more and more challenged to keep up with his duties. But he said on his king’s behalf: “I had an accord with King Hor. Now he’s slain, killed unlawfully, by this Othrun. I disavow that unsanctioned regicide. Hor was my kin. I won’t allow his death to go unanswered. For that, and more, Othrun must face justice. By what right does this foreign prince kill an acclaimed king in Eltnia? Hand Othrun and his people over to me, and I’ll permit King Hert to go forward with his men unimpeded, for the sake of our kinship, though he’s betrayed the memory of his father by taking up with his father’s killer. If he does not wish to take advantage of my clemency, he’ll die here with his new friends. Prince Othrun’s life is forfeit. He’s a foreign invader, come to destroy Eltnia. I’m Lord and Protector of Middle Eltnia. I won’t suffer this alien prince to wreak havoc in our hallowed lands, blessed by the Six Goddesses. King Wely, you must surrender your son, Prince Eld, as my hostage. That’s the new price to guarantee safe passage through Nyrimia. Once you, King Wely, are back in Lynchun’s confines, I’ll release Eld, and see that he is escorted to a designated meeting place where you can receive him.”

			“The only way I’ll get my son back is as a corpse,” said Wely. “I won’t give him up to you. Nor will I turn over Prince Othrun. He slew King Hor in the blade-trial. Fair combat.”

			Came the eventual answer: “It was unlawful. Hor was my kin, and my vassal. That’s tantamount to declaration of war and treason. For by right, I’m also your overlord.”

			“You’re no High King of Middle Eltnia to me,” said Wely arrogantly. “You’re aught else to me save King of Nyrimia. I acknowledge no High Kingship. I’m vassal to no man. I’m a duly acclaimed king myself. I’ve sworn neither homage nor fealty to you. I repulse your terms. So, I suppose we’ll have war then.”

			Cahr pronounced for Ina: “You’ll have only death, right here, today, right now. All your men, and you, will die. Your scalps shall be ornaments. Your entrails will be used for collars. Your eyeballs will be made into beads. Your women and children will be sold to the Sanaavians, who’ll make them serfs. I’ll fetch a pretty price for them. The Earth Goddess will shun you from Her bosom, once your meet your end, for you’ll have died ignobly. You’ll die as traitors. So, go die then! You will be gored by the horns of the stag!”

			Abruptly, Ina pulled his hood over his head, wheeled his horse, and trotted back up the hill to his army. His earls turned on their heels, the red cloaked one casting a final look of contempt at me, and followed their king.

		

	
		
			
Thirty-One

			I looked frantically for Lysi, as I watched the departing backs. In the haze up by the forest, a long unbroken line of shields, those of Ina’s men, the men he said would destroy us, was all I could see before we turned to go back down the hill. I did not see Lysi, nor did I smell her scent. Had she kept her promise, to not be with her father when we faced him in battle? Was she up there, in the trees, being held back for the right moment? What fatal magic was in store for us? Surely, she lurked somewhere. She’d sent the fog against us, I was certain. She’d led us to Ina, into his arms. She was still our enemy. But could it be she kept her word? Had she really elected not to help tip the scales completely in Ina’s favour by employing her magic at his side? Had she abandoned her father and king? I could not decipher her motivations, her whims, and I had no more time to ponder her.

			We five hurried back, as Uncle limped, strained, and huffed to keep up, but of course, prideful, he knocked away any hands that offered to help him.

			Something Ina’s mouthpiece had said struck me. As we rejoined our people, I asked Hert, “Ina deals with the Sanaavians in slave-trade?”

			“Long suspected,” Hert said. “Never proved. Until I’ve now heard it from his own mouthpiece. I suppose he fears little in telling us, since he figures dead men spread no rumours. I now believe all those rumours. Ina has secret allies with Sanaavian warlords. Not just any warlords. The most feared ones: Vrag, the Voracious; Vlaada, the Red-Axe; and Mag the Malignant. Men who covet Eltnia’s fertile lands and riches. Ina’s a hypocrite. He’s the biggest threat to Eltnia. He’d sell all our freedoms to get in bed with the Sanaavians. And the Sanaavians want Eltnia, badly. If the Sanaavians ever form a proper confederacy, woe betide all Eltnish lands. Instead of fighting them, Ina courts them, and encourages alliances among them, thinking they’ll make him High King of all if they invade. Ha! They’ll betray him. They’ll use his skull as a mead-horn. Best case, he’d be their puppet client king.”

			“I thought he fancied himself the Protector of Eltnia,” I said sarcastically. “Or, at least, the Protector of Eltnia from me.” Now I knew how such a realm as what I’d seen so far, with so little arable land to feed its citizens, survived. Ina sold his people for gold. Ina traded in flesh, an abomination, and one that Lysi would be part of. I was repelled and vowed that I would stamp out the despicable mutant king, free his people, and abolish his evil, including, if need be, his daughter.

			“Ina only protects his own position,” replied Hert. “This is his best chance to cement that. He has two kings, his greatest rivals, trapped in his land. You, a new threat to his power, are trapped as well. How could he lose this chance to rid himself of such competition?”

			“We’ll see about that,” I said. “Right now.” I drew Sure-Steel and stood amongst hundreds of men in mail or leather who held their own weapons. I took my position. We had our strategy, but I waited, on edge for some calamity caused by Lysi’s spells to throw our battle-plans into ruin. Nothing happened. Nothing moved. Silence settled over the place of combat.

			Wely quickly asked permission of Hert and me to address our alliance. It was granted. The Lord of Lynchun stood in front of all assembled, his cat-tailed helm pulled over his face, brandishing his sword and speaking fire. He looked every part a king. “Atalanteans!” he cried to my men. “This isn’t the fight you thought you’d fight, deep in some strange mountain kingdom far from home, against a foe you’ve never heard of until today, and beside men who yesterday morning were your enemy. But now, Lynchun, Carthlughe, and Atalanteans are brothers!”

			He pointed his sword up the hill at the foe. “Those bastards, they care not if our blood is Eltnish or Atalantean. They want to see all of our blood turn this gorge red. They want to rape your women. Make serfs of your children. Destroy the last of the great realm of Atalantyx. But that’s not your reed today! They’ve never seen you fight! They’ve never seen you slaughter! They’ve only heard the stories! They should fear! For not only will the best knights on earth send those pieces of shit to the Earth Goddess today, you’ll not do it alone! You’ll fight with the Lioncrest! You’ll fight with his lions! You’ll fight with The Wolf-King! You’ll fight with his wolves! We’ll fight together! We’ll kill them! For Lynchun! For Carthlughe! For Atalantyx! For Atalantyx! For Atalantyx!”

			Not all the clamour of the end of the world could be heard over the shout that arose from all the peoples of all three nations. It must have spit rain, for at Wely’s speech, my face under my helm was wet by my eye. Almost three thousand men, women, and children screamed: “For Atalantyx!” Then Wely too went to stand with us.

			I never followed any king into battle, nor would it have ever been likely, even if I had not become an exile and Atalantyx had not drowned. The days had passed into antiquity when those who wore the Tri-Crown risked their own lives in the field. Since the time of King Othrun First, the last great warlord king of my island, few sovereigns stood with their men in the battle lines, but rather extoled them from the safety of the High-Chair. Those kings, including my father, sent their brothers, sons, nephews, and cousins into harm’s way, but did not spend their own lives to take the lands they coveted. I could not have predicted Erthal would have met his end as early as he did, but I could have predicted the Second Rebellion of Berefet would have been his last campaign. It would have been me spilling my blood in Erthal’s wars, here in this continent, while he stayed safe, far away across the sea. But I stood that day beside not one king, but two, who were ones to fight with their men. And I knew that Wely, who led us, for all his boasting and bragging, would die, if need be, to protect any Atalantean. I had never been prouder to follow any king than that day, and it was the first time I could remember being proud to follow any king.

			Then the Nyrimians started coming, a moving shield wall. Four ranks, a hundred men in each. Four hundred men. This was Ina’s vanguard. The strongest Nyrimians would be there, I knew. Or the ones Ina found most expendable. I did not know what type of commander Ina was. I did not know if one of those earls we had seen with Ina, or someone else, like Lysi, was the hand guiding and directing Ina’s troops. Wely, if not Hert, had faced Nyrimians for years, but in border raids and skirmishes. Not full pitched battle. In a heartbeat, we all would learn how formidable Ina’s men were.

			In response, “Mammoth!” called the Ready. Immediately, the vanguard moved into the Mammoth formation. It was a line of ten men, bunched together, with the Ready in front, at the snout. Spaced a few yards away, there were twenty men on the left of those ten, led by Lyayr, and twenty on the Ready’s right, with Thurol at their head. Lyayr’s group was one tusk, and Thurol’s the other. The rest came behind them in a great wedge, the body of the Mammoth, except a final group of ten, who were the mammoth’s tail.

			“Ready!” the younger Yedwol then commanded.

			All the vanguard began to trot. Their weapons and shields remained at their sides, or on their backs. Their hands were empty. They used their arms to pump as they moved uphill.

			“Charge!” raged the Ready. His long legs churned as he screamed, in full sprint. Behind him, the vanguard flew.

			No sane men would charge, uphill, into a line of spears, levelled down at them. Suicide. But that is precisely what our knights did. The Nyrimians had the high ground. No such attack by our forces could be successful against them. I saw what Ina’s troops would see. They would see the crazed Atalanteans, surely seeking death. They could have held their positions and let the Atalanteans run forward, uphill, tire themselves in the futile charge, only to impale themselves on Nyrimian spears near the top of the hill. All they had to do was wait, wait, and hold, or rush forward in a consistent line, with some of them throwing their spears at us. Or they could simply press on in a steady, relentless march. Coming at us, shields up, they could keep spearing as they marched, killing as many as they could, always pressing forward, together, and always sending more ranks behind them, in an unremitting wave of death. If they held their ranks, kept their lines in order, they could do that, until any that survived their horrible, sustained barrage of marching spearmen would be pushed up against the rockface, cornered, and finished off.

			But they could not resist. Their enemy was making it child’s play. They were too hungry for our deaths. The line broke. Perhaps Ina had commanded them to attack. Perhaps they attacked without his order, their Captains urging their troops on, so eager they were to do murder. Regardless, the Nyrimians began to charge, screaming blood-curdling war cries. They slung their shields to their backs. They ran down the hill to dismember the foe. Their spears were held two handed, ready to butcher, even as their foes ran uphill, it seemed, to embrace destruction.

			It was exactly what we had counted on.

			It is difficult for any man to run full speed up a slight incline, wearing chain armour, helmet, and full weaponry. But that is what our men did. They were not just chosen for the vanguard because they were the most skilled knights. They were chosen because they were the fittest. They ran the fastest. They were able to sell their lure to the enemy. Their first task was to draw the Nyrimians in and make them charge at us. That was why the formation of the Mammoth, made to look scattered and jumbled, undisciplined, had formed first. The enemy saw they could break through easily.

			“Halt and Centipede!” cried the Ready, and almost as one, all two hundred knights came to a sudden stop. They re-formed into a straight line, side by side, facing their charging assailants. No more were our men apart. They stood as one. They were the worm of many tentacles. They were ready to sting.

			The Nyrimians closed the gap. They cried out furiously, legs pounding, arms pumping with spears in hand, their prey almost within reach. Another hundred yards.

			“Bows!” cried the captains.

			It takes a strong man to draw an Atalantean bow. It takes years of training to make a great archer. It takes excellent vision, cool nerves, and a steady hand to be a lethal shot. Our knights were such men. They were the deadliest fighting force on earth because there was no weapon they were not expert with. There was no armament they could not utilize, depending on what the battle dictated. There was one thing, though, that set our armies apart: We could kill our foes from a great distance, and remain untouched, if we had bowmen and arrows in sufficient numbers. That day, we had enough to momentarily reign havoc. At close range, which we’d gained by making the Nyrimians charge, Atalantean archers would decimate any enemy. I’d checked with Hert and Wely and they’d confirmed that only a few kingdoms in Eltnia had any competent bowmen, or large-scale use of archery in their armies, and that Nyrimia, for all its might, was not one of them. Woe for them.

			Bows were whipped off the shoulders of our men. Arrows went to string, held in front of the knights in armour as they stood poised and still.

			Fifty yards.

			“Aim!” came the order from my cousin Yedwol the Ready, son of Atalantyx’s greatest living general. Our knights raised their weapons up on target, and bowstrings were pulled back to ears. Our men’s eyes on the enemy, and their cool, steady hands not shaking in exhaustion, despite their sprint, marked men for slaughter.

			Too late, the Nyrimians realized their danger. Or some of them did. The others were too battle-crazed with the fever that gets in the blood. The fever that tells you your enemy is as good as dead, that he is worm food, that you will enjoy the close-up kill and the feel of your dead enemy at the end of your spear. That you will thrust your spear through his eye and out the back of his brains. That you will punch your spear through his heart. That you will mow him down. The fever had them. And they were already committed. They had to charge ahead, and hope to reach our Atalanteans fighters with spear tips in guts and faces before the rain of death could come at them.

			“Feed them horror!” cried the Ready savagely, as the lead Nyrimians were but thirty yards away. Bows twanged and arrows loosed. The Centipede’s sting.

			I could see the eyes of Ina’s men. I saw the sweat from their exertion glistening on their faces. I saw their mouths from under their helms, those mouths opened with triumph, opened in hate, opened in a rictus of killing ecstasy, thinking that they would momentarily spit their enemy like hunters would skewer a boar.

			Then dozens of Nyrimian men flew backwards into the air as if they had run into a wall. Others’ feet collapsed out from under them, and they went down. I saw a couple of warriors break their legs clean off as their momentum carried their legs one way while the arrows brought the rest of them another way. The butt end of one man’s spear, as the arrow pierced his brain, came up and jammed him through the throat, the pointy end of the spear stuck in the ground, as he was doubly impaled, fallen forward, almost upright, thusly. The spear was through his neck, the arrow through his eye, and he was hunched over, like a macabre scarecrow. Some men tripped, and were impaled in the back by their own comrades—comrades who could not stop their forward thrust. One such happening had two tangled together, like lovers. One’s spear was through the other’s buttock and out his thigh, the other was fallen back, bent grotesquely, with two arrows in his head.

			Not all the Nyrimians drawn in were massacred. Some men had merely been knocked down by the force of the arrows. But the shafts hit protected parts too, like helms, or had not managed to pierce boiled leather. Men took arrows in shoulders, or legs, but still were able to rise, wounded, and fight. Some had been behind comrades, who shielded them from fire, and they lived, while their colleagues perished. Others had managed to halt their charge. But all those ones were now disjointed, scattered about, their formation broken to avoid the arrows. Only half of those who had come down the hill at our knights were able to present a fight any longer.

			Bows were slung onto backs. Out swept dozens of Atalantean arming blades, or battle axes, or great-swords.

			“Now kill them!” cried the Ready. “For Atalantyx!” He had his axe in hand and charged.

			“For Atalantyx!” came shouts in answer from our knights, as they surged forward. All the rage and frustration over the loss of our drowned kingdom, all the pent-up anger and sorrow, went into those shouts. Our men had no enemy they could revenge themselves upon, until the Nyrimians had given them a focus for their rage. The last of the Atalantean fighting ranks would make Ina’s men pay for the impotence of being unable to save five hundred thousand countrymen. The knights of Atalantyx would not suffer the remaining two thousands of our people to die at the hands of Ina’s scum.

			Some of our men stumbled on the rough terrain, in their heavier mail, but kept going. Spears came down at them. One knight took a spear to the leg, staggered then, and fell. A comrade stopped and covered them both with his shield. The rest went on and met the Nyrimians there with steel. The Nyrimians thrust their spears, but they no longer had such advantage that their tight group and extreme high ground had afforded them. All fought mainly on level then. Nor had those foemen fought well-trained knights with heavy shields, great-swords, and mail. Nyrimian spears were shivered on the stout Atalanteans armour or shields. Spear-tips were sheared off by the sharpest swords in the world.

			Thurol was at first in the rear, but once the Ready’s men punctured the initial bunches of the Nyrimians, he and his men pushed forward. Thurol’s sword, Weeper, stole souls. He disembowelled one man who dropped his useless broken spear and tried to draw his blade. Another man shoved his spear at the earl, but Thurol slammed his shield and drove the man’s thrust away. Weeper came down on the man’s helm, and the man tumbled to the ground, his head cloven near in two. “FOR ATALANTYX!” screamed my brother-in-law. He danced and spun out of the reach of long spears, whirled, and came back with killing blows. No one could get near him enough to kill him. He was too fast. I never saw anyone so fast.

			The Ready, leader of our vanguard, took up the cry again in reply: “For Atalantyx!” and spurred his men onward, even as Nyrimians fell around him. He hacked and cut. He sliced open the belly of one man with his axe, ducked under the spear of another, who was battered back by another knight’s shield. A third knight of the Ready’s guard stabbed home, and that Nyrimian’s chest spewed forth with blood. He fell, convulsing and as he went down; the Ready gave him one more cut of his axe for good measure. Like a coiled snake, entrails burst out of the man, who made a horrible, high-pitched cry that stood out even in the din of battle as he died.

			Lyayr, given permission to be part of the initial melee, rather than guard my person, wasted not his killing opportunities. He slew mercilessly. He stepped on top of a fallen enemy and crushed a windpipe underfoot. A Nyrimian abandoned his spear and tried to get his sword out, but he was far too slow. Poker cut the man’s throat in a backhand slash, even as he raised Bleeder to parry against another man who rushed him from the side. He went blade to blade for a moment, contemptuously knocking aside the blows, until one more parry, then a neat and vicious thrust and Bleeder went clean through the man’s eye.

			And so, my grim killers, my Atalanteans, cut down near a hundred Nyrimians in minutes. Some knights, with no foes left to murder, in their blood-lust foolishly forgetting their discipline and training, urged permission of their captains to run up further towards Ina’s position, to seek out more enemies. Some of our men started cheering, aware we had exterminated the Nyrimians who opposed us. A corresponding cheer came from our people who stood back and saw how the battle went.

			But amidst the premature celebration, Thurol, angry, boomed, “We’ve won nothing yet, fools!” He pointed with his bloody sword up the hill! “They’re hundreds more coming!” He rammed home Weeper to scabbard and cupped his hands for his voice to carry louder. “Fall back! Fall back! Retreat!”

			Triumph turned into alarm. I looked up the ridge and gasped. The hill was literally covered in the enemy. Waves and waves of spears and shields. Inexorably a tide of death came down towards our small vanguard. It was not hundreds; it was thousands. I’d never seen so many enemies since Berefet. I knew it was not as many as that, but it may as well have been. And these ones had shields up that they would not be dropping to expose themselves to our bows. Not that we would have enough arrows to take down their numbers. Concealed in that forest up the hill, Ina had amassed an army designed to destroy us, and he had only given us a little taste of what he had prepared. They would swamp us.

			I stared helplessly. Old Yedwol yelled orders for the second line of defense to get arrows ready, while Glathan called for the third line to draw blades and brace themselves. Thurol, the Ready, Lyayr, and the vanguard were already flying back towards us as quickly as they could. I saw that Thurol and another knight supported a third man, hobbling, injured. We had to wait until they were closer to us before we could subject the approaching enemy to a further onslaught of arrows, lest we strike our own men. And I could see it would be of little use. We had limited quarrels. The Nyrimians were too many. We could not hope to win against them and not lose most of our men. We needed a way out. We would need time to get up the rock-face behind us, and time was something we did not have.

			We’d thought we had the Nyrimians beat, but we deceived ourselves. They had far greater numbers than we had accounted for. I thought back to being in Wely’s tent with the two kings, and the foolish underestimation of Ina’s troop sizes. We would pay for that underestimation with our lives. I saw the march of the Nyrimians, shields touching, an endless wall of shields. They came steadily, purposefully but unhurried. They would not run like their vanguard. They would not stop until they’d pressed us up against the rockface, and then they’d slowly spear us, and crush us, and chop us to bits. They would not stop until they wiped us from the face of the earth. I prayed. I prayed for the Anchali, my Father, to save us. He did not come. It seemed we were abandoned to our fate. That most of us would die there. I turned to command Glathan to start getting my civilians, my women, children, up the rockface as best they could, while we spent our lives to give them a chance at flight. To fly to where, if Wely, Hert, I, and the rest were slain there, I knew not. But at least to give them some chance at life. The last of the Atalantean race cannot fall in this valley! I could not permit that! We had come so far, escaped so much! Some of us had to live!

			That was when I first felt the shaking. It started as a vibration, so subtle I thought I dreamed it. I wheeled and saw the vanguard had almost reached us. They were but two hundred yards from our ranks. The closest Nyrimians narrowed the gap so much that they neared the lines of missed arrows stuck in the ground like a little fence, and near the trail of bodies of their fallen comrades who lay in their path, where the alliance vanguard had enjoyed that early victory. More waves of men crested the ridge and came down.

			Then the earth seemed to sway and move. In earnest, the real quaking began.

			Lyayr ran, frantically yelling, “Go! Go!” urging us to flee. Then I saw him stop. He looked at the ground as if it betrayed him. For he too felt the tremors at his feet. “Shit!” I heard him exclaim.

			Then the earth opened.

		

	
		
			
Thirty-Two

			Just behind Thurol, one of the last of the vanguard to get close to me, part of the ridge collapsed. There was a mighty rumble. Suddenly the ground caved inward. Men fell. Hundreds of men, with barely time to scream, were lost instantly among tons of dirt and rock, plummeting to the bowels of the earth.

			Then came the cries of my terrified people. My people, who had witnessed the earthquake that rent Atalantyx in two, believed that it was their hour of doom. They knew what power such tremors could bring. The caterwauls were horrible to the ears. They were the caterwauls of those who knew what terrible fate awaited them, worse than death by cruel Nyrimian swords. It would be a death by falling endlessly into the abyss.

			I lost my balance and fell. My thought as I struck the ground was that I did not think I was to die like this, having escaped beheading from my brother, escaped the quake, fire, and flood of Atalantyx, escaped being gutted by Hor or hacked to death by the Nyrimians, only to die in a different disaster on foreign soil. I waited for the earth to fall out from beneath me, to swallow me, and suck me into its core. It seemed that all the promises of the Anchali had come to nothing.

			But shortly after I fell, the tremors ceased.

			I came to my feet, Sure-Steel still in my grip, even as Lyayr rushed to help me rise. Lyayr who the ground had cracked underneath but had not opened. Others who were flung to the ground in the quake arose about me. I looked behind me. It seemed the bulk of the alliance, who stood farther back from the battle, had not felt the quake as severely. They’d managed to keep their feet and were unhurt. I saw hundreds of stunned faced, including Aliaz’s, looking toward me. Astonished, I turned back, and stared ahead. Nyrimians also came off the ground, shaking the shock from their heads. They looked down at us from their slightly higher vantage-point. But they could no longer reach us.

			A great gap had opened in the earth between the enemy position and ours, running the length of the valley. Even as I heard the yells of terror, shock, and sorrow rise from the Nyrimians for their lost comrades, I marvelled at what had occurred. A choking cloud of dust rose from the great pit, so we could not completely see our enemy for a moment until it cleared—an enemy separated from us by the chasm, and the chasm at least a hundred feet wide.

			I sighed, relieved. The Nyrimians could not come after us. It was far too great a distance for any man to leap. Ina and his men were trapped on their side of the chasm. As my mind cleared, I could not believe the earthquake was by chance, an extremely fortuitous chance, for our people. Then lemon and almond oil wafted to mix with the scent of riven earth, sweat, blood, and shit from men’ bowels loosed in battle, scents blown back at me from a little breeze that rose and drifted to my nostrils from across the divide, and I knew.

			Lysi. The quake was not the salvation of the Anchali. Lysi had caused the quake, and she had saved us. It seemed, if she did not stand with Ina, then she stood with us. Or at least, if she was not on our side, she had prevented our deaths. For my sake, I presumed. The thought was dizzying, but I pushed it aside for the moment. I assessed our situation. The enemy was trapped, but were we as good as trapped too? Bare mountain was at the end of the gorge, too sheer and steep to climb. We could only go up the rockface behind us. It was angled enough to scale, and not that high, but it would be difficult for those who were not fit. I did not see any other way. I scanned for our slain amongst the slaughtered that lay on the other side of the chasm. Any slain would have been those who were killed in the charge who had not fallen into the gaping pit. I knew those who fell into the chasm would have been long dead, and beyond my view. I saw no mailed men on the ground, only men in leather. I knew many more had plunged to their deaths. I did not know which end would have been more horrible, but I hoped never to find out.

			I looked for Ina, a hooded figure in purple mounted on his horse, amidst his guard. I could not make out the piercing, pale-blue ghost eyes. I could only recognize him by his steed, and his purple garb. However, I could make out his bony finger. It pointed west. To a natural bridge, a thin strip of land that had remained intact, spanning one side of the chasm on our side to the other side where the Nyrimians stood. This bridge, I realized in alarm, would be a way across, for the enemy to still come for us. That way across was only two miles distant.

			“Lord Prince!” shouted Lyayr, pointing to the same thing, even as I recognized our new peril. “They can go down and over!”

			A group of enemies broke off from the rest and set of at a run for the land-bridge.

			I tried to guess the distance. I gleaned it would take them nearly half an hour to get there, then to cross. I checked with the Ready for confirmation. He agreed, and said, “They must come over one by one, though! The way is narrow! But they’ll do it!”

			“Then go!” I cried. “Go! What’re you waiting for? Get our people out of here!”

			“Where do we go?” asked the Ready, looking frantically for Wely.

			I screamed for the King of Lynchun. “Wely! Wely! Get us out of here!”

			“Come!” said Wely, running back toward the front of the caravan. “Up the hill! This way!”

			“They’re coming after us!” I heard an Atalantean woman scream, hysterical in her fear. She’d seen the enemy running toward the land-bridge. Then many more screams joined in. People panicked. I heard distinctly, among the wailing, a baby shrieking. Sir Kurlan’s newborn, I assumed.

			“Wely!” I called again, “Hurry!”

			Chaos. People jostled each other in their haste. Hundreds scrambled to go up. Then the captains took charge and managed to get some order to the retreat up the rockface. Soon, most of the spry and limber helped the infirm and weak. Men hauled chests and baggage uphill by themselves, dragging them in desperation, where there normally would have been two to carry the loads. The horses were brought to the top, and then ropes tied to them, thrown down to pull up heavier luggage, and even people. All the horses, except Labala, royal mount of Carthlughe.

			Labala protested. He would not move. On our journey from the beach, I noted he was typically as gentle and compliant as Hert had claimed. But he picked then of all moments to be particularly stubborn. Five Eltnish warriors tried to push or coax the horse. “Stupid fucking beast!” yelled one, exasperated, striking Labala’s rump with his fist, and was almost kicked by the horse’s hind left hoof for his troubles.

			“Not like that!” cried Uthlen, who saw what happened. He was good with horses. He ran, standing slanted on the slope, and whispered to the horse. He produced a wizened apple, I figured from the last of Sea Wyrm’s stores, and fed it to Labala. Then he shouted to some of his men for another. One of his esquires brought one, and Uthlen lured the beast with the promise of the new treat, slowly up the hill.

			Shale and dust came down at us remaining below, covering us with fine soot, as hundreds made the ascent. It was torturous to watch. I kept glancing back to see the progress of the foemen who made for the land-bridge. A warrior, with a red cloak streaming behind him as he ran, led them. No doubt that man was some great lord or captain. I thought it was Earl Logis but could not confirm from that distance. No doubt, if it were Logis, he would be one of their bravest and best fighters. Whoever the man was, he was fast, and outpaced his men. He was getting closer to the land-bridge.

			I stayed behind. I helped push people up the slope, where others atop would help pull them the rest of the way. Soon, only the fifty of my personal guard, my esquires, and two hundred sundry knights, Thurol their commander, remained at the bottom of the rockface. The rest of the Alliance had gotten up the hill.

			Spears came for us who were left, flying across the chasm. Five of six clattered harmlessly against the rockface. One found its mark. It struck a knight of my bodyguard in his head. But it was only the shaft that hit him, not the tip of the spear, and it had already started to die in its trajectory like a falling bird, since it was thrown from too far, and too weak to penetrate my man’s helm. Meanwhile, the Nyrimians who broke off from their main army to get to the land-bridge were getting closer to that foothold.

			My brother-in-law was at my side, men at his back. He saw what happened and knew what would be his task. He relished it. “Sire?” he asked, knowing what I would command. I was afraid for Thurol. I did not even know if that land-bridge was stable. It could collapse into the chasm if it was not, and all on it would be dead. That did not stay my order, for it had to be given. My brother-in-law had risked his life in the vanguard, and now he would risk it in the rearguard. But that was what he wanted. He was the greatest, bravest knight I ever knew.

			“Take these two hundred men, except my guard, and hold the enemy back!” I charged him. “Come back when you kill a few! First, make them pay to cross that earth! Buy us time!”

			“With two hundred, I’ll hold them until the rest of you louts get to Golden Valley!” boasted Thurol. He turned to his men. “With me lads!” The knights with Thurol bellowed and ran off towards the land bridge behind their leader. It was a race to see who got there first, and the Nyrimians had a head start, but I knew how fleet of foot Thurol and some of those who followed him were.

			I smiled at the bravado of Aliaz’s brother. But I worried. I watched the race. I worried less when our men won. Thurol and twenty of his best men were on the bridge first, the others lagging behind but coming up quickly. They formed a long line, single file, for there was room for only one man, width wise. Their shields were up, their spears were down. They stacked behind each other, each man bracing his comrade in front, each man’s spear under the arm of the man in front of him, on opposite sides. That was the Caterpillar Formation. They would hold the land-bridge that way, and the enemy would be hard pressed to cross. Most of the rest of the two hundred knights were on land proper, ready to reinforce those who fell. Others notched bows and took aim at the foe coming towards them. Just then the man in the red cloak, who by then I was certain was Earl Logis, rounded the turn onto the land-bridge, his men on his heels. Thurol was there to meet him.

			I knew Thurol would be the first man to fight. He would be the one to feel the initial shock of the oncoming foe when they charged. He would be the first to kill that man in the red cloak, the leader of the Nyrimians who sought to cross and come to slay us. Or Thurol would be first to be killed. But no man I ever saw fought like Thurol the Quick, so I never bet against his survival.

			I mused, at that moment, that if Ina were wise, he would wait until he had sufficient men, and push us back by mere force off the bridge. That would take time, and he would lose many men in the effort. So, would we. But Thurol was no fool. He would kill, and make Ina think twice at how much force he required to get past our warriors. Then Thurol would retreat, before he too lost too many knights. Ina’s soldiers did not wait though. They came. I forced myself to tear away from watching the onslaught. I knew I had to go. I put Sure-Steel back in place, spun, and almost ran into Hert. His guard had already gone up the rockface, yet he still held back. He grinned at me.

			“You Atalanteans know of Anib tactics,” he asserted.

			What on earth does he speak of? “Anib tactics?” I spluttered.

			“The Anib use that same trick,” said Hert, “the one you used to lure Nyrimians in, just before the quake. The Anib charge full bore, no weapon in hand, and the enemy would be sucked in, and charge back at them, spears down. Until the Anib stopped cold and then let loose their poison darts. But your men used arrows instead of darts.”

			“That’s an Atalantean battle maneuver!” I insisted. “Developed hundreds of years ago! By Atalantean armies! Not by the Black people!”

			“Perhaps the Atalanteans used it,” Hert shook his head obstinately. “They didn’t invent it. The Anib did. I’m no learned man, but I’ve learned battle since bare out of cradle. That’s a tactic developed by the Anib, before there was an Atalantyx.”

			“We debate later, Lord King!” I said, disbelieving. “Go now!” But Hert said he would wait for me.

			I turned and yelled to Lyayr, and my personal guard and squires. “Stay! Assist Thurol! He covers our retreat! You cover his in turn, if needed!”

			“We know our business, Lord Prince,” said Lyayr gruffly. “Yours is to move if we’re not there protecting you! Go!”

			Hert and I clambered up the rockface. Hands of Hert’s guard reached down to help us up the slope when we reached the summit. We ran. We caught up with the tail end of our caravan, then we got to the front of it. Wely and his guard were driving the alliance hard. He brought us down into another gorge, with an even steeper cliff-face on both sides. Then the gorge bent east, and back west, and then inclined up to a rocky, crude, tapered dirt pass through the heart of the canyon. Then another pass joined with the first, so there was a choice of directions to take. Wely paused a moment, gathered his bearings. Then he decided.

			“This way!” he shouted. “The pass on the left!”

			Our alliance turned aside from the route that would lead deeper into that gorge. We went slightly southward. The elevation declined sharply for about a quarter mile. We were forced to procced gingerly. A cave mouth opened before us, a quarter mile distant, as the land flattened out.

			Wely did not pause, going straight toward the cave, but I saw him stop just at the mouth. I looked at Glathan, beside me. He nodded and went forward. I stayed behind as my people passed me, nodding, smiling, and encouraging others to go towards the entrance to the cave. Aliaz came, and we kissed briefly, no words spoken, then she passed me too.

			I waited. It seemed about an hour until the caravan, human and beast, were all crowded outside the cave. The part of the rearguard I’d ordered to stay back, made up of my bodyguard and squires, arrived. They urged me to come. I refused. So they, Lyayr among them, refused to move unless I was safe. I would not go until I knew what had become of Thurol. I noticed some of my men were hurt and limping with assistance from their comrades. I could not tell how grievous the wounds were to those that were injured. My heart sank. I wondered how many would not return from the fighting. Finally, I saw my brother-in-law and his men coming towards me through the narrow pass. I knew there would be more men of ours still left after that, for we had to keep apprised of our enemy’s movements at all times. And those final men would sacrifice themselves, if required, to stall the pursuit until we could go into the caves. I prayed such a sacrifice would be unneeded.

			“They follow,” Thurol panted. He grinned wolfishly. He was gore-covered and extremely pleased. He appeared unhurt. “But they’ve learned to fear us. They paid bitterly to cross the land-bridge. The first man who crossed was some great lord. I was the first one of our men there to greet him. He wore a red cloak and had many brands. His men held back, chanted his name, Logis, as he engaged me. Our men held back too, while we dueled. I fought Lord Logis, first among the Nyrimians to dare fighting us again. He fought well, before I killed him! The chanting did not last for long. Then full melee began, and all the men joined in battle.”

			“How many come for us?” I asked, trying to peer back east, but I could see little with the bends and turns in the landscape.

			“A thousand pursue us, maybe less,” responded my brother-in-law. “They’re all strung out. The pursuit is ragged. Ina will think twice to expend his entire army, though he must be burning to hunt us down. He needs a lot of men to do it. He must’ve learned that if odds are anywhere close to even, they cannot defeat us. He’ll be surprised how fiercely we fought them. These Eltnish know nothing of fighting Atalantean knights. But that quake saved us. It frightened us, but them more. We lost no one to that quake, but they lost hundreds. No wonder they fear. They must fear of what seemed like magic, but must have been an act of God, come to our aid, praise Him.”

			Thurol had spoken of magic first, not of the Single God’s power, and he let an implication hang in the air. He too wondered of Lysi. He too, it appeared, had started to more than half-accept that Eltnish magic was real. I wondered how many more of my people would come to feel that way.

			“They don’t fear us enough not to follow,” I grunted, ignoring any thoughts of the mage.

			“Agreed,” said Thurol, turning grim again. “I didn’t have time to count, but I think they had about five thousand men up on that hill. A few more thousand coming down to track us from the mountains. I don’t know what Wely thought, but with all the troops we saw on that hill, and all the ones I saw in the mountains, Ina has at least ten thousand fighting men. I don’t know if they’re all warriors, or converted farmers and shepherds good enough to bear arms. But I saw them all in boiled leather and with swords. Ina has a hidden strength, a far greater army beyond what was believed.”

			“Ten thousand,” I muttered. We would have been obliterated. My uncle faced worse odds in Berefet, in that first rebellion, but he had no civilians to protect, and no baggage train to guard. If I had eighteen hundred, all men like Thurol, I would have thought we might still stand a slim chance, with the right tactics, but half of my people were ones who could not fight.

			Thurol went on. “Thirty of my best men guard the rear now, and I’m going back to join them with fifty more. I’ll make sure they don’t fall too far behind and aren’t attacked without re-enforcements at their back. Once we’ve scouted properly, we flee. We’re too few to do anything but delay them a bit, and warn you where they’re coming from and how many come.”

			“Fire a few volleys at them, but keep away from the enemy,” I said.

			“We’re low on arrows,” said Thurol regretfully. “We have few volleys to send. We couldn’t retrieve the spent ones. No time, too risky. Some shafts are lost forever because we put quite a few men down into the chasm with bowshot. I told our lads to conserve whatever shots they have. We’ll need them for whomever we’ll face when we emerge from wherever Wely’s taking us.”

			“How many of our men lost?” I scowled, dreading the answer.

			Thurol looked surprised himself, and so was I when he told me, “None, that I can tell! I’ll have to confirm with the others. My quick head count was that all were accounted for! Some sprained or broken ankles, maybe worse. One might have to lose his leg. It’s cut deep. Another got a nasty spear wound to the thigh, but he’ll live. Another still partially insensate being struck on the helm by a shield.”

			“None lost?” I could not believe it. “How many did we kill?”

			“Four hundred maybe,” said Thurol, “with our first arrows, and in the hand to hand before the quake. Another fifty, perhaps, to hold the land-bridge in the hand to hand there. I don’t know how many the archers took down of those that tried to cross over the land bridge. Twenty maybe? But when that quake came, I believe almost a thousand men fell into the earth. He’s got the men to lose, but still Ina’s weakened sorely.”

			“God be praised,” I said, touching my amulet in thanks. And I owed Lysi thanks as well. I could not believe she’d helped us, but she had.

			“We need to guard your backs as you go into the cave. When we must retreat because they’re too close, we’ll run back.”

			“As soon as you can! Don’t be long! Look for me near the front of the column.”

			“That quake saved us,” Thurol said once more, looking at me curiously.

			“I don’t know for certain it was her,” I muttered, reading his thoughts. Even though I did know, in my heart. “As you said, it’s the Single God, the true God, who saved us. What other answer would you have me give our God-fearing people? Magic? Lysi’s magic? That a witch rescued us? The Eltnish can believe whatever they wish. We can’t lose faith in the God of Love, Life, and Light. Come back soon!”

			Thurol nodded and moved off, back the way he came. I turned toward the cave.

			Everyone waited for me.

			Our Alliance huddled in a long strewn-out formation. We could stand only ten-wide at the mouth of the cave. I pushed through the throng. When I reached Wely, I said, “We shouldn’t wait, Sire. We should go underground now.”

			Wely nodded. He looked at Hert, who bowed his head slightly in indication he trusted Wely to lead us. Wely delayed no longer. He went into the yawning mouth of the cave, his guard close behind him. Hert and his personal protectors followed. Then Glathan and his men, and more warriors of both Lynchun and Carthlughe, and reluctantly, after glaring at me, Uncle and his bodyguard. I turned to the Ready and smiled about his father. The Ready shrugged, smiling back. Then we both went into the cave, with the rest of our people following.

		

	
		
			
Thirty-Three

			We plunged into darkness. Water dripped somewhere above us. Some creatures scurried and scratched out there in the cavern, scrambling away from the unexpected scale of human intrusion. Pebbles crunched underfoot. People clawed at their faces as they ran into spider webs that clung to their hair. “Stay together,” all the lords and captains kept calling out, encouraging the more faint-hearted. “Stay together and hold onto each other.”

			Sometime during what I guessed was the first hour of our journey, I was informed by my pages that Thurol had rejoined us safely with all his men. A few moments later, my brother-in-law was beside me. He reported that he had lost no men. According to Thurol, he did not believe the Nyrimians had managed to follow us. “We almost never made it back to you. Another fog has arisen. It’s thick. If I hadn’t already been to the cave mouth before, and been able to track back to you, it would have been near impossible. If they have as good trackers as we do, and it seems they do, they may pick up our trail in time. But it’s not easy to follow anyone underground. And these caverns are twisty and have more bends than most caves I have seen. Let’s hope Wely can lose them.”

			I thought, Another fog? Lysi … Is she still helping us?

			We crept on. I knew by their voices that the two kings, the Ready, the Ready’s young son Yedwol the Bard, and Glathan were close in front of me, while Uthlen, Aliaz, Holita, and Uncle were behind me. I could see little. There were holes in the roof and walls of the cave in sundry places that let in some scant light. In other places, it was completely dark. We went uphill, then downhill. Then uphill again. Then sharply left, and then sloping right. Then back again. There was the jingle of mail, the clanking of swords in scabbards, the clatter of the horses’ hooves, and their snorting and fussing, the weeping of children, the whispers of women, and the commands of men. One of our chickens clucked madly. That is what I heard, and hearing became my most reliable sense. I could not trust sight. I saw darker shadows flickering sometimes. My knights’ armour and spear points glinted palely when they could be seen; then they disappeared. Sometimes Uncle’s hoary hands reached out to grasp me, to hold onto and stabilize his footing. Sometimes I felt Aliaz’s soft touch on the back of my mailed elbow, faintly, lighter than a butterfly. Sometimes I felt some animal brush up against my boots, and scurry away.

			It seemed like forever until, abruptly, we came back out into the evening light. I took off my cloak and put it about my wife’s shoulders as it seemed she had given her own cloak to an elderly priestess. Kind and thoughtful was my beloved. Aliaz smiled gratefully at me, blinking as her eyes adjusted back to the light. She patted my hands. Then she turned to help a nurse-wife who struggled. Once more, she showed a strength I did not know she had.

			We were on a plateau, still surrounded by the mountains around us. Wely led us toward yet another cave entrance, but before we reached it, the King of Lynchun stopped. He knew the caravan needed to rest and eat. We did. I went back to personally give Fleethoof some water, and Thurol and Lyayr came up to join me.

			“I don’t find they’ve followed us,” said Thurol, coming back from a bit of scouting. “How many twists King Wely’s led us on is amazing. He knows these paths well.”

			“No doubt,” I said. “I don’t know how far we must go until we can consider it safe. I just hope we’ve lost Ina’s men.”

			“Where are we?” asked Lyayr, looking around.

			“I know no more than you,” I said ruefully. “We’re in Wely’s hands now.”

			Wely himself, with Hert, came back to speak to us. “We rest now. But we can only stop for a moment. If we’re not followed, soon it’ll be hard for Ina to pursue where I take us.”

			“Where are we, Lord King?” I echoed Lyayr.

			“I need not tell you, Lord Prince,” said Wely cautiously. “Forgive me. I must guard the secret. It’s enough I’ve led you on these hidden paths few among the Nyrimians living know of. This system of tunnels was once part of another ancient realm that preceded Nyrimia. Just know we’re going toward the border of the three kingdoms where they meet: Lynchun, Carthlughe, and Nyrimia. Fear not, I’ll take us safely.”

			“I don’t doubt you, Sire,” I said. “When we’ve taken refreshment, lead on.”

			“Another two hours, we come out into the stars,” promised Wely “Then we can encamp, sleep the night away in safety, be it the will of the Earth Goddess.”

			Soon, back underground went almost three thousand souls. It took some coaching. Many of the Atalanteans, particularly the women, children, and horses, had to be coaxed and cajoled. Some were terrified of the dark. Yet, little troubled us while we spent time in the caves. The worst incident was with a winged predator from the air, rather than any from the ground. A bat swooped down, and scratched the face of a handmaiden of Bania, niece of Earl Apolt. Her scream curdled my blood. In the dark, the nursemaids could do little for her, save press a bandage to her face. It seemed the young damsel was more distraught over her beauty being spoiled, and not finding a husband, than the pain of the wound. I saw her in the light and thought her so ugly that she had little to worry of her beauty being spoiled. If she stayed down there in the dark, perhaps she could better find a mate. Some were disturbed by the attack on the handmaiden, and the Eltnish men muttered it was a bad omen. The event was disruptive, but the lords and captains kept people moving.

			As promised, in time we came out from the most recent cave. The moon and stars shone above us. We were on yet another plateau. It was cold. Soon fires were roaring, once King Wely said it would be fine to light them, as he doubted the Nyrimians could find us where we were.

			“How did you know of these paths, Lord King?” Hert wanted to know, as he, Wely, Eld, Uncle, and I sat around one of the fires, with Glathan, Uthlen, Centi, and Arom, who stood about us.

			Wely, ever reluctant to share anything regarding his knowledge, said, “Father. He took me on secret progresses, where we went disguised, with few guards about us. There are numerous such paths in Nyrimia, dug by ancient rulers, long before there was a Nyrimia, to hide their people during times of war. Many the Nyrimians themselves know of. Some, they do not. Ture, my father, took me for many days trekking through these paths, and we survived. We were nearly caught so many times by scouts of Nyrimia, but we managed to escape back to Lynchun. I wondered why he risked us both, king and Maneprince, on such a foolhardy mission. Father told me, one day, we might need to attack Nyrimia, or retreat from there. He wanted me to know of these caves. He wanted me to know them by sight, touch, and feel. He said the most important thing I’d learn as a king was how to protect my people. He said Nyrimia was our biggest enemy, and that one day we must fight them, on their soil, and on ours. He said that I must know their lands as well as they do. Father said I had to know where to make a stand against them, and where to run to in failure. He said too many generals consider the attack, never the retreat.”

			“How could you remember them so well, Sire?” Old Yedwol was curious and seemed to gain some new respect for Wely in how he led us.

			Wely looked darkly at Uncle. “I don’t need to remember them, Lord Prince. They’re marked. But few know the markings or how to read them. Forgive me. I’ll say no more about the caves. Just know we must enter one more before we can be as safe as we can be. Near the end of the part of the mountain chain that is north of the Cold Running River. Close to home. There may be more caves to travel through later, if we need to get even farther south before we go to Lynchun, but by then I hope we can no longer be tracked.”

			“Once we escape here,” said Eld, “for certain, there’ll be aggressions with Nyrimia. If not outright war.”

			“War, but perhaps not with Lynchun as the object of their wrath,” said Uncle. “It’s our men primarily who encountered the foe.”

			“By design,” I noted. “Let the enmity be drawn towards the Atalanteans, rather than Lynchun or Carthlughe. Let Ina remember his men should fear our knights. Let him think twice, before he marches forth against our kingdom once it is entrenched.”

			“The enemies of the Atalanteans are the enemies of Carthlughe and Lynchun,” said Hert firmly. “Ina’s already betrayed his word. He promised Carthlughe safe passage, but now he compasses the death of Carthlughe’s King, who is his blood relative.”

			“He gave your father passage, Lord King,” reminded Prince Eld. “His courtesy didn’t extend to you. Even if he didn’t intend to betray your father from the very beginning.”

			“It matters not, Lords,” said Wely, rising from the fire, and we others, save Hert, arising as well in respect. “King Hert is right. We’re allies now, for good or ill. We fight for each other. The Atalanteans are under our protection. Prince Othrun has yet to establish his realm. We must keep him safe so he may do so. We’ve jointly incurred Ina’s ire. But he always wanted our lands. Now he wants our lives. We won’t let him take either.”

			“No, we shan’t, Sire,” I agreed.

			“Sleep, Lords,” said Wely, nodding to his son to join him. “To bed, and may the Earth Goddess guide us tomorrow. We go back underground before first light.”

			For another day, we travelled through tunnels. I was filled with wonder at who had carved out the network under the mountains. Instincts told me it was not the Nyrimians themselves. In places where there was a little light, we saw some strange carvings on the walls. They were always of animals, and only animals, but exotic ones. Ones that I only recognized because of my education as a prince, or my travels abroad in the southern, tropical places in Atramland. Giraffes. Tigers. Monkeys. Elephants. Lions. Animals who did not inhabit Acremia. Why were these types of animals depicted? And why were no humans represented. I reminded myself to ask Wely, Hert, Glathan, or Uthlen.

			We came out of the caves on a brilliant afternoon, full of sunshine and a cooling breeze. We ate our rations. Many of my people complained of hunger, as they were not satisfied with the soldier’s fare. When we came out though, at least thirst would not be an issue. A babbling brook ran down from a little creek in the mountainside into the valley into which we walked after the last cave exit was left miles behind. Hundreds quenched their thirst, splashed water on their faces, refilled their skins, and were refreshed.

			Wely said that once more it was safe to light a fire where we were, and to look for game. That was all the permission our hungry people needed. There were deer on the hills, and our men quickly hunted about a dozen. By nightfall, spits of venison were consumed. It seemed I could not escape eating deer when I was in Acremia. At least it was cooked better than what I sampled in Norsoon.

			I chewed the tough meat, sitting with the other leaders as we all ate silently, and wished for more seasoning. Besides wanting more flavoured food, my thoughts were tangled. I checked on my people before we dined. Many were footsore. The injuries of my most seriously wounded knights, and the infirm like Gogest, forced them to be placed on the horses we had, because they could not walk, and thus more men instead of beasts were laden with baggage. I brooded and worried, though truly things were better than expected. If we evaded Ina’s army and did not run into them somewhere ahead of us before we reached the border, we had a chance. I tried not to think of Lysi, but it was difficult. My soul was troubled.

			I wished for the Anchali’s presence. Since I did not have that, I instead decided to pray, on my knees, my back bent, my head touching the ground, facing what I thought to be the east, towards where Atalantyx had been, where the Holy Temple of Atal had been. I faced the direction all Godly people are taught to pray. I pondered that there would be no more pilgrim trip for me to Atal. I would have to build a new high temple in my kingdom for my people to have a source of their devotion. After my prayers, I briefed with the commanders to ensure all was attended to, then fell into an exhausted sleep.

			The pattern repeated the next day. A short journey along the mountain trails, then Wely would find a cave mouth, take us into it. Tense hours passed again, as the Lioncrest led our caravan underground. Then, when we came out, the air seemed different. Our emergence point was more open, more exposed to the face of the mountains. I looked down over the edge of where we stood in a shallow gorge, lined with moss at the bottom. I could finally see the land of Eltnia proper, though a thin mist maintained. Less than a mile west, almost pushed up against the mountains, was a forest thick with trees. A mighty river ran south of us, bending away west past the woods, as far as could be seen, and also east, tunnelling through the mountains, where it disappeared from view. The air was clear and crisp, the sun was weak but constant, and eagles soared in the sky. The lands to the northwest of the woods lay in mist, but I could make out farther hills in the distance, not as tall as the mountains but snow-topped nonetheless. Everything there looked cold, grey, and shrouded. When we halted, I stood alone with Wely and Hert, surveying the landscape from a ridge. The remainder of the Alliance rested below or around us.

			“That’s home, Silver King,” said Hert contentedly, indicating northwest. “Carthlughe. The Nightwolds. The Howling Hills. My kingdom. That great river there, see, is the Cold Running River, dividing Carthlughe from Lynchun.”

			“And that’s my kingdom, Lord Prince, there,” said Wely, pointing southwest. Plains flattened the landscape. Holdfasts and boggy fens stretched all the way to yet another river, on the edge of my eyesight. But that one, smaller, looked as if it was possible to ford, as opposed to the Cold Running, which looked wider and deeper, and beyond it, I dimly saw hundreds of rooftops, walled within a high palisade. “The beginning of the Gold Realm, mighty Lynchun. That smaller river, there, that’s the River Firth, the boundary to my realm, separating it from Nyrimia. See that city there, just over the Firth? That’s the Lionshead. We aim for it. We need to figure out how to get there safely, and how to evade the Nyrimians guarding the border. This is where we must decide if we are to use your messenger birds, to call for help from Lynchun, Carthlughe, or both. We could summon mages, such as my wife, or King Hert’s sister, Princess Renat, close to the border, where perhaps they could employ some magic to assist. Mages need to be close so that their spells may work. We could call for troops, and cross into these lands, to protect us. But by calling such help, it will start an open war. Still, there might be another way. We need to think on that. We might be able to sneak out of Nyrimia somehow. This weather again is in our favour, and this current fog, if it stays, will help shroud us. If, we can get our people out of these mountains, and travel unimpeded to the Firth, or even if we’ve managed to fight our way there, all the way to the river, we’re free. We should still try to stay away from battle, but the main objective is to get to Lynchun, so that we may be truly safe.”

			“Safe,” muttered Hert, looking troubled. Wely, taking notice, looked at him sharply, as did I.

			“Lord King?” Wely asked carefully. “Your pardon?”

			Hert looked uncomfortable with whatever held his thoughts. But he sighed, as if gathering courage. “Speak with you, I would, Lord King.”

			“Speak then,” said the King of Lynchun.

			Hert hesitated, looking at me.

			“What can’t you say in front of Lord Othrun?” asked Wely. “That would make me wonder.”

			“I trust Othrun,” said Hert, his gaze turning back towards his kingdom. Then, he faced us again. He had been so cheery of seeing Carthlughe a moment before, then suddenly despondent. At once I was worried. “That’s not why I lulled in my speech. I was debating, at war with myself.” He looked one more time with longing toward Carthlughe. We waited. At last, he swung back to us, sighing wistfully once more. “So be it. Lord King, how do you think Father learned so quickly you were to meet with the Silver King here?”

			Wely scowled. “All the realms would know it, I presume, or your father simply learned from Ina. If not, there are spies everywhere, in every kingdom in Eltnia. Besides, did not Glathan seek alliances with other Eltnish lords? Didn’t he proposition your father as well?”

			“No. No deal was made with Carthlughe, nor did Glathan contact Father. So, how did he know so quickly of your planned rendezvous? He did not learn from King Ina.”

			Wely was as confused as I was. “What say you? What’re you driving at?”

			“What I say is, Father learned of you going forth from your own people. From your brother. From, Prince Orlu.”

			Wely was even more perplexed. So was I. “What?” asked the King of Lynchun.

			Hert looked sympathetically at his former rival, which alarmed me even more. “All is not right in your realm, Lord King. There’s treachery in Lynchun. Orlu compassed your death. He told Father that you marched for Nyrimia. Orlu sent a rider in haste, when you set forth, offering peace terms betwixt Carthlughe and Lynchun. The condition: Father destroying you and Othrun. Orlu offered the hand of your daughter, Binis, to my widowed father. The same hand you earlier offered to me. Orlu said, once you and Othrun were dead, Carthlughe and Lynchun would join as allies.”

			Wely lost his voice. He was ashen. I felt cold. I hoped all my plans had not just evaporated into smoke. I strained to absorb all Hert said.

			Hert went on. “There’s more Father planned. More’s to the pity.”

			“What?” I asked more sharply than I intended. How dared Orlu plot to murder us!

			“Once he was married to Binis,” Hert said miserably, “I was to become a hostage, to ensure the truce betwixt Carthlughe and Lynchun.”

			“Hostage?” I repeated. I repented my harsh tone with Hert even more.

			“I would’ve been a dead hostage, for certain. Which, no doubt, would have pleased Father.”

			Finally, Wely spluttered, “Pleased him? How could your death please your father? What’s this madness you speak?”

			“Once he produced heir from Binis,” Hert continued calmly, “that heir would have ties to both Carthlughe’s and Lynchun’s thrones. Men loyal to me, whom Father thought he could trust, confirmed his plot. He planned to betray me and ensure my death. Then he could turn on Orlu too in the end. He could next supplant his new son to rule both. Following his own rule, of course. He would need to have rid of me to do any of that. I’d never pleased him. I was too … honourable, for him. I would’ve been sent to your brother’s hands, then killed. Once Father gat heirs on Binis, he could tackle Orlu. His hope, no doubt, was to conquer and kill Orlu and his heirs, so that Father’s new sons had legitimate claim to both thrones.”

			Wely looked as if were about to melt in anger. But he kept his composure. His voice was barely a whisper: “You marched forth anyway, with your father, to these lands, knowing at some point that your life was forfeit?”

			Hert had the look of a man resigned to his fate. A fate that involved his own father plotting his death. I was appalled. My one-time-father may have hated me, but I was sure he would have never conspired to kill me. “Much had to happen before that. First, we had to defeat you. Then defeat the Silver King and his men. Father worried, rightfully, that once you and the Silver King were slaughtered, Ina, his own uncle, would in turn betray him as well, and kill him before he got back to Carthlughe. He also worried, while he was away, that it was all a ruse, and that Orlu would be attacking Carthlughe while its king was absent.”

			“You swear to me,” said Wely succinctly, his voice dangerous, “by kingly oath, all you’ve said is true, Hert, son of Hor?”

			Hert raised his head proudly. “I’ve kept my honour. Now Father’s dead, and I’m king, there’s no oath to bind me to secrecy of these plans. I say to you again, all sits not right in your land. No doubt, Orlu’s been successful. Father’s spies confirmed it before we left Carthlughe. Your brother’s already moved to seize your kingdom. I don’t know if he’s fully succeeded, but it appeared he had the backing of many of your lords. One thing I did hear for certain. He managed to get your daughter Binis and your heir, Bartho, in his grasp. I swear on my vows as King of Carthlughe that I’ve told you the truth.”

			Wely sat down on the ground, aghast. There could be no confusion that he believed what the young king said.

			Hert looked with pity on Wely, then said to me in further expansion, “Ina is the manipulator behind all of this. He’s styled himself High King of Middle Eltnia. He wants us three dead, and his clients on the thrones of Carthlughe and Lynchun. If he has that, with his own Sanaavian allies and future overlords, Eltnia would be doomed. It’s all part of a greater plan.”

			“And what’s his domain supposed to be, as High King?” I asked, wondering what all this would mean for our newfound alliance. I saw it dissolving before my eyes.

			“No less than the kingdoms of Frynia, Brotan, Arn, Carthlughe, Lynchun, and Rogonhe,” replied Hert. “If Father succeeded in murdering Wely and you, he was to bend knee to Ina as his vassal, and his warlord. Or so Father told me. Father only left out the part about giving me over as hostage and telling Orlu to kill me. Yet, who can trust Ina? Father was certainly faithless. There would have been back-stabbing all about. The most treacherous, and the most cunning, out of Orlu, Ina, and Father would have survived. Who that might be, well … I would have wagered on Ina. Ina apparently told Father that Hor would be the sword he used to enforce his ancient claim to the High Kingship. No doubt, Father wanted that High Kingship for himself. But maybe Ina would have used that same army we saw to kill Father and all of us if we succeeded in killing Wely and you, Silver King, before we Carthlugheans ever left Nyrimia. Who knows? It’s a nest of snakes, for sure.”

			I went to the seated Wely. Even in my selfish worry of what this meant for my kingdom and my people, I felt horrible for Wely personally. I knew what being betrayed by one’s brother felt like. I dropped beside him and said, “I’m sorry, Lord King.”

		

	
		
			
Thirty-Four

			Wely shook his head. “I only wish I didn’t believe Hert. But I do. This…” His voice broke. “This has unmanned me. My brother … he’s become a traitor to my crown. We’ve always been rivals. But he’s never challenged me. When Father died, Orlu never sought the blade-trial. And he was always better than me. He could’ve beat me, easily.” I became more in awe of Orlu when I heard the often-boastful Wely admit he was no match for his brother. “And he was well-liked enough. If anything, he’s as equally liked as I am. He could have beat me, and become King of Lynchun by law, and I would either be dead or forced to acknowledge his kingship and live as just a prince. Instead, he does this. Why? Why? Why now?” He looked at Hert, bewildered.

			I did not understand the entire tradition surrounding the blade-trial, even though I had essentially fought it and killed Hor under those auspices. But I did know, from bits and pieces gathered from my Eltnish colleagues, that before the eldest heir of an Eltnish king was acclaimed, other royal heirs may challenge him to the blade-trial, to contest that claim. If another heir should win, they could snatch the crown instead. The fight, to the death or surrender of one of the claimants, would decide who had the right to rule. Thus, it seemed, in Eltnia, only the strong truly governed. But it sounded as if few challengers ever bothered to ask for the trial, since heir apparent incumbents tended to be the better fighters, and the more popular candidates, with considerable political backing from the earls of the kingdom. If Wely had neither the endorsement of all his lords, without majority support, and Orlu being the better swordsman, then I realized in alarm that Wely’s reign might be truly doomed.

			Hert came to sit beside Wely and me. “You see now, Lord King, that I’ve truly allied with you? I could’ve said nothing. I could’ve marched back to my kingdom. I could’ve let you walk into chaos, surely your death, to face your brother’s plot. Carthlughe and Lynchun have been long-time enemies. I might even be heralded a great hero for ensuring your doom, finishing the mission Father departed Carthlughe on. Certainly, those who loved Father, and all who hate Lynchun among my people, would praise me. However, I swore an oath. To be faithful to you. No matter the cost. Besides, I’m not that kind of man. I won’t be that kind of king. If I come for you, I come for you straight, not by the crooked way like Father. That’s why I was so angry with you when you seemed to keep the secret paths from us. But I was a hypocrite, as I had a secret of my own. But we’re almost at the end of our journey now. I had to tell you the truth before you were endangered. I had to know first, for the sake of Carthlughe, you could be trusted. You can be. You’re a great king, Wely, son of noble Ture. You don’t deserve the fate your brother is trying to hand you.”

			I pondered all I had heard. Was this all a trick? Was Hert lying? Was he really the false one? All some sort of ruse to kill his rival, and even to kill me, and to lure us away from Lynchun? To lure me away from my kingdom, almost within my grasp if we could get out of Nyrimia?

			Wely smiled ruefully and nodded. Together, the two kings arose, and then clasped hands. I rose to stand with them. Wely believed Hert, and in my belly, I did too, despite any misgivings. If Hert was a true friend, he’d also saved me by providing this news. He’d saved me, my people, and my kingdom. Had we simply walked into Lynchun, if Orlu held the realm under his sway, we would have likely been assassinated.

			“My gratitude eternally, King Hert, is yours,” said Wely.

			“And mine as well, King Hert,” I said, “but this means we can’t go to Lynchun then.”

			“We must!” cried Wely. “My realm’s taken by my brother! If so, I must kill that usurper! I must protect my queen! My son and daughter! I must protect my people! Orlu has them all!”

			“Lord King, we know not how things sit in Lynchun,” said Hert. “I must ask, wouldn’t your people themselves resist against this unrighteous king trying to take your throne? Would there not be civil war? Would those loyal to you give up your throne to Orlu without a fight?”

			Wely was embarrassed. “Orlu is … popular with the people. He’s not gifted with words, but he’s a warlord most formidable. His name is sung in all these wide realms, as you know well, Hert, as one of the greatest warriors in the known world.”

			“So,” said Hert, “some would indeed follow him in unlawful rebellion against you.”

			“Some might,” admitted Wely. “Perhaps many.”

			“So, what shall we do?” I asked.

			Wely opened his mouth, but Hert interrupted. “There’s more.”

			“I don’t know how much more I can bear,” muttered Wely.

			“Go on, Lord King,” I said, not caring whether it was my place or not to ask for continuance.

			“Father was told traitors were amongst your men that march with you,” Hert said. “Traitors loyal to your brother. Those traitors’ jobs are to kill you, should you succeed and live to leave Nyrimia. They’re to murder you before you reach Lynchun again.”

			“Which of my men are those traitors?” asked Wely, his hand going to his sword belt, clenching the hilt.

			“I know not which, Lord King,” claimed Hert.

			Wely said grimly, “It’s time to bring Eld, and the Silver King’s principal lords, into the knowing. Moreover, all my lords must know as well. If among those lords are traitors, they shall be rooted out and exposed. Silver King, would you get them please?”

			I fetched the other nobles and captains and brought them back to Wely and Hert. Bluntly, Wely told them of Hert’s assertions. When he finished, he added, “Speak now, who plotted against me with Orlu, if you’re here amongst us. Speak, and your death shall be merciful. Speak later, no torment you imagine will be worse than what I’ll do with you.” He cast a horrible eye over the crowd of his chieftains. No one spoke or moved.

			“Very well, then, I shall—”

			“Lord King,” said Centi, suddenly coming forward. He knelt, offering up his blade, and laying it at Wely’s feet. “Here’s my sword.”

			Wely trembled with anger, but he wanted to be certain: “Why offer me your sword?”

			“To take my head with it.”

			“Why?”

			“I’ve betrayed you.”

			Out swept Wely’s own sword. Centi did not move, his head bowed.

			Faster than I believed he could move, the portly Eld leaped between Wely and the prostrated Centi. “Father, hold your hand, I pray!”

			“No!” screamed Wely, trying to shove his son aside, his sword raised.

			“Yes!” said Eld, refusing to be moved. “At least until we know more of the plans! Let him speak! We must learn more!”

			“Lord King!” cried Hert. “Listen to Prince Eld! If we’re to save your throne, we need information! Kill him later! Let him speak!”

			“He’s right, Lord King,” I said. “Please, stay your hand! For now, at least.”

			Wely finally managed to push his son away. But did not strike. His sword was poised in the air. No one else moved. To stop the king from taking his vengeance would be unjust, though Eld and I protested it as unwise. Still, it was Wely’s right.

			Then the King of Lynchun spat in disgust. He put his blade down. “Bind him!” he bellowed, to no one particularly.

			Not fewer than ten lords, some Atalantean, some Carthlughean, and some Lynchunian, leapt forward and took Centi’s sword from him. They roughly forced him down. Rope was called for. Within moments, he was secured and on his knees before Wely. Wely kept his sword in hand. I saw it took everything within the King of Lynchun not to slay Centi. I was taken aback. Of all the lords of Lynchun, Centi was not the one I would have chosen for traitor. Perhaps I was not the excellent judge of character that I believed.

			“Speak,” commanded Wely to Centi. “While you have breath.”

			“Lord King, I was either to kill you on the road here in Nyrimia, or at the worst, lead you back to Lynchun, there to be killed,” confessed Centi.

			Centi had further news, news to break Wely’s heart. He said that Syda, Queen of Lynchun, Wely’s wife, headed the plot to betray the king. Centi related that the fickle, duplicitous queen was unfaithful, and had taken up with Prince Orlu, her brother-in-law, at first in secret. Then after the Lioncrest had left for Nyrimia, out in the open, unashamedly. Centi further said he dared to confront the queen, in private, about her infidelities. Syda told him she and Orlu would rule Lynchun together, better than she and Wely ever could have, and that she’d found a way to end the war with Carthlughe once and for all. Centi claimed the queen charged him, be he a faithful lord, to support her, to save the lives of the many who would perish in future wars against Carthlughe.

			The queen told Centi that Wely had betrayed his kingdom by selling off the assets of Lynchun to a foreign lord. A foreign prince—me—who for certain would come to Eltnia to conquer and convert the Eltnish from their Gods. She also said Centi knew Orlu was the stronger warrior than his brother. That with Orlu ruling Lynchun, once allied with Carthlughe, their kingdom would be virtually unbeatable. The queen said that since Bartho, her eldest son, was loyal to his father beyond her power to persuade him, he was to be imprisoned. Then sold into slavery to Sanaavia, only kept alive because of Queen Syda’s love for him. The queen said that Eld, her other son, who was especially close to Wely, regrettably must die for the sake of Lynchun. So Lynchun could be saved. Syda wept to say that, though she loved her youngest son, she was willing to see him sacrificed, and that she and Orlu would produce a new, stronger line of heirs.

			Centi then disclosed to us that he was assigned by Syda to ensure that Wely and Eld would both be dead. Because Orlu was to declare Wely and Eld slain by me and the Atalanteans, who had turned on them. The story would be that “my” plan all along had been to eliminate the most powerful king in Eltnia, Wely, and take the Golden Valley by force, rather than fealty. Then the “noble” Hor, kin to High King Ina, a new friend of Orlu, would be said to have been sent to find the rogue vagabond Prince of the Atalanteans, track him, and kill him, in revenge for the poor Wely’s death. As a reward for showing his loyalty in the killing of Wely’s murderer, Hor would have proved his friendship to Orlu and Lynchun. And, furthermore, for ridding Eltnia of a great threat to Eltnish society: the invading Atalanteans. The only men lost would have been Wely, Eld, and the two hundred men of theirs who followed them to their deaths in Nyrimia at the hands of the evil Othrun. So, the wicked Atalantean prince and his warband would have been scourged from Eltnia, and a Lynchunian-Carthlughean conglomerate would have brought an unstoppable new power to the region.

			Finally, with both his brother and nephew out of the way, Orlu could not only declare himself King of Lynchun, but also marry Syda, as they both desired. An elegant solution, Queen Syda had said, to many problems for the rightful king: Orlu the Undefeated.

			Centi went on, saying that he’d hoped to be one of the few to survive the massacre of the Lynchunians by the Atalanteans. He said Syda had advised him that, of the Carthlugheans in on the plot, none of them, except King Hor himself, would march to Nyrimia to intercept Wely. Therefore, no Carthlughean would spare Centi and the men with him who were loyal to Orlu for being on Hor’s side, and only perceive them as enemies to kill. However, Syda had suggested Centi and his fellow Lynchun conspirators try to stab Wely and Eld from behind while battle was engaged with Hor, then try to flee. Centi was tasked to bring confirmation of Wely and Eld’s demise back to Orlu, in return for rich rewards under the new king, as promised by Syda. If Centi felt he could not accomplish his mission without his own death, he too was to sacrifice himself for the cause of Lynchun, and find a way to kill Wely at least, at all costs.

			Syda had promised Centi he would be memorialized in Lynchun for his hero’s death, that Centi’s estate would increase tenfold, and that his wife and children would never want again for anything. Centi said he had known it was essentially a suicide mission, with little chance of success to come out alive. But, said Centi, he at least felt he could ensure the death of King Wely and Prince Eld before he died, at either the hands of the Carthlugheans or if he managed to escape the battle, at the hands of Nyrimian patrols.

			“Who else among the Lynchun men were part of this plan?” demanded Wely.

			Cent named the men. They were all Centi’s own personal troops, including the captain of his household bodyguard. Once identified, to my surprise, the men did not try to run or to fight. Meekly, all five were held, bound, brought forward, and lined up in a row to kneel beside Centi at Wely’s feet. Their names: Jurd, Prog, Strel, Greb, and Olak. When questioned, they all admitted to their involvement in the conspiracy. Some reacted with scorn to Wely, some with sadness and regret. Yet all five confessed. Most of the five seemed proud or relived to do it. The burden of the secret must have weighed heavily on them.

			“Six traitors,” Wely sneered with satisfaction. He eyed them all with hatred. “You thought you had favour of the Elementals because you numbered yourselves as the gods are numbered. Fortunate six, eh?”

			Without another word to them, or asking them for any more speech, the blood sprayed, as Wely’s sword slashed the throats of those five, one by one. He was fast and efficient. He might have been past his prime, but he was still very able. If Wely paled to Orlu in comparison as a swordsman, Orlu must be something special indeed, I thought. The traitors gurgled, gasped, spasmed, but they all died, either at once after they received the killing stroke, or twitching on the ground, their eyes no longer seeing. I did not pity them. I was glad to see such justice dispensed. After all, they’d sought my death and the death of all my followers, along with Wely’s demise.

			Wely saved Centi for last. He gave him the privilege, as a lord, that the other five did not receive. He asked him if he had any final words.

			“None, Lord King,” said Centi. “Save that I beg your forgiveness, and I pray for you to send me swiftly to the Earth Goddess. I was wrong. I’ve always loved you as my Lord and King, until Queen Syda poisoned me against you. I was deceived. I see that now. I’m ready for my fate.”

			“Deceived?” cried Wely angrily, almost in tears. I knew the king loved Centi as one of his favourite commanders, until he’d betrayed him. “Deceived! How were you deceived? You chose to betray me! Your sworn oath-lord!”

			“Syda’s powerful, Lord King,” said Centi. “Convincing. I believed her. I believed you betrayed Lynchun by allying with the Silver King. When I saw the noblesse of Prince Othrun, and all his people, I finally saw the truth. You only wished the glory of Lynchun. The esteem of Lynchun. You’ve chosen wisely, to ally with such a great lord, and such a glorious people.”

			“Lord King,” I said hopefully. “I beg a boon of you. Spare Lord Earl Centi.” I was pleased to see the other common soldiers executed, but Centi, he was different. Somehow, I still liked him and believed him redeemable. He’d risked his life on a suicide mission, thinking to protect his people. He came forward to Wely, knowing he had a good chance to not be discovered. Hert did not know the identities of the traitors. Perhaps they would have been uncovered later, but Centi did not try to flee or try to continue his dastardly mission. He came forward, knowing that he would die. That took courage. He had no problem risking his life for greater causes. He might still be of use.

			“Spare him?” asked Wely incredulously. “Why should I spare him? Because he flatters us? Spare him? To have him do more deception, and plot more murder?”

			“So he make amends for his crimes,” I said. “Perhaps it’s more fitting than death. He helped wreak these hurts to your kingdom. Let him set them right.”

			“How?” asked Wely. “How can I ever trust him again?”

			“By letting him help us beat your brother, and your wife,” I replied. “He seems to know all their plans. They trust him. They believe he’s turned against you. Let’s use this to our advantage.”

			“I see no advantage in an unfaithful dog,” growled Wely, eyeing Centi’s neck hungrily, ready to put him to the ground.

			“I think there’s wisdom in Prince Othrun’s words, Lord King,” said Eld. “My own mother seeks to destroy me, and you. Never could I have contemplated that. It pains me more than any battle wound I have ever received.” Eld looked as if he would weep, at the thought of his mother wanting to kill him. But like Wely, it appeared he summoned the strength of the Lynchun kings that ran in his veins, and went on. “If this is so, we may need Centi to defeat her. She’s treacherous, but she is formidable. With her, Uncle will not be easy to topple, so any advantage we can gain is important. Put the traitor to use, I say, if we can.”

			Hert looked at Eld with understanding. “When I first realized Father’s treachery, that he was willing to kill me to gain a kingdom, I thought my life was forfeit. I thought that the Goddesses had turned against me, me being unworthy to be a king. But a king who would murder his own heir for gain is no worthy king. It was Father who was the unworthy one, just as your mother, Prince Eld, is unworthy for plotting to kill you and your father. And because my father was the one who was unworthy, he was undone by the cunning and bravery of the Silver King. We’ll need both cunning and bravery to turn things back on Syda and Orlu.” Hert turned to me. “I don’t think Prince Othrun would dare suggest keeping Centi alive unless he had some plan for his use.”

			“You begin to know me well, Lord King,” I said, smiling. “Perhaps I do have a plan. Perhaps I do.”

		

	
		
			
Thirty-Five

			I laid out my plan. It was stunning in its boldness. Few at first believed in its success, but in time, I swayed them. “It can work, my Lords,” I said eagerly.

			Wely’s bodyguard members dragged the corpses of the fallen traitors away. Wely ordered they be stripped naked and left upon the rocks, dishonoured as wolf food. As I watched the bodies being disposed of, I said, “We need to do this while there’s time. Word, no doubt, of what’s transpired on the beach, and in the mountains here in Nyrimia, will get back to Lynchun.”

			“From Ina, Orlu would’ve heard of our alliance,” said Hert. “And the fall of Father.”

			“Then he’d be preparing for war,” said Wely, looking suspiciously at Centi.

			“Yes, Lord King,” said Centi. “But he’ll be wrathful he has little knowledge of the Atalanteans, and that he knows nothing of what plans were hatched with King Hert.”

			“He’s prescient enough to know eventually there’ll be an attack,” grumbled Wely. It was plain Wely regretted sparing Centi. I could not blame him. He was a king who must use a traitor if he hoped to get back his kingdom. That would not sit well with me either, though I’d argued most stridently to spare Centi.

			“But Orlu knows not when, or how we could attack him, or if our Alliance will stay together or fall apart,” I said next. “He’ll crave for news. Once he learns Hor’s dead, he may reach out to Hert. To strike a bargain. Overall, he’ll be perplexed. He’ll have to think out his next move carefully.”

			“Orlu is better fighter than strategist,” said Wely. “My traitorous wife, she’ll be the mind that makes the decisions. Yet, Orlu is stubborn. Unless she has him completely under her spells, he may take an unwise course. He can be impetuous.”

			“This whole idea is impetuous!” cried Old Yedwol, no longer able to remain silent.

			“That’s not to say,” said Glathan calmly, “it can’t work.

			“I’ve stood by you when you took us here,” Uncle ground his teeth at me. “To these lands. When you burned our ships. When you took us through these dangerous mountainous paths, I stood by you. I can’t stand by you with this current height of madness.” He appealed to Glathan. “My Lord, I can’t believe of you, with all your wisdom, would sanction, much less participate in, such a mindless endeavor! All of you will be killed!”

			“And if we’re not killed?” asked Glathan in return. “We’ll have saved Lynchun.”

			“You can’t save anything if you’re dead,” said the old man in disgust. “You plan to march into the hands of Orlu, with some ridiculous tale, supposing that, even if he believes you, he’ll spare King Wely, and not simply take his head! And if you three Atalanteans, you Glathan, my fool Nephew, and Thurol do not manage to pass for Lynchun men, your heads will be taken as well! This is foolishness beyond all reason!”

			“Some things may go right,” shrugged Glathan laconically.

			“Too many could go wrong,” said Old Yedwol. “You could be delayed too long for whatever reason while they question you. One of you, or all of you, could be imprisoned or killed. You might not be able to get the gates open. This turncoat here,” Uncle indicated to Centi, “could betray you once more. And you’re relying on him to do the convincing of Orlu!”

			“Uncle, we have few choices before us—” I began.

			“Few choices?” Old Yedwol wanted to hear none of it. “Few choices? What of getting to the safety of King Hert’s lands, then waiting to mount a proper war? Keeping our women and children protected while we gain strength? Would not our numbers, added to King Hert’s and what men King Wely has here now, be sufficient force to hope one day to free Lynchun from King Wely’s brother?”

			“One day is not soon enough, Lord Prince,” I said. “The time to face Orlu is now, whilst he is trying to discover what we might do next. While there’s a window where many who may not support Orlu, or those whose support teeters one way or the next, could be swayed. Before Orlu can solidify his hold. We go to Lionshead. We work in secret to raise what loyal troops we can. We begin to mount an insurrection. Then we go to the capitol, and free Prince Bartho and Princess Binis. We kill or capture Orlu. We imprison the Lady Syda. We open the gates of Lynchun so you can enter with our forces. Then we take back the city.”

			“What if Orlu doesn’t want to attack Carthlughe?” Old Yedwol asked. “What if he simply wants to hold onto power? With Wely in exile in Carthlughe, Orlu may simply entrench. Dead or exiled, with only a portion of men, the true king is out of his brother’s way. Were I Orlu, I might consider simply cementing my rule, quelling any descent, and keeping hold of Lynchun. As for us, if we waste our top men, including our leader, on this quest, we are weaker for any coming fight! Whether Orlu attacks, or whether he does not and we bring the fight to him, we’d be weaker in that fight without the King of Lynchun, the Prince of the Atalanteans, and two of our best lords.”

			“If I permit Orlu to cement his hold, Lord Prince,” said Wely to Old Yedwol, “I’ll never get it back. He’s a great warrior. He has my wife. She is a treacherous woman, but a mage. She is a weapon. Now she’s at his side. But most of all, he has my heir and my daughter captive. I can’t risk my children being killed or sold off to slavery. My son is the Maneprince, the Crown Prince of Lynchun, and my daughter is a precious prize that every king in Eltnia wants to have married to their sons. With Eld, who is the best warrior of my three children, they’re the future of Lynchun.”

			“Lynchun will have no future, Lord King,” said Old Yedwol, “if you’re dead. We of the Atalanteans no future, if you as our overlord and my nephew as our high lord are dead.”

			“Yes, you’ll have a future if I’m dead, Uncle,” I disagreed. “If King Wely lives, and gets Lynchun back, and I die, he’ll still honour our agreement. I have no son. You’re my heir. You’ll be Lord of the Atalanteans, should I perish. You’ll renew my oath to King Wely, and rule the Golden Valley.”

			“Fool, I’m an old man,” groaned Old Yedwol. “I’m nearly ready to die myself. I’m no suitable heir.”

			“But you’ve an heir, Uncle,” I reminded him, staring at the Ready. “And he has an heir as well, in the young Bard. The royal line of Atalan has continuity, through you, your son, and grandson.”

			As I said this, I wondered, if I had played this game well enough. If I had, the Ready would convince Uncle. For, if my plan failed, and I fell in the attempt, Uncle would become the leader of the Atalanteans. Once he died, the Ready would be the high lord.

			The Ready would soon be an old man himself. He was always ambitious. He’d waited for years for his inheritance, and his father, the old goat, refused to die, just as Grandfather had lingered on, so that my one-time-father had fewer years in the High-Chair. The Ready, I figured, must be worried he would die himself, and the young Bard would have Old Yedwol’s lordship instead, if the old man did not pass soon. The Ready fought bravely, leading our troops against the Nyrimians, but he knew he did not have many years left as a top fighter. He wanted to survive any fighting to enjoy the spoils. He sought, at the least, to be Lord Marshal or Constable on any High Council I would form as a king. I was sure that he still hoped for me to give him a princedom, and perhaps make him my Second Prince, behind Uncle as First Prince, until I had heirs of my own. A chance to surpass even that and be the king himself one day, with me seemingly off to my death on some crazy enterprise, was too tempting to let slide. I gave the Yedwols opportunity. Opportunity they never would have had if we’d stayed in Atalantyx: opportunity to beget a line of kings themselves if they ever succeed me.

			Opportunity. That was what everyone wanted. I dangled it like a carrot on a stick to a horse and the Ready snapped at it, taking the bait.

			He cleared his throat, and said smoothly, “If anyone can survive such a plan, Cousin, it’d be you. I approve of this idea. It’s a risk, but I agree. We should strike while there’s dissent and contention over Orlu’s rule.” I was never so happy to count on the avarice of the man.

			“You agree with this insanity, over your father?” stormed the old prince at the Ready.

			“Cousin Othrun has proven bold, resourceful, and durable, Lord Prince Father,” said the Ready, full of false praise and false hope for me to live, which he did not feel. “Let’s put our faith in him. We have so far, and we live. Let’s hope he does as well once he enacts his plan.”

			“Thurol,” Old Yedwol appealed to my brother-in-law, “you’re brave. Also, you’re a lord of sense and pragmatism. You’d do this?”

			“On face, the plan has too many variables to make it viable,” said Thurol. “But it’s precisely because of this that it is viable. Surprise, my Lord Prince. Surprise. Deception. Keeping your enemies off balance. Doing what they expect not. Isn’t that what you always coached us all to do? All of us who have learned warring under your guidance. Is that not always what you’ve practiced? Have you not faced similar odds, with those odds looking hopeless?”

			“It was easy to face such odds when I was the one taking the risks,” admitted Old Yedwol. “Now I’m an old man, who can’t fight as I did before.” I knew how hard an admission this must be for Uncle. Once again, I felt sorry for him. “I must watch others risk themselves, while I stay back, needing protection.”

			“You protect us with your generalship, my Lord,” said Glathan. “You’re the one who saw the scouts of Ina. You’re the one to correct us about failing to set a guard that first day on the beach. All these kings and lords here of Atalanteans, Lynchun, Carthlughe, we still need your experience, your guidance, and your lordship. We still need you, Lord Prince. Your role is different now, but still we need you.”

			Old Yedwol snorted, but I knew Glathan’s words pleased the elder prince. “I’m not high lord here. But if my foolish nephew takes on this mission, he’ll leave me as the head of our people while he is gone.” He looked around at all of us others. “When that happens, don’t look for me to make decisions other than the safest path for our people. I’ll not risk the Atalanteans’ future.” He turned to me. “Even to save you, foolish boy.”

			“I expect no less, Uncle,” I said, knowing that was as close to approval of the plan from him that I would receive. “Everything I do too is to protect our people. My path to do so is merely divergent from your own.”

			“Everything you do is for glory,” snarled Old Yedwol. “I know because I was once young, as you. Fear not, if you live, you’ll have it. Go forth with your plan, and don’t get your overlord, his man, your best advisor, your best fighter, and yourself all slain. I’ll get the Atalanteans, with Hert’s help, to Carthlughe. And when the time comes, we shan’t fail you. We’ll be at Wely’s capitol at the appointed hour.”

			“Carthlughe will be there, Lord King,” promised Hert to Wely. “Carthlughe will be there standing beside Prince Yedwol at the appointed hour.” He swung over to me. “Don’t fail, Lord Prince.”

			I smiled. “I won’t. Don’t be late, Lord King.”

			“I suppose, Lord Prince,” said Hert to Old Yedwol, “when the man who killed the Horrific, brought Lynchun and Carthlughe together, and escaped Ina composes an impossible plan, the impossible seemed more plausible.”

			“Perhaps, Lord King,” said Uncle grudgingly. He glared up and down at me. “I still don’t know how this plan succeeds. You don’t, Nephew, nor your men, look like Lynchunians.”

			“We’ll change that, Lord Prince,” said Wely.

			“How?” Uncle wanted to know.

			“Leave that to me, Lord Prince,” said Wely.

			And so Wely showed us. For he had three of his men of similar size and build to we three Atalantean lords bring forth their clothing and armour, while these three Lynchun men stripped down to their tunics and were given cloaks by Atalantean knights. Pages came forward and helped Glathan, Thurol, and I disrobe, and dress in what the Lynchunians provided. Once we were all in leather, rusted gold, and blue, we sat, cross-legged, waiting for the next, most horrifying step of our transformation. Nine of Wely’s strongest warriors, led by Prince Eld, were ready, having retrieved from their baggage three long hot iron poking sticks. The Lion of Lynchun emblem was sported on the top of the iron.

			“We need all these men?” I asked nervously.

			Eld grinned. “I’m skilled with the putting on of the lion brand. So are two of these men here. So, we three shall brand all of you three at once.”

			I looked at the burly soldiers. “And the rest of your men, two each, for each of us three Atalanteans, are to hold us down?”

			Eld nodded, still smiling. “The pain of your first brand is a great badge of glory, Lord Prince, but most faint in the branding. Men scream. Some vomit and some excrete, or fight the branding. Most need strong men to hold them down when the pain takes over.”

			Coals and flint from Eltnish packs were brought. The fire was lit. Gags were brought to quiet our mouths, lest our screams bring Nyrimians to our position. Cool rags, dipped in water, were at the ready. Three old, spare rags were produced to clean us in the event of human waste. The waste, laughed Eld, would come from one end of us or the other. Three Atalantean nurse-wives stood by with an ointment to treat the flesh that would be scorched by hot iron. Three squires stood by with strong wine for us lords to help with our recovery.

			“Ready, Lord Prince?” asked Eld.

			I sat near to Glathan and Thurol. All three of us had a Lynchunian at each shoulder, ready to brace us. My cohorts looked determined to be brave. Both were pale, and I was certain I was as well. “Ready,” I said, swallowing my fear and clenching my teeth. One of the men holding me applied the gag to my mouth.

			As one, Eld and the other two branders held their pokers in the flames until they turned an ominous red. As a royal, the Prince of Lynchun would have the prestige of branding me, the highest lord of the group. I closed my eyes, shield arm extended. One man held that arm out, while the other had an arm firmly wrapped under my sword arm. I felt the heat near me. I smelled my own flesh burning first before the pain reached me. I screamed uselessly through the gag. I screamed and screamed. The two strong Lynchun men struggled to hold me. I did not faint, nor soil myself, nor vomit. I wished I had. I believed I would have felt better.

			This is a badge of honour? I thought, delirious with the pain. It was barbarity, and though I had come to respect my allies, I should not have been surprised of such heathen practices from the Eltnish. Still, I swore I would be the most cowardly Eltnish warrior alive, simply to avoid this brutality again. It was a pity that I should have to endure such torture to win a kingdom. Panting, the branding done, I drank a long draught of wine when offered.

			Then I vomited up the wine.

			Eld pounded my back, almost making me vomit once more. “Well done, Lord Prince, well done! All you three lords, well done! None fainted, nor shit yourselves! I’m impressed!”

			I coughed and spluttered. Nearby, Glathan moaned in pain, but Thurol suffered in silence. Both greedily drank wine handed to them, and managed to keep it down.

			“This is an occasion to remember, Lord Prince,” said Eld proudly. “To brand great warriors is an honour for the brander.” He bowed.

			“I doubt I’ll ever need to be reminded of this day, Lord Prince,” I replied to him caustically, in between dry heaving.

			My skin was red and raw as I looked at my brand, the lion head blurry and indistinct. Eld told us three who were branded that, in time, as the wound healed, the features of the lion would become more prominent.

			Wely laughed at us. “Welcome to the initiation, Lords, every Eltnish boy dreams of from the time they pick up a toy sword. You’re Eltnish warriors now, as well as Atalantean.” He bowed and raised a skin of wine. “I salute you and welcome you to my service. You’re honorary Lions of Lynchun.”

			I observed that, despite Wely’s mocking, many of the men of Carthlughe and Lynchun looked at us three newly branded with even more respect. Many uttered sincere congratulations.

			“You’ve already earned these brands, fighting off the Nyrimians,” said Wely. “Now we go earn you some more.”

			“I still can’t believe you’ll risk yourself like this,” Old Yedwol said, making a final protest to me.

			“I only risk myself,” I told him, “when all seems lost, and it’s inconsequential whether I live or die, in that all I can do is further my own cause.”

			“Inconsequential?” Old Yedwol lifted an eyebrow. “If you die, there’s no kingdom you aspire to.”

			“The kingdom will go on,” I said. I met Hert’s gaze as I said this. “The king falls, a new king takes his place. The realm survives.” Hert knew what I meant. He nodded at me in agreement.

			“You’re the kind,” said Uncle, “who risks yourself and calls your decision clever, and yet if others are not averse to the same risk, they’re not as clever. I know the type. The type like me.” I thought I saw Uncle give a genuine smile.

			“All commanders take risks, calculated ones,” I said. I laid an arm on Uncle’s shoulder. “You ever taught me this. When the odds against one are so great, it’s the fool that tries to be only safe. That would mean doing nothing. Risking oneself is the wisest choice if one knows that, should one not risk themselves, one will lose in any case. My life, though I love it, isn’t more important than the survival of my people.”

			And so, we had our plan. Wely, Glathan, Thurol, Centi, and I would go to Lynchun. Centi would pretend his mission had fallen apart, but that he’d managed to bring back Wely as a captive, with the help of his faithful “men.” Those men were to be the disguised Glathan, Thurol, and myself. We would go to Lionshead, to see what extent the rebellion had taken hold there. Centi would find help to have his “captive” brought to the Goldhall before Orlu, and Centi would reason that Wely was needed alive to question about the burgeoning new alliance between the Atalanteans, Hert, and Wely. The aim was that Wely would be only imprisoned, not killed immediately, so that he might be questioned or used in another way by Orlu. At least, it was planned Wely would be spared long enough for the four of us remaining to stir up allegiance in the capitol, such that remained. And we hoped it would be long enough for us to mount a mission to free Wely. Then we would take back the city, with new support behind us, and defeat the usurper. This would be aided by the arrival of a combined force of Lynchunians, Carthlugheans, and Atalanteans, led by Eld, Hert, and Uncle, come to the gates of Wely’s capitol, timed to be twenty-eight days after we left Nyrimia. Faced by revolution within, and siege without, Orlu should be compelled to surrender. At least, that was my plan.

			The biggest exposure was Thurol’s lack of Eltnish, as he posed as a Lynchun warrior. For three days and three nights before we put our plan into action, Thurol was tutored by Centi and Glathan on the native tongue. My brother-in-law was no scholar, but he had a head for languages. He picked up enough words to get by unless he was questioned at length. The plan was that he was to speak little, only when spoken to, as it would likewise be with Glathan and me. To me, on balance, the risk was worth the value. Thurol’s bravery and sword-play were unmatched. In such a perilous situation, we needed him more than ever. Glathan spoke the Eltnish well, and was an excellent fighter, but his greatest assets were his superlative wisdom, tact, and diplomacy. Besides, he knew Eltnia the best of all my men. And he was my right hand. There was no one else I would rather have where words would mean as much as swords.

			Wely and Centi’s role was plain. But when I asked myself why I insisted on going instead of sending another, it was still sensible to me. I was fair of skin and fair-haired like many of the Lynchunians, better for me to pass for one. I was more than capable with a sword. Thanks to the Anchali, Eltnish came to me as naturally as the High Atramlandish. I spoke it better than any of the other Atalanteans. I was quick to think on my feet. I knew how to play a part. I had been playing parts all my life. Whether devoted son, loyal brother, or Second Prince, I could perform well in my role. Why not add postulant Lynchun warrior to my list of characters? I had the greatest stake of any of the five of us, except perhaps Wely and Centi. Wely was going to save his realm; Centi went to save his life, and restore his honour. I had a kingdom to gain or lose. Another true Lynchun man could have gone in my stead, but Wely was loath to bring anymore of his men, lest they were compromised. Besides, he did not want to risk any more of his household troops. He wanted Eld to have as many men around him as possible, especially going into the former enemy territory of Carthlughe. There were issues enough with that aspect of our next steps forward. We could not add to them by robbing Eld of support and personal protection.

			I was far more worried of sending all my people, my wife, my uncle, Uthlen, and the rest to Carthlughe rather than to Lynchun, though the trip was short. They only had to reach the Nightwolds, where Nyrimian soldiers dared not enter, for the forest was always guarded by heavy Carthlughean patrols, but the enemy would try to cut off the Alliance before they reached the woods. Yet, even if he managed to get the caravan back to his realm safely, Hert had other issues. He had left as the Crown Prince of Carthlughe. He would return promoted to King of Carthlughe. That would not be met with joy by all his subjects. Those devoted to the Horrific might revolt themselves against the new regime. That would put my people in a very precarious position and unimaginable danger. Hert might not be able to protect them. He might not be able to protect himself. He might be walking into an uprising worse than the one we went to Lynchun to quell. Eld would be imperiled even if Hert managed to gain full control of Carthlughe. It was the enemy lion cub coming right into the clutches of the wolf.

			While Eld’s presence would be a source of contention for the new king, beyond that, Hert might be tempted to turn against his new ally, facing political pressure from his earls. He might decide to hold hostage, if not even kill, the Prince of Lynchun. Or independent of any counsel from his lords, Hert might change his mind about our conglomerate. With valuable bargaining pieces in a captive prince of Lynchun, Wely’s kingdom in chaos, and my people in his control, Hert could assert himself to make a power play of grand scale. He could kill or enslave my men, women, and children, and keep Eld to trade, or kill him too.

			Then, once the game was afoot, Hert could wait to see how the Lynchun drama played out. Or he could invade while Lynchun was vulnerable, and score the great prize. Hert, King of Carthlughe, could recover from becoming an expendable piece on his father’s board to being the winner of the entire game. He could become King of Carthlughe, and of Lynchun, once Lynchun was conquered. Hert might be too tempted with the opportunity, overcoming his former rivals, and putting the two kingdoms together under his rule, with fire and sword.

			Whatever happened, the final concern, which would be of no consequence if she were any other lesser sword, was that I could not travel to Lynchun with Sure-Steel. Eltnish soldiers did not carry great-swords, nor were they even made in Eltnia. Blades like Sure-Steel, in their massive size and length, were distinctive to the Atalanteans. Bearing that weapon would give me away. I had to settle for Biter and Cutter. Even then, any close inspection beyond the hilt of either would make it clear I did not carry typical Eltnish armaments on my hip. Same for Glathan and Thurol. Deliverance, Glathan’s blade, and Weeper, Thurol’s, would remain with them. If we were to be cutting our way through Lynchun, we would need familiar steel in our hands. It was worth the gamble. If someone in Lynchun was asking to look at our swords more closely, we would already be in trouble. For that would mean someone was paying close attention to us. We would have our personal weapons, to go with tall Lynchun spears, and blue shields with the gold lion on our backs.

			So, I left Sure-Steel in hands that were not likely to wield her. Hands that would be hard pressed to hold onto to her if someone strong tried to take it from him by force, but who I knew would die to keep it safe. I gave it to Uthlen. I know he did not wish to take it. Sure-Steel frightened him. But he was my former attendant, he loved me, and he knew how to care for an important sword. Moreover, if Sure-Steel spoke to him, as it spoke to me, he would be one to keep the secret, for he already believed the blade cursed. I worried he might destroy it if he received confirmation of his fears, but I did not believe he would do that until he asked permission of me first, unless he thought me dead. Unless I was dead. Then it would matter no more in any case. Nevertheless, except Glathan, no man was more trusted to me. Sure-Steel was in the best hands it could be in, other than mine. It pained me to part from the sword, but I hoped I would see it again.

		

	
		
			
Thirty-Six

			I knew the process in the morning, of trying to finally escape Nyrimia once and for all, would wrack our nerves and test our mettle more than it had been tested since we arrived in Eltnia. As I laid on blankets beside Aliaz, looking up at the unfamiliar stars and constellations of the Eltnish sky, I saw in my mind how events might transpire on the morrow.

			Just before dawn, the Carthlugheans would blow their horns, the signal to summon aid. That aid would hopefully be Rhund, Earl of Fangsden, heeding the call of his master, Hert, the new Lord of Carthlughe. It would be a call Rhund would already be warned of, by our messenger bird, which we dispatched that night to Rhund’s halls. We’d received no answering bird, but we still hoped. After the horn call for aid, the Alliance would rush for the forest. But those horns would also bring Nyrimian soldiers to us, both those down below in the border patrols, just outside the Nightwolds, and those who’d been trying to track us since we’d escaped Ina’s trap.

			The Alliance might be pinched between two sides of the foe. One coming out of the mountains behind us, the other down below, potentially blocking their path, between the mountains and the Nightwolds. We could only hope that, as we’d asked for by bird, Rhund would be faithful to the new King of Carthlughe, and send his men across the Nyrimian border, bursting out of the Nightwolds with spear and sword, at risk of open war, to save his lord. 

			Meanwhile, with all the Nyrimian forces focused on either Rhund, emerging from the northwest, out of the forest, or our caravan, coming down from the mountains, we five, Wely, Centi, Glathan, Thurol, and I, would hasten, unnoticed, south and west, to Lynchun, while Ina’s men tried to deal with Rhund and our Alliance. We five would virtually run all the way to Lionshead. I prayed we had the fortitude for the journey. If Rhund did not come, the Alliance would have to fight for their lives on two fronts and hope they could still get into the Nightwolds, Carthlughean territory, without Rhund’s help. I did not like the odds. Coming down the mountain, the baggage-train, women, children, elderly, and wounded would be slow. We would have to keep the slower ones in the middle, as per usual, and keep men guarding front, rear, and sides. Our caravan would be more vulnerable than they would ever be.

			Fretting, I could not sleep. The air was crisp and the night quiet on the plateau. Wely said we would be safe there for a few days, while we all received some healing rest. Somewhere in the distance, a wolf howled. No corresponding calls came in answer, though some of our beasts neighed or snorted at the sounds. I did not know if the Carthlugheans would take that for a good omen, or a bad one. For me, I would be glad if the wolves stayed away from our camp and did not threaten the safety we’d enjoyed so far.

			I arose, knowing it was useless to try and sleep anymore, and walked, passing many of the men on night’s watch. The watchmen were composed of warriors from all three peoples, as was normal then, based on the new collaboration. I gave them all words of encouragement. They were in good spirits, and good men that they were, they were spoiling to face the Nyrimians again, and hand them another defeat, they boasted. I patted them on the back, and promised victory I had no assurances we could deliver. I was disappointed I would not be leading them. I had not swung a stroke against the Nyrimians that fought our vanguard. But I would not have an opportunity to stand at the head of my men in battle against them, it seemed, for at least a while, unless things truly went awry. Those who would, Eld, Arom, Uncle, the Ready, and the rest of the commanders, I hoped would be up to the task. Meanwhile, I would be running for my life, while they fought for theirs.

			Disquieted, I left them and walked to a little trough in the side of the mountain, near the ledge. I stood there, looking out into darkness over Eltnia. I dared touch my arm, and the sore flesh there of my brand. Eltnia was leaving its mark on me in more ways than I’d imagined.

			It was in these moments I always thought of Atalantyx, a drowned kingdom. Of my one-time-father, and my one-time-brother. Of Aunt Lolove, who was long dead. My mother and my Grandfather, who were dead even longer. They were my family, for better or for worse, and they were all gone. I had Aliaz, Glathan, Uthlen, Thurol, Uncle, the Ready, and the Bard, and wives of those who were married to them. I had my lords, knights, my tradesmen, nurse-wives, masons, and the like. They were all my family now. Lyayr, Gogest, Sour-Face, all of them. Everyone was precious, and part of the last of their kind. Thank the Single God, I had not lost a single person yet. The past few days had given my wounded a chance to heal, and it seemed none would perish. The surgeons had done good work. It was unlikely that would stay the same after today. No matter if they fell in battle on the morrow or in future conflicts to come, it was near impossible those almost two thousand would survive all the way to the Golden Valley. If we ever made it there. It seemed more and more in doubt as each day passed. Our journey took us on so many detours. And now we were dividing to save our friends, and ultimately, save ourselves. But some would have to die that others might live. It would be the first time I would be apart from the bulk of my people since Atalantyx fell. I would not be able to protect them personally. I would have to entrust their safety entirely to others. I disliked that. I had to leave my family in uncertain hands.

			But in those hands, I had at least some confidence. I had made some friends, I believed, in Eltnia. For all my worries about leaving my people with him, I knew in my heart Hert was a good man, and I saw nothing different of him. He had been honourable, disclosed the Lynchun plot, and sworn to guard my people at risk of his own. He forgave his wergild of his father and joined with me. I would have to trust that he would continue to do the right thing. My people’s lives depended on it.

			Eld, who would have to keep alive what was the only group of warriors sure to be loyal to the true King of Lynchun, was solid. He was perhaps the least remote in manner of all the Eltnish lords save Centi. He was open, clever, brave, and uncomplicated. I deduced he would be valuable to me on many fronts in the coming years. He’d relinquished his claim on the Golden Valley to give me a kingdom. I would not forget that.

			And for all that made my uncle so difficult to deal with, other than Glathan, or Thurol, there was no one better to lead the Atalanteans into battle. He would need to lead our men to free Lynchun from the grip of Orlu. With the Ready at Uncle’s side, doing the actual fighting with the troops, and Uncle deploying the strategy, I felt that the Atalanteans knights were still unbeatable, against similar odds.

			I prayed to the Single God, the True God, the God of Life, Love, and Light to protect all my friends and family. I wished for the Anchali to watch over them. I wanted to see my father. But he did not come, despite my wishes.

			I thought of Lysi. I did not wish to think of her, but I did.

			I thought of Lysi, and not unlike the Great Anchali, she appeared. Out of nowhere, not unlike the Angel. She walked down the far side of the hollow. Then she was only ten paces in front me. This time she held a long spear, to go with her other weapons. She was as beautiful as ever.

			I looked about to ensure that none of the watchmen could see her. I believed we were out of view. She gave a short bow in greeting and smiled at my discomfiture at her sudden arrival. “You were thinking just now of the Anchali. And of me. It seems your spirit-man has abandoned you, yet I know you still believe in him. Well, as you can see, at least I haven’t forsaken you.”

			I should have been angrier that she criticized the Anchali. But to my shame, I realized how glad I was of seeing her. I wasted no time. I did not even ask her how she came there, or how she found us. If she could cause tremors, change the weather, she could track us and sneak up on me without issue. “You brought the fog,” I said to her. “That made Wely lose his way. Then you caused the quake, and the wrenching apart of the earth, which saved us. And more fog, to allow us to escape.” I understood what she had done, but I failed to understand why.

			“Yes,” she admitted readily. “I invoked the Fire Goddess. Then the Earth Goddess. Charlatan’s tricks, did you not call them? Charlatan’s tricks that would have gotten you killed. Then I used charlatan’s tricks to save you. Where was your spirit-man to succor you then?” She looked around, mockingly, as if looking for the Anchali. “Where’s he now?”

			“Answer me,” I demanded, question met with question. “Why did you try to kill us, then save us?”

			She made the reply sound simple. “I served the High King, my father, to force you from your path, to lure you to him. Then, as I promised you last time we met, my service to him falters. I couldn’t help it. I had to serve another master, which was my heart, by saving you.”

			“I want the truth.” That was not enough for me. “Why do you do this?”

			“You’ve already been given the answer,” she returned angrily. “Don’t humiliate me. I’m Princess of Nyrimia. I did it because I love you. I couldn’t bear to see you, or those you love, come to harm.”

			“You didn’t stop loving me when I rejected your offer back on the beach?”

			“What kind of love would that be to dissolve so easily?” she asked. “I don’t want to love you, and I want no man’s pity. That doesn’t mean my love will leave upon my command, Princess of Nyrimia though I be. I can scarce stop loving you as I can stop breathing.”

			I loved Aliaz. Yet something had developed inside me for this other princess. Something I could not decipher. Something that alarmed me. I ignored whatever that something was, and asked, genuinely concerned, “What will you do? Are you an outlaw now, to your father? Will he kill you?”

			“Gallant Price Othrun fears for my safety?” smiled Lysi. “I know of your chivalry, your knighthood. I’m not a frail, feeble lady in distress. I need no knight to save me from peril. I’m a princess, a mage, and a warrior. I can defend myself better than you could ever do for me. No, High King Ina can’t afford to kill me. My first half-sister, Queen Als, mother of King Hert, is long dead. My other half-sister, Queen Barbis, married Daman, whom you might know as Nightsoul, and is lost to Father. Daman and Barbis bow to no king. Not even Father would dare try to enforce his over-lordship on one so daunting as Nightsoul. I’m heir to Eagle’s Mount, and all the lands of Nyrimia.”

			“If he doesn’t kill you, certainly he’ll punish you for betraying him.”

			“Punishing me too much does not serve his interests. I’m his oldest daughter by the Queen Malis, may the Earth Goddess keep her ashes in Her bosom. Mother was Father’s second wife. My younger sister, Sila, bears not the mage-mark, nor did my mother. It must have come from Grandmother, who was daughter to a King of Arn, passed my mother, and come through to me. So, I’m not only Father’s heir, I’m the sole mage Father has for use. He needs both someone to follow him on the throne and a mage to back his current plans. He has no sons. He can’t easily pass the High kingship to my younger sister. If a woman is to rule Nyrimia, best she be a mage. It will take a mage to accomplish Father’s dream of holding onto all Middle Eltnia. A mage to make his Sanaavian allies, who have druids at their call, respect him, lest they think him too weak with no sorcery in his arsenal. Besides, my little sister has no backbone, and is simply a dull lady-of-the-court, who likes her fancy lady things, rather than the feel of a sword. I like my kirtles and satin as much as the next lady, but like a true mage, I also like my steel. Sila has neither talent nor use for it.”

			“A true mage is a warrior then,” I observed.

			“By necessity,” nodded Lysi. “Every enemy king is always trying to kill us. Magic does not always suffice to defend oneself, for powers of prescience can sometimes fail. Not every mage can see the knives coming for them in the dark, like I can. We all have different levels of ability. But every king who sires a mage sends his daughter to the blade-master almost before she’s weaned from the tits of the queen’s nurses. For once the mage masters her powers, and is sent beside her lord into battle, she will, at some point, become the target of some daring fighter who fears not the curse of killing a mage. Or else, another warrior-king, who has the right to claim a mage’s life and does not need to fear the curse, may manage to get close enough to kill her. Therefore, one’s best chance as a mage to survive such assassinations is to be able to meet bitter steel with bitter steel.

			“To answer your original question, yes, Father will punish me, no doubt. But not too severely. He has my fealty willingly, but he also knows I have my own followers too. Some who yearn for the day he dies—the day I come to the royal balcony of the Eagle’s Mount to look down, greeting the throngs of my people below as queen of these lands. He doesn’t wish to hasten that day by being too unpopular with his sanctions against me. Father is old, blind, deaf, and dumb. Too weak to lead men to battle, but I can. He sorely missed me today. Me, his best general, and only mage. If he wants High Kingship to be realized in his lifetime, he needs me to do it.”

			“And by what right does your father aspire to High Kingship of Middle Eltnia?” I asked.

			“By what right did your father, do you, aspire to conquer all Acremia?” she asked in turn. “Father has right more than yours did. Ina, son of Ina, Lord of Nyrimia, asserts he’s born of descent from the last Empress of Middle Eltnia. My Father claims his High Kingship through the most ancient lineages. He claims he’s as a descendant of Ungala, the great Anib queen who many centuries ago ruled this part of Eltnia.”

			“Your father is descended from one of the Southronlanders? From the Black people?” Ina was whiter than the mountain snows. I saw not a trace of any other race in him. I expected that if anyone was of Black heritage, I would be able to see that with my own eyes.

			“So, he claims. I can’t see that far in the past to ever verify it. A brash claim, yes, and hard to prove. Yet, he’s claimed there are ancient tablets, where the runes on those tablets outline his heritage. I’ve never seen those tablets, nor even with my magic been able to discover where they are hidden, or if they truly exist. But I can read no deception in Father when he tells me this. Still, sometimes, I think him mad. Those who believe their own madness are not liars, just prisoners of their own minds. Of course, I dare not challenge him on it. Besides, why would I? If he’s High King by right, then as his heir, I’d be High Queen! Apparently, Father’s own father made the same claim. But none of the other kings in Middle Eltnia uphold Father’s High Kingship. Why would they? He has displayed no proof, only force, to date. He expects them to believe him, and bow to him, without any facts to support his claim. Foolish, but if that’s his course, so be it. He rules. When I’m High Queen, I’ll bring force to assert my claim, but also find those tablets to prove my birthright.”

			“Tell me of Ungala,” I requested. Everywhere I went in Eltnia, it seemed I heard the Anib exalted above all other races.

			“We’ve no time for history lessons,” said Lysi. “What I’ll tell you is that she was a great queen. One of my heroines. Have you never wished you could go back in time, and go to battle at the side of the Purple Prince?” Was there anything she did not know of me? “Well, I would’ve given a kingdom to travel back into the dim times of antiquity and fought with the legendary Ungala.”

			“You may not need to dream of ancient wars,” I said. “If Ina starts a war with Wely and Hert, there will be plenty of glory and battles in our present time.”

			“Unfortunately, in this case, I must prevent open war. I don’t merely save your people to save my honour. Or gain favour with you. We would destroy your army and lose most of our own to do it. We would be weakened, and then Orlu and Syda might strike us. There are more warlords than those in Lynchun or Carthlughe who would try and take us down in a weak moment. Not a sensible strategy. To kill both the new King of Carthlughe and the King of Lynchun would only bring more enemies.” She paused. Unwillingly, it seemed, she admitted, “Besides, Hert is my cousin. We weren’t raised as family, and Ina does not feel the familial bonds the way I do. Family are more like tools and weapons for him to use, rather than people to love. But still, Hert is my kin, and I feel, as I get to see him, I could love him as a brother. He has a warrior’s spirit, abides by a warrior’s code, and is a fearsome fighter. He is also much cleverer than anyone would believe. I have never had a brother, only sisters, and have never been close to any of them. Why not have a man like Hert as a brother? Don’t you love your cousins as your brothers?”

			“More than I did my brother,” I smiled bitterly.

			“Hert’s a good man. He’ll be a great king. I want him as one of my future warlords and vassals, not eliminated, and the same for Wely. He has his faults, but no one can deny what kind of monarch he is. I don’t care what Father wants, since he won’t be king forever. Father wants Wely, Hert, and you dead. Those are not my plans for you three.”

			“And me?” I asked. “You plan to have the two greatest kings in Eltnia bow to you. And this plan includes me. You want me as your oath-man too?”

			She drew closer. All I could smell was almond oil and lemon. All I could see was her blue eyes. The rest of the world did not matter in that moment. Her face was only a foot from mine. I dared not breathe. “I want you as a king, beside me,” she said hoarsely. There was raw need in her voice. “I want you in my bed. I want your heart. Your love. But I want you to want that too. I want you willingly, as I have told you. Or else I’ll have none of it and would rather we be enemies. And as you can see by all the powers I’ve used to aid you, I’m not the enemy you want to face and have those same powers turned against you.”

			She stepped back. She waited for an answer from me, though she knew I had none to give her. She shook her head. “I must go, and you must too. I know of your secret quest in Lynchun. Didn’t I tell you, you’re reckless! Nonetheless, I won’t betray you to anyone. I won’t interfere with what you do. If your mission fails, and you die, it was not because I gave warning to Orlu or Syda. If you die, it’s by your own folly, not by my treachery. Besides, I’d rather have Lynchun in Wely’s hands than Orlu’s. Orlu’s an incredible warrior, maybe he’s even the greatest warrior of our time, but he’s a fool. He’d be more controllable, save Syda is now his woman. I’d have to kill her for certain to get him under my control as a proper ally and killing Syda won’t be easy. So while I won’t help you directly, I won’t root for Orlu’s success.”

			My, she was ruthless, and formidable on all levels. Still, I made light to break the tension: “You already told me, I won’t die, remember?”

			“Not until, at least, you love an Eltnish princess.” I could only remain silent at that comment too, and let it pass.

			“On the morrow, Hert will be able to lead your people to safety in the fog,” she went on briskly. “A fog I will provide. He’ll reach his kingdom. Never fear for your wife. Your people. I would not let any harm come to them.”

			I believed her. I despised her father, and worried that she too was involved with her Father’s evil trade of flesh to Sanaavia, but I did not raise that topic then. There would hopefully, one day, be time to find out more about Lysi, but for the moment, I elected to take her for her word. She might be cruel, but not without honour. I struggled to think her a warrior, since she was female, despite her garb. But I needed to remember how she thought of herself. She was a princess, a warrior, with a noblewoman warrior’s code. She would not suffer innocents to die if she could help it. If my knights perished in battle, so be it, but she would protect my civilians. She said she was willing to slay Aliaz if it interfered with potential relations between her and me, but I had no doubt that she would not attempt to harm my wife under current circumstances. I was extremely grateful. Lysi saved me. To accept that, it meant a part of me had to believe in her magic. I would grapple with that concept at another time. I could not face the implications and what that meant for my faith. What would that mean for my belief in the Single God, the True God, and my belief in the Anchali, my true father?

			Nor was I ready to deal with how I had grown to feel for Lysi. I cared for her.

			“If it makes you feel any better,” she added with a grimace, “you, Hert, and Wely made all the right choices that had naught to do with me. If you’d gone into any of the other valleys on your path, half your civilians would be dead, crushed under boulders. If you’d taken any other path from the beach where you first landed, you’d have lost at least half your men to Father’s spears, and Father’s men would’ve barely been scratched. And if you’d stayed any longer on that beach, after you’d burned your ships, with no means to escape, though my people are terrified of the sea, they would have overcome their fear, driven by Father, and they would have attacked, and kept pouring men at you, so that by nightfall almost five thousand bones would litter that beach, stripped clean by the vultures and nigh three thousands of those bones would be Carthlughean, Lynchunian, and Atalantean. None of you would have survived.”

			I shivered. I had the image of our carcasses pecked at. A severed hand dangling there, a piece of flesh being gnawed on there, maggots crawling in eye sockets. All the sadness of the last of the Atalanteans perishing so fruitlessly. How close had we come to that fate?

			“Tell me,” I said, to purge the image, “you’re your father’s heir. You’re willing to give up rule of Eltnia, your duty to your father, High Queenship of Middle Eltnia, to sail away with me, a vagabond, to nowhere, with no certainties of land or title. This is true?”

			“Say the words,” said Lysi, looking at me intently, “and in an instant, yes.”

			My answer, my thank you, and my parting words were but a nod. I kept whatever jumbled feelings were in my head, in my heart, where they were. “You’re right. We both must go. I’ll see you again, Lady Princess.” Somehow, I knew that was inevitable.

			She was hard with me, and cryptic, as was her wont. “You can count on that, Lord Prince. Those were Father’s soldiers I allowed to die back there to save your people’s lives. My soldiers! If Father did not lose men, he would have thrown every scrap of what he had against you, and you would have died. He would have pursued you with everything he had. So, I had to let good men die. I let Logis, mighty Logis, whose bed I shared many times, and who was dear to me and one of our best fighters, die.” I wished I could have stopped the unreasonable pang of jealousy that struck me when she described bedding Logis and him meaning something to her. “Do you think I take that lightly? Someone had to die, your people or mine. I chose my own. And now, I’ll give you more cover so that you can have a hope in your ludicrous plan. More of my men may die because of that. You owe me. I will come to collect your debt, one day. Farewell again. For now.”

			She turned, and walked off, vanishing into the gloom. I had never been beholden to any woman. I was about to discover what that would feel like. I was not optimistic what would happen when Lysi came to collect, and what payment she would demand. I doubted the price could be less than my love, if not my very soul.

			“Shit,” I swore out loud, angry at myself, realising that I had forgotten, as per Gogest’s counsel, to ask Lysi, a mage, about Sure-Steel.

			Too late. She was gone.

		

	
		
			
Thirty-Seven

			I did not sleep the rest of that night. Guiltily, I lay beside my wife with Lysi on my mind.

			I wished I did not think of Lysi, but I did. When I’d first met her, I dismissed how little we had in common, save noble birth and leading the life of a fighter. Since then, I learned we had many more similarities. She too was a child burdened by the hopes and expectations of a demanding father. She too was born of a second wife to that father. I reminded myself Lysi was a heathen, and a pagan sorceress. She was the daughter of a ferocious enemy, and still loyal to that enemy, who tried to murder me, and all my people, to prevent me from ever establishing Eastrealm. Still, she was also my saviour. She planned to help us escape Nyrimia, and help my people get to safety. And she was a princess, and heir to the throne of a powerful kingdom. She was a cunning creature who had her own designs. She was also allied with Sanaavians, who wanted all Eltnia for themselves.

			Why did I not think of her in those terms, in the terms of being a mighty warlord? Why did I not think of her as an important royal, rather than a beautiful temptress? Why did I look at her as less than Hert or Wely, or even Eld? That was simple. She was a woman. Why could I never be her supplicant and bend knee to her if she wanted me to, as I did to the male kings? Because she was a woman. She was obviously a fighter. She’d walked alone, without a guard, into our camp, without fear. She walked everywhere, it seemed, without a bodyguard, where even the most feared warlords carried as many men as they felt required to protect them. She was an enigma, she was dangerous, but I respected her and was drawn to her. I did not love her, I knew, but I wondered, Single God help me, if one day I would. For me, she was foremost a beautiful, alluring woman, and I could not discern if all the other qualities that I attributed to men drew me to her, or merely her outward beauty.

			I had the remainder of the day to periodically think on Lysi, and I told no one that I had seen her again. I told them nothing, including Lysi’s promise to disguise our descent with fog, just in case she did not keep her promise. I did not wish to give anyone false hopes. Wely insisted Glathan, Thurol and I needed one day after branding for rest without travel, or any heavy exertion, to ensure we did not fever resulting from the branding. I had not realized the event would take so much out of me. I drank lots of wine and water. I slept fitfully during the day, which I needed to do to adjust my body rhythms, as we would travel often at night.

			Wely said we would be safe on the ledge for at least those few days, while the Nyrimians tracked us. It played into my plan that they get close, just not too close yet. We would be the hunted. They had to smell their prey, quicken the pace of the hunt. All that would be so they would be drawn to the edge of their border. It was done so that when the Nyrimians chased the caravan to Carthlughe, they would be desperate to stop it before the Alliance reached friendly environs. The closer to the Nightwolds, the closer to the spearmen of Rhund, who would hopefully marching to the rescue. The other lords and captains schemed for that pursuit, meeting in my absence, while I recovered. Thurol and Glathan seemed to have taken the branding better than I, though I was younger, and I believed myself no less strong than either of them.

			But after a day of healing rest, and one more night’s sleep, the time had come. No fever or illness visited any of us three who were branded, just pain. When we woke, just before dawn, it was thinly foggy, and growing thicker. As Lysi had promised. Our Alliance party left the ledge, and picked our way down from the greater height to lower ground. We had come down from the mountains proper, and stood on a plain, just atop a low hill that slanted thirty feet down. The Nightwolds loomed, tantalizingly close, a high shadow of treetops, in the mist. This was the point that marked where the path of the Alliance would split in two. I did not doubt then, that the fog was borne of Lysi’s machinations, to help conceal us from her father, hot on our heels. I said a silent thank you, the one thing I could not bring myself to say to her face when I’d seen her a short while ago. Any little advantage would be crucial. If the fog would help my people get away to Carthlughe, and me to Lynchun, I was glad of the Eltnish magic that I still told myself I did not believe in.

			So, the most dangerous part of our journey in Eltnia, through Nyrimia, was to come, for it was to be out in the open. The caravan would try to draw attention away from our smaller party headed towards Lynchun. It was not realistic that they would be able to avoid a fight all their way to reach Carthlughe. Meanwhile, our band of five would have to use stealth, travelling much of the way by dark to elude patrols.

			I kissed my wife. “Beloved, we’ll meet again soon,” she told me.

			“God keep you,” I told her. “Enjoy the hospitality of King Hert.”

			Aliaz wept and held on tightly to me. “I love you, Husband. May God watch over you. Please, be careful.”

			“I’ll keep them safe, Lord Prince, on my life and my honour,” vowed Hert. “They’re under my ward. If Rhund doesn’t come, we run into the Nightwolds, to camp overnight. Then on the morrow, onto Wolflodge. They’ll be safe there.” I thought to myself, If Rhund does not come, you, my wife, and our people might not be safe anywhere in Carthlughe, for that might mean your subjects have turned against you. But I had to be grateful for Hert’s promise of protection, say nothing, and nod my thanks.

			“Look for us, Nephew,” said Old Yedwol, “When the time comes … and stay alive.”

			“Good luck, Cousin,” said Uthlen, embracing me.

			Ponderously, Hert, with both older and younger Yedwol beside him at the head, led the Atalantean, Carthlughean, and Lynchunian group down, toward the forest. There might be men close by below, waiting to kill them. They would be going into the teeth of the enemy, and yet have the enemy behind them too if all went as planned. It would be difficult for them to make the short trip into the relative safety of the deep Nightwolds, unless Rhund came, and I felt my heart catch in my throat, as I watched them move away. It could be the last time I would see any of them ever again, but I refused to allow that thought to paralyse me.

			I itched in the livery of the Lynchun warrior I wore, and my branded arm burned. As my people disappeared down into the gloom, Wely beckoned me. He wore his coronet once more. He had left his cat-tailed helm behind with his guard captain. He also had his shield on his back, a small satchel of food, wineskin with water, and his sword on his hip. The rest of us had similar kit. Helms, swords, daggers, shields on backs, food and water pouches for the trip, no spears, which would have only slowed us down.  

			Wely said, “We move. Stay low. We can’t stop in open land more than a few hours at a time until we get to the Firth. Too many Nyrimians patrol in this part of the frontier. I’ll lead. Stay with me.”

			We clambered down a rocky slope gingerly. As we did, we heard shrill horns blowing, and men’s calls. Their voices seemed to carry in the fog. They were Nyrimians. They were coming from behind us, but we did not stop. We reached the bottom and dropped to the ground.

			“With me,” Wely urged, and without a backwards look, at a jog, the King of Lynchun set off, his shield bouncing at his back.

			We heard the Nyrimian cries closer, but then they drifted away. We stopped for nothing. We ran. We heard more enemy horn blasts. In my head, I guessed what was happening. The war-band of Ina that been tracking us had, as much as they could see in the mist, finally found the caravan, and gone after them. They had either not seen us five, or if they had, they thought us unworthy of pursuit. It was then I heard other horns, sounding different from the Nyrimian trumpets. Deeper horns, that reminded me of snowy hills, burning hearths, and mighty steel.

			Wely confirmed my guess, even as he ran, his breath laboured as he gave energy to speak: “Carthlughean horns!”

			So that meant Rhund may have answered. Or else, Hert’s men were blowing their horns again for aid, hoping to draw Rhund’s attention, or simply the call to war. Battle may have been engaged, between the Nightwolds and the mountains. I fretted to stop, to go back, to join my people. To fight with them, die with them if needed. But I could not. I had my own mission. I could hear no clash of steel. What I heard was the wind, as I fumbled across open ground, in scant visibility. The fog did not burn off with morning. I could not see more than ten yards ahead clearly, in the lightening day, but at my feet, I saw we were in short, grassy plains. The roar of the Cold Running River behind us grew fainter. The mountains were black shadows to our left. We ran, like boars escaping hounds in the hunt. We ran. Full morning came, and with it came fog thick as soup, shielding us from any patrols. We could run into one, inadvertently, coming out of the fog, but we did not. We kept going, leaving my people far behind, to their uncertain fate, as we ran to ours. 

			Though he was older than Glathan, and even broader and heavier, though shorter and short-legged, Wely was incredibly strong in his lower parts, and well-breathed. We others ran after him. I had to work to keep pace. Tree frogs croaked. Warblers sang. It drizzled faintly, but quickly ceased. The wind whistled, whipping the hair of Wely out from under his coronet, once more the proud king of Lynchun, returning to his kingdom, though his kingdom had been taken from him. We stumbled and fell often. My knees were scraped and cut. All I could smell was dirt, my own perspiration, and the silent determination of the King of Lynchun, who drove us onward.

			“Break an ankle, we’re finished,” growled Wely. “Stay close to me.” The king masterfully took us across the land. I marvelled. This time, the fog did not confuse him, as it had in Nyrimia. He had a scent for Lynchun, a scent for home. He led us unerringly, as he did in the caves. Young Centi kept up easily, right behind his king, while we others fumbled behind him on the unfamiliar ground. The fog lifted, and the cloudy day revealed the wide plains. We saw no one, just grass, a steading here or there, and emptiness. But we were in the open, exposed, and stopped. We found a ditch, more hard than muddy, in the eerily flat land, near an unplowed field, where it would be harder for us to be seen. We dove in.

			“Rest,” panted the king. “Two hours in totality. I stand watch first, half an hour. Then each of you Atalanteans take another half an hour turn on guard.” Wely was not about to trust Centi standing over us, so the disgraced lord would have an extra hour slumber, and his sleep all uninterrupted, unlike the rest of us. I thought, Is it wise to have him the most rested of all of us, if he is still a traitor? But I did not argue, knowing it pointless. We had to trust Centi, but Wely could not bring himself to give any allowances to his former friend and vassal. For me, if we trusted him in our scheme, we must trust him entirely. I nodded to Wely and laid down wearily. I took some water from my wineskin, ate some dried salted goat, and a piece of cheese. My cloak served as coverlet. Briefly, I marvelled at Wely’s forbearance. He was as doughty a warrior as any of his men. He was not all braggart. He was a fit, fighting man. He might be aging, and heavy, but he was a king who was able to lead and fight alongside his men, and back up his bragging. That thought comforted me. I slept.

			Too soon, it seemed, Wely shook me awake. The bleak sun was high in the sky, but the fog remained, though dissipating. “Ware the patrols, who will be changing from morning to day duty shortly. I will rest now, Silver King. Keep your eyes open. Wake Lord Glathan next.”

			After we rested, Wely had us moving again. We neared a hamlet of Nyrimia, and we skirted it, hunkering down. At one point, we stayed flat on the ground near a little copse of fir trees for cover, for we noted warriors roaming not fifty yards away. Nyrimians. Dim, almost ghostly shapes, with spears in hand, shifting in the fog that shrouded us from them. Eventually, the patrol passed us without discovery. We grew stiff with waiting but dared not move forward.

			Wely shook his head. “Earth Goddess curse them! They’re crawling all over here. Leave concealment, we’ll be seen, even with this fog. If we can see them, they can see us. Wait till nightfall.”

			We were bored, cramped, and we held our piss. We spoke little, fearing to be heard. In time, night fell. We saw the torches of the patrol as more Nyrimians scoured. They passed fairly close to us. At one point, a group was only thirty feet away. My heart pounded, fearing we would be found. I stifled a sneeze. It was colder. Twilight came, then full darkness, a clear night, and fogless. Eventually, the torches moved north, away from our position.

			Wely whispered it was clear to proceed. “Relieve yourselves first. Then go fast! We can reach the river before dawn. Be wary! If I pull you down, go down! Because it means there’s danger!”

			All we had was a full moon, a sky full of stars, distant torchlights of enemies, and Wely’s sure guidance for direction. We pushed on. We stubbed our toes on rocks, tripped on rises in the ground, sometimes grabbed onto one another for surety that we had not lost the others. We ran blind. But we did not stop save for a few small breaks. Time blurred. I asked Wely at one point how many miles we had covered. “It matters not, Silver King,” he hissed. “We need to cover thirty more. I count the miles in my head by our pace. Keep going!”

			Our endurance was pushed to the limit. The burly king, his compatriot from Lynchun, and I moved the swiftest in the footrace. Thurol was certainly as fast as me, though not as long-legged in his strides. Glathan had the stamina, but not the speed, so he came last.

			Near exhausted, Wely halted us. The night sky was tinged with a strip of pink, but dawn had not risen. We came to the border. The town of Lionshead stretched along the west bank of the river, which shimmered before us in half-darkness. The river was not as wide there, and could be forded, but there were deeper parts I could see that could likely not be crossed.

			“Rest a while,” said Wely. We caught our breath. Then ate and drank quickly, letting the sweat dry on our bodies. We bivouacked there, and got another hour and a half of broken sleep, each man, save Centi who got two straight hours, as per usual since he stood no watch. When Wely awoke me from my last turn at rest, it seemed every part of my legs were afire. It was light. I stiffly arose. I was maddened that Wely, looking particularly alert and refreshed, seemed no worse at all for the mad dash across the borderlands. He was at least twice my age. I hid any complaints of soreness. I would not be shamed by an old man that he could be fitter than I.

			Then began our plan in earnest. Glathan bound Wely’s hand with rope from his pack. Thurol took the king’s sword and shield as if it were captured booty. Centi, bareheaded, helm under his arm, went in front, leading Wely by the rope with his other arm. Glathan, Thurol, and I pulled our Lynchunian helmets down close over our heads, the better to conceal our features. We looked at each other and nodded approval, striding close behind Centi and Wely.

			“Time for boldness and good fortune,” said Wely. “May the Earth Goddess smile upon us. If they kill me right away, remember, stick with the plan. If it looks like they’ll kill us all, you’re on your own. Run, and try to get to Carthlughe! Follow the Firth north to Fangsden. Keep your wits about you! Be ready.”

			We waded through the river. It was mostly ankle-deep. In a few minutes, we reached its western bank. A hundred feet before us, two great stone lions stood, each twenty feet high and twenty feet wide. Twenty feet spaced between each statue. The lions marked the entry to Wely’s realm. I could see a bit of rubble buried in the ground in front of the statues. I realized at once that there had been a bridge across the river, leading from the statues, to span all the way to the river’s eastern bank where we had come from. That would have created, combined with the statues, quite the grand entrance to the Gold Realm. It would not have been as glorious as Statue Island in Atalantyx with Atalan Fourth guarding the Elynlyr’s western mouth, but still, it would have been impressive. I wondered, in friendlier times between Lynchun and Nyrimia, if tradesmen freely passed back and forth along that bridge. Was there a time when soldiers of either realm sent men to aid the other over that bridge that had disappeared? How long had it been since such a bridge connected Lynchun to its eastern neighbour?

			I surveyed the great lions. The statues conveyed the majesty of the great beasts. I thought that, whoever their artist was, they had somehow been close enough to properly observe the mighty animals and have them pose, and yet live. They were so lifelike. Yet Glathan told me no lions roamed Eltnia.

			I blinked. The stone lion to the south coloured. The grey cold alloys that bound its making peeled back and it became flesh, vibrant golden. Its eyes glowed like red fire at first, so bright and inferno-like that I knew something so hot must soon cool. They did. The lion, completely real now, bared its fangs. But its mouth was not empty. Between its bloody jaws hung the limp body of a baby dragon. The dragon’s wings were piteously torn, and its torso half-eaten. Its scales ripped and peeled back, hanging there as a second skin, exposed to its underbelly, once so tough no sword could penetrate it, now soft and red and raw, showing a long ulcerous wound, the gash of the lion’s great teeth, that oozed a black puss, rather than blood.

			“God preserve us!” I cried aloud.

			“Cousin?” Glathan asked, alarmed.

			I shook my head. I blinked. The vision was gone.

			A stone lion once again stared its unblinking and unseeing gaze, imperious, back at me.

			“My Lord?” Glathan grasped my arm.

			“Not ‘my Lord,’” I said, shrugging him off. “Remember. Ost.”

			“You marvel at the lions, Ost,” said Wely out of the corner of his mouth. “Well, don’t marvel so loudly! But yes, they’re impressive. As are all the Anib works.”

			“The Anib?” I whispered in astonishment. “What do you mean? The Anib put these lions here?”

			“As you’ve been told, the Anib once ruled these parts,” said Wely quietly. “Like you Atalanteans, they have a craft with stone we Eltnish can’t match. Who do you think built the caves I took you through that saved us? The Anib did.”

			“So, at one time, Nyrimia, even mighty Lynchun, was Anib land?”

			“All Eltnia was Anib land,” Wely informed me. “Until the Anib gave it up. That was many hundreds, if not thousands, of years ago. Now the Anib live only over the channel to the south, beyond the ends of Eltnia, in the Southronland. Acremia, this continent, is named for Arcemu, the very first king of all the Anib.”

			I had so many questions about the Anib. But as Lysi said, it was not the time for history lessons. I promised myself, if I lived, I would learn more about the Southronlanders I kept hearing spoken about so exalted, as if they were Gods. As if their civilization was even greater than Atalantyx was. Which, of course, was impossible for Black savages. But even as I thought this, part of me knew I was wrong. There were too many indications to challenge the beliefs I held of the Anib. But I could not bring myself to admit it. At least, not yet, until I saw more with my own eyes and discerned more from my own experiences. For, I’d never seen an Anibian. I had never been to their land. I’d never bothered to learn anything about them, of all the ancient realms I was forced to study. I dismissed Anibians, thanks to people like Uncle, as cannibals, brutes of little intelligence. Lower than even the Acremians, not worthy of consideration even as the conquered. I had decided Anibians had nothing to ever offer us. Yet the man I trusted best in the world, the one I thought was the wisest man I’d ever known, my Cousin Glathan, who had seen more of the earth in thirty years than most men would ever see in their lifetimes, spoke so highly of them. Lysi admired them, as did Wely and Hert. Perhaps I’d erred, but I would need the help of people such as those I’d come to depend on to see the true value of the Anib race.

			But I could not resist one more inquiry while we had a moment: “So, the Lion symbol of Lynchun is an homage to the Anib?”

			“The Anib were the great first settlers of Eltnia,” said Wely softly. “It’s said that long before they left these lands, and went south, they carved these lions as part of a great temple to their Gods. When my forefathers came to these places, they found little left of Anib civilization intact. But they did find those statues. My ancestors liked the symbol of the lion, and took it as their sigil. In time, Lynchun expanded. These lions became used to mark the boundaries of our realm. Even in my great grandfather’s reign, I have learned, there was once a bridge that jutted outward to span the river and join Lynchun and Nyrimia. There was a bridge, that is, until hostilities began with a then-young king named Ina, father of the King Ina you met.”

			It was then we were challenged. Ten men at a time emerged from behind each lion. There were soon twenty warriors of Lynchun ready for us. Their spears were raised, but their leader came to the front and barked at them to put down their weapons. The man took off his helm. He was ugly, with a bulbous nose, and balding grey locks, but he was muscular and tough looking. He squinted at our party, as if he could not believe his eyes.

			“Who comes to the Gold Realm, mighty Lynchun, kingdom of Lord Orlu?” he demanded.

			So, it was true. Orlu had seized power.

			“Those loyal to King Orlu, and one prisoner of great worth!” cried Centi.

			As one, the leader and his men went to our approaching party.

			“Earl Centi,” the ugly-looking leader bowed slightly, and stared at Wely. “You come back to Lynchun, full of surprises. By the Fire Goddess, your prisoner is our former king, lest my eyes grow too old to see clearly.”

			Wely said nothing, as was rehearsed. He was to play the sullen, defeated lord, who knew his life to be short-lived once in enemy hands.

			“Earl Badan,” Centi returned the bow. “I’ve returned, loyal to our King Orlu. I’ve captured his traitorous brother.”

			“Were you not supposed to ensure he was killed, Lord?” growled Badan, raising an eyebrow. This one, apparently, was in on the treachery and well informed.

			“Circumstances changed. The Horrific, King of Carthlughe, has fallen.”

			“Fallen?” asked Badan, surprised. “The unbeatable Horrific, slain in battle?”

			“It’s true. The new king, Hert, is allied with Lynchun to match the might of Carthlughe, along with the might of the Atalanteans, as per an agreement between Wely here, Hert, and the Lord of the Atalanteans.”

			Badan opened his eyes wide, and his men grumbled.

			“We can speak further of those things soon, Lord,” said Centi. “Do you rule Lionshead?”

			“It’s mine, for now,” said Badan. “As senior earl here, and one who knows best the wishes of our king, the prisoner is mine. It would please King Orlu that you hand him over to me.”

			Centi bowed. He offered the rope that held Wely to Badan. Inside, I cringed, though I knew Centi would have to do what he did. I feared, once Wely was in other’s hands, we might never get him back alive, although I knew it had to be part of our plan. Still, when it happened, it did not feel comforting. “He’s yours, Lord,” said Centi. “May the king’s will be done, as you see fit. But I’m certain our king will wish to question him. There’s been much change in what was thought to be the future of Carthlughe only Wely can speak of.”

			“Rest assured,” said Badan grimly, “he’ll speak of it in time, and die quickly. Or not speak of it and die slowly as we take the information from him.”

			One of Badan’s young spearmen gripped his spear tightly and said, “We should kill him now, Lord Earl. We shouldn’t spare him. King Orlu would want him dead. Alive, he’s a threat.”

			“Leave what wishes of our king might be to me, Vasen,” said Badan coolly. “He lives, for now.” He turned away from the one called Vasen back to Centi. “How did you escape with Wely?”

			“In the night, I lured him to the side, away from our camp, to speak to him. Then my men struck him unconscious. We managed to escape and take him with us.”

			“All the way through Nyrimia?” asked Badan dubiously.

			“Wely knows secret paths,” said Centi. “We offered him life to get us safely home.”

			Badan then turned his ill-favoured gaze towards us Atalanteans. “Who’re these men, Lord?”

			Glathan, Thurol, and I bowed to Badan, with Glathan and me coming a bit forward to hold onto Wely, as if asserting we had been instrumental in capturing the prize.

			“Ost, Glat, and Thur,” said Centi, presenting us by our agreed-upon assumed names.

			“Never heard of them,” snorted Badan.

			“They’re new to battle, but loyal. They’re some of my hand-picked men.”

			“Very new,” said Badan, observing the paucity of brands on the arms of us three. “How so loyal?”

			“They’re amongst the ones who followed my orders to take Wely, when I told them that King Orlu had taken power. My other men were discovered and killed. Were not for these three, Wely would not have been taken.”

			“Ha!” said Badan, looking over us three scornfully. “Only novices would follow so blindly. Yet, it served you, and thus King Orlu well then. So be it! They look strong enough. They’ll be rewarded by the king for their loyalty.”

			Badan called to his guard. “Take the king’s brother. Harm him not! The king will wish him in one piece. Today.” Badan smiled. It was not a pleasant smile, made worse by his ugliness. It promised torture, and it promised pain. He removed Wely’s coronet. “You’re no king here,” he snarled.

			Wely was handed over by Glathan and me, grasped roughly by the other men.

			Badan turned back to Centi. “The honour of walking with you, Lord?”

			“Of course.”

			“Your men may fall in with the rest. Come, more I wish to hear of this escape. Your feat will gain you fame in Lynchun And I must hear how the Horrific, of all warriors living, came to fall in battle! Whatever fight it was, it must have been glorious!”

			We made it to Lynchun alive, I thought, as I marched behind the warriors. To make it through Lynchun would be another matter. Still, every journey began with a first step. For the time being, we’d tricked Orlu’s men into thinking we were on the side of Orlu, not Wely. Our throats were not cut within the first few minutes of arrival, an accomplishment to be sure. The smooth-talking Centi had gotten us past the entrance to the lion’s den. It would take a lot of prayer, and good fortune, and cleverness to get us out again without being savaged by the lion.

			I had been banished, sent in disgrace from my homeland, and then watched that homeland drown. I’d survived a month at sea, and made it to Eltnia, where a kingdom was promised to me. But that king who promised me that kingdom had lost his own. Because of that, I was playing a ruse, at risk of my own life, to get that kingdom, a piece of Wely’s realm, back for Wely. The Anchali said there would be obstacles in my path to domination of the continent, but I could have never imagined the serendipitous impediments I’d faced to that point.

			I’d slain a giant and made an uneasy alliance with his son. A powerful witch who apparently loved me, though she was my natural enemy, had risked herself to help me. My sword appeared to be possessed, but I’d been forced to leave that sword behind before I found out its secrets. I’d sent my people from me, into perhaps greater danger than what they’d already dealt with. They could all be safe in Carthlughe, or all dead. I pushed that thought away and refused to believe it. They had to live. But everything in my life had become tenuous and flimsy. There was little I could be assured of anymore, since Atalantyx drowned.

			In the end, all I could be certain of was protection from the Anchali. Even that, at times, I found ambiguous. My faith was on shaky ground. I would never stop believing in the Single God, the True God, the God of Life, Light, and Love. But I came to take stock in Eltnish magic, and in the faculty of the mages. I could deny it all I wanted. I knew, in my heart, that magic, good or ill, would determine my fate. It seemed that I would need magic to help me survive, and to ever see my kingdom, the New Far Atalantyx, Eastrealm, established.

			The vision of the lion with the dragon in its teeth came back to me.

			I had put myself, willingly, into the lion’s jaws.

			Single God help me.

		

	
		
			
Apppendix A

			Names Mentioned In A Drowned Kingdom

			ABERAT – one of Princess Aliaz’s handmaidens, a gifted seamstress

			ACREMU – deceased first King among the Anib in antiquity, for whom the Acremian continent was named

			ADOR – earl in Nyrimia, one of King Ina’s commanders

			ALIAZ – Second Princess of Atalantyx, wife and cousin of Prince Othrun, sister of Earl Thurol

			ALS – deceased Queen of Carthlughe, wife of King Hern, mother of King Hor, eldest child and daughter of King Ina, a powerful mage

			ANARD – deceased King of Carthlughe in antiquity, a giant, and a feared warlord

			ANCHALI – “Angels” in High Atramlandish, according to the religion of the Single God, powerful spirits said to be the Single God’s holy messengers

			ANDRUN (I) – deceased Second then First Prince, then King of Atalantyx in antiquity, second son of King Atalan I, for whom the Andrun River was named

			ANDRUN (II) – deceased Second then First Prince, later King of Atalantyx in antiquity, second son of King Atalan IV, brother of Arclan, the Purple Prince

			ANDRUN (III) – “the Old,” deceased First Prince, then King of Atalantyx, father of Prince Othrun “the Ostrich” and King Athlyr I, grandfather of King Atalan IX, great-grandfather of Princes Erthal and Othrun of Westrich

			APOLT – Earl of Heretyx, one of Prince Othrun’s commanders

			ARCLAN – “the Purple Prince,” deceased First Prince of Atalantyx in antiquity, eldest son of King Atalan IV, a famous commander and knight

			ARESTH – Prince Erthal’s war-horse

			ARNLYR – Earl of Southbridge, one of Prince Othrun’s commanders

			AROM – earl in Carthlughe, one of King Hor’s commanders  

			ATAL – “the Martyr,” “the First Prelate,” high priest of the Single God’s religion, deceased father of King Atalan I in antiquity, slain in human sacrifice by his pagan son King Atalan I for cause of Atal’s popularity and support among those of the Single God religion in Atalantyx

			ATALAN (I) – “the Revered,” “the Founder,” deceased Founder of Atalantyx in antiquity, First King of Atalantyx, eldest son of Atal the First Prelate

			ATALAN (IV) – deceased King of Atalantyx in antiquity, builder of Atalantyx’s famous Circle City

			ATALAN (IX) – “the Falcon,” First Prince, later King of Atalantyx, father of Princes Erthal and Othrun of Westrich, married to (1) Princess Olana (2) Princess Merin, eldest son of King Athlyr I

			ATASYX – “King over all Kings” in High Atramlandish, title borne by the Kings of Atalantyx

			ATHLYR (I) – “the Unheralded,” deceased Second then First Prince, then King of Atalantyx, father of King Atalan IX and Prince Yedwol, youngest son of King Andrun III, younger brother of Prince Othrun “the Ostrich,” grandfather of Prince Othrun of Westrich

			ATHLYR – “the Adder,” deceased First Prince of Atalantyx, son of Prince Othrun the Ostrich, a famous Knight

			ATRANT – Prelate of Southbridge, incumbent for the High Prelature of Atalantyx

			BADAN – Earl of Lionshead, a feared warlord, sworn to Prince Orlu

			BAMANTHE – the name for the warrior-class among the Anib race  

			BANIA – lady of Atalantyx, niece of Earl Apolt

			BARTHO – Maneprince of Lynchun, oldest son of King Wely and Queen Syda, elder brother of Prince Eld

			BARBIS – Queen of Borenia, wife of Daman Nightsoul, a powerful mage, second daughter of King Ina

			BERN – King of Ewarn

			BINIS – Princess of Lynchun, daughter of King Wely and Queen Syda

			BITER – Prince Othrun’s arming sword

			BLEEDER – Sir Lyayr’s arming sword

			BLUE STREAM – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet, commanded by Earl Wirlun

			BRINI – wife of Sir Kurlan, who gave birth aboard the Splasher en route to Eltnia

			CAHR – earl in Nyrimia, interpreter for King Ina, one of his commanders

			CANTIC – knight in Atalantyx, one of Prince Othrun’s commanders

			CENTI – earl in Lynchun, one of King Wely’s commanders

			CERN – deceased King of Carthlughe, father of King Harg

			CHEAL – knight in Atalantyx, one of Prince Othrun’s commanders

			CLAF – earl in Lynchun, one of King Wely’s commanders

			COLYD – earl in Carthlughe, one of King Hor’s commanders

			CUTTER – Prince Othrun’s dagger

			DAMAN – “Nightsoul,” ruler of Borenia, a feared warrior

			DEEP DIVER – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet, commanded by Sir Ornest

			DELIVERANCE – Earl Glathan’s arming sword

			DENA – deceased Queen of Carthlughe, wife of King Hor, mother of Prince Hert and Princess Renat

			DIRA – Princess of Norsoon, youngest daughter of King Mag

			EARTH – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses

			EDYWAL – deposed Earl of Urtlan

			EDYWAL – rightful heir and son of Earl Edywal

			ELEMENTAL GODDESSES – in Eltnish lore, the six deities of Earth, Fire, Sky, Sun, Water and Wind, linked to the six senses of hearing, sight, smell, taste, touch, and foresight / hindsight

			ELD – Prince of Lynchun, youngest son of King Wely and Queen Syda, once Lord of Golden Valley, younger brother of Maneprince Bartho

			ELYN – deceased First Princess, then Queen of Atalantyx in antiquity, second wife of King Atalan I, for whom the Elynlyr River is named

			ERTHAL – “the White Horse,” First Prince of Atalantyx, Prince of Nantyx, eldest son of King Atalan IX and Princess Olana, brother of Prince Othrun of Westrich

			FIRE – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses

			FIRST PRINCE – title borne by the Crown Princes of Atalantyx

			FLEETHOOF – Prince Othrun’s war-horse

			FOAM’S BREATH – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet, commanded by Earl Thurol the Quick

			FUERUN – knight in Atalantyx, one of Prince Othrun’s commanders

			GAIM – deceased King of Olicia, a feared warlord

			GLAT – assumed Lynchun name taken by Earl Glathan

			GLATHAN – Earl of Dyntyx and of Vlatlan, cousin of Prince Othrun, Prince Othrun’s chief commander and counsellor, once Admiral of Navies in Atalantyx, a famous commander and knight, Glat (assumed Eltnish name)

			GLATLAN – deceased Earl of Dyntyx, father of Earl Glaton, grandfather of Earl Glathan, once Lord Marshal in Atalantyx, a famous commander and knight

			GLATON – deceased Earl of Dyntyx, father of Earl Glathan, once Lord Marshal in Atalantyx, a famous commander and knight

			GOGEST – Prelate of Vlatlan

			GOGNER – deceased famous knight of Atalantyx, brother of Prelate Gogest

			GOLD CROWN – crown of the Kings of Lynchun

			GONT – deceased Crown Prince, later last King of Olicia, son of King Gaim

			GREAT BOW – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet, commanded by Sir Pertid

			GREB – warrior of Lynchun

			HARG – deceased King of Carthlughe, father of King Hern

			HELTAN – knight of Atalantyx, one of Prince Othrun’s commanders

			HERN – deceased King of Carthlughe, father of King Hor

			HERT – Crown Prince of Carthlughe, only son and heir of King Hor

			HIGH PROW – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet, commanded by Earl Glathan

			HOLITA – Countess of Dyntyx and of Vlatlan, wife of Earl Glathan, friend, and former handmaiden of Princess Aliaz

			HOR – “the Horrific,” King of Carthlughe, a giant (7 feet tall), a feared warlord

			INA – deceased King of Nyrimia, father of King Ina the Ignorant

			INA – “the Ignorant,” King of Nyrimia, claimant to the High Kingship of Middle Eltnia

			IRKA – chief druid of Norsoon

			IRLI – deceased King of Badonia

			JURD – warrior of Lynchun

			JYNON – deceased King of Berefet in antiquity, who slew the famous “Purple Prince” Arclan in battle

			KURLAN – knight of Atalantyx, who came to Eltnia in the Splasher

			LABALA – King Hor’s warhorse

			LADAC – earl in Carthlughe, one of King Hor’s commanders

			LIGHTNING-MANE – former warhorse of Prince Othrun

			LIONCREST – title borne by the reigning Kings of Lynchun

			LOGIS – earl in Nyrimia, one of King Ina’s commanders, a feared warlord

			LOLOVE – deceased Third Princess of Atalantyx, wife of Prince Yedwol, mother of Earl Yedwol the Ready

			LYAYR – commander (captain) of Prince Othrun’s bodyguard, a famous commander and knight

			LYSI – Crown Princess of Nyrimia, a feared warrior and powerful mage, third daughter of King Ina

			MAG – “the Malignant,” King of Norsoon, famed pirate-King, father of Princess Dira

			MALEAN – knight of Atalantyx, one of Prince Othrun’s commanders

			MALIS – deceased Queen of Nyrimia, second wife of King Ina, mother of Princesses Lysi and Sila

			MANEPRINCE – title borne by the Crown Princes of Lynchun

			MARN – deceased King of Carthlughe, father of King Cern

			MENZ – deceased King of the Madi in antiquity, who briefly held Arclan, the Purple Prince, captive, and converted Arclan to the religion of the Single God

			MERIN – “Merry Princess,” deceased Second Princess of Atalantyx, second wife and cousin of King Atalan IX, Prince Othrun’s (of Westrich) mother

			NYRN – in Sanaavian lore, Goddess of Fate

			OLAK – warrior of Lynchun

			OLANA – deceased Second Princess of Atalantyx, first wife and cousin of King Atalan IX, Prince Erthal’s mother, formerly engaged to Earl Yedwol the Ready

			ORLU – “the Undefeated,” Prince of Lynchun, youngest son of King Ture, brother of King Wely, a feared warlord

			ORNEST – knight of Atalantyx, one of Prince Othrun’s commanders

			OST – assumed Eltnish name taken by Prince Othrun

			OTHRUN (I) – deceased King of Atalantyx in antiquity, son of King Erthal IV, a famous commander and Knight

			OTHRUN – “the Ostrich,” deceased First Prince of Atalantyx, eldest son of King Andrun III, elder brother of King Athlyr I, great-Uncle of Prince Othrun of Westrich

			OTHRUN – formerly “of Westrich,” Second Prince of Atalantyx, Prince of Surtyx, “Silver King” to the Eltnish, second son of King Atalan IX and Princess Merin, “Ost” (assumed Eltnish name)

			PARATALANTE – ancient tribe, possibly from Berefet, from whom it is believed the Atalanteans descended

			PERTID – knight in Atalantyx, one of Prince Othrun’s commanders

			POKER – Sir Lyayr’s dagger

			PROG – warrior of Lynchun

			PROUD-STERN – flagship of Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet

			RENAT – Princess of Carthlughe, daughter of King Hor, sister of Prince Hert

			RHUND – Earl of Fangsden, vassal of King Hor, a feared warlord

			SALT CHURN – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet, commanded by Earl Arnlyr

			SAMATA – countess in Atalantyx, wife of Earl Yedwol the Ready

			SEA WALL – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet, commanded by Sir Fuerun

			SEA WYRM – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet, commanded by Prince Yedwol

			SECOND PRINCE – title borne by the second-in-line male heir to the throne of Atalantyx

			SCOLAN – knight of Atalantyx, one of Prince Othrun’s commanders

			SILA – Princess of Nyrimia, fourth and youngest daughter of King Ina

			SILVER KING – nickname given to Prince Othrun by the Eltnish because of his shiny silver chain mail armour

			SINGLE GOD – “the Eternal Triangle and Circle,” “the God of Life, Love, and Light,” “the One God,” “the true God,” in Atramlandish and Atalantean lore, the sole deity

			SKY – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses

			SPLASHER – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet commanded by Earl Apolt

			STREL – warrior of Lynchun

			SUN – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses

			SURE-STEEL – Prince Othrun’s great-sword, an ancestral blade of Atalantean Kings, thought to be cursed

			SWEET-SPRAY – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet, commanded by Sir Cheal

			SYDA – Queen of Lynchun, wife of King Wely, a feared mage

			TAKER – Prince Erthal’s arming sword

			TALON – King Atalan Ninth’s great-sword

			TEARDROP – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet, commanded by Earl Uthlen

			THIRD PRINCE – title borne by the third-in-line male heir to the throne of Atalantyx

			THUROL – “the Terrible,” deceased father of Earl Thurol the Quick, Earl of Myntlan, once Lord Marshal of Atalantyx, a famous commander and knight

			THUR – assumed Lynchun name taken by Earl Thurol the Quick

			THUROL – “the Quick,” Earl of Myntlan, cousin and brother-in-law of Prince Othrun, brother of Princess Aliaz, a famous commander and knight, one of Prince Othrun’s commanders, Thur (assumed Eltnish name)

			THYR – in Sanaavian lore, God of War

			TIBI – deceased warrior of Carthlughe, formerly of Olicia  

			TRI-CROWN – the three-part crown of the Atalantean Kings, one-part prelate’s cap, one-part knight’s helm, one-part king’s coronet

			TURE – deceased King of Lynchun, a feared warlord, father of King Wely and Prince Orlu

			TYTEL – Earl of Fentyx, one of Prince Othrun’s commanders

			UDYN – in Sanaavian lore, King of the Gods

			UGHE – deceased King of Carthlughe in antiquity, father of King Marn

			UHRIN – earl in Nyrimia, one of King Ina’s commanders

			UNGALA – deceased Queen among the Anib in antiquity, High Queen of North Eltnia, a famous warrior-queen

			UTHLEN – Earl of Lyntyx, cousin of Prince Othrun, a learned scholar and artist

			VASEN – warrior of Lynchun

			VEL – Crown Prince of Norsoon, eldest son and heir of King Mag

			VLAADA – “the Red-Axe,” King of Knuljaa, a feared warlord

			VRAG – “the Voracious,” King of Furfell, a feared warlord

			WATER – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses

			WATER’S WRATH – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet, commanded by Sir Malean

			WAR OF THE WAVES – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet, commanded by Sir Scolan

			WAVE MASTER – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet, commanded by Earl Yedwol the Bald

			WELY – King of Lynchun, the Lioncrest, eldest son of King Ture, a feared warlord, Prince Othrun’s liege-lord

			WEEPER – Earl Thurol the Quick’s arming sword

			WET LASH – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet, commanded by Sir Cantic

			WHIRLPOOL – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet, commanded by Sir Heltan

			WIND – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses

			WIND MURMUR – ship in Prince Othrun’s 18-vessel fleet, commanded by Earl Tytel

			WIRLUN – Earl of Erolan, one of Prince Othrun’s commanders

			YEDWOL – “the Old,” Third Prince in Atalantyx, second son of King Athlyr I, younger brother of King Atalan IX, a famous commander and knight, Prince (Governor) of Berefet, Lord Seneschal of Atalantyx, once Lord Marshal and Lord Admiral of Navies in Atalantyx

			YEDWOL – “the Ready,” earl in Atalantyx, son of Prince Yedwol, one of Prince Othrun’s commanders

			YEDWOL – “the Bard,” son of Earl Yedwol the Ready and Countess Samata

		

	
		
			
Appendix B

			Places Mentioned In A Drowned Kingdom

			ACREMIA – continent closest to Atalantyx, approximately 400 miles west of the island

			AGNALOM – tropical kingdom in Atramland, east of Chanon

			ALTHAT – town and region in Merentyx Earldom where Atalantean steel is forged

			ANDRUN RIVER – secondary river in Atalantyx, running north to south, dividing Surtyx essentially in two

			ANIBIAN MOUNTAINS – large mountain range running north to south along the eastern coast of Acremia

			ANNUNKI – kingdom in north-central Atramland

			ARN – tiny kingdom in north-west Eltnia

			ATAL – “Holy City,” named for the father of the first King of Atalantyx, most sacred place in Atalantyx, located in Merentyx Earldom, said to be at the northernmost point of the island, where Atal/King Atalan I first landed in Atalantyx at its founding

			ATALANAN – king’s domains, land owned exclusively by the King of Atalantyx, geographically in the approximate centre of Atalantyx, encompassing the Circle City

			ATALANTYX – island kingdom, approximately 700 miles north of the continent of Atramland, approximately 400 miles east of the continent of Acremia

			ATRAMLAND – continent (often referred to as “the mainland” by Atalanteans) farthest from Atalantyx, approximately 700 miles south of Atalantyx

			BADONIA – lakeside kingdom in middle Eltnia, between Borenia and Lynchun

			BEREFET – northern-most former kingdom, then colony of Atalantyx, in Atramland, known for its Dutul Wastes desert and gold reserves

			BORENIA – secret and shadow coastal kingdom located in the Guardian Mountains in western Eltnia

			BROTAN – small kingdom in northwest Eltnia

			CARTHLUGHE – powerful kingdom in mid-east Eltnia, known for its smithies

			CHANON – southern-most kingdom in Atramland, client of Atalantyx, known for its jungles

			CIRCLE CITY – capitol city of Atalantyx, built in three concentric circles, in the approximate centre of the island, approximately ten miles south of Mount Atalante

			CIRCLE TEMPLE – chief temple in Atal where pilgrimage to worship the Single God is done after birth, midlife, and near life-end

			COLD RUNNING RIVER – river running from the Guardian Mountains to the Shimmering Sea that divides north Eltnia from middle Eltnia

			DEAD VALLEY – Borenian flatland between the Guardian Mountains and Widow’s Heights

			DUTUL WASTES – extremely harsh desert in northern Berefet

			DYNTYX – coastal earldom in Atalantyx, known for its wine vineyards

			EAGLE’S MOUNT – capitol city of Nyrimia

			EASTREALM – colloquial name of Othrun’s planned future kingdom

			ELINKSTER – chief city of Thantyx Earldom

			ELTNIA – the southern part of the continent of Acremia, approximately 400 miles west of Atalantyx

			ELYNLYR RIVER – main river in Atalantyx, running west to east, dividing the kingdom essentially in half

			EROLAN – chief town in the Earldom of Myntlan

			EWARN – island kingdom, approximately 150 miles northwest of Atalantyx

			FANGSDEN – second chief city of Carthlughe, near the border of Lynchun and Nyrimia

			FENTYX – earldom just south of the Circle City in Surtyx on the other side of the Elynlyr

			FIRTH RIVER – river in eastern Eltnia that runs from the Lynchun River north in Carthlughe and forms the border between Nyrimia and Lynchun

			FRAWON – large kingdom in north Eltnia, client of Carthlughe

			FRYNIA – medium-sized kingdom in northeast Eltnia

			FURFELL – kingdom in eastern Sanaavia

			GOLDEN VALLEY – large fertile fiefdom in south Lynchun, by tradition given to the second in line to Lynchun’s throne as their fiefdom

			GOLDHALL – attached to the Lionfort, great-hall of the Kings of Lynchun

			GOTHWOLDS – large forest in northwest Eltnia

			GREENSWARD – fertile farmland running eastward in two-mile-wide, thirty-mile strips on both sides of the Elynlyr River, from the mouth of the Elynlyr to the Circle City

			GREY BEDS – royal mausoleums adjoined to the High Castle

			HAVENSHUR – the coastal main port city of Atalantyx on its west shores, chief city in the Earldom of Dyntyx

			HALL OF KINGS – the great-hall of the Kings of Atalantyx

			HERETYX – earldom in Surtyx, in south-east Atalantyx

			HIGH CASTLE – the palace of the Kings of Atalantyx, in the centre ring of the Circle City

			HIGH-CHAIR – the throne of the Kings of Atalantyx in the Hall of Kings

			HIGHHOLD – garrison city in northern Nyrimia

			HOLWING HILLS – hills geographically in the middle of Carthlughe that surround Wolflodge

			LAAKMIR – mountainous kingdom in eastern Sanaavia

			LANTYX – earldom in north-east Atalantyx

			LANTYX RANGE – main mountain system in Atalantyx running south to north from the northern tip of the island to Mount Atalante

			LIFREN – eastern kingdom in Atramland, client of Atalantyx

			LIONFORT – capitol fortress city of the Kingdom of Lynchun

			LIONSHEAD – chief border city in eastern Lynchun, on the border of Nyrimia

			LOCKHOUSE – town in Urtlan Earldom, south of Westrich

			LYNCHUN – “the Gold Realm,” powerful and wealthy kingdom in mid-east Eltnia

			LYNTYX – earldom in eastern Atalantyx, known for its crops, especially wheat fields

			MERENTYX – northernmost Earldom in Atalantyx, known for its smithies

			MADI – defunct kingdom in antiquity in northern Atramland, now part of Berefet

			MOUNT ATALANTE – “the Fire-Mount,” volcano in the middle of Atalantyx, at the southern end of the Lantyx Range, highest mountain in the kingdom, approximately ten miles north of the Circle City

			LOWGATE – town in Urtlan, south of Westrich

			MYNTLAN – eastern earldom in Atalantyx, known for its forests and timber for shipbuilding

			NANTYX – northern of two princedoms in Atalantyx, all the land north of the Elynlyr River, by tradition, the fief of the First Prince of Atalantyx

			NEW ATALANTYX – New “Far Eastrealm” in High Atramlandish, Othrun’s planned future Kingdom

			NEWHALL – castle in Heretyx Earldom, traditional seat of the Second Prince of Atalantyx

			NIGHTWOLDS – forest at the eastern border of Carthlughe near Nyrimia

			NORSOON – coastal Kingdom in eastern Sanaavia

			NYRIMIA – coastal, mountainous kingdom in eastern Acremia

			OLICIA – defunct kingdom in western Eltnia, now part of Frynia

			PEERNIA – sub-tropical coastal kingdom in southern Eltnia, famous for (1) its capital of Three Rivers, considered the biggest commercial hub of the known world, and (2) the Peernian Wall (fifty-foot-high stone wall) that surrounds Three Rivers

			PLACIDINE – chief city of Frawon

			PLAINS OF THE SALT LANDS – region of Berefet south of the Dutul Wastes

			ROGONHE – tiny kingdom in northern Eltnia, bordering with Sanaavia

			SANAAVIA – also called “the Sanaav,” the northern part of the continent of Acremia, approximately 400 miles west of Atalantyx

			SHIMMERING SEA – the large ocean between Atalantyx and Acremia

			SOUTHBRIDGE – chief city of the Princedom of Surtyx, and the name of the bridge linking the Princedom Surtyx to the Princedom of Nantyx which fords the River Elynlyr near the junction of the River Andrun

			SOUTHRONLAND – also called Anibia, and “the Land of Night,” continent across the South Channel from Eltnia

			SPARROWHAWK – garrison city in northern Nyrimia

			SPIRE OF ATALAN – tallest tower in Atalantyx, affixed atop the High Castle, which contains the royal apartments of the king and family

			STATUE ISLAND – island at the mouth of the Elynlyr where a tall statue of King Atalan I is erected

			SURTYX – southern of two princedoms in Atalantyx, all the land south of the Elynlyr River, by tradition, the fief of the Second Prince of Atalantyx

			THANTYX – eastern earldom in Atalantyx

			THREE RIVERS – capitol of Peernia, said to be the oldest city in Acremia, and regarded as the most important commercial hub in the world, surrounded by the famed, fifty-foot-high stone wall called the Peernian Wall

			THREEYVIK – coastal kingdom in eastern Sanaavia

			TRIANGLE TEMPLE – main temple of the Circle City, adjoined to the High Castle

			TRINKVAAR – coastal kingdom in eastern Sanaavia

			URTLAN – earldom in northwest Atalantyx, known for its highlands, moors, and granite quarries

			VIKOON – coastal kingdom in eastern Sanaavia

			VLATLAN – western earldom in Atalantyx, known for its pastures / cattle-raising

			WARMHARBOUR – ancestral castle of the Earls of Dyntyx in Havenshur

			WESTRICH – castle in Urtlan Earldom, traditional seat of the First Prince of Atalantyx, said to be haunted

			WIDOW’S HEIGHTS – set of mountain peaks in between which runs the pass leading from Badonia into Borenia

			WOLFLODGE – capitol city of Carthlughe

		

	
		
			
Appendix C

			The Atalantyx Royal Line of King Atalan The Revered
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