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    FOREWORD


    Dear Reader:


    My protagonist of The Drowned Kingdom Saga, Othrun, will undergo a journey where he’ll evolve, and change, to some degree. He’s not very likeable. He’s a bigot, patriarchal, misogynist, homophobic, and he is intolerant of the religions of others. Overall, he’s extremely flawed. But even ordinary, flawed people can change. We’re all redeemable. Ordinary people can change, evolve, and make a difference, not just fictional kings. I want that message to shine through my work. I believe as Othrun’s journey continues throughout The Drowned Kingdom Saga, readers will enjoy the completion of his character arc, as he strives to overcome his flaws, triumph over his fears and prejudices, and tries to reach a place of greater insight.


    To be clear, Othrun’s bigoted viewpoint is not a reflection of my views, but precisely the opposite.


    To illustrate Othrun’s negative views (and those of other characters in the book) in realistic fashion, and to explore some very difficult, but I feel important themes, this novel, A Pack of Wolves many contain potential triggers for some readers.


    A Pack of Wolves contains the following types of content: violence, racism, racial bullying, racial slurs, and other examples of overt racism and bigotry, misogyny, homophobia, religious intolerance and persecution, violence due to religious intolerance and persecution, including against children, sexual assault, slavery, torture, and more.


    These are examples of the type of content that may be upsetting or triggering, to be found in this novel, but is not an exhaustive list.


    I have endeavoured to portray these challenging issues, with sensitivity, and appreciation that reading about such potentially disturbing content may be triggering.


    I hope you enjoy reading A Pack of Wolves!


    Warm regards,
P.L. Stuart.


  




  

    


    To my beloved father-in-law,
William “Bill”,
Family isn’t about blood, it’s about bonds
Thank you for always being a father to me, I love you, and you are missed. “You betcha!”
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    PROLOGUE


    The trap laid to kill a princess was a tenuous one.


    Not only because one of those who laid the trap didn’t want the death of that princess.


    But because only two lone warriors were the bait for the trap.


    Both warriors were dressed almost identically. They were outfitted in heavy, expensive hooded cloaks crafted from fox fur. They also wore squirrel-fur gloves, dark-boiled leather armour, and wool breaches with woollen tunics underneath.


    They huddled around a fire at the edge of the trees, under a gloomy early evening winter sky.


    The dissenter to the plan was cold. Her feet, though clad in warm sheepskin boots, felt only half-thawed. She pulled her hood tighter over her head, around her ears.


    Winter, in all its glacial ferocity, was coming. It was in the air. The kind of winter that froze one’s bones to the point they were afire.


    The dissenter’s people cherished winter. It was the cleansing time, when the land was clean and white, with snow also bringing stillness and solitude, as humans retreated to wherever warmth could be found.


    This winter would be different, not one of quiet. Winter was usually the season of huddling inside warm walls by the hearth, while the wind howled and the thick snow fell. It was the time to plot and scheme for spring and summer raids, when once more pirate ships with cruel prows would dance on the waters, and those seeing the ships approach would flee with terror.


    Instead, this winter would be a winter of war. The forges would be hot, as metal was stamped into sharp blades. Shields and armour would be mended. Warriors would march to battle through the snow.


    The dissenter loved winter as a season. She still enjoyed battle, too. Yet, that enjoyment had waned somewhat over the years. And she absolutely didn’t love being cold. The older she became, the more she felt the negative effect of winter’s chill. She stomped her boots on the ground to rouse her sluggish limbs.


    The remains of a roasted rabbit on a spit smoked in front of the dissenter and the other. The dissenter shivered—despite the fire. She tore off another piece of meat in her big, clean white teeth, chewing morosely. She was proud of her teeth, still intact, though she was no longer young. She’d recently begun to keep her teeth sparkling using sage, ground with salt. She could now afford such luxuries. She could also now afford better fare than a gamey rabbit. Yet it was her lot, with the plan to kill the Princess, to have to catch, dress, and cook food for both her and the other, rather than have servants do that for her.


    The rabbit was so tough, she feared losing a precious molar.


    She spat out a mouthful. “Undercooked,” she muttered.


    “Blame the cook then,” said her companion.


    “That’s me,” growled the dissenter.


    “As I said.” The other smirked in the firelight.


    Disgruntled, the dissenter tossed the rabbit bone away disgustedly. “By Nyrn’s shears! Don’t you think it’s a waste?”


    The other was surly with her answer. “I didn’t tell you to undercook it. I’m eating it well enough. And not complaining.”


    “I don’t mean the fucking rabbit!” came the response, just as churlish. “By Udyn’s eye! I mean the time we’ve spent out here these past days! Freezing! Risking ourselves!”


    “Is it a waste we’ve killed so many enemies? Just the two of us? We have weakened their resolve to resist us. We are the ghosts killing their troops, then vanishing like mist. It’s frightening them.”


    What was frightening to the dissenter was the forest. She didn’t like being anywhere near it. She especially didn’t like her back to it, so she couldn’t see if anything emerged from within. Anything…inhuman.


    “We haven’t achieved the true goal,” the dissenter protested.


    “We haven’t failed yet either.”


    


    “Tastes like failure to me,” came the retort. “Blasted undercooked rabbit.”


    The dissenter looked over her shoulder, casting a jaundiced glance at the barren treeline. She detested being near this forest. Far more than she detested being cold.


    While smaller, the Forest Dangerous was sister forest to the Forest Dark, although the Forest Dark was a hundred miles northwest. Still, like its sister, the Forest Dangerous was said to be haunted.


    When the dissenter was a child, her mother told her stories of an old man with a long beard, and bottomless eyes. This old man stalked both the Forest Dark, and the Forest Dangerous. Her mother claimed if the old man cast his empty eyes upon you, he would suck your soul right out of your body with his ghostly glare.


    The dissenter didn’t like the forest at all. Everything about the forest was remarkable for its absence. Now winter had claimed it, there was an absence of underbrush, an absence of thickets, an absence of deadfall, an absence of logs. There were few evergreens in the forest. The snow, merely a light cloak on the ground at this point in the season, had buried all the fallen branches, leaves, and twigs. Other than when one trod amidst the mostly tall, mostly bare branches, and felt things crunch underfoot, one would never know those fallen branches, leaves and twigs had ever been there at all. Few deer ever scampered in the Forest Dangerous. Very seldom did any squirrels skitter there. Rarely did birds scatter there from human intrusion.


    The forest seemed dead. All the other forests the dissenter had ever seen hummed with life. It was unnerving.


    The dissenter touched the amulet around her neck to ward off evil. She caressed the image of a single gold-forged eye hanging on a golden chain—the symbol of Udyn—chief among the Sanaavian gods.


    “She will come,” promised the other. “She won’t be able to resist. It’s an affront to her. We’ve killed too many of her troops. We are a mystery she needs to solve.”


    “So far, she hasn’t appeared,” said the dissenter, doubting. “Other smaller warbands, yes. None led by her.”


    “By Udyn’s eye! She’ll come!”


    “How can you be certain?”


    “Because that’s who she is. ‘Haughty’ is one of her monikers for a reason.”


    


    The dissenter kept turning around, eying the trees. The fact they were bare, and one could see through the gaps, was even less comforting than had they been lush and full. It was eerie.


    And what about the deep parts that still couldn’t be seen? Once night set in, it didn’t matter that winter had stripped most of the trees. The forest still became a dark, foreboding mass.


    And what, wondered the dissenter, dwelled therein?


    What stalked the forest in the empty hours when the wolves prowled, before dawn? Was the forest truly haunted by the presence of a soul-sucking, one-eyed man?


    The other snorted. “South of us, over the Placid River, are the fiefs of her aunt, Renat, Princess of Carthlughe, whose husband is old Arom, Earl Chieftain of Carthlughe. They’re entrusted with keeping the northern domains of her brother safe, and these lands—the eastern part of Rogonhe—free from Northern incursion. From our incursion.”


    “Humph. They’ve failed. Miserably.”


    Stoutougle and all West Rogonhe had fallen. The dissenter and the other, along with the feared Vildaa the Red, Queen of both Knuljaa and Furfell, had struck like lightning. Those three terrifying warrior-women came at the head of ten thousand raging inked warriors, sweeping down through the Perilous Pass, which ran between the mountains, and connected Norsoon to Rogonhe.


    They had carved through the stunned Rogonhe border forces like butter at the mercy of a knife.


    The Sanaavian marauders hadn’t even stopped to completely obliterate the Rogonheans guarding the border. They had just cut through them, leaving ruin, ignoring survivors. Then, marched posthaste, west.


    To Stoutougle.


    Surrounding the capital of Rogonhe, the victory for the Northronlanders had been swift. The Sanaavians besieged Stoutougle for six days. On the seventh day, the besiegers’ ladders reached the tops of the ramparts, the attackers poured over the walls, and the city fell.


    Howling, bloodthirsty Knuljaans and Norsoonians had burned buildings, and murdered warriors and civilians alike, looting anything of any value whatsoever. The killing and plundering rampage lasted three more days. By the end of it, the House of Rogonhe had been obliterated. The aged King and Queen of Rogonhe, Jorgo and his wife, Mames, lay butchered in the royal palace, along with every last household soldier who had died in defence of the royal family.


    Jorgo and Mames’s warlike children had perished, too. In Eltnia, unlike in Sanaavia, women warriors were rarer, save if they were mages. However, Jorgo and Mames’s three daughters, though not gifted with the mage mark, were nonetheless notorious in Eltnia as feared fighters. Famous beauties, they were rumoured to be as lusty in bed as they were in battle. But they’d been killed too, bravely leading a last sally against the Sanaavians, just before the city walls were permanently breached.


    On the eleventh day, the yellow daffodil on white of Rogonhe was ripped down from the flagpole of the royal palace. Three intimidating banners rose in its place. The two crossed black axes on red of Norsoon ascended to the top of the pole. Below it flew the grey iron helm on a snow-white field for Knuljaa. Finally, the white grinning skull on black for Furfell flapped menacingly beneath the grey helm on white.


    “That failure to protect Rogonhe is recent,” the other said. “For years, Arom and Renat performed admirably. They’ve repulsed all types of raids. They have turned back raids from Norsoon, from Furfell. Even from as far away as Knuljaa. They’ve repelled raids from the vicious Eltnish tribes of Carmlania, of Thostsia. But now, we’re the ultimate, successful raiders. Yet besides taking Stoutougle and Western Rogonhe, never in recent memory has such a small group of raiders—you and me alone—done such damage, in so brief an amount of time, to Carthlughean patrols.”


    “Humph,” snorted the dissenter again. “Why do I need to know this?”


    “Because it was a point of pride for our enemies. One they can no longer boast of anymore. Yet it is more than just shame that will haunt Carthlughe. Carthlughe has failed to protect its vassal Rogonhe. And everyone knows Rogonhe is the gateway for our much bigger invasion of all Eltnia. However, the Carthlugheans still fool themselves into believing they control the forest, and everything east of it. Thus, they still think they can keep us out of Carthlughe. What we’ve done here, wreaking havoc, these past days, has gone a long way to convincing them otherwise. We’ve stricken true fear into their hearts, and demonstrated the futility of resisting us.”


    


    “And?”


    “By Thyr’s spear! Are you too thick-headed to understand what I speak of? Listen to me: Arom is very old now. Renat is increasingly needed in Wolflodge, by her brother’s side, for counsel. Arom must shoulder the burdens of protection, more and more, alone, as our noose tightens around these lands of Northern Eltnia.”


    After the sacking of Stoutougle, the other had rewarded her long-time friend and servant, the dissenter, with the rule of the capital and its environs. The dissenter was declared Countess of Stoutougle and West Rogonhe. But the other had not permitted the new countess to bask in the glory of her elevation to the nobility for long. Leaving Stoutougle in the hands of trusted captains, the other and the dissenter, along with Vildaa, had taken a thousand warriors and turned east. They had proceeded to seize all the surrounding Rogonhean towns west of the Forest Dangerous. Another half-month saw those towns fall quickly under Sanaavian sway.


    After all this success, the dissenter had thought she would be able to return to Stoutougle to take up her command there. She planned to enjoy some well-deserved respite and creature comforts while she ordered her new fief.


    Alas, for the dissenter, it was not to be. The other had demanded the dissenter accompany her on a special mission. The task was to destroy any Carthlughean patrols in East Rogonhe, or rout them back across the Placid River. The mission took on a new dimension once the other made additional decisions. The other decided the secondary aim of the task was to lure Hiris, Crown Princess of Carthlughe, the She-Wolf, also called the Haughty Princess, into a fatal trap. The other also decided the dissenter would accompany her, so both could serve as bait for the trap.


    “Arom has subordinates, does he not?” the dissenter asked. “If he’s too old to be in charge?”


    “Of course he does. Although, the challenge of oversight is the task of a senior, seasoned commander. Available ones are in short supply these days. Protecting this frontier is too important a mission to delegate to some lesser captain.”


    “Hiris isn’t some captain. She’s a princess.”


    “And as a princess and young warrior, anxious to prove herself, Hiris tested her mettle under the tutelage of her Aunt Renat and Uncle Arom. She fought in many skirmishes in these parts, beating back invaders. So, Hiris has taken it personally, now that Arom is faltering in his tasks. She understands the importance of his responsibilities. Hiris, therefore, has taken up much of the assignment Arom once bore, supervising the patrolling of these areas. But she’s lost many of the captains who reported to her. You and I have killed some of them ourselves.”


    “The captains of her troops were no fools,” said the dissenter. “Just outclassed.”


    “No matter,” was the reply. “The result is, we’ve killed those captains and their puny warbands. Then disappeared. None of their commanders have been able to solve the riddle of us. Hiris must be growing frustrated and impatient. She will feel the task beyond her subordinates. She tends to stay more south, along the river, near the border. Our activities will draw her north, coming herself to investigate. She will be unable to resist.”


    “So, she can be impulsive.”


    “As all hot-blooded warriors can be. Still, she’s no fool, either.”


    “You think highly of her.”


    “By Udyn’s spear! She’s good enough to have killed Plas of Ipithyia! And to do it, she vaulted the Ipithyian shield wall!”


    Hiris’s fame had grown with that feat during the Battle of Arbourlene three years prior, where she leaped over a shield wall, and managed to kill a dangerous warlord in King Plas. Now, her name was indeed mentioned as one to fear in battle.


    “You care so much for her reputation?”


    “Of course I do! Reputation is all! You disagree? When did you stop caring about reputation?”


    The dissenter didn’t reply at first, as the fire began to wane.


    Finally, “Reputations can be overblown. Still, I’m curious about Hiris.”


    “You wish to face her in battle? You wish to test her prowess for yourself? You may get your chance if our plan succeeds.”


    “I’m not curious about that,” said the dissenter. “I wonder about her and Jaint.”


    “What of them?”


    A pause. Then, tentatively, “I wager Jaint enjoys tupping her.”


    “He’s her husband. Wives and husbands should hopefully enjoy tupping.”


    


    “Would you tup her? I hear she’s quite comely.”


    Disgustedly, “I’m ignoring you right now.”


    “Because you would tup her?”


    “By Udyn’s eye! Is that all you think about?”


    Another pause. “We used to tup, you and I.” Wistfully, “You seemed to think about tupping a lot, too. Once upon a time.”


    Growling, “By Nyrn’s shears! That was long ago!”


    Regretfully, “Yes. Before you became a Crown Princess yourself. Like Hiris.”


    Rupaa cast back her hood. Yimaa stared at her. She couldn’t help but stare admiringly.


    To Yimaa, her princess had aged gracefully and beautifully.


    Rupaa was short, stocky, powerfully built, but shapely. She had a striking face both men and women found pleasing. Her pale golden hair, with threads of grey, fell plaited in two braids at the sides of her head.


    Her blue eyes were keen and cold. The dark-inked ritual patterns marking proven Sanaavian fighters were abundant on her. For her martial prowess, they covered her face, arms, and legs, just as they covered Yimaa’s.


    For years, Yimaa had served Rupaa. First, as one of her best warriors, when Rupaa was chief of a pirate crew, eventually rising to be Rupaa’s second-in-command. Then, as captain of her bodyguard, once Rupaa had become one of the most feared pirates on the seas. Yet again, as commander of her household troops, when Rupaa became a princess. Now, Yimaa had been elevated to countess.


    Yimaa knew Rupaa’s scarred, strong, yet supple body well from years of tending to her battle wounds. And from pleasuring her in bed.


    Yimaa shuddered again, this time with longing, not cold, remembering some of the scintillating times with Rupaa when they were intimate.


    Rupaa acknowledged, “I’ve asked my husband if he felt he needed anyone else to join us in bed. Several times over the years, I’ve offered to have men, women, or both join us. He declined, saying…” She sounded wistful and happy speaking of Laahtre. She hadn’t sounded like that a lot recently, in Yimaa’s opinion. “It wasn’t required. He said…I was enough for him. He said, my beauty dimmed the need for any others.”


    Yimaa was called beautiful, too, just like Rupaa, by many people. She was taller, even more muscular than her princess, and flaxen-haired, like Rupaa. Yimaa also bore a giant mole on her left cheek that she felt gave her an alluring look. She wished she had a man like Laahtre to give her compliments that lit up her face, the way Rupaa’s had lit up then.


    Dejected, she asked, “Did you ask him if he wanted me to join you two? I’m no ordinary woman, you know.”


    “You’re incorrigible,” came the reply, with a reluctant chuckle. Underneath, at last, a little mirth from Rupaa.


    “Well, at least I know now why you haven’t lain with me in so long. I was rather hurt, you’ve never invited me to your bed since you married Lord Laahtre.”


    No response.


    Yimaa pressed, “The three of us… Wouldn’t that be pleasurable?”


    Rupaa admitted, “Likely. But I have enough distractions.”


    Yimaa said, “A pity you’re so fixated on killing Hiris. From what I’ve heard of her looks, I wouldn’t complain about being distracted by her.”


    “By Udyn’s eye! She’s young enough to be your daughter!”


    The fire had nearly fizzled out. Yimaa dreaded returning to the forest’s edge to get more kindling, which would be her lot as the subordinate noble of the pair.


    “I’ve been telling you for some time,” said Yimaa next, “That we shouldn’t be the ones risking ourselves like this. At least you shouldn’t.”


    “By all the goddesses and gods! Am I some fragile wisp of a woman now? Not a pirate, a chieftain, and a shield-maiden?”


    “Former pirate, chieftain, and shield-maiden,” Yimaa reminded her. “You’re a princess now.”


    “You question my toughness? Don’t I still fight in the front of the shield wall?”


    “You shouldn’t still be fighting in the front of the shield wall.”


    “Why not? Do you no longer have my right side covered?”


    Softly, Yimaa replied, “Always. That’s not the point.”


    “What point is there to this inane conversation? Or do you merely torment me to pass the time?”


     “I think we should capture her. Not kill her.”


    “Why, by Nyrn’s shears? So you can tup her?”


    “What’s wrong with me wanting to tup her?”


    


    “You worry me. I don’t want a repeat of the last time you became obsessed with some woman.”


    “I wasn’t obsessed,” denied Yimaa petulantly.


    “You were obsessed! She didn’t want you, for all your charms! You didn’t care! You killed that washer woman’s husband! So you could have her for yourself! Then, after you slew her husband, you killed her in a fit of rage, when she rejected you!”


    “It wasn’t…the outcome I wished for.”


    “Nor I. As it was I who paid the wergild to her on your behalf. You were empty of pocket, since you’d spent far too much coin drinking and carousing.”


    “I told you, I was grateful to you for it.”


    “Now, I’ve made you a countess. You’re rich enough to pay me back. I’m still waiting for reimbursement, by the way.”


    “It’s coming.”


    “Humph. You have changed, old friend. As I said, you worry me. You were never cruel or impulsive. That was me, not you. But recently…”


    Yimaa didn’t want to admit it. Yet, indeed, she had changed. She’d spent a lifetime fighting on decks of ships slick with blood, or in fields filled with carnage. She had survived. By surviving, she’d learned life was sweet. Even though she hadn’t yet savoured the best of what it had to offer. She was growing old. Maybe she was feeling a bit desperate. And, uncharacteristically, she had done some rash things of late.


    Yimaa had neither husband, wife, nor children. Rupaa did now. She wanted what Rupaa had. At a minimum, Yimaa wanted someone to love. She also wanted a life of leisure, and to leave the fighting to her warriors. As much as she still enjoyed battle in the moment, she was truly growing weary of it. Her bones throbbed as it grew colder, more and more each year. She wanted to taste more sweetness, instead of cold trudges uphill to face an enemy, battle-sweaty, burning from wounds, sore from strained muscles, aching from weary bones. Most of all, she didn’t want her next fight to be her final one.


    Yimaa wanted to fuck, drink, and be merry. To wear fine clothes. She wanted to spend less time paying attention to the details of making war, and leave that to her subordinates. She could afford to do that much more often now, as she had far more subordinates since Rupaa had rewarded her with a noble title.


    She was also tired of waiting for things she wanted. She was a great countess now. It was time to take all that which she desired, whenever she wanted to.


    Still, stubbornly, she said, “Because I want to tup Hiris, I worry you?”


    “Very well. I give you permission. You can tup her first. Then, kill her afterwards. Does that please you?”


    Petulantly, Yimaa said, “Actually, I have no desire to kill her. And I’m not the only one who thinks she’s far more useful alive than dead.”


    “Who else thinks that?”


    “You know who thinks that.”


    No response.


    Yimaa emphasized, “Lord Laahtre doesn’t believe we should kill her either.”


    A sensitive nerve was struck. “And who, by the will of King Mag and all the gods, will be the ruler of Norsoon? Indeed, who will be ruler all of Acremia one day? Me, or Laahtre, my consort? Whose word holds sway?”


    “By Thyr’s spear! You only seem to care most about killing Hiris! Or killing Othrun! Why not listen to Lord Laahtre’s concerns? Do you not fear ignoring a druid’s advice? And doesn’t…” Yimaa swallowed a slight tremor, fearless though she was in any battle. “Doesn’t…though I know he’s a great man, a loyal man, doesn’t Lord Laahtre…frighten you a little? You know—as a druid—and just because…that’s his presence, druid or no. So cold sometimes…so cold.” She shivered again. Then, added, smiling tentatively, “Though I must admit, that danger about him is exciting. Makes my nipples hard—”


    Harshly, Rupaa cut her off, “That’s your future High King, and my husband you speak of. Not some concubine of yours. How I speak of him, as his wife and overlady, is not how you may speak of him, as your lord. Mind your tongue.”


    “Still, what of his concerns? What of—”


    “His concerns, frankly, if I didn’t know how fearless he was, strike me of cowardice. And an unwillingness to kill or capture Hiris and kill Othrun. In time, even if we capture her first and use her how we wish, Hiris must die for us to succeed. Othrun must die, too. I’ve told Laahtre this many times. He knows my thoughts on this matter well enough.”


    


    “Didn’t you want to tup Othrun once upon a time yourself?”


    Teeth gritted, “I’ve sworn to all the gods Othrun must die! If my husband can’t prove to me he’s willing to see his brother die, then he’s a traitor!”


    “Maybe he’s just wise?” shrugged Yimaa. “By Udyn’s eye! Laahtre is a druid, after all! Maybe he sees the dogged pursuit of killing Othrun or Hiris, above more important matters, will lead to more trouble than it’s worth. Maybe he sees with druid’s foresight—”


    Rupaa insisted, “Laahtre may need to prove to me, he is willing to kill Hiris, Othrun, or anyone else, if I command him to. To certify his loyalty. To banish any lingering doubts I may have of whom he cares for more: his old allegiances, and his brother, or his sworn oaths to his princess, and future queen.”


    “Even if it means we lose this coming war? Is proof of his loyalty worth that? I do not doubt your husband’s allegiances for an instant. King Mag, who brought your husband to Norsoon, and arranged for you to marry him, so that you might rule together, has never doubted Lord Laahtre. Neither should you. Lord Laahtre wants to solidify our position by conquering the other Northern kingdoms first—”


    “We need to follow my plan. To the letter. That means not conquering any more kingdoms first except Eltnish ones.”


    “I thought it was your plan and Laahtre’s plan? Besides, wouldn’t Hiris be more valuable alive? That’s what Lord Laahtre thinks. And wouldn’t Othrun be more valuable as an ally if he could be turned into one?”


    Rupaa looked down at her meal, so Yimaa couldn’t see Rupaa glowering silently at her. Because dark had nigh fallen. Yet, she knew her princess well enough to know exactly what she was doing: brooding. Because Yimaa was challenging her plans. And, because Rupaa knew there was more than a shred of logic in what Yimaa was telling her. And Rupaa didn’t like that.


    “I don’t understand,” said Yimaa. “King Hert knows we’ve taken Stoutougle. Invading his vassal state is tantamount to a declaration of war. Now we hunt down and capture or kill his daughter? Just to provoke him further? And to give his allies, including Othrun, who is Hiris’s naming father, more reason to galvanize the Eltnish against us?”


    “Why should I keep explaining my plans to you, if all you do is question them?”


    


    “But why do you want Hiris so badly anyway?” asked Yimaa. “Why risk all this just to kill or capture her?”


    “Because she’s Carthlughe’s heir! Killing or taking her breaks the will of the most important Eltnish leader who will challenge us in this fight: her father, Hert of Carthlughe. Break Hert, and victory is assured.”


    “I thought Othrun was the most important Eltnish leader who opposes us?”


    “I already have plans to take care of Othrun.”


    “Othrun won’t be easy to kill.”


    “Don’t challenge me anymore on this matter!” Rupaa’s tone turned dangerous. “I’ve been lenient with you. I’ve allowed you much freedom, to do and say as you wish. As long as you continue to fulfill your duties, I’ve overlooked your transgressions. And I’ve still rewarded you, because you’ve served me long and faithfully. And we’re comrades-in-arms, shield-maiden sisters. But do not overstep. I’m your princess now, your future high queen. Remember that. If I say we must take Hiris, alive or dead, and if I say it’s so important to do so, and that you and I must risk ourselves, then that’s what we shall do! Until she’s in our grasp! We shall not rest until we have succeeded!”


    More respectfully, “Lady Princess—”


    “You needn’t agree or understand my intentions. Only obey them. I will hear no more questions or opposition. Lady Countess.”


    Silence again.


    Then, changing the topic, “You know, it’s said these woods are perilous. Haunted.”


    “That’s why they call it the Forest Dangerous, you bloody idiot!” spat Rupaa. “But the only reason it’s dangerous right now is that we’re here. We’re the danger.”


    “By Udyn’s eye!” said Yimaa dolefully. “We’re not the only danger!” She checked back again at the foreboding forest. “It’s said—”


    “Shush!” hissed Rupaa. She cocked her head. “Hear that?”


    Both became still and silent. Listening. Looking.


    They shared a meaningful glance. Yimaa, who had the better eyes, saw first. She held up an open palm. The signal that someone was indeed coming.


    The men approached stealthily. But the two Sanaavians still marked their coming. Yimaa had keen ears, and the long experience to discern by the footfalls of warriors, how many they were.


    


    Ten total. Five from the east. Five from the west.


    Too few, thought Yimaa, as Rupaa flipped her hood back over her head.


    This shall be scant sport.


    The faint crunching of boots in the snow, the spluttering of the fire, the night hoots of owls, the cries of wolves, could potentially be some of the last sounds Yimaa heard, with enemies approaching.


    But she didn’t think so.


    Too few.


    The leader came first, his nine comrades hanging back.


    He stopped about two yards away from the fire, feet spread apart. His longsword was already in hand.


    “Who are you?” he barked. “What are you doing here?”


    He was a tall, rangy man in dark leathers. He’d been wise to place himself to see both women adequately, and have his blade in hand. But he was foolish to be that close. Two yards would’ve been a suitable reaction distance for less skilled warriors. But not against Yimaa and Rupaa.


    Yimaa made several sideways glances. She quickly assessed the calibre of the men. By their stances, she gleaned only the leader was a trained household warrior. The rest were likely green as grass. These would be men levied from the farm fields of Carthlughe, and given spears, swords, and shields. These would be men better used to sickles, reaping hooks, and small axes for chopping wood, than actual weapons. They were farmhands playing at war. No match for real soldiers. Against proven Sanaavian shield-maidens like her and Rupaa, they had no hope.


    She could feel their nervousness. She could smell their sweat, under leather armour they would be unaccustomed with wearing regularly. Even though they had a ten-to-two advantage, the fear of Yimaa and Rupaa’s soon-to-be adversaries reeked off them, like death.


    This would be a completely unfair fight. Once the leader was dispatched.


    “We’re refugees, Lord,” said Rupaa meekly, a rehearsed humility. She began her equally rehearsed story. “We’ve been travelling for days. We’re cold. Hungry. We just wanted to start a fire and have some warmth, some food.”


    “Refugees from where?” demanded the leader.


    “From Norsoon, Lord,” said Rupaa. “We’re trying to get to Carthlughe. We seek asylum.”


    


    “By the Six, you’re still more than a good ten miles from there,” said the leader. “In the middle of a war-torn land. We’ve seen no more refugees from the Sanaav in Carthlughe for some time. The borders off the Sanaav are sealed. So are ours.”


    “We sought sanctuary in an abandoned steading,” claimed Rupaa. “About a league from here, for some months. Then we ran out of food. The game around was scant. Now we make our way south.”


    “Can you take us to Carthlughe, Lord?” asked Yimaa plaintively. “Are you a Carthlughean commander?”


    “I am. But we’ll see if you pass my inspection first. Then we can discuss what happens to you next. Let me see your hands. Slowly. Then cast off those hoods.”


     Obediently and carefully, Yimaa and Rupaa removed their hoods.


    The leader squinted at them. He frowned, taking in their ritual ink patterns covering their faces. Then, he hissed, “By the Sky Goddess! You’re well marked for a couple of refugees!”


    “We’re warriors, Lord,” said Yimaa. “Now we just seek safety. Norsoon has been ravaged by war, these past years. Now, they prepare for more war. We’ve had enough of battle. We deserted our troop. As a result…we are wanted women.”


    “Perhaps you’re wanted by more than Norsoon,” said the leader suspiciously. “Many of our patrols in this area have recently fallen to some unknown threat.”


    “Unknown, Lord?” said Yimaa, attempting not to sound condescending. “You mean Sanaavian invaders, no? I hear Stoutougle is taken. Wouldn’t the Sanaavians have patrols in these areas as well?”


    “By the Six, you’re well informed,” noted the leader shrewdly. “For refugees.”


    “It’s common knowledge, Lord,” said Rupaa meekly, “that Rogonhe’s capital has fallen.”


    “Our task,” said the leader gruffly, “is to ensure no more of our allies’ land falls. And maybe you still belong to those invaders. And you’ve been killing our warbands.”


    “We’re just two, Lord,” said Rupaa, trying to sound fearful and innocent. “Are you saying we two, by ourselves, killed whole patrols?”


    “Someone killed them,” said the leader. “Evidence indicates it wasn’t some huge group of soldiers. In fact, there are indications it may have only been one. Or two.”


    “Then they must be very skilled, Lord,” said Yimaa.


    “I’m no lord,” said the leader. “Just Ency, commander of this troop. Your names?”


    “I’m Yimaa,” said Yimaa truthfully.


    “By the Six, that name sounds familiar to my ears,” said Ency. He turned to Rupaa. “And your name?”


    In answer, Rupaa sprang to her feet, coming up like lighting. The blades she had been sitting on flashed in her hands in the almost extinguished firelight, as one of Yimaa’s own blades was flung out at the commander.


    Rupaa went left. Yimaa launched herself to the right.


    Yimaa’s first throwing axe took Ency in the chest before he could raise his blade. Yimaa didn’t wait to see if it was a killing blow. The force with which she threw it would have put down a boar.


    She was already moving again, drawing her other throwing axe from beneath her cloak, spinning again to her right before the leader she killed fell. She had her seax in the other hand. With two blades…well, she actually pitied those who’d be facing her.


    Nine-foot-long spears have an extraordinary killing range. They can be used to jab. They can also be thrown. If the thrower is good, they’re lethal. But when the enemy has trained all their life to evade them, that only means the loss of one’s spear. The spear heaved to skewer Yimaa came fast in the night. But it whizzed by her as she rolled to one side. She was back up on her feet in an instant. By then, her enemies had set upon her in earnest.


     A dagger thrust managed to pierce the leather covering the rounded contour of her shoulder. The blade stuck there in her. She felt the pain in passing. A fleeting thought in her mind was, had the blade gone more to the right or more down, a lung would have been punctured or an artery severed. That would have put her down. Likely, for good. She kept fighting.


    The warriors made the mistake of attacking her together at once. In close, all her enemies were within reach of her blades: her other throwing axe in her left hand, her seax in her right.


    She heaved that last throwing axe at close range. The blade met bone and tissue. A head lolled to one side, neck broken, a man falling dead. She barely parried a blow from a longsword with her shorter blade. Then, she had to duck a cut from another wielded by a separate foe.


    A savage swing from Yimaa’s seax carved into boiled leather and chest cavity. As the man went down, seax in his breast, Yimaa dexterously snatched his longsword out of his numb hand and, with a short stride, plunged it into the groin of another who’d raised his axe high overhead to brain her. The triumphant war cry from that man ended in an agonized moan. She bent low, ripping out the blade, as he tumbled over her shoulder.


    She backed off, turning, finally drawing her short sword. She faced her remaining opponent with two blades in hand once more.


    Yimaa turned agilely to one side as the last man rammed his weapon with swiftness at her breast. She casually twirled the blade, then struck him in the face with the hilt of the borrowed longsword. Playing a little.


    He staggered back. Still, he had the fortitude, even taking that stunning blow, to come up with another cut at Yimaa’s legs. She skipped out of the way like a dancer, lithe for one so big.


    “You’re not a bad fighter!” said Yimaa. She stepped back in the firelight, knowing she would look intimidating and ferocious. Enjoying it. Relishing the fear that would be in her enemy’s mind, realizing her prowess, that he had no chance of victory. Respecting his courage, nonetheless. “But you’re going to die unless you yield!”


    In answer, the man just snarled. Then he brought his sword back to bear on Yimaa’s other side. She spun like a cat, dodging the blow. The man pressed his attacks feverishly. With disdainful skill, Yimaa parried them. When she grew tired of the practice, she suddenly lunged. The man avoided it. But he tripped, falling in the snow, his feet sliding wildly as he went to the ground. Yimaa rammed the longer blade down. Blood spurted in the dim light. The man thrashed briefly until Yimaa leaned in on the sword. The thrashing ceased.


    Yimaa stuffed her own short sword into the belt of her cloak.


    Her impaled shoulder began to shriek with pain. Heedless of it, Yimaa gritted her teeth. She drew the dagger out of her flesh, ensuring it came straight out, in order to hopefully not tear any more tissue. She stifled a scream. Then she flung it away contemptuously. Later, there would be time to clean and bind the wound, and soothe the fire in her shoulder. For now, she wanted to see how Rupaa fared. Yimaa left her seax in the body of one of her foes. She would retrieve it later.


    Rupaa had dispatched all of her five, save one. That last one lay, direly wounded at Rupaa’s feet, bleeding from many holes in their body, as the Princess loomed above her fallen enemy.


    Rupaa’s chest heaved, exhausted from her fight. She still had energy left to stoop down and use her own seax, to end the survivor’s suffering.


    Afterwards, she rose, taking notice of Yimaa staring at her.


    “This mess we’ve made here,” panted Rupaa, looking back at her comrade, “will surely, finally, get the attention of the Crown Princess of Carthlughe. Don’t you think?”
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    CHAPTER ONE


    Hiris realized it was too late.


    The third of her three patrols hadn’t reported in for two days.


    Ten more men, missing.


    The two other patrols, a total of twenty soldiers, were already found slaughtered.


    In her heart, Hiris knew those last ten men were dead. She comprehended searching for them was pointless. That such a fruitless quest would only increase the danger she and her patrol never returned to Wolflodge, the Carthlughean capital.


    Nevertheless…


    Ency was a decent captain. He was a Carthlughean regular, with at least half a decade of combat experience.


    Like Hiris, Ency had years filled with combating raids in Rogonhe. Of billowing clouds of smoke from homesteads burned. Of Rogonheans, displaced, fleeing, screaming for the loss of homes and loved ones to bitter swords, seaxes, and spears. Of fractured families, wondering about the fate of their relatives.


    Hiris had witnessed mothers clutching weeping babes to their breasts, fathers leading frightened children by the hand. She’d seen terrified refugees moving west to seek shelter behind the ramparts of the capital of Stoutougle, or abandoning their country altogether, flooding into Carthlughe. It had been a time of bedlam, of pandemonium. A time of fighting savage warbands of inked warriors, and barely triumphing because of superior numbers. Yet losing far too many in the exchange.


    But now, Carthlughe couldn’t afford to lose any more troops helping to defend their vassal state of Rogonhe. They needed every warrior and more, to face the eventual wholescale invasion, and to protect their own territories.


    With troops running low to defend the homeland, and full-scale war with Sanaavia inevitable, Hiris’s father, King Hert of Carthlughe, instructed his Earl Chieftain and brother-in-law, Arom, to start pulling back all the Carthlughean troops to Wolflodge. As such, Arom had assigned Ency to lead one of the last teams left in Rogonhe, consisting of ten men-at-arms from the levies.


    Ten-man patrols were a cutback from whole troops of twenty. Along with two other ten-man warbands already in the area, Ency’s warband was to conduct the last sweeps of Eastern Rogonhe, before abandoning the territory entirely to the enemy. Their task: to ascertain the extent of the invasion so far, and gather any information of military usefulness. Then, retreat back home, across the partially frozen Placid River.


    When the other two Carthlughean warbands left in Rogonhe failed to report as scheduled, Hiris finally led her own troops out to investigate. Arom, even if he was nearby, at residence in his domains, which he was not, was too old now to ride out on such quests. Most of the Earl Chieftain’s best captains, who could have ridden out in Arom’s place, had fallen in battle over the past few years. The rest had been reassigned to command troops stationed along the Placid River, performing the critical task of watching the Carthlughean-Rogonhean border.


    The Earl Chieftain and his wife, Princess Renat, Mage of Carthlughe, had been summoned back to Wolflodge. They’d been called to help Hiris’s royal father plan the defence of Carthlughe. And to scheme a counter-offensive against the invasion of Rogonhe, which, of course, there could be no doubt, was the forerunner to the invasion of all Eltnia by the Sanaavians.


    Thus, Renat and Arom were currently away from the seat of their Earldom of Barrow (the northernmost fief in Carthlughe), the fortress Coldbanks. King Hert was calling his banners. Soon, Carthlughe would be going to war with its allies, against all the might of the Sanaav.


    Hiris was anxious to be by the side of her father, aunt, uncle, and all of Carthlughe’s warlords, to strategize for the coming war.


    But first, she had to find out what happened to Ency, his men, and all the others. She had to be the one to find them. There was no captain available whom she had full trust in to complete the task.


    All she had met with so far was futility, and death.


    Two days earlier, just a mile north of the Placid River, which formed the Carthlughean-Rogonhean border, she’d found the bodies of ten slain Carthlughean warriors. There were no signs of who killed them.


    She had the bodies hastily buried, and done what tribute she could for them. All the while, burning for revenge.


    The next day, another few miles north, after combing an area of about five miles square, the second Carthlughean group of ten was found murdered in the same fashion. The killers vanished without a trace. Once more, saddened and angered, Hiris had laid the men to rest. Yet she was no closer to finding who had murdered the Carthlughean soldiers.


    Now, only Ency’s warband was left out there, unaccounted for.


    Somewhere.


    The last missing warband’s composition was well known to Hiris. Like any good general, she prided herself in knowing and caring about her troops, and being cognizant of strengths and weaknesses.


    Two members of that warband were senior enough. As, of course, was Ency, the warleader. The rest were novices. Those two veteran farm soldiers in the group were stalwart. They were only Hiris’s age, but they’d been conscripted long before Hiris had ever fought her first real war campaign in Ipithyia.


    Now, both of these, along with seven novices, and a seasoned captain, were on the latest list of potential casualties. Would they join the twenty men who had already been slaughtered in this part of Rogonhe, mysteriously, in the past month, since the sack of Stoutougle?


    All the intelligence noted the Sanaavians had not yet stationed any troops east of the Forest Dangerous. It seemed all their forces, for now, were confined to the west of the beleaguered kingdom. Despite this, besides Stoutougle, they had taken over all the major towns, such as Arget, Glendwane, and Antat.


    No one, soldiers or not, willingly entered the Forest Dangerous. Acremians were a superstitious lot. The forest was said to be haunted. Still, the Sanaavians would be foolish not to ensure they held the forest as well. Or, at least to certify it was free of anyone other than their troops.


    Yet Carthlughean patrol after Carthlughean patrol, those courageous enough to brave the Forest Dangerous, until the most recent ones who were found slain, returned to Carthlughe safely. No sign of enemies within the forest, or operating anywhere within the strip of land bordered by the forest, the River Scanna, the Placid River, and the mountains, which defined East Rogonhe, had been reported.


    The fact that the patrols returned alive seemed to confirm the information there were no enemies on this side of the forest, was correct.


    Hiris knew better.


    The Sanaavians might not be sending their soldiers into Rogonhe in droves. It might be in dribbles. They had sent ten thousand to take Rogonhe’s capital and major towns, all west of the forest. They had entrenched there. But now, they might start sending reinforcement troops down from Sanaavia. With enough power, they could easily brush aside the remainder of the puny Rogonhean border guards, who’d so bravely and obstinately refused to abandon their posts at the mouth of the Perilous Pass. They would just need another few hundred.


    The Rogonhe border warriors would probably simply retreat, observe, and let them pass. The Sanaavians might not even bother with them. The enemy might just keep marching in to completely occupy the kingdom. Or the Sanaavian commander of the garrison at Stoutougle could start sending out warbands, to ensure Eastern Rogonhe was soft and ready to yield. This would pave the way for the complete occupation of Rogonhe, and allow the Sanaavian horde to flood over the Placid River, into Carthlughe. Maybe it was one such patrol who had wiped out Hiris’s men.


    But the evidence contradicted that. The evidence showed the murderers were few in number.


    Regardless, instincts told Hiris that Ency and his men were dead. It wasn’t just melancholy at finding the other warbands obliterated. She sensed it.


    And more than ever, she had a valid reason to trust her senses.


    “Further north,” she ordered her guard captain brusquely, turning her mount in that direction. The captain shouted orders. Those orders included directions to ensure the fifty men under his command stayed at least a hundred yards from the treeline. Any hidden troops could be waiting there to spring at them.


    “By the Fire Goddess!” Her husband pulled his horse beside hers. “How much farther will we go?”


    


    “At least another two or three miles.” She took a swig of her wineskin before offering it to Jaint.


    He downed his portion, smacking his lips. He passed it back, gripping the reins with his other hand. Taking a deep sigh, his breath streamed in the cold air, warning, “We need not extend ourselves too far.”


    Hiris snarled, “By the Six! We need to find my troop!”


    Jaint knew better than to argue with his wife. Especially when she was in an irksome mood. He simply smiled one of his frustratingly stupid yet handsome smiles, indicating his compliance with her commands. It was the kind of smile Hiris couldn’t help but find idiotic, yet endearing at the same time.


    The extended cut to his cheek that should ruin his looks, a wound he received in battle in Ipithyia, had left quite a scar. But, for Hiris, the scar only added to his charms. His golden hair, neat beard, and long, lean face were dear to her. She smiled inside. When the Six blessed her and Jaint with children, Hiris was sure they would be beautiful.


    He wore leather armour, an immaculate white cloak, black trews, and high boots. A bejewelled sword hung at his side, and his helm had a circlet of silver at the crown. Jaint enjoyed being a lord, and was proud of being a deadly warrior. Yet, in all his mannerisms, he wasn’t boastful or arrogant. Men whispered behind his back that he was simple. But even before he had attained the status of a prince, they never did it within reach of his blade. His slim, strong frame was covered with many brands, touting his battle prowess.


    Jaint was no scholar. But he was a great fighter, kind of heart, and as devoted a husband as she could ask for. And he was a patient, considerate lover.


    She found herself regretful, for a moment, they were out in the cold, hunting for her warriors. Rather than curled up in their apartments, in Wolflodge. They should be there, working on producing another heir for her father, and enjoying the work. Immensely.


    But there was no time for thoughts of lovemaking, or breeding heirs. It was time to track her missing men.


    Hiris knew whatever she did, in the end, was in vain. The Rogonhean army had been almost completely destroyed. King Jorgo and his family had been killed at Stoutougle. Only the paltry border force of Rogonhe soldiers stubbornly who manned the crossing of the Perilous Pass, remained of Rogonhe’s military. Their only purpose for keeping to their posts: to get a rider off to warn Carthlughe if the Sanaavians brought their main army south, to strike Wolflodge.


    It was time to cease the pointless patrols. Hiris’s father had told her to gather all the Carthlugheans soldiers left alive in Rogonhe, and return to Wolflodge.


    But that order meant—to Hiris—to find whatever Carthlughean soldiers were left alive in Rogonhe, then return to Wolflodge. She wouldn’t return to the capital, until she was satisfied there was no one else to bring back.


    Her men were tired from hard days of forced marching, and woebegone after locating their slain countrymen. But they were wolves. They wouldn’t be quick to put aside the hunt. Even if their tongues were lolling, their spirits ebbing.


    She was the wolf-pack leader. It was her job to keep them together. To keep them hungry for vengeance, for blood. The blood of those responsible for their comrades’ deaths would rejuvenate them. She had to find the killers.


    She drove her warband onwards.


    Hiris’s mind turned to how circumstances had come to where they were.


    Three years prior, she had returned from war in Ipithyia, with an enhanced reputation for having slain the King of Ipithyia in battle. Her reward? More battle and chaos on the frontier between Eltnia and Sanaavia.


    The summer following her return from the campaign, a group of marauders, flying the banner of the grey iron helm on a snow-white field for the Queendom of Knuljaa, snuck over the mountains. Knuljaa had launched one of their typically devastating surprise raids into Rogonhe. This raid began the day Hiris celebrated her marriage to her long-time lover, Jaint. Her wedding present from her father, was that the day after her wedding, Hiris and Jaint were given five hundred warriors to take north to the Rogonhean town of Byward, the target of the invaders.


    They had arrived in time to save the small force of Rogonhean regulars defending Byward from being completely wiped out. But they could do little to save the town itself.


    Swooping in like birds of prey, the Knuljaans had rampaged through Byward, carrying off anything of value they desired, killing and burning as they went. Only a few Sanaavians were slain, most fleeing with their spoils when the Carthlugheans approached in force. But Byward was already on fire and nearly in ruins. Most of its merchant stalls were destroyed.


    King Jorgo, in consultation with Hert, made the difficult decision not to rebuild Byward. The region had become too unstable. Only the remnants of ruined stalls stood, where traders of many nationalities had once become wealthy, as goods flowed in and out of Sanaavia.


    Byward had been more of a massive market than a town, with few permanent residences, other than those belonging to the dozens of merchants who kept stalls there. It had remained a thriving place, though it had recently seen leaner times than in past decades. Once, it had been the industrious main trading outpost between Sanaavia and Eltnia.


    Long had items manufactured in Eltnia, including swords forged in Carthlughean smithies, been sent to Sanaavia in exchange for things such as pelts to make warm clothing and blankets, and whale oil to light candles. Through Byward, up from the South, goods from Yaden and Anglania, such as exotic fabrics, teas, and spices, made their way up via Celtnia, Middlinia, Eastrealm, Lynchun and Carthlughe, into Rogonhe, and then on to Sanaavia. If the famous city of Three Rivers was Acremia’s greatest commercial seaport, then Byward had been one of Acremia’s most significant commercial land hubs. It was a place where cultures and religions met, as hawkish Eltnish merchants who worshipped the Six Elemental Goddesses, and gruff Sanaavian traders who prayed to Udyn, Thyr, and Nyrn interacted on a daily basis.


    But then, years before Hiris was born, a halt came to trading between Sanaavia and Eltnia that seemed poised to change the continent’s economies. Though natural enemies, commerce had continuously flowed for centuries between the two regions of Acremia—Eltnia in the South and Sanaavia—otherwise known as the Sanaav, or the Northronland—in the North. But something changed.


    That change came after Carthlughe, Lynchun, and Eastrealm became a formidable alliance. It was an alliance that angered and worried Sanaavia. For it made Eltnia stronger, more self-sustaining, and more resistant to Sanaavian raids.


    As a result, the Sanaavian kingdoms, such as Norsoon, had broken off trade with Lynchun and Carthlughe, imposing sanctions against the new Alliance. Perhaps had the three-way conglomerate buckled early on, the Sanaavians might likely have continued to keep trade relations open. But the Alliance soared, and the three Eltnish kingdoms, and all Eltnia, prospered as a result.


    Still, the Sanaavian strategy turned against them. They fell to their knees economically.


    The Sanaavians had started out with an advantage in sea power. This advantage was enabled by their fearsome war galleys. So long as the Sanaavians could continue to transport goods by sea to great ports such as Three Rivers, under the protection of their warships, they would have some measure of wealth. Swift sea travel prevented damage caused by rough roads, keeping wares intact and avoiding land piracy from highwaymen. Sanaavian war galleys could garner high fees to bring warriors, goods, and passengers. Then, the Sanaavians could extort and rob all three for additional costs.


    It wasn’t a system the Eltnish kings, mostly landlocked, having no navies, could replicate.


    But the cold climate and deep snow of the Sanaav, especially in their brutal winters, hindered foot travel. Sanaavians didn’t have proper bridges or roads, like in Eltnia. In the milder environs of Eltnia, goods could be transported all year long. With a resurgence in trade, peace between Lynchun and Carthlughe for the first time in many decades, and stability in Middle Eltnia, commerce increased from surrounding nations to the benefit of Eltnia and to the detriment of the Sanaavians.


    Sanaavia, despite their riches from slavery and the sea trade, wasted too much of their time on the constant, fruitless cycle of warring amongst each other, then rewarding their warlords. In this fashion, Sanaavian lords remained in each other’s debts. They were indebted to their own vassals rather than the inverse, which should be how a proper feudal structure operated. The continual pilfering and pillaging took their toll.


    Sanaavian kings were often murdered or unseated from their thrones by rivals, internal and external, at an incredible rate. With the kingdoms in continual flux, their rules and laws destabilized, harvests were burned or stolen, and secret hoards unearthed during raids and confiscated. In addition, most of Sanaavia lacked arable farmland in their frozen Northern climates. Sanaavia threatened to collapse.


    


    Whereas Eltnia, with a far more temperate climate, continued to thrive. Eltnia had rich and copious farmland, ore reserves, and a more stable feudal system. Despite pervasive raiding amongst the Eltnish kingdoms, there were fewer large-scale conflicts between nations. This allowed Eltnish domains to keep their economies intact.


    Rogonhe and Carthlughe saw refugees from war-impacted Sanaavia flooding their borders, from around the time Hiris was born. The asylum seekers from the North became, at first, a drain. Still, some benefit was derived. Refugees were adequately housed and given fair wages. But any possible spies from Sanaavia were rooted out, as much as they could be identified. In addition, those who came from the North were given the option to swear fealty to Rogonhe and Carthlughe. Or return to Sanaavia.


    With circumstances so dire, it was only a matter of time until the Sanaavians turned their attention to ravishing the bountiful fields of Eltnia in earnest. The Northronlanders had exhausted almost everything useful from their own lands.


    Weakening the Eltnish position, in the present day, Hiris’s grandfather, the redoubtable Wely, King of Lynchun, the prime leader of the three-way Eltnish alliance, was near his end. His presumptive heir, Bartho, wasn’t only mad, but also feeble. The scheming Queen Lysi of Nyrimia, a distant cousin to the Royal Family of Carthlughe, was allied with various Sanaavian realms, and pushing her own designs to rule Eltnia. And Bartho was cow-towing to Lysi, further enervating the Eltnish alliance.


    The Sanaavians smelled blood. They were preparing to make their decisive move. They had their own powerful alliance of Furfell, Knuljaa, Laakmir, Glamstaad and Norsoon. That Grand Sanaavian Alliance planned to make Eltnia their own.


    But Hiris’s father, Hert, was still the head of the resistance for the Eltnish against the Sanaavians’ plans for control and domination of all Acremia. He would never allow Sanaavia to conquer Eltnia, while he lived.


    Nor would Hiris.


    Hiris’s thoughts turned back to the present. For three more miles, Hiris and Jaint rode, and ten warriors, including the guard captain, marched in front of the horses of the Crown Princess of Carthlughe and her consort. The rest of their contingent trailed behind the two riders, throughout the now-depressing scenery of the once-flourishing countryside of Eastern Rogonhe.


    They passed snow-covered dung heaps, and more burnt-out, abandoned steadings, with sagging wooden frames and rotting boards clinging to barn sides like leeches, and decomposing bodies of cattle and humans. Most of these corpses were skeletons of unfortunate Rogonheans, who had long since died either of starvation, or been slain by invaders.


    Then, at last, they found Ency and his band.


    At least what was left of them.


    Because it was winter, they didn’t smell them before they saw them. However, when they neared, the stench rose to greet them.


    The real wolves had gotten to them.


    Even though all of her men were veterans, some emptied their stomachs when coming upon their slain comrades. The sight and stench were horrible.


    “By the Earth Goddess!” growled Igen, Hiris’s guard captain. “They’ve been fucking butchered too! And half-eaten besides!”


    Hiris and Jaint watched from a few yards away, as their men analyzed the scene. Hiris’s guts protested at the scent of death and short-term decay, but she held in her nausea. Jaint, at first, had a coughing fit, and looked pale. But he, too, managed not to vomit.


    The two royals sat grim and silent, watching intently on their anxious steeds, who shunned death. The scouts, experts at deciphering such scenes, somberly examined what happened to their fallen comrades.


    “The wolves didn’t get to them for a day or so, Lady Princess.” This was from Lant, one of her grizzled veterans. He took the liberty of nuzzling her horse with one hand, trying to calm the beast, as he spoke to his mistress. Hiris knew he, too, was a farmer by trade. He loved animals of all measure. “Ravens, yes. It took a bit for the wolves. Of course, it wasn’t any beasts on four legs who killed them.” He shook his head. “Ambush.”


    “Mounted enemies?” asked Hiris harshly.


    “No hoof prints.”


    “Humph,” said Hiris. “Go on.”


    “Judging by the footmarks, only two attacked them.”


    “Two?” put in Jaint, incredulous.


    “Aye,” said Lant, unequivocally. “Consistent with the other scenes where our troops have been cut down.”


    


    “Tell me what you can about them,” said Hiris.


    “The two attackers were both heavy. One bigger than the other. But both must have moved like the wind. Light on their feet. Seems our lads wounded one of them.”


    “Seriously?”


    “I don’t think it so. Not a fatal wound. Meanwhile, the attackers ripped our lads apart. Then, the birds and beasts did the rest.”


    “How, by all the Six Goddesses?” Hiris wanted to know.


    The old scout scratched his beard. “Looks like two had camped out here. They’d set a fire, backs to the forest. Our lads must have seen them from afar. They wanted to sneak up on them, so they dared enter the forest, for concealment. Then they came out of the forest and encircled the two. Ency probably approached first. He had four men on one side, five on the other. A decent approach. If those two attackers were unskilled. They weren’t.”


    “By all the Goddesses,” swore Jaint.


    “Ency got it in the chest,” Lant deduced. “Throwing axe. He wouldn’t have seen it coming, most likely. Couldn’t stop it, even if he did, if it was thrown quickly and accurately enough. Which it was. Was probably dead before he hit the ground.”


    “By the Six,” mumbled Hiris.


    “Looks like one of the two took on four of our men. The other one dealt with the other five.”


    Jaint snapped, “How are just two soldiers killing so many of our warriors?”


    “With surprise,” muttered Hiris in reply. “And considerable skill and cunning.”


    “Yes,” agreed Lant ruefully, “even though our men would have thought they had the advantage of surprise and numbers.”


     “The wounded one?” Hiris asked next.


    “Blood trail, small, only drops really, leads along the edge of the forest, skirting the treeline. Going further north.”


    “They could be nearly all the way back to Sanaavia by now,” said Jaint, “with a two-day lead.”


    “No,” said Hiris, with conviction. “They’re out there. They haven’t finished.”


    “Haven’t finished?” said Jaint. “We’ve no more patrols to kill.” He stared hard at his wife. The unsaid part: Except for us.


    


    Hiris said with vengeful hope, “Maybe the wounded one was slowed down. At least by a leg wound, I pray, by the Fire Goddess. I wish they bled out, the bastard!”


    “Tracks we’ve looked at so far, I don’t think so,” said Lant, “Not enough blood for that. You can’t effectively bind up a big wound that bleeds that much—like a gut wound, for example. The only way you stop too much bleeding is if it’s cauterized.”


    “How far did they manage to travel?” asked Hiris.


    The scout said, “Prince Jaint speaks truly. They could be twenty or forty miles from here if they’re fit, even if one is wounded, if they’re not wounded too badly. Depends on how many halts they need. All I can truly say is, they are headed north, along the treeline.”


    “Then so are we,” said Hiris.


    Short and slim, Hiris didn’t seem strong enough to bear her heavy broadsword, nearly as long as her. But she was wiry strong. Her thick sable cloak swirled in the rising wind, as she kicked her mount to go onward. The cloak had a stoat’s fur on the collar, and a silver wolf’s badge pinned the cloak around her shoulders.


    Underneath, she wore a sleeveless boiled leather jerkin, covered by a thin silver breastplate, with the white wolf’s head of Carthlughe embossed. The Princess’ feet and legs were covered with short boots and greaves edged in silver, stuffed into the stirrups of her mount. She wore her helm’s cheekpieces undone. Those cheekpieces were also silver-plated. A wolf’s tail crowned her helm, her blond hair streaming out at the back, falling nearly to her waist.


    Brands, blurred in her skin, in the symbol of the wolf, adorned each slender but muscular arm. One brand scarred each cheek of her strikingly beautiful face. She’d inherited the stunning looks of her mother, Binis, daughter of Wely.


    But she had also inherited both her mother and father’s strength and resolve, which was plain on her visage, as she urged her mount northward. She would find the ones responsible for the deaths of her men. She wouldn’t be denied.


    The trail was leading north. Away from Carthlughe. Back towards Sanaavia.


    Safety mandated Hiris abandon her quest for vengeance, for it was no longer a recovery mission. She couldn’t save her warriors. She could only exact retribution.


    The further north she went, the more likely she’d encounter an enemy warband bigger than her own who she couldn’t defeat. Ency and his men were already dead. As were the rest of the remaining patrols. If Hiris didn’t turn back soon, she and her husband and those who followed her could end up the same way.


    There was no reason to pursue who killed her men other than vengeance.


    But vengeance always had a sweet taste to Hiris, the She-Wolf. And leaving the Sanaavians who killed her soldiers, smacked of cowardice to the haughty Crown Princess of Carthlughe. Common sense was overruled by the burning for atonement for the killers, and Hiris knew it.


    She didn’t care.


    Dusk was coming. The warband went onward. Another mile.


    Then, they found who they believed might be their quarry. Two figures crouched over a meal cooked upon a wooden spit. It smelt like venison. Hiris knew that scent well enough.


    Just two.


    No weapons were seen within reach. Hiris knew that meant nothing.


    Whoever had been killing her patrols was deadly. Whomever they were, if they were just two, they had clearly had concealed blades, which they’d used to massacre her troops. That would be the only way they’d be able to surprise someone like Ency, who knew his business.


    Igen issued commands. Ten stout warriors with shields and swords strode towards the two. The spears were levelled. Hiris waited with Jaint, tensely, watching.


    If these were the two who had killed her patrols, they wouldn’t escape this time. Two had no chance against fifty.


    Then, the trap was sprung.


    Men streamed from the forest in front of Hiris. Huge, inked men with deadly swords, spears, and axes.


    The battle cries began as Hiris’s vanguard wheeled to face them. But the two who had been by the fire leaped up, blades in hand. Even as Hiris screamed orders, she witnessed helplessly as the first enemy swung from the larger hooded figure’s huge axe, taking one of Hiris’s best men’s legs. Both legs flew into the air as the torso fell to the ground.


    


    Then Hiris spun her steed about as she heard savage war cries coming from behind her.


    Jaint was already off his horse, shouting for men to form a shield wall in front of Hiris. Even as she swung down from the saddle, drawing her own sword.


    Hiris’s heart thudded as she saw more and more inked warriors with axes, short swords, and shields, rush out and start forming a massive shield wall that could easily envelop any Carthlughean one.


    “You should flee!” Jaint grabbed her arm. She wrenched away savagely.


    “And leave you and our men to die?” She pointed at the Sanaavians with her sword. There were so many. The enemy had not wholly formed their wall yet. But when they did, she and what was left of her warband would be easily overwhelmed.


    It was hopeless.


    A tear came to her eye. “I’m sorry, my love! I’ve led us to this end!”


    Jaint grimaced, but had no time for blame. Instead, always lusty for battle: “Attack them now! Before they form up! You and I ride at them! Our men will follow!”


    She loved him more than she ever did in that moment. He might be no scholar, but he was indisputably brave. If they were to die together here, she would die beside a man she loved and respected. She simply nodded in agreement, and he smiled with savage glee.


    The two royals sheathed swords, remounted, and soon hefted spears and shields.


    “ATTACK!” cried Jaint.


    He and his wife urged their mounts forward in front of their men, who charged behind them on foot.


    Jaint screamed then, “BY THE EARTH GODDESS! KILL THEM!”


    The Sanaavians were caught off guard. Who would have expected the two nobles to charge recklessly at them as they formed their shield wall? Horses would avoid the shields. But Hiris and Jaint skirted around them. Yet not before they’d left their spears in the bodies of two enemies as they flew by. Sanaavian battle-axes swung to try and kill the mounted riders as the rest of the Carthlugheans came forward. Full battle was engaged.


    A throwing axe thudded off of Hiris’s shield as she blew by the Sanaavian formation. She quickly turned her horse about, drew her longsword, and went back towards the fray.


    Then, she was thrown, as a spear took her steed in the foreleg. The horse went down in a heap with a terrible cry.


    Hiris was stunned, winded. As she tried to suck in air, cold knifed into her lungs. She managed to rise, praying for no broken bones in the fall. The fighting was but twenty yards away from her. She couldn’t see Jaint. She saw his riderless horse trotting aimlessly in a little circle closer to the tree line. She swallowed her dread and grief, and let anger well to the surface. Anger quickly turned to outright rage.


    She found her sword lying in the snow. Snatching it up, she called out a battle cry, and ran at the nearest foes.


    Two of them, big ones, saw her coming, and ran to greet her.


    Hiris’s sprint reached peak speed. Even in the snow, she was like a rabbit darting in the near-dark. But this rabbit had teeth.


    Even as the first of the two short blades hissed to carve through Hiris’s neck, she pitched aside. But her arms had her longsword stretched out, even as she fell. Her blade met a thick throat she couldn’t cut through. Yet her sword still greeted flesh. The impact jarred the weapon from her wrist. She rolled as the man she didn’t hit renewed his attack, and leapt at her while she was prone, before she could draw her dagger, hammering into her with his body.


    She was breathless. Hiris was strong for one of her slighter stature. But she was no match for the bullish might of the Sanaavian. He pinned her wrists with his meaty hands, while his weight crushed her. Quickly, another joined him. They restrained the Crown Princess of Carthlughe between them. For a moment, she feared she’d be ravished. She would die before she allowed that.


    Instead, she was dragged to her feet.


    Uselessly, she struggled against their combined strength, squirming, kicking, trying to bite.


    Then she stilled, as she watched the end of the battle unfold in horror.


    Her warriors had killed dozens. Yet they were only fifty. At least a hundred and fifty Sanaavians were standing. Every one of the Carthlugheans soon lay dead or captured upon the field. Hiris howled with outrage.


    


    She saw old Lant, a spear through his neck, lying, eyes wide open in the surprise of death. Further away, her guard commander, Igen, guts carved open, slumped up against the body of another one of her household troops. Guilt overwhelmed her. Igen was a widower with five children. Now, his children had no parents. The business of war was creating orphans.


    A heavily inked woman strode up to her, giving her an appraising and complimentary look. She was thick, yet not overwhelmingly tall. Instinctively, Hiris knew this was one of the ones who’d killed so many of her Carthlughean warriors, who’d laid in wait at the fire earlier.


    “I must say,” said the woman, “By the Six, you’re quick.” She glanced over at the warrior Hiris felled with a strike to the neck. “You managed to kill a good man twice your size.”


    Hiris gazed into those cold eyes, took in the heavily inked, yet not unattractive face.


    She hawked and spat in it.


    Then, she doubled over in pain, as the woman lashed out with a punch to Hiris’s gut.


    Her eyes watered. She felt like her stomach had caved in. Half-retching, she managed to straighten. Hiris glared into the woman’s face again. The woman wiped the sputum from her cheek with the back of her wrist.


    Catching her breath, Hiris gasped, “That’s how you treat a Crown Princess? By assaulting her?”


    “That’s how one Crown Princess greets another?” asked the woman, sounding amused. “With a gob of phlegm?”


    Hiris’s eyes narrowed, trying not to show her pain. Still, her words came with a gasp of recognition, after her captor had claimed an equal rank: “By the Fire Goddess, you must be…Rupaa. Rupaa of Norsoon.”


    “None other,” smiled Rupaa coldly. “It took much to garner your attention, Hiris, She-Wolf of Carthlughe. The Haughty Princess. You live up to your name. You charged into battle with no fear whatsoever. And now you proudly declare your title, thinking it will have some sway here. It won’t. Still, you’d have been a halfway worthy opponent. And I don’t say that about many Southerners. Yet now, alas, you’re just game, caught in a snare.”


    Hiris cursed her folly. She had been so bent on revenge. So intent to find and slay those who’d killed her troops, she had gone too far north. Too close to the forest. And this had all been a trap.


    But what kind of trap? A trap to catch only her? Because they knew she prowled these areas?


    All that effort to snare the heir to the King of Carthlughe? Or, just to kill off any Carthlughean patrols left in the area?


    Regardless, Jaint had been right. They had extended too far north. Too far away from the safety of their own borders.


    Was Jaint alive? Her heart beat frantically as she searched for him. Then, with relief, she found him.


     Jaint, also captive, held by two equally strong-looking Sanaavians as the ones who restrained her—one of them an enormous Sanaavian woman with a mole on her cheek—was forced into view.


    Jaint still struggled, even after a mighty cuff to the head teetered him.


    “Here is your partner,” said Rupaa. “Your prince consort.” She tutted, “Pity to kill him. Isn’t it?”


    “You bitch!” raged Hiris.


    “Kill me,” begged Jaint. “But let the Princess go!”


    “Ah, love,” mocked Rupaa, her hand on her heart, rolling her eyes. “The self-sacrifice! How noble of you, Lord Prince. Yet…” To the massive Sanaavian woman, she ordered, even as Hiris sagged with relief in the arms of her captors, “Free him, Yimaa.”


    “Today isn’t your day to die,” said the big Sanaavian woman called Yimaa to Jaint.


    They wouldn’t kill her beloved. And it was then, Hiris vowed, she would live, no matter what. If Jaint was alive, there would be something to live for, beyond the love of her own life. She’d live for the thought of being reunited with him one day, and making the heirs she planned to give Carthlughe, to take her realm into a glorious future.


    Yimaa and her cohort released Jaint. He slumped to his knees, still dizzy from the earlier blow to his head. Yimaa then exchanged places with one of the men holding Hiris. Yimaa leered at Hiris, as she encircled her arm with a vice-like grip. Hiris didn’t like that look in Yimaa’s eye.


    “You’re left alive,” announced Rupaa, looking down at Jaint, “To play messenger. You’re rather a high-ranking messenger. Nevertheless—”


    “Free me, and give me back my blade,” snarled Jaint as he stumbled to his feet. “And I have a message for you as well.”


    Inside, Hiris shouted, Shut your mouth, you stupid, brave fool! Live, my love! Don’t challenge them!


    Rupaa smiled gleefully. “Tell your father-in-law, King Hert, and tell King Othrun: we’re coming for them.”


    Jaint stared at his wife sorrowfully. Hiris gave him a longing look that also spoke of vengeance for her captors. Jaint nodded to his wife. Then he turned to Rupaa, promising, “If but a strand of hair on my wife’s head is harmed, I’ll—”


    “Say goodbye to her, Lord Prince,” Rupaa nodded to Yimaa, as Yimaa pulled Hiris away slightly. “You won’t be seeing her again, this side of Udyn’s feast hall.”


    Jaint looked around him. All of their men lay fallen about them, the few remaining captive, hanging their heads in shame. There was nothing he could do.


    Jaint vowed, seething, “By the Earth Goddess, I’ll see you on the battlefield one day, Lady Rupaa.”


    “Woe to you if you do, Lord Prince.”


    Another burly Sanaavian came, leading Jaint’s horse. Rupaa indicated to her man that Jaint should have his horse back.


    Reluctantly, he mounted, glaring at her.


    Rupaa jerked her head south. “You have a long ride. Begone, Prince Jaint. And don’t forget your message.”


    Rupaa issued more commands. What was left of Hiris’s men was only five, bound at the wrists. It seemed they would be kept alive. Hiris had to be grateful for that small mercy. Still…


    Hiris raged. The fate of those captured by Sanaavians, such as her five men, and herself, if they weren’t killed, was slavery.


    Rupaa turned to Hiris, as Hiris watched Jaint trot off. Jaint kept looking back, hesitating with every step his horse took. Hiris shook her head sadly, encouraging him to go, to stay alive. Finally, he gave his horse his heels, moving off quickly into the growing dark, toward the Placid River.


    “What a shame, your royal father risks his only child and heir on such dangerous missions!” Rupaa commented once Jaint left.


    “He doesn’t risk me. I insist on going.” Hiris assessed Rupaa. “What about you? You’re Crown Princess of Norsoon. Self-styled Crown Princess of all Sanaavia. And your father, King Mag, risks you? To try and lure me out? To be your captive? Am I that great a prize, you should risk yourself that way?”


    “He doesn’t risk me,” smiled Rupaa, repeating Hiris’s words. “I insist on going.”


    In her ear, Yimaa whispered, and her words made Hiris shiver with real fear, “Oh yes, dear Princess. You truly are that great a prize. One who we shall treasure. I’ve convinced my princess to keep you alive. How long you stay that way, depends on how pleased I am with your behaviour. You belong to me now.”


  




  

    


    CHAPTER TWO


    It was the season of death. That’s what Father later called it.


    It started with a letter.


    I received that letter on a beautiful Seventhmonth day, when the sun was high in the sky, the birds chirped merrily in the meadows, and the gentle grasses of South Valsyx wafted in the breeze around the domains of my fortress. That fortress was Dragonsyx, the official residence of the First Prince and Princess of the Kingdom of Eastrealm.


    Built on a stony promontory, rising high on the north banks of the Stonewater River, staring into Middlinia, Dragonsyx was the gateway to the kingdom from the southern parts of Eltnia. It was the largest keep in a system of stalwart fortifications, stretching for about a hundred miles, from one end of the kingdom’s southern border to the other.


    A walled town, also named Dragonsyx, had grown up just a few miles north of my castle. It was a bustling place. As crowded, smelly, noisy, and lively, as any Eastrealmian town.


    There were ornate, stepped, rounded masonry corbels propping up the overhanging turrets at all four corners of my castle, at the joining of the exterior close-mortared walls. These were just some examples of the elaborate outside decorations of Dragonsyx Castle. The corbels were carved with images of fire-breathing serpents, and the Triangle and Circles intertwined.


    But the curtain wall, running betwixt the two south towers, could only be accessed by a postern. Specially angled buttresses supported and reinforced the corners of the walls. The deep ditch breached the promontory on three sides, and flowed into the Stonewater. All these features bespoke a highly defensible keep, which could withstand the best siege any Eltnish warlord might mount.


    Dragonsyx’s simple, solid, if not unyielding, design implied implacability.


    With four high walls, concentric towers at the four corners, and a daunting central donjon in the middle of the fortress, Father told me he built Dragonsyx in the image of Newhall. Newhall, in the Drowned Kingdom of Atalantyx, had been the official residence of the Second Prince of the Realm. Father had been Atalantyx’s Second Prince before he came to Acremia, later rising to become a king in Eltnia.


    Father said he’d loved that castle, Newhall. Though, when he had inherited it from his Uncle, Yedwol the Old, it was found to be, while lavishly decorated, decrepit. Father had put considerable effort into restoring the crumbling keep.


    There was a fair portion of nostalgia, of course, with Father building what was initially designed to be his summer palace, in the image of his former stronghold in Atalantyx. He desired a stronghold worthy of a great king. Father was one of Eltnia’s greatest - if not the greatest - king.


    But Father ever clung to the old ways, and the trappings of the Drowned Kingdom. He told me Newhall held special significance to him. He’d laboured on it unceasingly and spent an obscene amount of money to repair it. Father wanted to have it fit for he and my natural mother, his dear departed Queen Aliaz—May the Single God keep her in His bosom always—to reside in once they were married. He’d vacated Atalantyx’s capital, forsaking the life of a bachelor prince.


    “When I left Atalantyx, coming to Acremia,” Father told me once, referring to Newhall. “One of the things I regretted most, was that I’d almost restored the bloody thing completely to be a suitable residence. I turned that dark, drafty, rodent-ridden place into something grand. Just when all that remodelling was complete, I had to abandon it. Shortly after I left, it sank into the depths. Along with everything else in Atalantyx.” He had sighed. Then, that determined look I knew so well had come to his face. “I vowed that when I established myself here, I would rebuild an even more splendid version of Newhall. Likewise, I’d build an even better Atalantyx.”


    Yet when Dragonsyx was completed, two years before I came of age at thirteen, to be officially enshrined as First Prince of the Realm, Father changed his mind about the castle’s purpose.


    


    “I’d planned to have it as a summer retreat,” he told me back then. “In hindsight, the more appropriate places for holidays are in the North of Eastrealm. A holiday residence should be built closer to our friends from Badonia, Lynchun, and Carthlughe. I can better entertain those kings in such a location, where they won’t have to travel as far to visit me.”


    Father loved to entertain his allies in his realm. He seemed not so fond, however, of going to visit them. One of his best friends, King Hert of Carthlughe, whose kingdom was one of the northernmost in Eltnia, Father had never travelled to see. I always wondered why.


    “Moreover,” had said Father, “We have enemies to the south and west. I need a strong bastion protecting our southern borders. And I need my strongest castellan in charge of that bastion. None will be stronger, in time, than you, my beloved son.”


    It had been decided. A few years after he made this decision, Father told me to take my household, and relocate to Dragonsyx. As always, I had obeyed. I was ten years old and three, becoming the master of my own castle. A crucial duty, I was responsible for holding Eastrealm’s southern borders against any potential incursion.


    Fortunately, I saw no such invasion for the time I’d held Dragonsyx. Though at sixteen years old, I did march off to war with Father. First in the east, in Ipithyia. Then to the south, in Yaden. Since then, most of our enemies to the south and east—while not all—had become our vassals and allies. So Dragonsyx stood, intimidatingly, yet peacefully, adorning the riverbanks. Such as it did, that Seventhmonth day when I received Father’s letter.


    I was nineteen years old on that day, as fine a summer day as one could wish. I was in the prime of manhood, health, and strength. I gave thanks to the Single God for that. Nineteen years old was, coincidentally, the same age Father fled the drowning of one kingdom across the Shimmering Sea, to forge alliances, and went on to establish another kingdom. Father had also been married for several years, at age nineteen. And at nineteen, I was also married for a few years.


    I was married to a brilliant, utterly lovely, imminently kind wife. Whom I didn’t love whatsoever.


    At fifteen, Candalove was a pretty, slight, demure, and impeccably mannered young woman. She possessed a natural grace and wit any lord would be ecstatic to have in their mate. Unless they were me. For I was a man who loved not women in that fashion.


    “Word from the King,” said Candalove, coming into my solar, handing me the letter.


    “Why do you bring this?” I asked as I took it. “Not Rendrun?”


    “I thought it best I bring you this news, rather than our steward.” A sad drop to the corner of her mouth. Not good news. I trusted Candalove to read all my correspondence, as I trusted Rendrun. Yet my princess wanted to bring me these tidings by her own hand. No doubt, to soften its blow, since Rendrun could be rather gruff.


    I sighed, looking at my wife. In addition to contemplating what dreadful news she might have just passed me, I pondered her and our marriage as well.


    Candalove’s virtue was intact, as was mine. Ours was a union unconsummated. I planned to keep it that way as long as possible.


    I had no desire whatsoever for Candalove. I felt guilty that I could never give her the kind of marriage she wanted. Still, she knew the truth: our joining was one born of the needs of feudal aristocracy and alliances, rather than any burning passion. She understood I didn’t have those feelings for her.


    She knew who she was getting in a husband. Even though I also knew she hoped to turn my heart into love, if not at least desire, towards her one day. We had obligations to fulfill by producing an heir. There would be joy in that for Candalove, demure and pious though she was. For me, on the other hand…


    Several years ago, a few weeks after we returned from our victory in Yaden, Candalove had been formally presented to me as my future wife at the royal court, for inspection, like some prize broodmare. That day, she whispered to me the way only those who will one day share the most intimate of secrets, as a married couple: “Grandmother says young women of true breeding need to be married off as early as possible, after their female courses come.”


    “In the name of the Single God,” I’d whispered, appalled. I was already uncomfortable about having such a young bride. “Why?”


    ‘Grandmother,’ for my betrothed, was her father’s mother, the iron-willed, cantankerous, and still-famous beauty Samata, wife of the late Earl Yedwol the Ready.


    “So they’re not exposed to temptations of the flesh,” had replied my wife primly, “While out of wedlock, that they might despoil their purity.”


    “And what did the good Dowager High Countess say of men’s purity,” I’d asked blithely about the double-standard. Then, I regretted it. “Forgive me, Future Wife. That was uncharitable of me. I don’t mean to sound disparaging towards your Lady Grandmother.”


    Truly, I didn’t want to impugn the mother of my then future father-in-law. I didn’t like to speak ill of anyone, including Samata. Nonetheless, Candalove’s Lady Grandmother was ever a thorn in the side of not only Father, but also Mother, the Queen of Eastrealm. Samata had never forgotten Father had executed her husband for treason. She had no intention of relinquishing that long-held, bitter grudge.


    As the senior lady at court in Wyrmshoard and unofficial matriarch of the Old Guard, Samata gave Mother fits. She subtly undermined Mother at every possible opportunity. Undermining Mother was a vehicle for undermining Father. Still, I silently asked for forgiveness from the Single God, and voiced my inappropriateness to my betrothed.


    But my future wife was not only kind, but perspicacious. She loved her grandmother for who she was. Yet, she wasn’t ignorant of Samata’s transgressions.


    “Grandmother is wise,” Candalove had responded quietly. “Yet no person possesses all wisdom. Grandmother ever considers what’s meet and proper. Yet, Lord Prince, our marriage shall be only as you and I desire it to be. Once we’re wed.”


    I’d raised an eyebrow. She’d returned my look placidly.


    That was her conveying, that while she and I must do our royal duty and eventually make an heir somehow, it would be when we were ready. Not before.


    Even though I could plainly see she was eager to take me abed, and learn what lovemaking was about, despite knowing I didn’t desire women. She would countenance that, without complaint. As long as we made an heir, that is, and she and I found some measure of happiness together.


    Overall, though I could never love her completely, the way a man should love a woman, I was pleased with the wife Father had chosen for me.


    But I wasn’t happy about the letter.


    As I stood in my solar, I read the hastily composed missive Father had sent me via messenger bird. My wife watched on, the concerned look never leaving her face.


    My Dear Son:
Wely is finally dying.
I go north to Lionfort with Glathan, riding at first light.
We hope to reach the Goldhall in time before the King passes.
Eastrealm is yours until I return. Rule well.
Your Loving Father.


    I digested the doleful news that was very unfortunate, but not unexpected.


    Wely had been ill for a long time, for years, in fact. He had managed to stave off death many times over the past decade. He’d never recovered his strength fully, but stayed alive. It seemed he would live forever, weak and infirm, but breathing.


    Yet, depending on one’s belief, the Single God, or the Six, called every mortal back to Heaven, or back to the Earth Goddess, one day. No one could avoid it. Even great kings like Wely, who sat in halls filled with gold.


    I liked the proud, irascible, yet kind and benevolent old King of Lynchun. I had not seen much of him recently. His sickness, a combination of gout, poor breathing, and broiling guts, had kept him mostly confined to his quarters in the Goldhall—his ancient and lofty great hall in his capital city of Lionfort—for more than the past decade.


    I was sorry to hear Wely’s time was coming to an end. I also felt horrible for Father.


    Wely was, in turn, like a father to my father. He wasn’t merely an overlord. Father would be devastated by Wely’s death. I silently prayed to the Single God, for Father to be comforted in his future time of grief.


    Glathan, my elder cousin, Fourth Prince of the Realm, the wisest man I knew, would also direly mourn Wely’s death. They, too, were good friends.


    Were it not for Glathan knowing Wely’s father, Ture, from previous visits to Eltnia, Glathan would have never put Wely at the top of the list as potential sponsors for Father and the Last of the Atalanteans to come to Eltnia. Thus, were it not for Wely, Father wouldn’t be a king in Eltnia, and I wouldn’t be the heir to Father’s throne.


    As my mind turned to Glathan, I tried not to think of his son as well. But it was unavoidable.


    Athen, also my distant cousin, was the person I loved. In the way I could never love Candalove.


    Athen was lost to me. He’d been dispatched far away, to Father’s vassal territory of Yaden, on the southernmost extremes of the continent.


    Athen served as Father’s ambassador for Eastrealm to Yaden’s ruling Sultana, Nada, and her husband and consort, Sultan Ingersa.


    A useless, fabricated position. Father claimed its creation was to gain intelligence about what transpired in Anibia via Ingersa, who was the son of the Anibian ruler. Yet, the position had been designed with one true purpose: to keep Athen and me apart.


    Because we were two men in love.


    Such a scandal, before the eyes of the Old Guard—Father and some of his closest advisors’ derisive nickname for the Atalantean elite of Eastrealm—wouldn’t do.


    I shook my head to free it of useless thoughts of my love, which could never be.


    I then also prayed Bartho, Maneprince—the title of the Crown Prince of Lynchun—would rule well, should the Single God see fit, that he should succeed his father Wely, upon Wely’s death.


    I said a final prayer for peace, order, and tranquillity with Lynchun’s succession. Admittedly, Bartho wasn’t a pleasant man. Nor did he show many favourable signs of being a good ruler. Still, I believed every incumbent to such a high office deserved a chance to prove themselves, before being condemned as ineffectual or unfit.


    Unfortunately, Father and many others in Father’s inner circle, didn’t agree that Bartho was worth giving a chance to do anything but to be deposed, and prevented from being the ruler of Lynchun.


    I dreaded the turmoil that might arise, if Bartho was challenged for Lynchun’s Gold Throne. Father himself would surely participate in that turmoil, in his detestation of Bartho.


    I sighed. Sadly, for Bartho, unlike for me, Bartho’s right to rule as the eldest child of a king was debatable. According to the primogeniture and succession protocol passed down from our progenitors, the Atalanteans, the eldest male heir, always succeeded to the position of king. This was done without consideration of anything else but gender and bloodline. As such, there had never been a ruling Queen of Atalantyx in its nigh five-hundred-year history.


    Not so in Eltnia, where Father ruled over his own kingdom among the Eltnish, though the pure blood of the Atalantean kings flowed through his veins, as it did mine.


    In Eltnia, close royal relatives could challenge an incumbent for the throne via the blade trial. In such a clash of weapons, the victor would emerge alive, having won the contested throne in the duel. The loser, meantime, would lay dead, or stand living but deposed, only holding the rank of prince or princess. That loser would have lost the right to be called king or queen.


    I hoped Bartho didn’t have to die for the cause of his detractors—including my father. Moreover, ambitious men had their eyes on the Gold Throne, and perhaps because of that, Bartho might never claim his birthright.


    The lives of lords and ladies, I thought then, weren’t always as fabulous as they appeared. They came with burdens that could break one’s back. Or cut one’s throat.


    I had my own burdens, which were royal duties that couldn’t be escaped. I knew I should be glad of them. Because royal heritage and privilege were something people were willing to kill for.


    I sighed. I must do those duties now. So, as Father had decreed, I must rule in his absence.


    Father’s letter was not open to interpretation or debate. I must leave my wife, and go to the capital.


    While I didn’t love Candalove, I did love her company. I respected her as my mate. She provided sound counsel, good companionship and, along with Rendrun, she was a highly competent steward of my household. I regretted I shouldn’t bring her with me to the capital, but rather needed to leave her behind to help attend to my fiefdom’s affairs.


    Grudgingly, after receiving the letter, I requested my esquires to have the stable master get Hope ready to ride to the capital the following day.


    Hope was sired by Affirmation. His father, my ex-warhorse, was now retired, and being gently used by Earl Lyayr, Father’s former guard commander. Lyayr was also retired, so it was a good fit. Periodically, Affirmation would have a good jaunt when the elderly, now portly, gruff, but stalwart lord of the manor ventured out on some errand in the Eastrealmian countryside.


    


    Affirmation was a gift from me to Lyayr, now in his early sixties. Lyayr had kept Father and our entire family safe for many years. Past his use in war, like his new master, Affirmation had carried me into battle on my campaigns in Ipithyia and Yaden. He remained a splendid ride despite his age. I didn’t believe in keeping him for my stables, underused. He deserved proper exercise. More importantly, he had merited a place where he’d receive regular attention and affection.


    I loved horses. Particularly that horse. I missed Affirmation, but was happy he’d found a good home. I knew Lyayr’s stable master well. He was a diligent, kind man, who fussed unendingly over his equine charges. Better with him than the capable, if austere, hands of the royal stable master in the capital.


    So, unwillingly, the day after the letter came, I bid Candalove farewell, mounted Hope, and with my royal bodyguard about me, rode to take up Father’s place, temporarily, on the Dragon Throne. Father’s seat was in the King’s Hall, within the Circle Tower, at the heart of the Royal Precinct, in the chief city of Eastrealm: Wyrmshoard, colloquially known as Kingstown.


    I sat on the Dragon Throne for the next few weeks. I made numerous minor pronouncements. I ruled over a plethora of routine judgements, conducting the mundane affairs of a ruling king in peacetime.


    It wasn’t the first time I’d assumed the Dragon Throne in Father’s absence. Most of the time, when I sat there, it felt like a borrowed suit of mail that simply didn’t fit quite right. Even though, one day, when I succeeded Father upon his death, I would be called ‘Atasyx,’ meaning in the language of the High Atramlandish, for those of the Single God’s religion, I’d be ‘King over all Kings.’ That, by Atalantean tradition and belief, I’d be the Single God’s regent on Earth, and have no sovereigns enthroned above me, except that God. I would be a co-defender of the faith, with the High Prelate of the Realm as the other co-defender.


    The feeling of belonging on that throne didn’t ease much as I grew older. And while perhaps it wasn’t meant to be, I’d hoped I would find some interest in ruling.


    Thus far, I had not.


    It wasn’t simply because, were I king, it meant Father, whom I loved, was gone.


    I didn’t relish politics. I didn’t savour being the final decision-maker. And I certainly didn’t desire to deal with the complications that came with managing the Old Guard, and coping with their abstruse prejudice for our Eltnish subjects. Dealing with Eastrealm’s elite, who absurdly and obstinately insisted on maintaining pre-eminence over the indigenous Eltnish, who outnumbered them by more than ten times in terms of our kingdom’s population, was patience-testing.


    What I did revel in, being on the throne, and in the capital, was spending time with my two younger brothers, and my mother, who nominally resided in the Circle Tower. However, Arclan would soon leave his apartments in the Circle Tower, and take up residence in Forked Castle.


    Forked Castle would be the new traditional home of the Second Prince. It was still under construction, just five miles north, up the Apple River, from Wyrmshoard. It should be finished and ready for my younger brother to occupy before the following summer.


    Arclan was very much of age now, as a man of sixteen, three years past his official induction ceremony as Second Prince of the Realm.


    Meanwhile, young Atalan the Early drew close to the hour for his formal induction to Third Prince. The Early was almost as tall as Arclan, nearly up to my shoulder.


    How did both my brothers grow so swiftly?


     Queen Sila, who I would ever think of as Mother, as always was loving and gracious. Arclan was spoiling for battle, as usual, though he knew nothing of its horrors. While the Early, of course, was being circumspect and mature for his years. Atalan listened to and observed everything.


    In the meantime, while I delighted in the brotherly company of the Second and Third Prince and that of my royal mother, secretly, I fretted, waiting for news from Father. I hoped against hope, perhaps Wely had miraculously recovered.


    Then, while Father was still abroad in Lynchun, I received more bad news.


    A rider came from the north of the kingdom, telling me Lyayr had also taken ill, suddenly but beyond thought of healing. He, too, like Wely, was about to breathe his last.


    I rode all night on Hope to reach Lyayr’s bedside.


    He was asleep, but never awoke, passing within an hour of my arrival. I did my best to give succour, and kind words to his family. I stayed the next three nights at Lyayr’s manor. Then, with a heavy heart, I returned to the capital, ordering arrangements for a grand funeral. Father was notified of Lyayr’s demise. However, he made the difficult decision to remain in Lynchun by Wely’s deathbed. Both Wely and Lyayr were dear to Father. Yet Father knew he wouldn’t be able to arrive in time for Lyayr’s funeral, and instead waited on the Lioncrest to pass.


    Another three days later, I went back to Lyayr’s fiefdom. I saw him adequately interred, with all pomp and circumstance befitting such a lord.


    While I stood at the gravesite beside Arclan, who’d attended with me, a runner came to confirm Wely was dead.


    Once back on the Dragon Throne, I ordered all the royal banners across our kingdom, those bearing the black dragon on red, to be lowered to half-staff in mourning the death of one of Eastrealm’s feudal overlords.


    I spent the next few weeks extremely busy. I was in constant meetings with advisors, sundry lords, and commanders. I also had many family conferences with Mother, Arclan, and the Early.


    Because no one doubted Wely’s death would bring war.


    It would bring war because our enemies in the Northern region of Acremia, the Sanaavians, were waiting to pounce. They were waiting to invade Eltnia. And when Wely, one of the great warlords who protected Eltnia, was dead, it meant Eltnia was more vulnerable than ever.


    Exactly a month after Wely’s ashes had burned on his funeral pyre in Lionfort, late on a rainy evening near the end of Eighthmonth, Father returned to Wyrmshoard. He came straight to see me in my old apartments reserved for the First Prince.


    I never stayed in Father’s apartments, set aside for the monarch himself, when I ruled in Father’s stead. He had always encouraged me to. I had always declined. Too many mementoes of my real mother, Queen Aliaz, in those rooms.


    Father’s rooms were splendid. They featured plump feather-down cushions, and rare fur blankets, topping a wide, canopied bed. On the solid night tables at the King’s bedside, covered with black and red damask and a variegated black and red dragon pattern, the candleholders were shaped in the form of a dragon’s head. Plush footstools in the room had wooden, curved dragon talons at the feet.


    


    Impressive decorative wood panels covered the walls, softening the unyielding stone behind them. The durable beige wool rug running under the King’s bed sprawled over much of the chamber. But the mantle adorned with priceless urns, vases, and fine porcelain, all chosen by the deceased queen to decorate the apartments, and that portrait overhead the mantle, was why I stayed away from Father’s rooms.


    That portrait was mounted in a heavy gold frame with curling dragons, whose forked serpentine tongues seemed to lick the edges of the inner painting housed within the frame.


    Her fine-boned, waif-like features, and lustrous golden hair bound in a simple gold filet, were brought to vivid life in my real mother’s portrait. In that painting, her deep green eyes, so like my own, smiled. No upturn of her lips had been permitted for the stern royal portrait. Accordingly, she smiled with her eyes alone.


    They called me Othrun the Younger. That was because it was as if I was fashioned from the same skin, flesh, and bones as my father, that I was a replica of him. A poor one, I always thought.


    For Father had a steeliness and a flint in him that I could never hope to match. Nor did I particularly wish to. But Father always said my temperament and my eyes were the late queen’s. The few times I observed that portrait, which I avoided, in those apartments, I could see why he said that about the eyes.


    Father, expectedly, was melancholy upon his return. He accepted my embrace, and my attempt at consoling words about the loss of his friend, Wely, the Lioncrest (as the rulers of Lynchun were called).


    Father sniffed back a tear. Yet he smiled after we released each other.


    “Once, when I needed it, he didn’t want to give me his horse,” Father reminisced about Wely, “I needed that horse so we Atalantean refugees, just come to Eltnia’s shores, could carry our belongings. But he didn’t want to give it up. Not because he liked to ride. Not because he didn’t see the need I had. But because kings in Eltnia ought to ride, and it was shameful if he didn’t. Because riding a horse was a sign of being an impressive king.” Another sniffle. “The pompous idiot.” A little whimper. “I loved that old man. He was one of the greatest kings I’ve ever known.”


    Composing himself, having heard the tidings of his former guard commander’s death, he asked how Lyayr’s family fared. I told him, as well as could be anticipated, with their patriarch’s passing.


    “He was a smarmy bastard,” smiled Father grimly, once more remembering another dead friend. “Often, he didn’t know his place. He was rude—obnoxious. A typical gutter-born common fighter who became a lord. But he saved my life so many times. Even when it seemed I tried my best to get myself killed. I could be a difficult person to guard.” He reflected wistfully, “It mustn’t have been an easy job. Staying up all night many times, on guard, while others slept. Worrying about every threat that could be deleterious to your royal charges. Planning for every contingency, known and unknown. Yet easy or not—no one did it better.”


    While I agreed, I commented generously, “Lord Corult has proved a worthy successor to dear, departed Earl Lyayr.”


    “He’ll do,” was the scant praise Father offered Corult, who’d served Father faithfully and competently since Corult was but a page, in various roles. Up to and including his position as commander of his household guard, Corult had excelled. I think Father always hesitated to give Corult—now called Corult One-Eye, having lost an eye in the Battle of Arbourlene—his due. Because Corult was a cousin to the hated Samata. Though Corult had never shown any signs of having divided allegiances. He was Father’s man, completely.


    “Won’t he more than just ‘do,’ Father?” I didn’t think I’d said it in a challenging fashion. Yet Father stared me down, for my defence of Corult.


    I loved him. But Father intimidated me.


    He could be belligerent, cantankerous, and unreasonable. But few warlords were more respected in Acremia, I believed. And for all his faults—and I wasn’t so naïve or blind not to see Father had faults—he was as loving and giving a father as one could ask for.


    Even though he had cruelly sent the love of my life away from me. And, Single God forgive me, though I loved Father, I resented him for it.


     I turned the subject to the aftermath of the death of the popular and beloved Lioncrest.


    “It’s a mess,” Father complained. “The Conclave of Earls won’t approve Bartho’s ascension. Because Centi has formally challenged Bartho to a blade trial.”


    Centi, Prince of Ipithyia, half-brother to Bartho, was a dangerous warrior, and dear friend of Father’s. Centi had been illegitimate. He was sired by Wely on a common-born woman, while Wely was campaigning in the very Golden Valley, once part of Lynchun, that later became Eastrealm.


    Centi had risen from poverty to become a lord. He rose even higher, on his own merits, supported by influential allies such as Father, and Centi’s other half-brother, Prince Eld, to become Earl Chieftain of Lynchun. Later, when Wely admitted Centi was his flesh and blood, Wely legitimized Centi, and made him a prince in Lynchun.


    Then, when Father had led an army made up of Eastrealmian, Carthlughean, and Lynchunian soldiers to conquer Ipithyia at Wely’s behest, after Ipithyia had been subdued, it became part of Lynchun’s crown. Wely, already ailing by then, leaning on Bartho’s counsel, as his successor, appointed Centi as Prince of Ipithyia.


    Father had always seen this elevation of Centi as a power move by Bartho to actually lessen Centi’s political significance, rather than a promotion. Father always believed Centi had been made to rule Ipithyia in order to keep him away from Lynchun proper. To keep him far from what presumably would be Bartho’s future throne and court in Lionfort. Because Centi had more influence in that same court than Bartho did, Maneprince, though he be.


    For Father, Centi being in Ipithyia was little more than banishment disguised. Father always argued Centi should have been made King, not Prince of Ipithyia. Father maintained that Bartho kept Centi’s title as prince only to further limit his power.


    It seemed, over time, that Centi listened to Father’s inveigling. As a result, Centi now grasped for kingship for himself. Father coaxed Centi into thinking Centi deserved far more than merely being a subordinate prince and vassal to Bartho.


    Still, I was surprised. “Centi would challenge Bartho for Lynchun’s kingship?”


    “Yes,” said Father sourly. “Creating considerable unrest at this time, when, it cannot be doubted, Sanaavia masses in the North, ready to invade all Eltnia. A time when we Eltnish lords need cohesion, not division.” Father said mockingly, “You have a choice as a ruler: be stupid, intractable, and feckless. Or be mad, inept, and useless. Why not all of those, says Bartho?”


    I raised an eyebrow at this derision.


    


    Father appraised me like a hawk. “You have something to say?”


    I dared remind him, “Didn’t you want this, Father? You never wanted Bartho to be king. You encouraged Centi to challenge Bartho. Now it’s happened. Aren’t you pleased?”


    “I wanted Bartho to step aside,” grumbled Father. “I didn’t want Centi to kill him. Nor did I want the conclave of the Earls of Lynchun to refuse to acclimate Bartho, but not make a decision on who should be king. I didn’t want Centi to pose his challenge, then the conclave decline to see the challenge go forward, until after the Sanaavian threat is dealt with.”


    “Until after we fight Sanaavia?”


    “Yes! That could be many months from now! Meantime, this is a succession crisis that will cripple Lynchun!”


    “Indeed, it might,” I allowed.


    Father said miserably, “Bartho remains acting king until whenever that time comes. Yet, Centi’s sword essentially hangs over Bartho’s head. I’m worried Bartho might go as far as to pay assassins to try and kill Centi, to keep his throne. Say nothing of keeping his life. Meanwhile, the earls bicker. All are choosing sides.”


    “And whose side are most of the earls choosing?”


    “No one likes Bartho. Still, many think it’s unrighteous of Centi to challenge him. Especially when we’re about to fight the biggest war of our time. Those damn earls have the audacity to forestall a king being acclaimed! Could never happen here, in my kingdom! Damnable Eltnish protocols! Better they let the blade trial go ahead! Then Bartho can withdraw in disgrace, but stay Prince Bartho. Meanwhile, Prince Centi can become King Centi.”


    “Or, if Bartho dares,” I suggested, “Fight his brother in the blade trial.”


    “He would be the world’s biggest fool to do so. Yet, if he did, for once, he’d be acting like a real lord. Still, he would have no chance. Bartho is hopeless as a warrior. Once Bartho’s dead in fair combat, or he yields, Centi has clean hands. Then, Centi can sit as Lioncrest in peace.” Father added grimly, “Save for the pending Sanaavian invasion, of course.”


    “Can we rule out the chance, Father,” I proffered, “That Bartho could never defeat Centi? Or, that Bartho could find a champion to fight on his behalf? One good enough to beat Centi?”


    Father scoffed. “You, admirably, always give everyone a fair chance. But remember, it’s Bartho we speak of. No one will fight for Bartho. Especially if it means killing Centi, who is beloved. Unless it’s an assassin, who Bartho’s showering with gold. Because even the most ambitious lord or warrior in Lynchun detests Bartho too much to sully their hands on him. And you know as well as I do, Centi could kill Bartho with both his hands tied behind his back. I don’t think Bartho’s ever killed anyone or anything in his life. Except hope.”


    I said nothing at the latest jibe at Bartho. I simply continued to look at Father.


    “Yes, yes,” he waved his hand dismissively. “You needn’t silently remind me! Much of this is my fault! Yes, I’m the one who truly stirred Centi up against Bartho! Yes, I’m the one who made Centi hot for getting Bartho removed as an incumbent for the throne, and having Centi take it for himself.” He threw his hands up exasperatedly. “How could I know Wely would die, just as we’re about to be invaded by the Sanaavian masses?”


     My eyebrow arched one more time.


    “I’m good at creating messes,” Father admitted. “However, oftentimes, I’m not so apt with the tidying up part.”


    Now, there was a revelation I never thought I’d hear from Father’s lips.


    He started pacing. “This is the worst time for this to happen. Of course, I couldn’t have predicted it would happen now.”


    I tried to be kind, but I had to concur. “Indeed, the worst time. Because war is coming.”


    Father nodded, “And it’s coming from the cold north. The last place on earth I want to go. But go, I must, if I’m compelled.”


    A question burned inside of me. One I felt I needed to ask, prompted by Father’s words. “Why have you never gone north? Even to our allies in Carthlughe, or Rogonhe?”


    He paled, and looked away from me.


    I pressed, as gently as I could, “You’ve never gone on any visit north to see King Hert, Queen Binis, or Princess Hiris in Carthlughe. They’ve come here to Eastrealm so many times. But you’ve never been there. You have gone to Lynchun, to many other kingdoms. On matters of state or matters of war. Never Carthlughe. Any time your presence would have been expected in Carthlughe, you’ve sent Mother. Or Glathan. Or Viwa, when she was with us, before she became a princess in Lynchun, once she married Eld. You have sent me. You’ve sent anyone, but you. Why?”


    “Because…I sensed my death if I went there. If I went north.”


    A shadow crept over my heart. I made the sign of the Triangle and Circle again, to ward off evil. To stave off my father’s death. If it was true, what he sensed. Yet, my instincts prompted me to ask, “Is there more as to why you don’t want to go? It isn’t just about going to war, is it? Or some premonition of…death?”


    A huge sigh. Then, a pause before saying, “Someone is waiting there for me.”


    “Someone?”


    “Your…one-time uncle.”


    “My…?” Words failed me.


    Father said morosely, “I…haven’t been entirely honest with you. I’ve withheld some things. Omitted other things.”


    “You owe me no explanation,” I told him. I meant it. Though I was confused and aghast inside. I wanted to understand of what Father spoke. My uncle? “Kings don’t answer to princes.”


    “Don’t tell me what I do and don’t owe you!” he said fiercely. I knew his anger was directed at himself, not me.


    When his fury subsided somewhat, he flopped into a chair. He demanded softly, “Have the attendants bring good wine. Lots of it. This discussion you and I must have will take some time. And I need to be drunk for most of it, to get it all out.”


    “Father, are you certain—”


    “Don’t question me!” he flamed up again. “Just have the fucking wine brought in! It’s well past time I tell you what I must tell you! If I fall in the wars to come, which is likely, you will be king in my place! You need to know all of it! Stop arguing, and bring the damnable wine!”


    He raged. I only bowed and sighed. Kings, such as Father, could be mercurial. Still, Father seldom lost his temper with me. I could tell the pain he concealed was unbearable. I hoped sharing it with me would lessen it for him.


    I had the wine sent for.


  




  

    


    CHAPTER THREE


    When the wine arrived, and we’d begun drinking, Father started to tell me…


    Everything.


    He unburdened his soul.


    I couldn’t believe my ears.


    He told me of a spiritual guardian who saved him from Atalantyx’s drowning. Of a grand destiny, a guardian angel—an Anchali in the High Tongue of Atramland—bequeathed to him. I heard of a vision of a lion, with a baby dragon in its mouth. I learned of the prophecy of the black dragon o’er a red mountain, uttered by my long-dead great-uncle on his deathbed. I also learned of Father’s haunted sword, Sure-Steel, which spoke to Father, and was likely inhabited by the spirits of dead kings.


    I absorbed Father’s claims of seeing sprites and nymphs, and of witchcraft—of the coven of mages plotting to destroy him, by praying to the Single God. And that apparently, according to Father, the Single God heeded the mages’ prayers. And thus, Atalantyx was annihilated, for sake of only Father’s destruction.


    He relayed to me many other things, most of which I could barely comprehend. Yet, I believed every word was said in utter honesty. Never was my father so earnest in anything I’d ever heard him say. Nor did I believe my father to be mad.


    Finally, he told me of siring three illegitimate children. One of them, the child of the great queen of the Anib, Undala, whom he’d loved. Another with Monis, Maneprincess of Lynchun, wife of Bartho, whom he’d cared for. Finally, one more with Queen Lysi. Whom he couldn’t describe how he felt about.


    


    Thus, Prince Lysifer, son of Lysi, supposed son of King Cahr, was my half-brother. Princess Aquiba, daughter of Queen Undala, was my half-sister.


    As was the young future Maneprincess Zya, daughter of Monis, supposed daughter of Bartho, heir to Lynchun’s throne.


    I had five siblings. Not merely two, in Arclan and the Early, as I was raised to believe.


    All the rumours were true.


    For years, I’d heard whispers as to the parentage of those three royals, believed to be my relations. Now, Father finally confirmed it for me. They were indeed my flesh and blood.


    Lastly, Father told me of what Erthal, his one-time brother, had wrought in Atalantyx in the short days of his reign. Of what Erthal was trying to do then. To reinstall Atalantyx’s presumed Sanaavian heritage to the Drowned Kingdom.


    That was a heritage our elites, the Old Guard, would utterly reject. A heritage Father himself rejected. But a heritage Father found increasingly hard to ignore. A heritage Erthal—now called Laahtre, and married to Crown Princess Rupaa of Norsoon—planned to force on Eltnia. Through conquest.


    Father believed he must destroy his one-time brother, to save Eastrealm, to save all of Eltnia.


    When he finished his telling, I wept for Father.


    The wine, I’m sure, played a part in my emotions coming to the forefront, contributing to my openness in displaying my anguish.


    Father asked about my tears, “Why do you weep?”


    “How much,” I lamented for him, “Is one man supposed to bear?”


    “As much as I’m supposed to,” was his quiet answer. He regarded me through bleary eyes, still sober enough to be sensible in his speech. “Don’t weep for your father. Most of my wounds are self-inflicted.”


    I protested, “You didn’t bring about an angel visiting you. Or that angel claiming you were destined to conquer Acremia. You didn’t bring about…” I couldn’t voice it.


    “I didn’t bring about the destruction of Atalantyx?” he finished for me sourly. “Well, that’s not what the mages told me. The Single God destroyed Atalantyx at the mages’ behest. Just so they could destroy me.”


    “Father…” I couldn’t compose thoughts cogent enough to address what my father had undergone. But questions did burn inside my head. “What do you believe? About anything? About everything? After all you’ve done. After all you’ve seen?”


    “What I believe,” said my father, his speech beginning to slur a little, “Is less than nothing. I don’t have belief anymore. I just cling to how I was raised. A devotee of the Single God. That’s not a real belief. It’s more habit than anything else. While pagan magic swirls all about me, wrapping me in its spell. I’m powerless to do anything, but give credence to the fact magic must exist. So, I believe little of anything, really, anymore. But, while I don’t necessarily believe, there are some things I still know. I know war. I know politics. And I know—call it prescience—call it…something passed down to me, through my bloodline…power…stemming from druidic blood. I know what this season is.”


    “And what is that?”


    “A literal season of death,” muttered Father, half in his cups. “First, Lyayr. Then Wely. Things like that never stop with one or two deaths. There will be more, Single God help us. Even before we go to war.”


    And there were more.


    I stayed in the Circle Tower for another week. Then I returned to Dragonsyx, as the calendar turned to Ninthmonth. My heart was heavy, my mind clouded. It was difficult to process all Father had told me. Like Father, I didn’t know what to think or believe. But soon, I would have little time to ponder all that.


    Father’s prediction came true.


    In early Ninthmonth, Centi’s wife, Anese, died of a raging fever. Anese had been a lovely lady. She had been gentle, refined, and long-suffering with the life of a minor noblewoman who turned into a princess, and then potential queen of Lynchun. But she’d never live to sit on any throne other than Ipithyia’s. Sadly, the fever ate her up in five days, leaving Centi a widower.


    It was noised Centi hadn’t always been faithful to his wife. The rumours were he’d had relations with Syda, Wely’s deceased queen. Before Centi knew he was actually Wely’s flesh and blood son.


    Still, whatever transgressions Centi committed in the past, I knew him to love and be dedicated to Anese. Father remarked how wonderful Anese was. That Anese had actually helped choose Mother as Father’s bride—along with Queen Binis of Carthlughe, Glathan, and the Eastrealmian Royal Council—when Father lost my real mother to birthing me.


    Thus, I, too, owed Anese a considerable debt of gratitude, for helping to bring Mother into my life. Accordingly, I ensured my schedule allowed me to attend Anese’s funeral with Father. We travelled to Ipithyia to pay our respects.


    Moreover, I liked Centi, another of Father’s oldest Eltnish friends. He had endured so much with Father, and played a huge role in Father rising to power.


    Centi’s three daughters were grown. They were all married to earls, and all living on estates in Lynchun proper. Centi was surrounded by faithful Lynchun subordinates in Ipithyia, like Earl Juni, who had remained to help him manage Ipithyia after it had been conquered. Still, I knew Centi felt alone, bereft of family.


    Centi was embroiled in the controversy of the blade trial, the challenge to his half-brother’s throne. Yet, he was also a grieving husband. I felt for him.


    Centi was an ambitious man, not a bad man. He’d done bad things in the past, including betraying Wely to Wely’s brother, Orlu, and Syda. But Father and others had vouched for Centi. And after Wely had legitimized him, Centi thrived.


    Save for the fact that Wely never legitimized those three daughters of Centi and Anese. Those daughters could inherit Centi’s lands independent of Ipithyia, situated inside Lynchun proper. But they couldn’t inherit Ipithyia as ruling princesses. Nor were they in the line of succession for the Gold Throne. Centi knew Bartho had something to do with all this. It only increased the animosity between the two half-brothers, spurring Centi to be willing to kill Bartho, and take Lynchun for his own kingdom.


    After Anese’s death, the end of the hot, dry summer was rife with pestilence and contagion.


    And more tragedy.


    Sickness took the ancient Fridlyr, head of the Temple and faith of the Single God. Though he mourned his friend deeply, Father said Fridlyr had no business living that long anyway. Fridlyr was believed to be past ninety when he died. That made Fridlyr one of the longest-lived people of Atalantean descent ever recorded.


    


    The High Prelate had coughed, hacked, shivered and sweated for two days. Then he died, sitting up in his bed, as servants mopped his sodden brow.


    Next, the stern Lord Arnlyr, just promoted by Father in the past few years to be Steward in place of my dear departed cousin Uthlen, also passed. Arnlyr died from the same malady that took Fridlyr.


    Father didn’t like Arnlyr. Still, he had respected him.


    I found Arnlyr to be highly prejudiced and elitist. Old Guard, through and through. Yet, he was indeed capable as both a general, and a statesman. It was a massive deficit for Father’s Royal Council, losing two key members, Fridlyr and Arnlyr, as Chancellor and Steward respectively, in the span of weeks.


    Then, as summer began to fade entirely in Eastrealm, while winter had long set into the northernmost regions of the continent, and the first tinge of brilliant colours painted the leaves at Dragonsyx, the really terrible times came.


    Father ordered me back to the Circle Tower for a few more weeks, to attend Royal Council meetings, as impending war was discussed amongst the high lords of the realm.


    Late one morning, the first day of Tenthmonth, I called on Father, going to his apartments, as I’d not seen him break his fast yet. I found him with more news.


    When I entered his solar, his greeting was curt.


    “Stoutougle is taken.”


    Father squinted at the letter in his hand from Carthlughe. Hert seldom wrote his own letters anymore, for whatever reasons, and usually dictated his words these days to his steward. Hert’s steward’s script was very fine. Almost miniscule. As if a mouse wrote the letter.


    Father still had great vision at his age, though he often complained about it being poor. Like his mind, his eyes were still sharp as a blade. Still…


    “Damnable clerk! My eyes aren’t what they used to be! Couldn’t he write bigger?”


    We sat in his solar. It was a place where I’d spent much time throughout my life. As a child, I used to sail paper ships on the floor of that solar. I used to pretend I was captain of Father’s Proud-Stern, the flagship in which he’d come to Eltnia, fleeing the Drowned Kingdom.


    “Ill tidings?” I opined uselessly.


    


    I would have typically drawn an acerbic look from Father, me stating the obvious. Since Father had even more troubling news to add to the knowledge that the capital of Rogonhe, the northernmost Eltnish kingdom, had fallen, I was spared such a look.


    Still, he stared at me balefully. “More than you know. A mighty force of Sanaavians, under the banners of Princess Rupaa of Norsoon, and Vildaa, Queen of both Knuljaa and Furfell, crossed the Perilous Pass. They cut through the Rogonhean border force like a piece of tender meat. They didn’t even stop to destroy all of the Rogonheans posted there. They just kept going south and west. The Rogonhean border soldiers sent a rider to Wolflodge, bearing the news of the invasion.”


    “Rupaa and Vildaa went straight for Stoutougle,” I surmised. “They cared for nothing else, save taking the capital.”


    “Yes,” said Father. “As they marched on Stoutougle, an errand rider from there managed to escape the city, before it fell. That rider, too, reached Hert at Wolflodge. Most of the citizens of Stoutougle have been butchered, King Jorgo and Queen Mames put to the sword, too. Their three daughters, the Three Spinster Blades, fallen battle along with the defenders.” He shook his head morosely. “Did you know, Jorgo, when your real mother died, aspired to have me wed one of the Spinster Blades? They were famous beauties and formidable warriors.”


    Only Father called the three slain princesses in a derogatory fashion, “the Three Spinster Blades.” Unmarried women were looked down upon, according to Father’s antiquated values, brought from the Drowned Kingdom. Still, it was not the time to admonish him for it. Father always tried to be a better man, and move past his upbringing and his prejudices. Even if he was not always successful in that regard. For that, I respected him immensely.


    “Stoutougle sacked,” I muttered. “The Royal Family of Rogonhe slain. The news could scarcely be much worse.”


    Jorgo of Rogonhe had been a well-respected ruler, and eminent in Eltnia. His daughters had been flamboyant and capable warriors. Now he, they, and all his family, were dead. His realm was overrun. I made the sign of the Triangle and the Circle. 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. And as I made the warding sign, I prayed for the souls of those Rogonheans killed. I felt anger and sadness well up in my breast, at the brutality of the Sanaavian invaders.


    “Oh yes, it can get much worse,” said Father. “The She-Wolf…was captured by Rupaa herself. Hiris was leading a warband in East Rogonhe. The Carthlughean patrols there were pulling back with the invasion. But apparently, Hiris had been trying to find some missing warriors. She found her missing soldiers slain, later finding Rupaa herself. Along with about two hundred Sanaavian soldiers. Who slew Hiris’s warband. Save for those few they took prisoner.”


    “Hiris is a prisoner of Rupaa?”


    “Prince Jaint, who was with her, was captured too. But Rupaa let him go free. After she slaughtered the rest of Hiris’s troops.”


    Astonished, I mused why if the Sanaavians had both the Crown Princess and Prince of Lynchun in their grasp, they would free either one. Those were hostages whose value couldn’t be measured by weight in gold.


    I confirmed, “Rupaa let Jaint go?”


    Father nodded, “With a message: she’s coming for Hert and for me.”


    That was certainly ominous. “Ransom demand?”


    A shake of the royal head, beginning to turn as grey as it was golden. “Nothing. Unnecessary. The implication is clear. If Hert marches against the Sanaavians holding East Rogonhe, they will kill his only child, heir to the Wolf Throne. They don’t want gold in exchange for Hiris’s life. They want to break us.”


    I pondered, agreeing, “Fear. Intimidation. Dishearten Hert, as a main leader in our Alliance. Knock the fight out of us, before the fight has even begun. Destroy our morale. Force us to ponder surrender.”


    “Indeed. They have made a good start to winning, before any pitched battle.”


    “What will Hert do?”


    “He won’t bow to the Sanaavian marauders. Even if they were to send Hiris’s head back to Hert in a box.”


    “If anything, they’ve only galvanized our resolve,” I said passionately. “Inflamed one of our Alliance leaders, and our entire army. They have stolen the wolf cub. The chief wolf will be merciless in his vengeance, if the wolf cub is harmed. And we shall rally behind the King of Carthlughe, in our vigorous repelling of the invader!”


    “Hiris is no cub,” Father said. “She’s a future queen. Yet they have also robbed Hert of a chief warlady, not just his heir. She’s a valiant fighter. A killer of kings. And with such a loss militarily, our hope dwindles.”


    “They won’t kill Hiris, Father. She’s too valuable as a hostage.” I tried to be comforting. I was not succeeding. Father’s face was sour.


    Father loved Hiris like a daughter. And indeed, the position of naming father meant he was privileged with the title of being a surrogate father to her. It was a title he took seriously.


    Hiris could be highly irascible and mercurial. More like my father than her own, in that respect.


    “We will do whatever we can to save her from death,” I assured him.


    He regarded me appraisingly, taking his eyes away from the missive for a moment.


    “You have a plan to free her?”


    I stammered, “N-No-Father. I only say that—”


    “Unless you have a plan to go into what I don’t doubt is the heart of Sanaavia, find out somehow where she’s being held, overwhelm her captors, free her, and find a way to escape alive…”


    I was a fool. But I was sensible enough to say nothing more about rescuing Hiris.


    “Humph.” Father returned to reading.


    “Current status of Rogonhe?” I managed to ask him something coherent.


    He dropped the paper in disgust on the desk. “Every town around Stoutougle within ten square miles, is in the hands of the invaders. Countless citizens are dead, missing, or enslaved, by all accounts. Though in the chaos, all is mostly rumour and speculation. Very little in terms of real, valid, authenticated intelligence to be had. There are no more Carthlughean soldiers left alive in Rogonhe, other than those who are prisoners of the enemy. The border force of Rogonhe, such as it is, maybe a hundred soldiers, remain at the Perilous Pass. The rest of the Rogonhean army has been wiped out. Hert has reinforced the Carthlughean border forces lining the Placid River. A few thousand are there, watching for signs of the Sanaavians trying to make incursions into Carthlughe. So far, nothing.”


    “Number of invaders?”


    “Not yet verified. At least ten thousand marched to take Stoutougle. Impossible to ultimately know the truth, of course. Save if mage sight provides some gleaning in the future.”


    It kept astounding me, my father referring to mage powers more and more. As if he genuinely believed in them.


    “And worse,” Father went on glumly. “There’s a far bigger army, mustering. Not too far north, it is guessed, of the hulking mountains known as The Two Sisters. Somewhere either in Norsoon or Furfell. The army that came down into Rogonhe to take Stoutougle was just the vanguard. What scant intelligence reports we have suggested—the army being amassed for the conquest of Eltnia, currently mustering in Sanaavia—is big.”


    “How big? You said the vanguard of this army that took Stoutougle was ten thousand!”


    “I only have estimates. However, Vildaa the Red leads at least fifty thousand warriors. That’s the combined might of Knuljaa and Furfell. Queen Eveeh of Laakmir can field at least sixty thousand. King Foraa of Glamstaad, another forty thousand. Mag himself has only about twenty thousand regular troops. But I understand he’s also amassed an army of forty thousand slaves to fight for him.”


    “An army of forty thousand slaves?”


    “Yes.”


    I barely found my voice, as I calculated. “Single God help us. That’s more than…two hundred thousand.”


    Father could only nod feebly.


    “That’s not an army!” I said. “That’s a horde!”


    “Yes.”


    “And Rupaa, Vildaa, Eveeh, Foraa, Mag, and my…uncle leads them?”


    Father nodded grimly. “Erthal, now called Laahtre, along with Mag, Rupaa, Foraa, Eveeh and Vildaa, the most fearsome war leaders of Sanaavia ever assembled in an alliance, will lead the invasion of Eltnia.”


    Father picked that paper back up, waving it.


    “Hert compels me, and all his other allies and vassals, to march with whatever power we have, to Carthlughe. To assemble for war. Forthwith. It’s expected the Sanaavians will attack before the year turns new.”


    “The Sanaavians will attack in winter?”


    “Winter in Eltnia, to the Sanaavian, is a pleasant spring. Yes, they’ll attack in winter because they know they have the advantage. Our horses will be slowed by the snow. The cold… We of Eltnia are ill-prepared for it. We of the blood of the Atalanteans, born of fair climates and spoiled here in Southern Eltnia by the same, even less prepared. There will likely be sickness. Death, maybe, by more than just swords and spears.”


    A sobering thought. “Who will be High Warlord for our side? Lynchun is the senior realm of our Alliance. Lord Bartho, by rights, should lead us into battle.”


    “Bartho couldn’t lead his own pecker to the pissing trough,” scoffed my father. “He shouldn’t be a warlord. High, low, or otherwise. Not with his own lords refusing to crown him king. Still, Hert insists on damnable protocol. Bartho, in name, yes, will be High Warlord.”


    “And who will truly lead?”


    “Not only because of the succession issue in Lynchun, will Hert actually lead the army. He knows the Sanaavians best. He has long toiled to keep them out of Eltnia.”


    “But Bartho is finally compelled to come to war himself?”


    “He can’t just send proxies. Not this time. His future reign hangs by a thread. If he shows himself to be a coward, the earls will never support his ascension. Even if, somehow, he manages to keep Centi from defeating him. Although, of course, Eld will come with Bartho from the Gold Hall to Carthlughe, at the head of Lynchun’s forces. Thirty thousand foot. Centi will come up too, from Ipithyia, with a thousand spears. As ever, while Bartho is useless, his two brothers remain among Eltnia’s best generals. Thank the Single God, as always, for Eld and Centi.”


    “So, we will not stand alone,” I said with as much cheer as I could summon. “And help from the South? Yaden and Anglania? Celtnia? Middlinia?”


    “None from Yaden and Anglania. Celtnia and Middlinia will march their banners to our cause.”


    “None from Yaden and Anglania?” I repeated incredulously. “You have ordered your southernmost vassals to war, and they’ll forsake you? They’ll break their oaths?”


    


    “I’ve not ordered any of my southernmost vassals to join us in the North.”


    Puzzlement from me. “Why?”


    “Because I want them to stay south,” was the cryptic response.


    “You want them as reserves?” I guessed. “In the event…” I shuddered. “While we’re north, we’re attacked from…” I involuntarily made the sign of the Triangle and the Circle again. “Nightsoul.”


    Nightsoul, the feared warlord whose very name invoked terror. Nightsoul, whose spouse was the wicked sorceress Barbis—yet another daughter of King Ina the Ignorant of Nyrimia—and half-sister to Queen Lysi and my mother, Queen Sila. Barbis, a great mage, is said to be more powerful than even Lysi, the current Great Wika of the Clan of Mages. Nightsoul, whose mother Nulthe, another powerful witch, who’d been Great Wika, Father had slain, and nearly paid for that slaying with his life.


    No one knew the precise location of Nightsoul’s residence. It lay somewhere in the shadowy area of the Guardian Mountains, called Borenia, otherwise referred to as the Dark West. No one knew what Nightsoul might or might not do next, or who Nightsoul could have marked for destruction. For Nightsoul’s magic, it seemed, had laid waste to several realms. One of them was Olicia of old, part of present-day Frynia. And, nigh two decades ago, Meridnia was also destroyed.


    No one even knew if Nightsoul still lived, was dead, or was merely some spectre haunting the Guardian Mountains. However, the last time evidence of Nightsoul’s existence occurred was not long before I was born. That was when the Kingdom of Meridnia was devastated by the malevolent magic of Nightsoul, Nulthe, and Barbis.


    Father had ridden to rescue Meridnia’s people in the wake of that destruction. But there had been little he could do for them. Now, Meridnia was a sovereign territory of Eastrealm, yet a wasteland, uninhabited. It was patrolled by a small band of Eastrealmian knights, supplemented by warriors from friendly neighbouring Badonia, the realm of my adopted grandfather, King Irly.


    I saw Father suppress a shiver as I mentioned Nightsoul’s name. He warded himself, too. “Yes. Ingersa’s wife, Queen Nada, her uncle, King Agis of Anglania, and Sultan Consort Ingersa himself, will come here to Eastrealm with a hundred chariots, a good portion of their strength. They will remain here for as long as needed. If I send them north, I take away their best usefulness. I would rob us of the advantage of their mighty chariots, which can’t operate in the snow.


    “And they’re even less accustomed to the cold,” I grudgingly agreed.


    “Our homeland needs protecting. Other than the north, all our potential enemies are either east or west. That main potential enemy to the east being Lysi. To the west, that enemy was Nightsoul. We cannot march north, and come back here, if we survive such a war, to a ravaged kingdom. If anyone is to help lead the defence of this realm, if we can’t be there, I want that to be Ingersa, with Nada and Agis by his side. They will ensure Eastrealm is protected.”


    I didn’t disagree. I’d seen Ingersa fight and lead. It was almost solely his courage and otherworldly prowess on the battlefield that had won us the fight in Induby. An Anibian in battle was an awe-inspiring thing to behold. I felt much better knowing Ingersa would be in Eastrealm to help keep it safe. Nada and Agis were also great warriors and leaders. While we risked everything in the north, it made sense to have them ensure Eastrealm was defended.


    “So, Nada, Ingersa, and Agis will come here from the South.” I paused. My pulse raced as I dared to ask the question pressing on my mind, even amidst the priority of the pending invasion.


    That question had to do with a battle of another kind: the battle of my heart, for a man I was told I could never be with.


    “And with them, from the South, will…Lord Athen also come?”


  




  

    


    CHAPTER FOUR


    Father scrutinized me, his gaze boring a hole in my chest.


    He replied, “Yes, Athen will come. His time as an emissary is over. He’s maintained his training while in Yaden, sparring with none other than Sultan Ingersa himself. Thus, he’s a skilled young fighter. I’ll need every good sword we can muster for this coming battle. Athen’s sword will be welcome.”


    I endeavoured to keep my face a mask. Betraying nothing, saying nothing. I was sure I failed. Who wouldn’t wilt under the pressure of Father’s glinting eyes?


    “He’s done well for one so young,” Father commented next. “As you know, I sent him as an ambassador, but really as a spy. Were it not for him, I wouldn’t even know the name of my child with Queen Undala.” The last part of his words was like squeezing the very last drops of water out of a wet rag. They didn’t come easily.


    Nonchalantly, I replied, “Yes, he’s done well.”


    “You have not seen him in three years,” Father observed.


    I was never one to lie to Father, “And my love for him hasn’t diminished with the passing of time. We still write one another.”


    He said brusquely, “I know.” No doubt, one of his many spies had told him.


    More likely than not, my letters had been intercepted and read by those spies, the contents relayed back to Father before they were ever passed on, eventually, to reach the hand of my beloved.


    “You put a princeling seed in your wife’s belly yet?” grumbled Father next.


    I blushed. I wasn’t surprised that the talk of Athen turned Father to thinking of my betrothal, and later marriage, which was quickly constructed, and hastily put in motion soon after I returned from the campaign in Yaden. Because my marrying Candalove was hoped to put a resounding end to Athen and I.


    “The First Princess’ virtue remains intact,” I told him. “Until she comes of full age next year. As tradition dictates.”


    “Why eschew one custom, and hold to another?” said Father mawkishly. I was irritated. As I knew, he referred to my nature of loving men, when he spoke of casting aside tradition. I tried not to show my ire. Yet, I felt compelled to respond.


    I said quietly, “I could impregnate my wife before she comes of the age, when decency dictates she’s no longer a child. If I did, there’d only be rejoicing and exultation, at another heir to the throne. All would be forgiven, for the sake of my manliness, being a lusty prince. Any indiscretion would be excused, if not secretly celebrated. I could lie with a thousand women, and my sins would be pardoned. I could breed bastards from Wyrmshoard to Pauper’s Point. My indiscretions would be quickly forgotten. For the order of things is that any man, much less one of royal blood, can do as he pleases. As long as it’s with the opposite gender. But love another man faithfully, unyieldingly, with pure devotion, and that is a sin too great for absolution. Though we’re in Acremia, where loving the same gender isn’t a sin, and the realm that dictates that tradition has long sunk beneath the waves.”


    “Ever has the world made it so, Lord Prince,” said Father philosophically. “Now, we must continue to speak of matters of battle. Not matters of the heart.”


    He moved on, glad, I’m sure, to leave the topic of Athen and me be.


    He emphasized, “We marshal for war.”


    War in the north, I thought dazedly. Even as my heart sang with the thought of seeing Athen again.


    What had been feared and whispered about for as long as I could remember in my short life.


    It was finally happening.


    “You shall command our cavalry,” Father told me then. “Your seconds shall be, in order of precedence: first, Lord Yedwol the Bard, the High Earl of Eastrealm, and Lord Constable of the Realm. Then, after the Bard: his son Adwol the Aspect. In the Bard, you will have a subordinate of great eminence and craft directly under you. And the Aspect, at least, is somewhat seasoned from campaign in Ipithyia. Though he’s young, he shows promise. And he’s sprouted from a long line of great generals.”


    I went to one knee. “You honour me, father. Yet…”


    “What?” came the sharp inquiry.


    “You give me the honour of command. But my primary second is my better. I’ve no self-conceit that requires me to be the commander. If you designate the Bard as leader instead, and me as his second, I’ve no objection—”


    “I don’t care about your objections, any more than a fart in the wind,” growled Father. “Spare me the altruism, and the humility! My horse-soldiers are the most important part of my entire army! I’ve put you in charge of them, because you’ve earned it! And because I expect you to bring us a great victory. You proved your worth first in Ipithyia, again in Yaden. It’s no slight to the Bard to be your second.”


    “The Bard—”


    He interrupted, “Will be your future subject, when you are king. Still, I know you respect and love the Bard. Your father-in-law respects and loves you back. That’s rare, for he feels that way about few people on this earth. Though you’re young enough to be his son, he would follow you anywhere, into any peril. That makes the Bard not just a very competent second, but also a loyal second. Which you’ll need.”


    “Father—”


    “You’ve worked closely with the Bard and the Aspect, in forging my cavalry into the fighting force it is. Now, you will lead them into their greatest trial.”


    I didn’t relent, “Yet it’s true, the Bard is the more experienced leader. Our forces may secretly question—”


    “That’s my cavalry commander’s concern, not mine,” he said sternly. “Unless he isn’t fit to face the challenge?”


    I couldn’t shirk in the face of my father’s directives. “I’m ready, Sire,” I told him.


    “You’d better be. Soldiers don’t get to question who leads them. It’s their job only to obey. Rise.”


    I came to my feet.


    “Our traditions,” lectured Father, “of Old Atalantyx, are such that the youngest boy on the battlefield can take charge of an entire army, only due to his rank and title. Even over men of greater worthiness and reputation. For example, such as it was long ago on the sands of the Dutul Wastes, in Berefet, in Atramland. When the Bard’s grandfather, your great-uncle, Yedwol, took command of the remnants of one of the greatest Atalantean hosts ever raised, in all the illustrious past of our homeland, as a superpower of war, to suppress Atalantyx’s rebellious colony of Berefet.”


    Recalling his uncle’s great deeds, Father further noted, “Your great-uncle was just a boy then. The same age as your brother Atalan the Early is now. But Yedwol, later called Prince of Berefet, raised our armies. Else, they would have succumbed to the enemy, buried in the sands, their bones rotting for the vultures. They would have been a disgrace. Had they been vanquished, they’d have been the only Atalantean army to suffer defeat in hundreds of years—since the fall of the Purple Prince to those same Berefetish. They’d have been a sad footnote, a blemish on our glorious history.


    “Instead, your great-uncle’s skill, strength and will, dragged that army up out of the sand. He led them to the greatest victory in our annals. Now, your great-uncle’s victory…was not without its blemishes. He committed…atrocities to ensure his hold on Berefet after he triumphed. I don’t excuse those crimes. However, his military performance was nothing short of awe-inspiring, when it came to the actual battle. And that’s the kind of inspiration, battle courage, swordcraft, and leadership I expect…nay, I demand from you, Othrun, son of Othrun, when we face my one-time brother and his horde. For if we don’t receive better than your best when the hour of test is upon us, we shall fall.”


    “I won’t fail you,” I vowed, feeling inadequate beside the legacy of legends such as Yedwol the Old, the Purple Prince, and my own father, Othrun the Great of Eastrealm.


    Father’s voice was the voice of a king issuing orders to one of his generals, full of royal authority and purpose. “See that you don’t. Gather all the knights from every corner of my kingdom. I’ll depart before you, in the next few days, for Pridehearth, where I will rendezvous with Eld and Bartho. Meet Bartho, Eld, Monis, Viwa, your mother, and me, on the Lynchun Road at the fork going towards Pridehearth. In ten days. Bring every spare knight and squire, every man who won’t fall off a horse if they ride all the way to Carthlughe.”


    Just ten days to muster? I had hoped for at least a fortnight.


    I forced my mind to turn back to the responsibilities of a commander, away from thoughts of my love of Athen. The abbreviated time to prepare demanded my full attention. “We should have almost a thousand trained horses to go north. I’ll assess an additional hundred men with spare horses, each man leading two horses. I will send those men up ahead. They’ll walk the steeds. It’ll take them longer than us to arrive in Wolflodge.”


    “Very well,” Father said. “It must be done. We’ll need all the spare horses we can find. You send the spare horses up ahead, with baggage trains. Do whatever else you require. But your primary task is to ensure you are outside Pridehearth on the tenth day of this Tenthmonth. With your brothers, the Bard, the Aspect, and a thousand mounted men.”


    I queried, “When will the footmen come? And how many?”


     “I’ve made advanced preparations for that. Thurol will depart tomorrow at first light. He will lead ten thousand footmen to Carthlughe. We mounted ones will catch and pass him. We’ll travel swifter. He will stop for further provisions supplied by Lynchun and re-stock at Reen. But he’ll still be before Hert’s gates not long after we arrive.”


    “Will any of our allies already be there by the time we reach Carthlughe?”


    “Celtnia and Middlinia received news of Hert’s call late. That is of no consequence. It just matters they get there as soon as possible. Queen Rurli and King Iver will lead their combined might of ten thousand foot to Wolflodge. They’ll arrive before the moon waxes full again over the Howling Hills.”


    “That’s been a surprisingly successful marriage and partnership,” I commented. “The King of Middlinia and the Queen of Celtnia. You did well to orchestrate that, Father.”


    “The only logical solution to my issues of any enemies in the South,” Father tutted. “Hoary King Merd of Middlinia knew when death was about to take him. Yet he still saw clearly, even on his deathbed. He saw his realm had no future save conquest. Unless he became my vassal and ally. If he didn’t, once we conquered Celtnia, he’d face potential enemies on all sides. He wanted to cement his kingdom for his son Iver in safety before he passed. Iver marrying Rurli accomplished that. And with Iver sworn to me, since his wife was already sworn to me, it sealed all the alliances I needed. Yet really, what I’m most thankful for, in all that, is seeing Thurol march at the head of our armies.”


    


    I, too, was comforted knowing we’d have Eastrealm’s most famous warrior for the fight ahead. My uncle, Thurol the Quick, brother of the late Queen Aliaz, was growing old now, too. He was a few years older than Father. But save Ingersa, who was Thurol’s pupil (as was I), King Hert, and Father himself, few names struck more fear into the hearts of enemies as an opposing warlord than Thurol, Earl of Arnia, Lord Marshal of Eastrealm, Commander of Eastrealm’s armies.


    We would have great heroes going forth on our side, in the greatest battle of the era. We’d be facing a horde. But if any army had a chance to defeat such superior odds, it would be ours. Or at least, that’s what I prayed.


    And if I were to fall in the coming battle, at least I’d die having seen Athen again.


    I shivered then, thinking of death. Yet, also thinking of the cold north. I’d never really seen true winter. All my visits to Carthlughe had been in milder months. And Carthlughe was as far north as I’d ever travelled. Now, I could potentially be fighting as close to Sanaavia itself as was possible, if not in Sanaavia itself.


    “These aren’t the conditions ideal for fighting, for certain,” I mused. “We’ll fight in the winter. We will fight a massive army, used to fighting in the winter, while we’re not used to that at all. The numbers, the terrain, the weather are all against us. And how many of our other allies can we expect to answer our call to arms?”


    Father shrugged, “If Frynia is with us, along with most of the Northern Eltnish kingdoms? Fifteen thousand? Twenty thousand? I cannot see more than thirty thousand maximum, coming from our allies outside our main Alliance. And that’s a very optimistic guess.”


    I said, “So the enemy will have…what, nearly twice our numbers, at least?”


    “I’m glad you can count. All that education Uthlen gave you was worth something.”


    I smiled sadly at the bitter jest, mentioning my dear departed elder cousin, the tutor of my youth. “I miss him, and all his discursive knowledge.”


    Father teared up again, but shook the tears away. “I do, too.”


    I asked then, “Magic users?”


    Father sniffled, then grimaced. I knew the grimace was for many reasons. First being, he scorned what he considered pagan magic. The second being because, all the while, he more than believed in that pagan magic. “They’ll bring four druids, from what we can ascertain,” said Father of the enemy. “My…one-time brother. He’s Second Druid of Norsoon. With him will be Puutha, First Druid of Norsoon, Sordaa, First Druid of Furfell, and Mabaa, Second Druid of Furfell.”


    “And us?”


    “We will bring four mages to counter. Your mother, Princess Viwa, Princess Renat, and Maneprincess Monis. It will be equitable, of course. Those are the rules of war when it comes to deploying magic against one’s enemies.”


    “Who stays behind to rule Eastrealm? Arclan or the Early?”


    “Neither. They’re both coming with us. Glathan stays behind to warm my throne.”


    “Both Arclan and Atalan?”


    “I know I told you, when we marched against Ipithyia, a king should never send all his sons to war. My father did that all those years ago. Sending both me and my brother, his only sons, off to potentially get killed in war in Berefet. Risking the succession. I thought it foolish then. If we’d both died there, and both of us nearly did, who would rule then? Still, this is different.”


    “How so?”


    “There will be no kingdom to march back to, if we let Sanaavia hold Rogonhe, then march into Carthlughe. There will be no more Eltnia. All will just become part of Sanaavia. I cannot hold back even all my sons. I can spare no resources. I’ve only left about a thousand warriors to protect my whole kingdom, not counting the soldiers Nada, Ingersa, and Agis will bring up from the South. I’m taking essentially the entire Eastrealmian army, eleven thousand strong, to the North. Hert has summoned me to bring all my power. I will obey.”


    Father’s green eyes pierced my soul when he said, “Besides, it’s time to forge those last two young pups of mine into proper warlords. They’ll be commanders under your supervision. Give them responsibility, commensurate with their station and abilities.”


    He added, more a plea than a command, “Keep your brothers safe, Othrun.”


    I protested, “How can I protect my brothers, if they’ll be leading men, in the heat of battle?”


    The iron warlord returned swiftly, the concerned father gone again. “I’ve told you before, that’s your problem! Not mine. I lead a nation. I’m one of the three kings who lead our Alliance. I don’t have time to fret over how one of my generals deploys his lesser captains. Or how he plans to ensure they survive the coming battle! That’s your job! Will you do your king’s will?


    I’d have to find a way, quickly, to further mentor both my beloved brothers in the ways of leadership and war, yet ensure they survived this fight. Was that even possible?


    Nevertheless: “I swear it, Father. I will keep my brothers safe.” A promise. How could I keep it? Still… “And I’ll mould Arclan and Atalan into generals you shall be proud of.”


    He seemed satisfied with that vow.


    “Other allies?” I asked him bluntly, “Including word of…Lysi? Will she join the Sanaavians, rumoured to be her allies? Or fight for Eltnia at our side?”


    Father replied mawkishly, “Her real motives are as unknown to me as ever. We’ve no word of her intentions about the coming war.”


    “If she’s joined the Sanaavians to fight against us…”


    “Then woe betide us,” said Father. “Again, perhaps I’ve erred in how I’ve handled her.” He asked me, chastened somewhat, “Opinion?”


    “She’s wroth with you, Father. After acknowledging her claim three years ago, you’ve denied her formal petition for High Queenship. As such, King Hert has also denied her. While Bartho accepted it, causing a split in our Alliance. She believes, had you supported the petition, Hert would have had no choice but to concur.”


    Father’s pacing increased, “She’s promised, in her most recent letter to me and the other rulers that she won’t wait much longer for an answer to be given. Else she says she’ll wage war on all those who deny her High Queenship. As traitors.”


    “We saw how effectively she can wage war,” I noted. “When she invaded Augusnia. And we fought beside the Nyrimians in Yaden. They’re formidable.”


    “At this juncture, what’s another twenty thousand Nyrimian troops to add to the Sanaavian ranks? We’re already fatally, laughably outnumbered.”


    “Your reasons were just,” I said supportively. “You demanded proof the Queen wasn’t allied with the Sanaavians, before you swore fealty to her.”


    “My demands were foolish,” Father grumbled. “A tactic to buy more time. We’ll never get such proof out of Lysi. Because she is allied with Sanaavia. Besides, as she said in her reply, high queens don’t answer to kings.”


    “Hert’s willing to endorse Lysi, Father,” I reminded him. “Bartho has already done so. Only your friendship with Hert, and Bartho’s tenuous position, keeps Bartho from ordering you as his vassal to bend knee to Lysi. As Bartho has.”


    “Maybe that’s the wisest thing Bartho has done. Thinking swearing for Lysi will keep Centi from ultimately killing him. I think not, but Bartho has few friends. Why not have the Queen of Nyrimia as an ally if he can?”


    “Will you not endorse her, Father? Ever?”


    “How can I endorse a woman who might be joining…one I still consider a half-brother, at the head of an invading army that plans to sweep us aside like flotsam?”


    I had no immediate response. Yet I knew Father’s question was rhetorical. And there was more to why he resisted bending knee to Lysi.


    “Father,” I began, “I mean no disrespect—”


    He interjected, “You’re never disrespectful. It’s not in your nature. Now stop prefacing things! Spit it out! We’ve only time for candour here! We have warriors to mobilize, war to make! Get on with it!”


    “Do you refuse to bend knee to Lysi, because you have aspirations yourself to be…the title, I believe, is, in the masculine, Imperator?”


    Father’s look was veiled. “How can I be any such thing, if I have two overlords—one completely unworthy, in Bartho, the other, the most worthy king in these lands, in Hert—overtop of me, in the feudal hierarchy?”


    “Now, who’s prefacing?” I smiled. I managed to coax a rueful smile back.


    A heavy sigh. “Alright. I admit it. I’ve always been ambitious. This…being…the Anchali…stoked those fires of ambition. And he gave me a divine mission. Now, I don’t know if the Anchali is all he claims to be…or if I have a right to anything, considering what I’ve obfuscated about regarding…what I know to be my true heritage. Yet a part of me still believes I have a grand destiny, even a right to rule Eltnia.”


    He spoke as if trying to convince himself more than I, “Witness what I’ve accomplished so far! I’m sovereign of most of Southern Eltnia! Either through conquest, alliance, or treaty! I’ve acquired almost everything south of the Stonewater! Yet—”


    “Yet you’re subenfeoffed to Bartho and Hert,” I finished for him, “With the possibility of being further subenfeoffed to Lysi.”


    “And why should I always bow to other rulers?” he asked proudly. “Aren’t I called the greatest warlord in the land? Haven’t I bled as much as any other warlord? Fought bravely and faithfully as any of them? Haven’t I kept my oaths? Risked my life, and those of my vassals? Now, I’m willing to risk my sons’ lives, risk everything I’ve built, for the cause of feudal fidelity.


    “Moreover, every kingdom I take ends up ultimately in the hands of those above me! Who conquered Ipithyia? Who saved it from Celtnia? Who rode to save Meridnia? Who rode to save Yaden and Anglania? Who brought Middlinia to the fold? Me, me, me, me!” He pounded his breast furiously.


    “And now I must bow to Lysi?”


    Father couldn’t have sounded more bitter.


    “Who breaks bread with our enemies? Who schemes, lies, and plots her way to rule over all of us? She does! I don’t! So, shouldn’t I be Imperator? Instead of her? Haven’t I earned the right? Wouldn’t Eltnia be in safe hands, were those hands to hold it mine? I’ve brought together whole worlds! Eltnish and Atalantean! If we defeat the Sanaavians, against all odds, wouldn’t I be a just ruler to them as well, if we conquered them, too? Couldn’t I…?”


    He stopped suddenly, hands falling to his sides. He’d been so animated a moment before. Now, he seemed tired, defeated.


    “I’m a prisoner of my oaths,” he said. “Oaths I must carry out, till the day I die. The Anchali told me I was born to rule this continent. Yet I’m confined, restricted at every turn. Limited to ruling only a part of it, under feudal masters.”


    He admitted next, “I envy Lysi. I cannot doubt that she will accomplish her aim to be the High Queen. But I should be High King, instead.”


     I didn’t disagree with Father. I was biased, naturally. Yet, despite what I could see were their obvious and many similarities, Father wasn’t nearly as duplicitous as Lysi. Nonetheless, how could Father want something that went against his oaths? What he wanted was not realistic nor compatible with duty. I told him as much.


    “You stir the mixture of misery I know to be true,” said Father. “The base of a potion concocted of jealousy, regret, and bitterness I’ve swallowed too many times over the years. I’m growing old. Likely, I will die on the field of battle. Very soon. I will go north. Single God help me, I feel I won’t return. Yet, before I die, I wish to taste the fulfillment of my dreams. Not only for me. For my legacy! Which you shall inherit. I would have you follow me as Imperator. You would be a better emperor than I. A kind, just, fair, and devout one.”


    “I have no wish to be an emperor,” I said truthfully. “If it’s the Single God’s will, I’ll serve as future monarch of this fair realm. That shall be the only crown I’ll wear.”


    “That day will come soon,” said Father. “It’s time for me to go into the cold north. To meet my fate.”


    Suddenly, on a warm day, I couldn’t stay warm. I rubbed my arms.


    Our entire family, Mother, Father, Arclan, the Early, and I, were heading to war.


    It seemed like an entirely hopeless war, at that. But to live was to hope. Loss of hope wasn’t something I would ever surrender easily. As I wouldn’t easily surrender life.


    And I knew, despite the melancholy, and his belief that he’d perish in the coming conflict, Father wouldn’t die easily either.


    Yet things did not look good at all.


    I did the numbers in my head, like a good general should. As Father had always taught me. A thousand Eastrealmian-trained horse-soldiers under my command. Ten thousand Eastrealmian spearmen, led by Thurol. Thirty-one thousand foot, Eld and Centi and Bartho’s combined Lynchunian and Ipithyian might. Twenty thousand spears from Celtnia and Middlinia. Maybe thirty thousand Carthlughean spears. Perhaps, and it was speculative, another forty thousand from the other Eltnish kingdoms who wouldn’t remain neutral, who were allies or vassals of our Alliance, outside of Rogonhe.


    The tiny Rogonhean army was decimated. All that survived was a scattered and defeated, yet obstinate border watch force. A few hundred, maybe?


    And an utterly unknown variable in the Queen of Nyrimia, whose estimated twenty thousand troops could be a boon for us. Or help completely bury us, should she fight on the Sanaavian side.


    We might come somewhat close to one hundred thousand on our side, if we were most fortunate. Meanwhile, indications were more than twice that number could come against us from the north. Even if Lysi didn’t fight alongside Laahtre, Rupaa and their Northern confederacy.


    


    Single God, have mercy.


    “This will be the battle, to end all battles,” warned Father, as if reading my thoughts. It appeared we were doomed. “If we don’t triumph, Eltnia is lost.”


    Despite the chill feeling in my bones, I said optimistically, “There are often other options besides victory that are a positive outcome. Father, among the commanders of the enemy…is your one time-brother. If there’s still any love between you in your hearts…negotiating a treaty perhaps.”


    Father clenched his iron jaw, “You don’t know Erthal like I do. He’s a block of ice. He won’t yield. He won’t break. Save perforce, when he encounters the blunt force of someone even more unyielding than he. That force must be me. If I have the chance, of course, I’ll try to treat with him. It’s unlikely he will even entertain me.”


    Father turned away from me, facing the window that looked north in his solar.


    “We fight and win. Or lose and die.”


    I touched my Triangle and Circle amulet again. “You said…it would be the season of death.”


    “Yes,” Father affirmed, his back to me. “A time of slaughter. And it appears we are the swine.”


  




  

    


    CHAPTER FIVE


    Having received Father’s orders for me while still in the capital, I oversaw the marshalling of our troops, to a point, for two days. Then, on the third day, I left my brothers in charge of completing the ordering of our soldiers, and returned to my own keep. I needed to make final preparations to depart for the North, set my household in order, and bid Candalove a proper farewell.


    Four days later, the eighth day of Tenthmonth, I’d leave for Carthlughe. And sometime soon after, once more, I’d fight in a war.


    But before I did, I planned to reflect and pray.


    Slightly unfinished but nearly completed, the temple of the First Prince was tucked in the northeast corner of the grounds of Dragonsyx Castle.


    Most lords of old Atalantyx subscribed to the long-held notion that erecting a great structure to the Single God would purchase their way to a glorious afterlife. The thinking was to magnify the Deity on Earth with a good portion of your money. In turn, you’d receive blessings, ensuring your path to Heaven once you’d passed. Of course, one needed the riches to do so properly. I supposed the poor could only rely on their good deeds, and living a penitent life, to ensure they came to meet the Single God one day.


    So, earls in Eastrealm—at least those who came from the Drowned Kingdom—strove to attempt to outdo one another, in how opulent the temples they erected could be, in efforts to ensure their ethereal home, post-demise. Of course, no one could match the magnificence of the Triangle Temple in the capital. However, many of the earls tried their best. The Rose Temple, in particular, was raised in the fief of the High Earl of Eastrealm, my cousin and father-in-law, Yedwol the Bard, and was incredibly lavish. Its spires surged above even the High Earl’s main donjon, the famous Rose Tower.


    While my temple might be considered more modest, it was reasonably lofty.


    Still, the temple in Dragonsyx Castle wasn’t as opulent, nor nearly as huge, as the main temple in the adjacent town. Why should it be? Why would a castle temple need to be larger than one made to service an entire town? That was my thinking. However, most lords didn’t feel the same.


    While my temple wasn’t opulent or large, it was beautiful. Two stone dragon heads posted on either side of the main door guarded the entrance. These dragons had open mouths, which were actually waterspouts. But as the temple hadn’t yet officially opened, no water poured out from either.


    I loved the stylish flying buttresses. I adored the elegant, vaulted roof. I admired the pointed arched windows with stained glass. In several glorious frames, the various panes depicted the Drowning of Atalantyx, then the journey of Father’s eighteen ships, fleeing the destruction, Father’s landing in Acremia, and finally, the establishment of Eastrealm.


    All those little details helped give the temple so much character. I was looking forward to returning from war, and attending Mass.


    The temple was ready for prayer, whenever the priests and priestesses arrived. The scaffolding had all been cleared. The last vestiges of dust had been swept away. The resident clergy, all save the prelate, had written to me to advise they were on their way to Dragonsyx, to take up residence within the next fortnight. The first Mass was scheduled for a month hence, once the prelate arrived.


    But one could still pray, even without a priest.


    I always found solace in any temple. Maybe I found courage there, too. So, I would seek both out one final time, before I left Eastrealm.


    Thus, the morning prior to my scheduled departure, I walked with three of my bodyguards to my temple.


    When one entered the temple, the prelate’s throne was positioned just to the right, inside the vestibule, so supplicants had to bow their obeisance to the presiding Prelate. Or, by tradition, if they were noble born, instead of bowing, by kissing the prelate’s ring of office.


    Then, the supplicants would leave the entryway, proceeding to their prayer pits. I insisted all the prayer pits be constructed of equal depth and breadth. It was typical that the pits for the lord and lady of the manor and any visiting nobility be made deeper and wider, for additional comfort.


    But the Parables said, “All are of proportionate stature under the Single God.” So, I ensured neither I, nor Candalove, nor even my father, if he came to call on me, and wished to worship at Dragonsyx’s temple, be afforded any luxury setting us apart from the less lofty supplicants.


     I stood alone in the temple’s south aisle, admiring the stonework’s various carvings. I would pray, unattended, soon. My guards remained outside. But first, I craved a moment of relative solitude, of peace.


    That would be denied to me. I heard the sounds of marching boots on the fine stones laid in the temple courtyard. Even before I had confirmation of who’d arrived.


    “Sire,” said my bodyguard captain, coming to me. “Your royal brothers approach.”


    I sighed. “I expected them for the evening board. Not before. Nevertheless.…” It seemed time alone, and prayer, would be delayed indefinitely.


    My guard captain bent his head respectfully. Then he exited, making way for the Second and Third Prince to enter.


    My brothers strode in—one broad, one slim, garbed almost identically.


    Both were unhelmed, but otherwise fully dressed for war, rather than penitence. They were clad in full mail, girt with sword and dagger. In terms of facial appearance, both, like me, were almost copies of Father. The differences were in their build, and height.


    Arclan, thick, solid, hair shorn at the nape of his neck, wore a surcoat of black bearing the two rampant red dragons crowned with diadems. The Early, tall, slender, hair longer, past his collar, wore an identical surcoat, save three crowned dragons adorning the breast.


    My brothers had other individual sigils, just as I had mine. I’d chosen a quartered standard, with the black dragon on red in one quarter, a single gold crown on purple for the rank of First Prince in the second quarter. Keeping with the tradition of Atalantyx, the Princes of the Realm denoted their rank by the number of crowns on a purple field. The third quarter was a dove, signifying peace, which I aspired to have, whenever I took up the reign of Eastrealm as its king. The final quarter showed wavy bands of white and blue, representing the sea, and our lost homeland of Atalantyx.


    My brothers’ sigils were also quartered. Arclan had selected Father’s black dragon on red in two diagonal quarters. Then, the other two diagonal quarters bore the white swan on blue of Badonia. Badonia was the realm directly west of Eastrealm, where cowslips bloomed in the meadows, cuckoos cried in the woods, and the stately, placid white birds with red and black at their beaks, swam in the lake near the capital city named for them: Swan’s Gate. Thus, the swan acknowledged our adopted grandfather King Irly’s royal emblem. Meanwhile, the Early also had the black dragon on red in two diagonal quarters. The remaining two quarters sported the Triangle and the Circle, displaying his piety for the faith of the Single God.


    For a moment, beholding my younger siblings, I mourned the fact that I had another royal brother, and two royal sisters, whom I’d likely never be close to. A prince of Nyrimia, I’d not yet seen, a princess of Lynchun who was a very young child, and a princess of Anibia, whom I might never even meet, who lived on another continent.


    But I made sure not to let those regrets darken my countenance. Nor did I allow my concern over Father’s unreasonable command, to ensure my brothers were protected during the coming war, damper my mood. I loved Arclan, and the Early dearly. But war was a fickle thing. Fortune, or the will of God—or Goddesses and Gods in the plural, depending on what one believed—dictated the outcome in battle. I could no more prevent my brothers from falling, than I could prevent Mother, Father, or I, from perishing in the coming conflict. Once we rode forth, what would come would come. Still, I would think positively, praying for all our safety.


    Pushing those thoughts away, I gave my brothers a warm, teasing smile, “You’ve come to pray too?”


    Arclan scoffed, looking at his surroundings. He couldn’t openly reject the Single God’s faith as a son of the Atasyx. Yet I knew, while he appreciated the architecture of the temple, his soul cleaved more to the Elemental Goddesses than to the Single God. “We came to see you as soon as we completed all our tasks. As you should have expected. Atalan was quite happy, you can imagine, when we learned you were here. He wanted to look upon your new temple.”


    “I wasn’t expecting you until supper,” I replied.


    “All was prepared earlier than scheduled,” said Arclan. An eager glint was in his eye. “We’re ready, Brother.”


    


    And I knew we were. I had purposely left the two of them in charge of all the final arrangements. The culmination of all the sword-sharpening, axe-honing, shield-binding, and readying of war kit. Mail and helms were mended, scrubbed, and gleaming. The supervision of all those horses, properly shod, outfitted, fed, watered. The provisions for the journey for every knight: cheese, meat, oatcakes, water, ale, wine, warm winter clothing. And many more items of logistics, supply and outfit, from the critical to the trivial.


    I left them in charge, because I was confident they would diligently ensure all was prepared. A good commander had to trust his subordinates to complete their tasks, without the commander watching over their shoulders. So, I’d departed the capital, leaving my brothers to their work.


    And like good subordinates, they gave me a full accounting. Atalan, with a scroll in hand, always the one with all the meticulous details ready. Backing up Arclan, who provided the overview.


    They answered my questions more than adequately. They’d done well. I told them as much.


    Arclan puffed with pride, when they’d satisfied me, “I told you, we’re ready, Brother.”


    I smiled sadly, “No one’s ever truly ready, Brother. Still, we do as we can.”


    Arclan seemed offended. “Haven’t we done everything? As you’ve instructed?” 


    “He means, Brother,” said the Early quietly, “We’re novices, you and I. Not truly equipped for war, and all it means.”


    “Until we fight in a war,” retorted Arclan. “Of course, we’re still novices! Not for much longer!”


    I considered my overly eager brother. I had my failings, no doubt. No man is perfect, nor is any lord. Arclan showed lots of promise. But he was the most hot-headed and impetuous amongst us three trueborn sons of Othrun the Great. Perhaps even less suited than I, to be a king.


    Now, Atalan the Early, there was a boy born to be a magnificent lord. His dignity, his forbearance…he was eager too, yes. But there was something much more temperate about him, than either Arclan or I.


    He would make a better king than either one of us.


    “Thoughts, Atalan?” I gestured around at the temple, still teasing. “Does it meet the Third Prince’s approval?”


    


    The Early, in reply, stuffed the scroll inside his surcoat’s inner pocket. Grave and measured as always, he began to stroll around the temple. Slowly. Like an inspecting taskmaster. Hands behind his back. Glancing up, down, sideways. Painstaking eyes, taking everything in. Nothing could withstand his assiduity. Arclan gave me a smirk. Which I returned, as we followed our younger brother. Trailing behind him, like we were his attendants, waiting for his validation. That all met his exacting standards.


    He came to a stop, staring upwards. As I’d anticipated.


    For Atalan, who missed nothing, found what one of the stonemasons hid in plain sight, when they’d placed the finishing touches on my temple. He stared up at the lintel, which braced the vestry.


    “Are those…?” the Early gasped at the audacity.


    “They are,” I confirmed. “It had escaped my notice before today, despite several tours of the place, during various phases of construction. You’re clearly far more observant than me, Brother. You caught it at once.”


    For in the lintel above the doorway, where the priests and priestess would change into their vestments for Mass, someone among the masons had carved symbols that would be considered heresy. Defiling the very purpose of the temple itself.


    Etched in glorious detail, in succession, were the shape of a cloud with an oddly cheery face for Sky; Sun, casting brilliant beams; Water, a rolling wave with foam upon its crest; Wind with more clouds, puffy and swollen faces blowing fiercely; Earth, with mountain peaks towering over the ground below. Fire’s flames flickering wickedly, completed the representation of the avatars of the Six Elemental Goddesses.


    I presumed it was the efforts of a cheeky stonemason. Definitely an Eltnish one. Likely the apprentice of an Atalantean one. Likely done covertly. Without his Atalantean supervisor noticing, the apprentice had transposed what would have normally been unthinkable, by adorning such symbols in a temple of the Single God’s faith. Much less the temple of the First Prince of the Realm, and future Atasyx—me.


    I said, “Some precocious apprentice, I’d think, managed to accomplish this right under the nose of his master.”


    “And now, if one looks up,” smiled Arclan. “As no doubt, the priestesses and priests will one day, it will be literally right above their noses.”


    


    “Indeed,” murmured the Early. Horrified, but still careful in his comments for the moment.


    Arclan was amused. And impressed. “I commend the lad brave enough to do it. A bold and fitting statement.”


    “Defiling a sacred temple is fitting?” The Early finally revealed how appalled he was.


    Arclan laid a hand on the Early’s shoulder, as if he were some sage old priest. “We’re in a new age.” He relished the opportunity to school Atalan, as his elder brother. “We are lords of Eltnish kingdoms. Most of our subjects are Eltnish. Many have converted to the Triangle and Circle, who yet still cleave to the Six.”


    “A subtle reminder to our clergy of that,” I elaborated. “I don’t take offence to it. Even if I may not be able to let it remain. Our mother is a mage, a priestess of the Six. She raised us primarily to worship the Single God, for the sake of our role as vassals to our Father as Atasyx, co-defender of the faith with the High Prelate. Yet Mother also raised us to respect and appreciate the Elemental Goddesses.”


    “Not so subtle a reminder for our noble clergy,” said the Early.


    “May I ask, a not so subtle reminder for our noble clergy, of what, Lord Third Prince?” Another unexpected visitor abruptly arrived, to interrogate my younger brother.


    I looked back to see my perturbed guard commander once more. With him was none other than the designated prelate of my temple, Lord Predurlan, walking towards us.


    My guard captain was irritated, and apologetic, “Forgive me, Sire. I told the Lord Prelate I had to announce his coming before he simply entered—”


    “It’s true, Lord First Prince,” said Predurlan, with a tiny, officious bow. “Your good captain did his duty. I’ve barged in, unadmitted. However, thankfully, he didn’t bar my way. I’m sure he could have knocked down an old man like me without much effort.”


    My captain, whose father was born in the Drowned Kingdom, and who was as devout as one came, was slightly outraged. “By the Single God, I wouldn’t harm you, my Lord! Never would I lay hands on an anointed high priest of the faith. I simply—”


    “It’s fine,” I tutted. “No doubt the esteemed Prelate wished to see his new home, before the finishing touches are completed. Although, I don’t believe he’ll be in residence here for long. He will likely be taking up abode in the Triangle Temple itself.” I dismissed my man. Flummoxed, he once more egressed the temple.


    Predurlan was one of the few remaining elder priests born in Atalantyx, who’d escaped the Drowned Kingdom with Father and his band of refugees. Most of the younger priests and priestesses were Eltnish converts, born in Acremia. There were a decent number of clergy members born in Eastrealm, however, whose parents were of Atalantean descent. Yet they were far outnumbered by a burgeoning demographic of Eltnish worshippers, who cleaved to both the Six and the Single God. As Arclan rightly noted.


    As much as the more hardline, conservative clergy tried to insist worship of the Single God could only be exclusive and monotheistic, they fought a losing cause.


    My view on the matter? The Single God’s will could not be denied. If that will be to have more and more of the indigenous population we ruled over find their way to the Light, yet still believe in their native Goddesses… Well, my view was, as devout as I considered myself to be in the Atalantean faith, so be it.


    However, I knew that wasn’t the position that those such as Predurlan—nor other traditionalists such as my own brother Atalan—held. And it was Predurlan who might be able to truly affect the course of the faith, and how it was administrated in an overarching way. Very soon.


    Predurlan wouldn’t have been Fridlyr’s choice for his successor to the High Prelate’s seat. Fridlyr was ever supportive of the Elemental religion being respected, alongside the worship of the Single God. But Fridlyr managed to outlive all his chosen successors, even though he was far older than any of them. As more and more senior prelates went to meet their God, Fridlyr’s choices dwindled for whom he wanted to lead the Temple when he, too, passed from this life.


    Now, Predurlan, whose stance on religion differed drastically from the deceased High Prelate, was poised to assume the mantle of the Temple’s supreme leader. He’d been anointed Prelate of Dragonsyx just three months ago. But he was currently acting as High Prelate of all the realm, and as Chancellor on Father’s High Council. Even I had to admit, he was excelling in both roles as incumbent. He had positioned himself well for the ultimate power role in the faith. It seemed inevitable that one day, he would sit at the High Prelate’s Throne in the Triangle Temple.


    Fridlyr would be turning over in his crypt to know such a man, once a rival, one so intolerant of the Elemental Goddesses, would take his place.


    “Ah, my good Lord Prelate,” said Arclan gregariously, a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “Indeed, as my brother notes, it seems your tenure as the Prelate of Dragonsyx will be brief. You’re destined for bigger things. As big, in fact, as the High Prelature of the Realm.”


    Predurlan attempted meekness. He wasn’t good at it. “If the Single God wills it, Lord Second Prince. If my peers see fit to bless me with the honour.”


    Tradition dictated that the High Prelate of the Temple also be the Lord Chancellor of the Realm, which was a much esteemed position on the King’s Royal Council. It was the only position on the council that the King didn’t have the complete authority to select himself.


    By strict definition, the King didn’t select the High Prelate—this was done through a consensus of the ranking prelates, with the sovereign’s blessing.


    The ranking prelates all seemed cowed by the fact that Predurlan had the backing of highly influential supporters, such as Yedwol the Bard, his mother, Dowager High Countess Samata, and my own brother, Atalan, Third Prince of the Realm. It was helping to propel him to the High Prelate’s throne.


    Predurlan was an incredibly aggressive and successful campaigner for the Temple. He’d raised the most tithes anyone could ever remember a member of the clergy had secured, when he served as the young priest of the town of Longbed.


    Tithes meant everything. The Temple was the Crown’s most significant, most consistent stream of revenue. And he who ensured this revenue flourished, would have all the support he needed amongst not only the Old Guard elite, but also the Royal Council, and the King himself.


    Predurlan’s fundraising capabilities caught the grudging attention of none other than High Prelate Fridlyr. Who had eventually promoted Predurlan to Prelate of the Earldom of Westhedge—Yedwol the Bard’s fief—when that prelate passed on. A most prestigious post.


    Predurlan had again excelled in his new role. He won the admiration of his patron, the Bard, and became favoured by the widowed Dowager High Countess, for his staunch conservatism, and relentless tithe gathering. This second element enhanced the riches of not only the Bard’s fiefdom, but also the Crown.


    The pivotal backing of the House of Yedwol behind him, as Fridlyr’s picks for High Prelate died off, Predurlan became the name whispered on everyone’s lips, as the right man to ensure the Temple endured, and thrived.


    A conclave of prelates would take place in the spring to formally elect the High Prelate. Yet, by this juncture, most saw it as a formality. Predurlan, who had been selected as the first Prelate of Dragonsyx, and its newly erected temple, in one of Fridlyr’s final acts before his death, would likely never sit on the throne in the Temple’s vestibule, as I’d suggested. By the time we returned home from war in the North—if we returned—he’d be ready, with Father’s approval, to be crowned High Prelate of Eastrealm.


    He had been so occupied with affairs as acting High Prelate and Chancellor in the capital, he had not yet visited what was supposed to be the seat of his new position. He was too caught up in the position he ultimately aspired to.


    But Predurlan was not one to forgo protocol. As a show, he had clearly decided that he needed to inspect his temple in my domains. Even if he knew it was just for exhibition’s sake. He knew I’d leave soon on campaign. Optically, he couldn’t be viewed as being negligent, and never having at least put up the pretense of seeing his new seat—and his lord (me) knowing he had toured that seat—while he still held the role of merely Prelate.


    Predurlan turned deliberately to Atalan, his only real ally amongst us princely brothers. Flattering and obsequious: “Lord Third Prince. It’s always good to see you, my young lord. And like your elder brother, so marvellously outfitted for righteous war. May the Single God bless you,” he made the sign of the Triangle and Circle, “and breed courage in your heart, fire in your sword, and fear into the hearts of your enemies.”


     Atalan the Early, as always more reserved and respectful, inclined his head slightly. “Lord Prelate, I thank you for this blessing. Of course, I know you extend this to all we princes of the blood.” Always proper, my younger brother.


    Predurlan cleared his throat, and said smoothly, “Of course, Lord Prince. I wish for all the House of Othrun the Great to emerge victorious in the coming battles. The Single God bless and keep you all, from death and despair, and crown you in glory and victory!” With a flourish, he added another pious warding.


    I didn’t like Predurlan. But I respected the clergy, always giving them their due. “Of course, Lord Prelate,” I commented. “We thank you for the blessing. And should you ascend to the High Prelate’s throne, may your rule be long, and may you ably steer our holy faith, and continue to serve the Single God, in fidelity and peace. We won’t begrudge your short tenure as Dragonsyx’s prelate. I’m certain you will select a competent replacement. Once you’ve taken up your higher office, that is.”


    I might have to work with this man if he lived to be old, outlived Father, and I came to the Dragon Throne, with Predurlan as my High Prelate.


    Predurlan was bold. Never quite offensive. But indeed, blunt and forthright enough, like Fridlyr had been. Unlike Fridlyr, there was always a touch of disdain in his tone, bordering on insolence.


    Father generally preferred his priests to be obsequious and deferential. Yet, he’d come to truly appreciate and value Fridlyr’s candour, forthrightness, and administrative skills. Father had also valued the savvy manner in which Fridlyr negotiated the complicated religious and political quagmire of his position. A position as head of a religion whose stubborn, entrenched, and powerful elite base—the Old Guard—held the belief that the faith of their forbearers was under siege by the heathen population they lorded over.


    What type of high priest did I prefer? That should have been the central question, as I was to be an Atasyx. As Lord of Dragonsyx, I was, of course, consulted prior to Predurlan’s appointment. I’d met with both Father and Fridlyr, to discuss Predurlan being my new prelate. I supposed I wanted, first and foremost, a godly man in the role. But I also desired a measured one. When it came to faith, I wasn’t like Arclan, who very much cleaved to his Eltnish parentage and religion, perhaps more (secretly) than his Atalantean one. Nor was I like Atalan, who was as Atalantean as if he were born in the Drowned Kingdom. For Atalan, there was no faith but the Single God. Though he was never offensive, much less open, about his clear preference for the religion of the Drowned Kingdom, and disdain for the Six. He was too careful for that. Just as Arclan was careful not to appear too enthusiastic about the Six, which he couldn’t openly worship, as the son of the last High Lord from Atalantyx’s monotheistic faith.


    Nonetheless, times had indeed changed, as Arclan had said. Most of our subjects were Eltnish. Their faith needed a place in our society, equal to the Single God’s faith. I had the same destination in mind as Arclan—to have Eastrealm one day be a place where all faiths co-existed in complete harmony, with no superior religion.


    However, I disagreed with Arclan about the speed at which we could arrive at such a place. I was mindful of what Father told me about what seemed to be the motivation for his one-time brother, as King of Atalantyx, trying to revolutionize Atalantean society, bring in the worship of the Sanaavian gods, and recognize Atalantyx’s Sanaavian heritage. Erthal Ninth, now Laahtre, had clearly moved too fast in his attempt to transform his kingdom, without the support of his nobles. That had incited rebellion against him, led by Father.


    As for the Early, were he king, he would subtly ensure the Single God’s faith maintained pre-eminence. He was as close to the Old Guard as could be, without being considered one of them. That’s why he was so offended, seeing the images of the Six carved into my temple.


     As would Predurlan be. No doubt, when he had entered the temple, Predurlan had seen us gazing upwards. Now, he did the same, as we stood under the entrance to what would be his vestry. As he’d asked what the Early was speaking of, as Predurlan arrived, it was simple to make the deduction once the prelate gleaned the nature of the carvings above his head.


    He squinted. Then, he angered, “What abomination is this?”


    Arclan smiled wickedly, “We were just admiring it. What do you think of the craftsmanship?”


    Predurlan wasn’t amused. “I believe I just made my thoughts quite clear, Lord Second Prince. It’s an abomination. To have…this…travesty adorn any part of a sacred building, is heresy most foul. To have this monstrosity o’er head of the very clergy’s vestry…is utterly unconscionable. I presume…” The prelate paused. He chose his words carefully. “This is something my Lord First Prince recently noticed. A great lord cannot be expected to oversee every minute detail, of such an otherwise glorious project.”


    “True,” I said. “I didn’t notice it until this very morning.”


    Predurlan looked somewhat relieved. “As I suspected! I know you wouldn’t countenance such apostasy. Would you like me to deal with the discipline of the master builder? And the discipline of the apprentice, who no doubt was the architect of this grievous sin? Clearly, the master builder knew nothing of it either. He’s a devout and godly man, I know, by reputation.


    “Nonetheless, this occurred on his watch. He’s a wealthy man. A considerable tithe might suffice to absolve his sins. As for the labourer himself, well, I would suggest mild flagellation. Perhaps three lashes would expunge the iniquity from his soul.”


    “My presumption,” said Arclan coldly, “is that the man who carved the likeness of the Six Elementals isn’t a follower of the Single God. That’s why he carved these images in this temple. You would have a man flogged for immorality, when he isn’t subject to our morals?”


    “My dear Lord Second Prince,” said Predurlan sanctimoniously, “in the eyes of the temple, all heathens, eventually, should be subject to our morality, our high ideals, brought over the sea from the Drowned Kingdom. All, in time, should be converted from their sacrilegious ways, cleaving to the Single God. For the sake of their immortal souls.” He narrowed his eyes. Then, suddenly, he looked pleased. “Yet, my Prince is wise. If I take your inference correctly, rather than whip the cretin, he should be forcibly converted for this desecration. And, of course, once we proselytize him, he, too, can make a suitable offering to augment our—”


    “We stand at the intersection of a new reality,” said Arclan airily. “The old world you were born into has fallen into the ocean. This is a new world in which you now live, where Eltnish and Atalantean co-exist. Where conversion is not forced, but rather the decision of the individual soul. Where all faiths are valued.”


    “Thus, the pressure on the clergy of the true religion,” said Predurlan huffishly, “to preserve our faith, has grown as never before.”


    “My royal mother,” said Arclan in a withering tone, “your queen is a mage. A stewardess of the Six. Be mindful of your words, Lord Prelate. My royal father, your king, has long decreed that while the religion of the Single God is to be preeminent in matters of state and governance, the Six are to be respected. And no censure is permitted of those who elect to convert to worshipping Water, Fire, and other ancient deities. While the Single God’s faith is paramount in Eastrealm, none of our Eltnish subjects shall ever face persecution for holding to venerating the Six.”


    Predurlan was red as a beet. He wisely bowed his head slightly to Arclan, murmuring some sort of apology. But Atalan came to the prelate’s rescue.


    


    “Lord Princely Brother,” said the Early gently to me, “If there’s to be valuing and respect of both the Single God’s faith, and that of the Six, shouldn’t the mason apprentice who did this have considered the gravity of his actions? It would be unseemly to violate some shrine dedicated to the Elementals. Accordingly, is it not unseemly to deface and defame a holy temple of the True God?”


    Predurlan puffed with pride over Atalan’s words, recovering confidence quickly, as if the Early were his own son, and not the son of the King. “My Lord Third Prince speaks with wisdom, for one of such tender years.” He said expectantly to me, “Sire, will you—”


    I raised a hand to interrupt him. “I will have the images of the Six removed. The master mason shall make fitting monetary redress to the temple. The apprentice who carved the images shall be disciplined. But I shall leave that discipline to the discretion of the master builder. He’s the master builder’s employee. If he sees fit to release him from employment, demote him from apprentice to novice, or make him pay restitution to recompense his loss and embarrassment, that’s his purview. But the Crown will take no further action against what may have been an immature prank.”


    “More like sedition,” provoked Predurlan, “A direct insult and purposeful offence to the temple. An insult to you, as the lord of this keep.”


    I said firmly but mildly, “I’ve spoken my will, Lord Prelate. The temple won’t open for some months. I will deal with this upon my return. Other matters of even greater import now take up my attention. Such as an impending war. I’ll have my steward, who will be quite busy in my absence, take care of the matter when time permits. But well before the temple’s opening, I assure you.”


    Predurlan licked his lips. His eyes darted back and forth between us three brothers. He searched for the limits of his influences, testing who among us were indeed his allies. He may have had, at most, a kindred spirit in Atalan. Certainly not Arclan. Regardless, neither of them would gainsay my command. Especially with what was to be done about my own temple, in my own keep. And I was still their superior.


    Finally, Predurlan relented, looking back at me with a slight bow. “So, the First Prince has spoken. So, it shall be done, Sire.”


    I wanted to lower the temperature if, indeed, it had been raised. Ere my brothers and I left for war. I wanted to be on as good terms as I could with Predurlan. Whether I personally took to him or no.


    “We leave for campaign on the morrow,” I told him. “Would you do us the honour of joining us for our evening board? Your benediction at the prayer before our meal would be a blessing.”


    Predurlan bowed, preening a bit at the favour of his lord. But I knew he wouldn’t forget I forestalled his punishment of the apprentice. “The honour would be mine, Lord First Prince.”


  




  

    


    CHAPTER SIX


    The next morning was the eighth day of Tenthmonth. It was time to depart.


    We stood in the courtyard of Dragonsyx at the sixth hour of the morning. Autumn had come. The day dawned, later than in past weeks, slightly murky, with a dull red sky, as the birds hurried about their migrations further south. The surrounding Eastrealmian countryside, mid-harvest, smelled ripe: of tawny fallen leaves, tilled earth, apples, berries, and wood smoke.


    My full guard complement, and that of my two brothers, were mounted near me. They waited for me to take my leave of the lady of the manor.


    “Carry this token with you into battle, Lord Prince.” Candalove handed me a small green scarf. It was clean, of course, and pressed. But it looked old. It bore two silver crossed swords. “It’s dear to me, as you are. It belonged to Lolove, my great-grandmother. I never knew her, of course. She died long ago in Atalantyx, long before it drowned. But I hear she was a lady of great piety, impeccable comportment, and breeding.”


    “As are you, dear Wife.”


    She smiled at the compliment. “May it protect you, along with the Single God’s blessings.”


    The sigil on the scarf, I knew, was that of the Prince of Berefet, Old Yedwol. Grandfather of Candalove’s father, Yedwol the Bard. Two silver crossed swords on green.


    I took her hand gallantly and kissed it. “I thank you for your favour, Wife.”


    “Return safe to me, Husband,” she looked intently into my eyes. A promise and a hope of future nights of passion was contained in those eyes. Where we wouldn’t only come together to conceive an heir, but also come together in love, as man and woman should, in her mind. I wished I could return that hope, that promise.


    “I’ll do my best,” I smiled back.


    She grasped my hand as I moved to let go of hers, laying it overtop of mine, her grip surprisingly firm.


    “Remember, Husband, it isn’t always the sword which wounds or kills. Sometimes, words do the most damage.”


    “What say you, Wife?”


    “What I say is, you go north into Carthlughe. There’s turmoil there. Much turmoil.”


    “War is the definition of turmoil.”


    “I speak of intrigues relating to politics, not of combat. You know my family is well-informed of the happenings in every nation we’re allied with. And those with whom we are not.”


    Glathan was my father’s spymaster. The Seneschal and Fourth Prince of the Realm had spies deployed throughout Acremia. Yet, few lords, other than Glathan, commanded the impressive espionage network Yedwol the Bard wielded.


    My wife said next: “There’s turmoil in Carthlughe and Lynchun. There’s turmoil among the rest of those kingdoms who would be allied with Eastrealm. You go into a place of shifting allegiances, and uncertain loyalties. Be careful.”


    She wasn’t wrong. Centi, made Prince of Ipithyia by none other than his brother Bartho, had challenged Bartho for his throne. The Crown Princess of Carthlughe had been abducted. And those would be, no doubt, just the beginning of the intrigues broiling within our Alliance of which I was aware. I’d heed my wife’s words. Young but wise was Candalove, daughter of Yedwol the Bard.


    “I will be careful,” I promised.


    Ever pious, she added, “Have you been to Mass recently? These past few weeks?”


    “I went to the Temple yesterday,” I said, without specification. A lie by omission. Or, at the very least, I’d misled her. I’d implied I had gone into the town of Dragonsyx, or while I was in the capital, to Mass there at some point in the past few weeks. What actually happened, was that I’d gone to the unfinished temple in our castle yesterday to pray. But my brothers and my prelate had interrupted that.


    Still, she seemed satisfied and nodded.


    I put the scarf inside my surcoat, bidding her farewell. My surcoat was like my brothers’. Blood red, with a single crowned dragon, signifying my place as First Prince.


    To go with the surcoat were black ringmail, black trews, black boots, and black gauntlets. My Atalantean steel arming sword, Justice, was on one hip in a black sheath. My Atalantean steel dagger, Mercy, was on the other hip, sheathed in a black scabbard edged with gold. One esquire held my helm, silver with a dragon’s head adorned on the peak. Another esquire held my shield, black dragon on red in one quarter, a single gold crown on purple in another, the third with the dove. The final quarter showed wavy bands of white and blue.


    I was ready for war.


    Sadly, as I turned away from Candalove, my final cogitations were excitement, not for war, but instead seeing Athen again, on campaign. I recalled my last parting from him in the glorious city of Yaden. The place of domed citadels, statuesque manors, white marble, spandrels, chamfered corners, and opulent royal apartments with silver plates on which to dine, running water and wine fountains, from which to drink.


    That last evening, three years ago, the night before I left to return to Eastrealm with Father and our armies, Athen and I dined together. We sat on the balcony of my suite, looking out over the endless desert to the west, sipping on rosewater, munching on bites of succulent buttered chicken. Afterwards, we rinsed our mouths with sweet wine, and shared a reasonably chaste kiss.


    Athen wanted to share more back then. But I told him what we had already done courted sin. Not because we were two men. Rather, because I was to be betrothed to Candalove.


    Like Candalove, Athen and I had never lain with another person before. He was too young back then, and I wouldn’t take advantage of him.


    But now, I was no longer betrothed but married. The sin would be far greater, should we give in to our love for one another, when we saw each other again. And Athen was no longer too young. Would we be able to resist, if we found the time to be alone once more?


    


    I wrenched my mind away from Athen, turning to ready for war.


    The Bard and the Aspect, with all the men, would be waiting for us on the road just outside Wyrmshoard. Time was precious. I hastily swung onto my mount.


    “We have to meet Father, at the fork going towards Pridehearth,” urged the Early, always one to keep on task and on time, reminding others of the need to do the same, “once we’ve collected the Bard and the Aspect. We have only one day before the appointed time. We shouldn’t dally.”


    We didn’t. The gates were opened. We left Dragonsyx.


    As I rode off, I turned back and saw my flag, the official flag of the First Prince, a single gold crown on purple, being lowered and taken down from my castle, as I was no longer in residence.


    I turned away, putting my eyes northward.


    I rode beside my brothers back east, towards the capital.


    “War!” said Arclan to Atalan enthusiastically as we rode. “We’re finally off to war!”


    We retrieved our host, a mounted force of a thousand strong once we joined them, waiting for us on the road just a few miles north of Wyrmshoard. A mighty cheer arose, as we approached with our bodyguard.


    The Yedwols, both Bard and Aspect, at the host’s head, greeted us. They’d spent the past days assisting Arclan and the Early in the capital with the muster. Now, they would have the opportunity to spend one more night in their own domains, before heading off to war. Those domains were convenient to tarry in overnight, on the route, as we made our way to Pridehearth.


    Seeing the bald pate of the elder Yedwol, and the golden curls of the Aspect, warmed my heart. The bard’s crimson flag with golden harp, and the Aspect’s grey owl on white, flapped behind them, in the hands of their standard bearers.


    “Father-in-Law,” I greeted the Bard and to the Aspect, “Cousin.”


    “Well met, Lord Princely Cousins,” the Aspect bent his neck slightly, respectfully to us three brothers. Like the Early, the Aspect was always grave and judicious. Now sixteen years old, he was already somewhat seasoned from campaigning in Ipithyia, where he was gravely wounded, but now wholly recovered.


    “How fares my daughter, Lord Prince?” inquired the Bard.


    


    This question was redundant. The Bard regularly communicated via letter with my wife. She was very close to her father, and confided in him deeply. He knew exactly how she was.


    “As beautiful, clever, and utterly wonderful as ever,” was my response.


    He leaned over in the saddle, whispering bluntly, “And when might my Lady Wife Carmaise and I expect to be grandparents?”


    He was as bad as Father in that regard.


    Everyone wanted to know when Candalove and I would make a little prince, but cared not about how many princesses we made. By laws of male primogeniture, brought down from the Drowned Kingdom, only the males inherited in Eastrealm. The Bard’s first male grandson, bred of my loins and Candalove’s womb, therefore, would one day be King of Eastrealm.


    The Bard was anxious to cement his legacy. I didn’t doubt he’d fuss with pride, when that first male baby, and future king, came pink and screaming into the world. I loved my elder cousin, Lord of the Bridle Path. Like Father, he had his faults, but was a great man. I did want to please him. As I wanted to please Father. Yet the pressure to make a son, to complete an act I’d no interest in with my wife… Would I even be able to perform when the time came? Would I falter in one of my most important tasks? The fear of failure burned my throat like bile.


    “When the time is meet,” I said. I admonished the Bard lightly, “But it would be improper, indelicate, to discuss such matters, would it not?”


    “Perhaps,” allowed the Bard. “Yet, I’m eager to greet the future infant king.” He paused, pressing, “I assume you’re to…complete your marriage with my daughter, upon our return from this war?”


    I blushed at his persistence with the subject matter. But I said, “Nothing happens before the time the Single God wishes.”


    The Bard straightened; his eyes narrowed. He, too, worried I would shirk my responsibilities. As all the realm knew, he too knew, I’d no real taste for women. That I loved Athen. “Yes, the will of the Single God be done. Let’s hope that will be done soon.” He leaned back in once more, saying, in hushed, conspiratorial tones, “Lady Carmaise birthed the Aspect when she was fifteen years old. No one ever said a word to me, save ‘Congratulations on your boy child, a splendid new heir to the Rose Tower.’ I don’t think anyone will mind if you don’t stand on protocol, Son-in-Law. What matters more is: produce a male child.”


    “I’ll take that under advisement, Father-in-Law,” I said stiffly, turning my eyes to the road, to end the conversation.


    The ride north towards Pridehearth was filled with little chatter, as we lords led our army out of the realm, making our way to the summer residence of Lynchun’s ruler. There’d be a stop-over, however, first. Then, the rest of the journey would take an entire day.


    Most of the talk amongst we nobles came from an excited Arclan, who spoke incessantly of the coming battle and glory. This contrasted with Atalan, from whom I sensed a reluctance. No passion or interest in violence issued from my youngest brother. Instead, out of necessity, he was marching to war. When he was younger, he’d expressed more boyish eagerness for battle. But that cooled as he had grown closer to manhood. He was so temperate, so measured, for one so young. I truly admired those qualities in him.


    “You speak like this war will somehow be different, Cousin,” said the Bard to Arclan. “War is all the same.”


    Arclan raised an eyebrow. “How so, my Lord?”


    The Bard said, “One side emerges victorious. The other dead, or imprisoned, and disgraced.”


    “This war will be different,” disagreed Arclan stubbornly. “Not only are our lives at stake. All Eltnia is at stake.”


    The Bard smiled wearily, “As I said, no different. I was exactly your age, my first campaign. When we marched to free Lynchun from Lord Orlu’s usurpation, we took it back for Wely, and secured your father’s kingdom here in Eastrealm. I thought it was glorious then.” He looked wistfully off into the distance. “It’s never as glorious as you think, when the killing begins, and people start dying. Your people, not just theirs. People under your command.”


    A full day’s easy journey brought us north and west, to the Bard’s opulent and stately domains of the Earldom of Westhedge. We tarried there for the night, amidst the splendour of the Bridle Path.


    The massive, rounded central tower dominating the estate was as impressive as always. Its façade of pinkish stone, impeccably crafted, almost as big and high as the Circle Tower, surrounded by a moat, was set on five acres of carefully tended parkland, with gently sloping glens.


    As I remembered from many previous visits, the warm and fragrant scent of rose gardens blooming around the donjon perfumed the air, even this late in the season. The pink stone of the main donjon and the surrounding rose gardens, had earned the Rose Tower’s name. This keep would be the final experience of Eastrealm’s marvellous castles I would savour, before I left Father’s kingdom.


    While the Anib, seemingly the premier civilization in that part of the world, had built numerous stone structures in Acremia centuries ago, most of them had fallen into decay. The only place to see complete, intact marvels of stone in Acremia today was in Eastrealm, raised by Atalantean stone craft. One of the few races in the world besides the Anib, it seemed, who were cunning with stone.


    I adored the unique architecture and features. Yet more than that, I loved the mystical feeling of castles, never taking for granted I was raised in them. They would always be a marvel to me, as they were to many Eltnish who visited or lived in Eastrealm. Castles provided me with a binding tie to my heritage as the son of an Atalantean lord. I felt that tie deep in my soul when I gazed upon the various turrets, battlements, drawbridges and the like.


    I didn’t know when I’d be able to savour them again.


    While our army camped on the grounds, my brothers and I lodged in the best guest rooms in the Rose Tower the Bard had to offer, fit for Princes of the Realm.


    Dawn came. We departed, staying on the northeast road, until we could ford the Lynchun River. From there, the trip to Pridehearth was swift. Autumn was yet a warm month in Eastrealm and Lynchun. Hot in my armour, I dabbed the sweat from my brow with my kerchief, as we wound our way into the Gold Realm, perhaps Eltnia’s most prestigious kingdom. And my favourite part of that kingdom was Pridehearth, the summer palace of Lynchun’s rulers.


    It had been some years since I’d been to Pridehearth. Whenever I came, I always marvelled at that structure. The grand entrance to the palace, adorned with at least twenty statues of various mighty beasts, was still spectacular. One of the beasts was a lion, Lynchun’s symbol. But the rest were all different animals: tigers, giraffes, elephants, monkeys, and more magical creatures, such as unicorns and griffins. However, the statues were crumbling. The noses and ears were worn off. The features were barely distinguishable in some cases. Still, they were grand and imposing.


    At a young age, I’d learned that the entire palace was one of those feats of construction initially built by the Anib, but abandoned by that race when they left Eltnia. Now, the place was used by the Royal House of Lynchun as the official summer residence.


    The two-storied palace was humongous. Its long stone walls, and clay-tiled roof poked over a high wooden palisade surrounding its length and width. Marble pillars held up the massive rectangular building. I knew that behind the palisade gates, guards of the palace garrison would be waiting to admit any friends or guests of the Crown of Lynchun to the interior yard, where one could view the marvellous yet fading glory of carvings on the exterior pillars.


    Some type of waning paint, peeling in most places, could still be seen there, indicating there had once been striking murals decorating them. The fragrant gardens boasted water fountains, and stone chairs for sitting and enjoying the orchids.


    However, I could see as we rode past Pridehearth in the coming evening, this royal pleasure residence had been turned into a war camp. Thousands of tents overflowed on the short-grassed lawns surrounding the palace. All the banners flying above the pavilions bore the golden lion on blue of Lynchun.


    The Eltnish didn’t believe in individual heraldry. Their lords didn’t have their own banners. Unlike the Atalanteans and the Sanaavians, every Eltnish lord used the national flag of their kingdom as their banner. Thus, only the golden lion on blue was on display.


    Pridehearth had been chosen as the marshalling point for the Lynchunian forces before they went north.


    From all corners, we saw more warbands marching towards Pridehearth, for the great muster of Lynchun.


    By the time that muster was completed, it should be about thirty-thousand strong. Then those warriors in rusted blue and gold would march to Carthlughe, to join even more allies, as we prepared to confront the might of Sanaavia.


    We met Father, Mother, Eld and Viwa, and their bodyguard a mile up the road from the palace at the designated place, the fork in the road, where one either went to Pridehearth or maintained north towards Lynchun’s westernmost towns and cities, such as Tynt, Meliat, and the capital city of Lionfort.


    Father didn’t look pleased. Though, I knew we’d arrived at the appointed time and place. We weren’t the reason for his displeasure. But I soon learned why he was so peevish.


    “Bartho lags,” complained Father. “He wants another day to ‘prepare for his first glorious campaign.’” He turned to Eld for support.


    Yet, the portly but affable prince only shrugged with a fatalistic smile. “Who can compel the Maneprince to move other than when it suits him?”


    His wife, Princess Viwa, assured him, “Maneprincess Monis will ensure Lord Bartho arrives on time for the war council. She won’t brook his lateness.”


    I liked the slightly built, but spirited and determined beauty, once Father’s ward, later his mage. Viwa, once a barmaid, now a princess, was candid, intelligent, and witty.


    Her brilliant red hair, bound by a gold fillet filled with aquamarine, topaz, and turquoise jewels, fell well past the middle of her back, and was further tied with golden ties. She wore the mantle of princess well, in her midnight blue robes, accented with hints of gold on the sleeves and hem.


    “Nor will King Hert,” spat Father. “Real warlords have war plans to confirm. If Prince Bartho wants to play at war, he’d better learn to play his part. He is supposed to be the High Warlord. To lead us not just to Wolflodge, but also into battle. His wife shouldn’t have to ply him from the comforts of Pridehearth, to do his feudal duty.” He tugged at the reins of his warhorse, Malintent, a younger, sprier relative of his former warhorse, Reckless. “Come, lords and ladies! We need to make our lodging at Tynt by nightfall. Prince Bartho must make his own way to Carthlughe. We shan’t be waiting for him to move at his pleasure.”


    True to his schedule, Father drove us hard, ensuring the lights of the town of Tynt twinkled in the distance by the twentieth hour of the day. The fifty bodyguards of Eld and Viwa were all footmen. With the bulk of our party mounted, Father reluctantly forced the knights to slow their horses’ gaits to accommodate for the Lynchunian foot soldiers, pacing less than three miles every hour. Still, we kept our timing.


    The royals and nobles in the group made for the pre-arranged accommodations in the town, while the rest of our army set up camp just outside the town limits.


    


    At first light, we were on the move again. I believe Father was as secretly pleased he didn’t have to endure travelling in Bartho’s company, as he was displeased at Bartho not setting forth for Carthlughe with the rest of us.


    Another swift full day’s ride and march had us at the edge of Lynchun and the border fortress of the Manefort, traditional residence of the Maneprince. Yet Manefort’s titular master, Bartho, spent virtually no time at Manefort in his entire life. He preferred to divide his residence between the Gold Hall and Pridehearth. Bartho loved luxury. Manefort was more rustic. It was built for war, not comfort. Though its royal guest quarters, I found, were no less comfortable than any other, if less opulent.


    When they were young princes, because of Bartho’s infirmity—madness—and Eld being the warrior-prince of the family (before anyone knew or acknowledged Centi was also of royal blood), Manefort had become Eld’s demesne. So, the younger Eld could be the warlord to mind the Northern border of Lynchun, holding it against Carthlughean incursion. For in those days, Carthlughe and Lynchun were as bitter enemies as they were now staunch allies.


    I knew Father and Eld, and many of the commanders were also wroth with Bartho’s impracticality. The Maneprince had insisted the bulk of the Lynchunian forces marshal at Pridehearth, rather than at the capital in Lionfort. Or at Manefort. Both of these locations were built to properly house an abundance of troops. But Manefort’s location was indisputably far closer to the army’s intended destination in the deeper North. Manefort was almost in Carthlughe. Yet Bartho had been stubborn. And eventually, he’d had his way, as acting king. Bartho made Eld and Viwa leave Manefort, to go to Pridehearth, deliver their troops there, then only to turn around, and travel right back to their home fortress.


    “Because of his idiocy,” said Father to me while on the road to Manefort, “provisions are squandered. Warriors have to spend long days on the road, just trying to reach their allies and the true marshalling point in Wolflodge, wasting precious energy and time. Even princes and princesses are made to traipse the length of their own kingdoms just to come back again. All for the sake of Bartho’s vanity, so he can lead the entire Lynchun army north.”


    The absolutely ancient and physically infirm Lord Wyne was the long-time Earl of Manefort and second in command to Eld. His mind remained sharp, though he was the oldest lord in all of Lynchun. As his body had failed him, Wyne ruled Manefort whenever Eld was absent, prone, from his bedchamber. He managed a hearty smile when Father came to call on him personally.


    Wyne’s son and heir, Lord Sten, a hardy, seasoned fighter, would be marching forth to battle in the North, and was already at Wolflodge. Meanwhile, Wyne’s capable daughter, Lady Beri, would serve as Manefort’s castellan, in charge of its defences. Her role might become desperate, utterly critical in Lynchun’s and Eltnia’s defence.


    Should our Alliance army fall in battle and Carthlughe be overrun, the next strike south would likely land at Manefort. It was the only place where an invading enemy could enter Lynchun in large numbers, across its bridge spanning the Cold Running River, which formed the border between Lynchun and Carthlughe. The Sanaavians couldn’t take Eltnia, lest they secured Manefort first.


    “We pray to the Six for your victory, Lord King,” Beri said to Father that evening at board, “and to bring our brother Sten back safely.”


    Beri had a message for Eld. I couldn’t help but notice the touch of subtle disdain for who had given her the message to pass on to her superior.


    “Lord Prince Eld, the Maneprince, sent a bird here,” she said. “He apprises his royal brother that he’s now set forth for our location. He should arrive here within the next three days. Perhaps four.”


    “Three days, perhaps four?” balked Father, to commiserating blushes from both Viwa and Eld, as Father didn’t bother to at least somewhat attempt to cloak his derision for Bartho, the way Beri did. “Is he crawling all the way here?”


    But nothing could be done to hasten Lynchun’s Maneprince, and the primary host of Lynchun, whom he would bring north with him.


    “Lord Wyne could probably rise out of his sickbed, making his way on his hands and knees to Wolflodge, and arrive there before Bartho does,” Father added to me with further scorn.


    Father allowed us one night in Manefort. Then, our trek continued. We crossed over the bridge. On the other side, we were welcomed by the border sentries of King Hert.


    Many of them were dispirited. I found Carthlugheans to be generally dour. These ones were even more sullen than was typical, with good reason. Their Crown Princess had been taken. They’d lost numerous troops trying to save Rogonhe to no avail. They were on the defensive. They fretted. Wholescale invasion of their homeland would be the next blow to fall down on their heads.


    But the massive presence of us foreign royals, their staunch allies, our bodyguards, and a thousand knights in silver mail, raised spirits. The presence of Eld, along with Viwa and Mother as mages, though unnerving, was also inspiring. And, in particular, the presence of Father lifted spirits.


    Father held back tears, as the border guards shouted for him, causing a corresponding shout amongst our troops, “Silver King! Silver King! Silver King! The Silver King himself comes north to fight for us! Now, we cannot lose!”


    I was then reminded, Father had never been this far north. I had seen that look of trepidation, when he trotted Malintent over the bridge into Carthlughe. I recalled his prophecy. Once again, I couldn’t help warding myself against my father’s demise.


    Father didn’t let us stop long to bask in the glory of this adoration for him. He took us northwest, assisted by Eld, who knew the intricacies of the way forward, where Father did not. We followed the path of the Cold Running, west, planning to circumvent the vast Howling Hills looming darkly to the east, going around them, to arrive at Wolflodge.


    We were making good time, in my estimation. But Father was perturbed.


    “We’re running late,” he muttered as we rode at the front of the column. “We waited too long for Bartho to move from Pridehearth. The war council is scheduled for tomorrow. We won’t make it in time. The horses are tired. They have merited an easier pace. We’ve driven them too hard already, and need to spare them. We require two days to reach Wolflodge. But Eld, Viwa, and I must be there in one.”


    The temperature had been dropping steadily since we arrived at Manefort. I could feel it on my face. It was outright chilly. A strong breeze whipped up on the road. Then, to my amazement, as the sky turned greyer over perhaps a half-hour’s journey, tiny white flakes fell from the sky.


    It was the first time I saw snow.


    Like a child, I laughed with delight. I didn’t care if I looked the fool. I glanced around. I saw my brothers, and many of our warriors, like me, who’d never witnessed the wonder of snow, doing the same, smiling, or even outright squealing with glee. Some tried to catch flakes on their tongues. Others held out their hands, watching the little pieces of the sky melt in their gauntlets.


    Mother and Father shared a look of quiet amusement at our joy, Father’s malaise temporarily banished. I was happy to see them seemingly close.


    While publicly, their image of a royal couple remained unshakable, I knew behind closed doors, there was tension there. I guessed much of it was over Father’s indiscretions regarding my half-siblings he’d bred in various liaisons. Still, thus far, on our trip north, Mother and Father seemed very united and affectionate, at least in terms of their gazes. This pleased me.


    Yet, there was much more ahead, delighting me besides the snow, which didn’t stick to the ground, but vanished amidst the green, and Father and Mother’s closeness. Soon, the flurries stopped. The winds picked up strongly, as we went headlong into a stiff gale.


    I had only been to Carthlughe a few times, and found it ever a stunning place. Upon entry into the kingdom, the land was not only highly arable, but certainly epic, sweeping, and dramatic. The Howling Hills, more mountains than mere hills, with some peaks rising at least five hundred feet, dominated our view.


    The hills were the backdrop to the undulating landscape, fringed by small villages and steadings, punctuated by small woods of thick pine dotting the bases of mammoth slopes, and endless swaths of giant firs clinging to the higher elevations.


    In stark contrast to the long, sweeping pastoral lowlands of Lynchun, this elevated land seemed wild and untamed. Eight generations of Carthlughean rulers had passed, since bold Lughe gave up his claim to Lynchun’s Gold Throne. After this abdication, Lughe elected to head north to tame the largely uninhabited fief of the Northern Hills, establishing the new realm of Carthlughe. Now, centuries later, independent Carthlughe was one of Eltnia’s most populous and prosperous realms.


    The rugged beauty of this land was breathtaking, but somewhat gloomy. As were its people. But those people, though austere, already proved the presence of their allies, who came north to fight alongside them, could make them drop the veneer of sternness. As our party made its way deeper into the highlands, bands of merchants, butchers, shepherds, cobblers, farmers, and more, wherever we passed, gathered roadside to cheer our coming.


    


    The King of Eastrealm, his queen, and his sons, led the long trail of a thousand of his famous knights in gleaming silver mail into the kingdom of his overlord. The great horses strode proudly along the road. Accompanied by a prince of Lynchun, his princess and their escort, all the footmen marched sharply behind the horses, their lion banners and pennons streaming in the wind. This passing of great soldiers and nobles made quite a stir in the highlands.


    We waved and nodded our thanks as we passed. The visages of townsfolk softened into smiles of joy and laughter, or broke into whoops and hurrahs when we rode by.


    To what should be no surprise, yet an important reminder, I saw several inked faces mixed amongst the crowds. For decades, refugees from Sanaavia, many former warriors, had fled from the war-torn far Northronland into Rogonhe, and as far south as Carthlughe.


    When I was still a child, the Kingdom of Norsoon banded together with their former rival of Laakmir, led by Queen Eveeh, and attacked Furfell, one of the most dreaded kingdoms in Sanaavia. King Vrag of Furfell was called the Voracious, for his unstinting appetite to be no less than the High King of all the Sanaav.


    Father told me he was a young Second Prince, when he first came to Acremia with his brother, to Norsoon, on an embassy from Atalantyx. All the way back then, Father said, the Lords of Norsoon spoke of Vrag as a feared warlord, and bitter enemy.


    Then, Norsoon and Laakmir waged war against Furfell. Aged Vrag, whose mind was failing, nevertheless remained fierce in battle. Still, everyone knew he should have never gone forth to war at his advanced age. He did regardless, and had been mortally wounded. Slain, it was said, by the hand of none other than the feared druid, Laahtre, Crown Prince of Norsoon, husband of Rupaa. But before Vrag died, he submitted to his attackers, binding his heir to an alliance with those other two kingdoms.


    That committing of his heir was vital. Vildaa the Red, Crown Princess of Knuljaa, was the blood daughter of King Vlaada Red-Axe. But Vlaada and Vrag were cousins. Vrag had no closer blood relatives save Vlaada and Vildaa remaining. Because all of Vrag’s seven children had killed each other in a long, bloody war of succession, to see who would rule Furfell after Vrag.


    


    Vlaada, young enough to be Vrag’s grandson, had actually been the one ruling Furfell for much of Vrag’s elder years, and had been called the true King of Furfell by anyone who’d mattered. For all intents and purposes, he was. Vrag didn’t like Vlaada. But he had little choice than to let his far younger cousin act like a regent, even while Vrag lived. Because there were days, though Vrag could still swing a sword, he forgot his own name. Vrag did, however, love Vildaa. While he never officially named Vrag his regent, Vildaa was another matter. She was adored by the old warlord, a balm in his dotage.


    As a result, it was logical that the ailing Vrag formally adopted Vildaa as his heir, cutting Vlaada out of any formal kingship, allowing Vlaada’s daughter to inherit not one, but two realms.


    Vildaa thus became Queen of both Knuljaa and Furfell, with the deaths of both her natural and adopted fathers, and she could add the armies of both lands to the new Sanaavian Alliance.


    Then, that four-headed beast of Knuljaa, Furfell, Laakmir, and Norsoon marched on another powerful neighbour, the Kingdom of Glamstaad. King Foraa of Glamstaad chose to yield rather than fight. Foraa allied with Eveeh, Vildaa, and Mag, though the rest of Sanaavia, to the further north, rejected the proposition of joining that alliance. That rejection prompted a massive war, with the new four-way alliance fighting against mighty realms such as Rhuunvik, Trinkvaar, Vikoon, and Threeyvik, for complete supremacy of the entire Sanaavian region.


    That conflict was never fully resolved. Though approximately thirteen years had passed since Mag first brought war to the Sanaav, with aspirations of being High King of all Northronland, he and his allies had failed to subdue Rhuunvik, Trinkvaar, Vikoon, and Threeyvik.


    Because of those ongoing conflicts, thousands of refugees, running from death and destruction, with the leave of Kings Jorgo and King Hert, had been permitted to re-settle in Northern Eltnia. Now, some of them were entrenched in those northernmost Eltnish kingdoms, having mated with Rogonheans or Carthlugheans, borne children, and become fully established outside of Sanaavia. Those refugees were now sworn citizens of Rogonhe or Carthlughe.


    I wondered then, would we have tattooed former warriors of Sanaavia marching to war against their brethren, when Mag and his cohorts brought their armies south to attempt to conquer Eltnia? And would loyalties be in doubt, were that the case?


    I could see Father, and some of our lords and warriors, wondering the same thing as they too, caught note of the ex-Sanaavians in the crowd. Father’s face was set in consternation at the sight.


    Before we began to round the hills to turn more northeast, a party of horsemen, only six, approached us on the road. A halt was called for our great host.


    The party was led by Cordis, an elderly senior lord amongst the Carthlugheans. He was Crown Prince Consort Jaint’s father, and formerly Earl Chieftain of Carthlughe. 


    Cordis was with five of his personal bodyguards, all mounted. Which was unusual. Only lords, or errand-riders, rode horses among the Eltnish. The fact Cordis’s guardsmen rode as well bespoke a matter of importance, perhaps haste.


    Cordis dismounted. He gingerly bowed low, standing in the middle of the road, his cloak gusting, as Father bid him to rise. Father peered down at him from Malintent’s back.


    Dignified, in a long, thick hooded cloak, and stiff boiled leather, with a wrinkled, narrow face, Cordis had a haughty air about him. Still, he did his obeisance to Father, keeping stiffly polite, and appropriately deferential. While I knew Father didn’t particularly care for him, Cordis was one of Hert’s prominent earls, and Hiris’s father-in-law. So, Father, accordingly, was equally as urbane, if not cool.


    “Welcome to Carthlughe, Lord King,” said Cordis. “Lord Hert sent me to greet you, and escort you to the capital.”


    “I thank you, Lord Earl,” Father replied with a wry smile. “A fortuitous greeting.”


    “How so, Lord King?” inquired Cordis.


    “Need propels me,” said Father, “to be in Wolflodge by sunset tomorrow. Combined with this army’s need for an additional day’s rest. Is there a quicker way to Wolflodge? Perhaps cutting through the hills? So this host may arrive with less travel, sooner, at Hert’s halls?”


    Cordis looked east at the daunting hills. Turning back to Father, he said, “The spurs in these mountains, the steep inclines…won’t allow horses to be ridden easily, Lord King. In most places, not at all. Until you draw closer to Wolflodge.”


    Father looked disappointed. Until Cordis added, “But if you must be swift, you can take the cattle passes, and mining roads connecting them. It’s a winding way. Hard travel at times. Most of the travel will be on foot, leading your great steeds. You will need someone who knows the way. I can guide you. Still, the entire host cannot travel that way, if you wish to arrive in a day. Too slow for all those men and horses.”


    Father pursed his lips, then sighed. “Understood, my Lord. Princes Arclan, Atalan the Early, the Lords Yedwol, with our horse-soldiers, can go around the Howling Hills. They can tarry for a night. My queen, our household protectors, and I, will have you lead us. Prince Eld, Princess Viwa, and their few bodyguards will also come.”


    Cordis bowed his head, “As the King commands, Sire. So it shall be done.”


    “A moment, I pray, Lord Cordis,” said Father, “While I advise my commanders. I’ll have Prince Eld leave some of his captains, who know the way, with my sons and the Bard, to help guide my knights around the hills.”


    Father spoke to Mother, Eld, Viwa, the Bard and the Aspect.


    Then, to my brothers he instructed, “Arclan and Atalan, go with the rest.”


    To me: “Othrun, you shall also come with me.”


  




  

    


    CHAPTER SEVEN


    We separated from the rest of our force. Cordis and his men took the lead. Father, Mother, Eld, Viwa, me, forty Eastrealmian knights, and the entirety of Eld and Viwa’s fifty household spearmen went into the foreboding yet stunning, panoramic hills.


    We walked our horses, guiding them by the reins, as we strode beside them, rather than riding them, on the precarious inclines of narrow cattle trails. As Cordis had promised, in time, we reached even slimmer yet better-paved roads, clearly built for easier passage. Then, those roads widened considerably, shrunk again, then widened along a circuitous route.


    The wind abated somewhat, but still maintained. On that blustery breeze, the smells of the hills were carried. Those smells were the smells of wealth. The smells of bone ash, of lime. And with those smells came steam, smoke, and heat—of mining.


    I’d never travelled this way, to reach Wolflodge through the Howling Hills. I soon learned the faces of the Howling Hills concealed deep valleys, which were bustling places of industry. For Carthlughe was famous in Eltnia, for its mines.


    The extraction of precious metals feeding the kingdom’s demands for metallurgy, keeping Carthlughe wealthy, had taken over the interior of the Howling Hills. These metals were used in everything from swords to stirrups, from farming implements to decorations adorning the nobles of Carthlughe’s halls, to coins forming the kingdom’s currency.


    The great hills were where the metals were extracted. Where cupellation refined those metals with temperatures so high, no mortal could withstand them. Where from lead, silver was smelted. Where pipes and charcoal, along with strong men stirring a crucible, were employed to make gold ready for earrings, bangles, torques, necklaces, and gold scabbard edgings.


    Shallow open pits scarred the hillsides like pockmarks. The ring of the pick, the hammer, and the anvil, filled the air with constant clanging. Sooty workers, predominantly Eltnish, yet some of Sanaavian origin, moved up and down the hills like busy ants, carrying tools, raw ore, or refined products in cairns and slipways.


    Hundreds of Carthlughean soldiers, civilian inspectors, and commanders supervised and guarded the operation. Bent backs of labourers straightened, and preoccupied, scrutinizing stares of soldiers and inspectors, swung away from their tasks to observe our passage. There were shouts and salutes. And as always, it seemed, where Father went, cheers.


    On the broader parts of the paths, sundry of those working in the enormous operation passed us. Various warriors hailed Earl Cordis, and bowed to the royals in our party.


    Passing mine sites, nearing the deepest interiors of the hills, where men trudged over dirt roads joining the stone-paved ones, we saw more and more warriors marching north, in the distance, far ahead of us, on the route to Wolflodge for the great muster. Hert had called his banners. His banners were answering their king’s call. Earls from all over Carthlughe were sending their troops to the capital, to ready for war.


    At last, we emerged into a level part of the terrain, where it was safe to mount the horses for a short time. As we entered a vast, empty valley, the hills were lower around us. It was quieter there. No longer was there any buzzing of movement in the hills. It seemed everyone else in those environs was either far ahead, or far behind us. I saw no more mines. A massive stone to the side of the roadway had words carved in Eltnish, with an arrow pointing, advising Wolflodge was five miles distant. The road broadened before us.


    At the bottom of many of the hills were freshwater inlet lakes. They ranged in size variably. Some were only a hundred yards long, and only half that wide. Others ran for miles, and we had to ride around their edges. Like obsidian, their surfaces shimmered, covering depths which couldn’t be seen by the naked eye.


    I rode with Father and Cordis, at the front of the column. Mother, Eld, and Viwa came closely behind us. Behind them, were Cordis’s bodyguard, mingled with our troops, chatting. The horses’ bridles and armour jingled, their heads bobbing slightly up and down as they walked.


    I heard one of Cordis’s men explaining how the lakes were used in the Carthlughean mining process: “The water from those lakes aids our digging here in the great hills. We make holes, then aqueducts, to funnel water into metal-covered metal basins. Then we open the hinged doors to the basins. Water flows to the rock, then wears it away. Once eroded, we blast the rock with fire, and the rock splits. Then we can get at our precious ores with more ease.”


    “Ingenious,” I muttered, genuinely impressed.


    I was also intrigued. I always enjoyed learning about trades, craftsmanship, and ingenuity. I felt they were among the essential things for a king to know. Father was no theoretician. Still, he was educated and knowledgeable on a wide range of topics. He always seemed to know just enough about everything, from the layman’s concerns, to that of the learned, which a ruler required to make informed decisions about matters in his kingdom, great and small. I wanted to be a ruler, such as him.


    But Father and Cordis’s conversation caught my attention more than any lesson in Carthlughean mining practices.


    “King Hert told me a story once about you,” Father said to Cordis conversationally. 


    “Oh?” Cordis raised an eyebrow. “What story?”


    “A story of long ago. When I first came to Acremia, after I slew your old King, Hor, in combat, and allied with your new King, Hert, I left on a mission. That mission was to free King Wely’s realm from usurpation. And Hert, yet uncrowned, returned to his realm with the bulk of my Atalanteans in tow. Who I’d entrusted to Hert’s safety.”


    Cordis darkened. He pursed his lips. Yet he said lightly, “I recall that time. I was ruling Carthlughe. In the absence of King Hor. And of course, I later marched to war with Carthlughe to help restore Wely’s rule.”


    “Yes,” agreed Father. “You were Lord Earl Chieftain. And had been for some time.” Father paused meaningfully before he added, “But you aren’t anymore.”


    Cordis replied stiffly, “I stepped aside from that post.”


    Father smirked, “Stepped aside? Or were pushed aside? Perhaps because you objected to Wely and I, as your new lord’s new friends? Or perhaps because you made King Hert’s ascension difficult?”


    Warning bells jangled in my head. Father was being purposefully rude to an esteemed lord of his most important friend and ally. One who had come specifically to escort him to Wolflodge. One who had volunteered to take him by the most expedient path, through the hills. Father could be acerbic. But he could also utterly pleasant and charming, whenever he wished.


    Yet, Father did nothing without intent.


    Why was he trying to purposely antagonize Cordis?


    I cast a look at Mother, who had a blank look on her face. She gave me a subtle shake of her head. Whatever Father was up to, while I didn’t know Father’s motives, clearly Mother did.


    I held my piece, listening intently, trying to discover what was afoot. Then, I paid attention to my surroundings. My senses were alert, gleaning trouble coming. I swivelled my head quickly, looking over my shoulder. A few troops of Carthlughean soldiers passed us on the road. A few more troops marched behind us.


    I also noted that Corult, Father’s bodyguard captain, watched Cordis’s men closely, as they spoke to some of our knights. I could swear Corult’s fingers crept slowly towards his blade.


    As my spine tingled, my wife’s warning about intrigues in my head, I swung back to Cordis and Father.


    Cordis said nothing to Father’s last comment, but I could tell he fumed silently. I heard the muted conversation of our knights behind us. The talking, the clod of hooves on the path, and the slapping of scabbards on mailed thighs echoed all around. The faint pounding of boots on the road, with Carthlughean soldiers marching away, added to the noise, as I strained to hear Father’s and Cordis’s words.


    Cordis said snidely, “Respectfully, perhaps you misremember. When Lord Hert arrived back in Wolflodge, with only the five hundred men he and King Hor set out with, he told me of his new alliance with Lynchun, and with your people. I bowed to his royal right to form what alliances he willed, and surrendered the city to him, as incumbent king. Later, after various deliberations, I elected to retire as Earl Chieftain.”


    “Ah, yes,” said Father, as if recalling. “What did Hert say to me about that time? When he came back to Wolflodge? Oh, I remember. He said he left my people, including my dearly departed first wife Aliaz, and my civilians, all tired and frightened, having been pursued and harried in a strange land. Separated from me, their lord. He left them, along with Prince Eld and his men, former sworn enemies, who would’ve been just as uneasy and anxious to be in Carthlughe, particularly without the direct protection and presence of the new King Hert, as my people would have been. Hert left them all, with his cousin Lord Rhund, at Fangsden. Rather than bring them back, in honour, to Wolflodge. Because he knew, King Hert told me, they would be safer there, with Rhund.”


    Cordis said nothing again, openly glaring with hostility at Father.


    “Why would he feel that way, I wonder?” mused Father aloud. “Why would my people, and Prince Eld and his men, be safer with Rhund in Fangsden, than in Hert’s own capital, which you were temporarily ruling?” Then mockingly, “Surrounded by loyal banner-men.”


    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Eld, hearing his name mentioned, beginning to pay attention too. Viwa’s pretty face looked tense and confused. She whispered to her husband, no doubt looking for answers about what was transpiring.


    Father continued, “King Hert left all my people, and Prince Eld, and the rest of Wely’s bodyguard, two hundred strong, with Earl Rhund in Fangsden. He marched in haste, he told me, after lodging but one night with Rhund, to ensure my Atalanteans and Eld’s Lynchunians were looked after. Then, arriving there a few days later, he found you awaiting his arrival.”


    “Yes,” said Cordis carefully.


    I heard more boots faintly. Behind us, coming around the bend in the road from the southwest, when I looked, I saw yet more troops of Carthlughean regulars, in rusted black, with the white wolf on their shields, marching about a hundred yards back from our party.


    Father told Cordis, “Hert told me your greetings from the ramparts of Wolflodge were as cold as this breeze we ride into.”


    “However you choose to characterize how I greeted King Hert that day long ago,” responded the old earl, “Regardless, I opened the gates to Lord Hert. As I said earlier, I surrendered the city to him, as incumbent King of Carthlughe.”


    


    “So you did,” said Father. “I also note Hert told me, you promptly informed him you had already called all the other earls to the capital. For a conclave, you’d lead. It was your right to call such a conclave, as Earl Chieftain to confirm if Hert would be acclaimed as King. As was Hert’s right to be Lord of Wolflodge in the interim. You told him you knew the laws.”


    “Lord King,” said Cordis, indeed irritated now. “Respectfully, this is very stale news, is it not?”


    “Would that it was stale news, Lord Cordis,” said Father regretfully.


    “How is it not?”


    “You became embittered,” Father accused. “So embittered. So vengeful. Wasn’t it enough your son Jaint was raised up to Prince Consort? That you will be grandfather to future kings or queens?”


    “I’ll be the grandfather of no future kings or queens,” said Cordis, and I didn’t like his tone, “if Hiris is dead.”


    “And you want your son’s wife, future Queen of Carthlughe, and my naming daughter dead! Don’t you? You’re in league with those who abducted her, threatening her life? Aren’t you?”


    Single God, have mercy.


    Cordis, a traitor?


    “You have been ensnared in your own despair,” Father alleged. “It has divided your loyalties.”


    “Perhaps,” admitted Cordis, as his tone became increasingly rancorous, and I became increasingly alarmed. I loosened Justice, surreptitiously, in her scabbard. “It’s true. My heart burns for revenge. Revenge against an unworthy king who cast me aside like rubbish. Who allowed—” Here, Cordis spat on the ground, “his own father to be killed by you. And rather than take revenge, became your pawn.”


    Father shook his head in repugnance. “What in the name of the Single God have you done, my Lord?”


    “I took a page out of the book Hert wrote. I broke my oaths. I made peace and partnership with those who would be enemies. And profited from it.”


    “Better to submit to the Sanaavians and be paid, than to fight them, eh?”


    “The Sanaavians will be relentless,” said Cordis maliciously. “Ever do they hunger for land. And they cannot be stopped.”


    “Is it not your sworn duty,” indicted Father, “as a lord in Carthlughe, to help your king and his allies stop them? Oath-breaker!”


    Cordis snickered. “The winds of change gather speed, Lord King. I fear you’ll be swept away in them, as a fragile leaf whirling in a tempest. Resisting the wave coming down from the North is futile. Better to ride the wave, than be washed away.”


    The men behind us, whom I’d taken for Carthlughean regulars, or levies, began to increase their pace.


    As they drew closer, I noted many of them had ink on their faces. I could see cold eyes focused on our party.


    Whatever their allegiance, by origin, they were Sanaavian.


    And they looked like killers.


    Something was very wrong.


    Corult called a shrill halt. Our party abruptly stopped. I heard swords clearing sheaths. Cordis’s five bodyguards, looking dazed, as several of our knights held them at swordpoint, were raising their hands in the air.


    I drew Justice fully from her scabbard. “Father!”


    But my father held up his hand, placidly. As if out for an afternoon stroll in the gardens of the Circle Tower. “No need, my son.”


    “Fate,” said Cordis smugly, as I grew more alarmed, “has granted me your death, Lord King. Though I’m far too old to fight now. But by the Fire Goddess, I’ll still be known as the one who ensured the famous Othrun the Great was slain!”


    Whom I’d initially thought were another troop of Carthlughean regulars moved closer. They marched quicker now. Almost a trot.


    “Father!” I shouted urgently again.


    “Fools fall for tricks, Lord Cordis,” smiled Father. It was a sad smile. “Then fools fall.”


    It was then that Corult blew a trumpet. A long, low signal.


    Suddenly, there were cries from above, all around me.


    My eyes raked the hillsides. From almost everywhere, men ran down from the tops.


    I saw Thurol among them, one of the few men in mail, with hundreds of spearmen in leather, who charged downhill toward us.


    “Beetle!” I heard Thurol scream. And right there, a Beetle Formation, as it had been called in old Atalantyx—known in Eltnia as a shield wall—came together, blocking off the Carthlugheans who trailed us from them and our party. Those Carthlugheans had pulled up short, and were forming their own shield wall.


    Those men were not merely Carthlugheans of Sanaavian origin. They proved to be Sanaavian mercenaries disguised as Carthlughean regulars. Mercenaries in the employ of Cordis.


    Cordis turned pale, staring in dismay, as Thurol and his men came down from the hills in force.


    “All been arranged, eh Cordis?” sneered Father. “You led me into these hills so I could be trapped and killed. A blow for the Alliance. More than this, you partnered with Rupaa. To feed her information. So she’d know what could lure Princess Hiris into a trap, to kidnap or kill her. Another blow for our cause. But I’d gotten wind of your foul plot to murder me. I decided to arrange a trap of my own. Now that trap has closed around these mercenaries you’ve hired, dressed in Carthlughean livery.”


    Sure-Steel flashed from Father’s scabbard at his back. Its point was pressed to Cordis’s throat.


    “Why?” demanded Father. “Do you know nothing of honour? You, once the highest lord in the land below your king, turning your cloak? Why, in the name of the Single God? Only for gold? For revenge?”


    “It’s worth it to see Hert fall.” A bit of red bloomed as the edge of the infamous Atalantean steel blade pricked the throat of the aged former Earl Chieftain. “Worth it to see you fall. And a new age ushered into Eltnia.”


    “By selling out your own people, you traitorous cur?” asked Father savagely.


    Father never got any further answer.


    With a downward thrust of his neck, bright blood flew, splattering Father’s face, as Cordis, rather than face judgement for his treachery, impaled himself through his throat on Sure-Steel’s edge. He gurgled, gasped wordlessly, shuddered. Then he was still.


    Shocked at this suicide, Father held Cordis’s corpse on his blade for a moment by the strength of his arm, and the sword, propping up the traitor. Then disgustedly, seeing the earl was quite dead, Father ripped Sure-Steel free. More blood sprayed violently, as Cordis toppled off his horse, to fall at the feet of Malintent.


    “You knew all along Cordis wanted you dead?” I gasped, looking down at Cordis’s body.


    “Yes,” answered Father grimly. “I knew of his complicity in Hiris’s abduction. I sent Thurol on ahead. A bit earlier than I’d told you. He was going to assist me in turning Cordis’s trap around. Hert, through Renat, uncovered his scheme. Then Hert told me. Hert willingly allowed Cordis to come out and greet me, knowing of Cordis’s trap, so we could turn that trap back on him.”


    “You told me nothing of it.”


    “I trust you implicitly with my life, dear Son. And, of course, with my secrets, as I’ve shared them all with you. But only your mother, Queen Binis, and Princess Renat knew of this. I just told Corult of it on the way here, so he could signal Thurol to spring our own trap. The less who knew, the better. We couldn’t take the chance of certain people knowing we were aware of this plot. Especially Jaint. Cordis, after all, is his father.”


    “Is Jaint—”


    “No.” Father shook his head. “Jaint is loyal. He knew nothing of it. Hert confirmed this.” He looked with pity at Cordis’s five bodyguards, their weapons quickly taken from them by our knights. “Even Cordis’s men who rode with him, I believe, didn’t know of their lord’s treachery.”


    Father wheeled Malintent about in a tight circle to draw attention to himself. “Prisoners!” he shouted to our men, shaking bloody Sure-Steel in his grasp. “I want prisoners!”


    But that would be easier ordered than done. The men we’d thought were loyal Carthlughean soldiers looked ready to fight with savagery, defending themselves.


    Any of our knights who’d been on foot were now mounted, supporting the footmen Thurol had brought to the shield wall.


    The fake Carthlugheans, identified as mercenaries, were outnumbered by two to one. And they had no horse soldiery.


    “Surrender!” cried Thurol near the front of the shield wall. “Lay down your weapons!”


    The fake Carthlugheans made no move to give up their arms.


    They were grim-faced. I noted some women judging from body shapes. Father had always told me that the women warriors amongst the Sanaavians were the ones to fear the most. They indeed looked vicious. Scary. Angry, like cornered she-cats, at having the tables turned on them.


    


    No doubt, they hoped for the quick slaughter of a king, a queen, two princes, a princess, and their bodyguards. Then, to flee the scene, be paid, and disappear as fast as they could after the heinous crime. But things had changed. Now, they faced hundreds of stern-faced Eastrealmian spearmen, combined with Eastrealmian knights on heavy horses with bitter swords, who in totality numbered far more than they.


    They didn’t heed Thurol’s demands. They finished forming their own shield wall. But now we Eastrealmians had ample room to fight. And our shield wall was more than large enough to surround and envelop theirs. At the end, the valley was also wide enough that we could bring forward our horses, using the knights on horseback to pinch from the sides, to cut them down.


    “Very well!” shouted Thurol. He sounded delighted. The Lord Marshal was never one to back down from a fight. “KILL THEM!”


    He marched our footmen forward, spears down, shields tight. The Sanaavians waited for them, showing no fear. They were dead men and women. But they had the famed Northern courage. The lust for battle I’d heard so much about. Father always told me that for Sanaavians, war was but a sport. They eagerly embraced that game, even if it meant their death.


    I watched them brace themselves as I saw the two walls meet. But the extreme ends of our wall, literally folded over, enveloping and swallowing up the shallow Sanaavian ranks. Soon, our whole force was killing and screaming, Sanaavians were dying, and I saw a handful of the enemy attempt to flee. They didn’t get far. Because our knights then urged their mounts forward from the sides, and speared any enemies who tried to escape.


    All around me, the men I’d at first believed were soldiers of King Hert, but who’d turned out to be ruthless mercenaries hired by Cordis, were perishing.


    Enemy assassins, though they were, I felt the sorrow in seeing them killed. But that sorrow was mixed with guilt, over being pleased to see them face justice for their heinous attempt to kill us.


    I was also reminded of how flummoxed I was about war in general.


    Single God, help me. There was nothing beautiful or poetic about taking another life. Additionally, in most circumstances, it was a sin. Even for a king. Save in situations such as battle, self-defence, and executing traitors. Yet, I’d keenly felt the battle-joy, exchanging desperate blows. The triumphant high of finally defeating your foe. Seeing the life fade from their eyes, as you end them with a stroke of your blade.


    I knew I wasn’t the only one conflicted about battle. Even my tutor in the art of the sword, Thurol, son of Thurol, Eastrealm’s peerless knight, who relished battle like a lover in the throes of passion, confided in me that he regretted how much killing thrilled him.


    Yet, this didn’t stop Thurol from cutting through his foes without pity when they challenged him.


    This time was no different.


    I cannot lie. There was something miraculous about watching Thurol fight and kill. The Sanaavians were skilled and savage. So was the Lord Marshal, and the spearmen and knights who fought with him.


    Thurol’s first stroke was struck with such brutality, the back-cut partially severed the head of his opponent. The man’s head flopped back. Blood soaked Thurol’s fine silver mail and surcoat, bearing Thurol’s sigil of the boar sitting on its hind legs. As the man fell in front of Thurol, another enemy tried to chop at the Lord Marshal with an axe. That man was thwarted by the falling body of his comrade.


    The axe blow was thus weaker. Thurol took it on his shield. A movement of the wrist was so quick I barely caught it, and Weeper, Thurol’s famous ancestral blade, slid into the axeman’s guts, past leather, into the soft flesh of the abdomen. Next, a swift, violent tug. Blood-coated Weeper was free. Thurol was already shifting his shield across his body, to stop a sword stroke coming down at him from a tall Sanaavian. One of Thurol’s men stabbed his spear up into the groin area of the Sanaavian, even as with a scraping drag, another of our men cut the Sanaavian’s throat with an axe.


    And so, the murdering continued.


    I didn’t move an inch from where I sat on horseback with Father, Mother, Eld, Viwa, and the Lynchunian bodyguard, witnessing the carnage. Eastrealmian blades rose and fell. Spears plunged into flesh. And there took place the massacre of those mercenaries, in the valley between the hills, on the road to the capital of Carthlughe’s king.


    I had seen war before. Still, I wanted to cover my ears to the grisliness of the cries of agony. Despite the wonder of seeing our men, led by Thurol, fight expertly, none of this part was poetic or beautiful. It was just the horror of slaughter.


    


    Father had called for prisoners. No mercenaries chose to yield, so he’d have none. I’m sure Father wanted further information from them, about the circumstances of their hiring. He’d be denied that, just as he was denied any additional words from Cordis.


    Father said quietly, not looking at me, observing the loathsomeness of a one-sided butchering, “We lose precious men to treachery. Though few, some of our men will die in this fight. Cordis has weakened us with this deceit. For every one man from our Alliance falling here, is worth ten. We’re likely outnumbered by ten to one by the foe we will confront in the coming days.”


    Corult, ever attentive, with a short bow, handed Father his own kerchief, to clean Cordis’s blood from Father’s face. Father accepted it with a grunt of thanks. First, he used it to clean Sure-Steel, before sheathing the blade. Then, with the other side of the kerchief, he quickly wiped his brow and cheeks, before handing the blood-soaked rag back to this guard commander. Who accepted it back, without a word.


    Father turned and faced me. “You will stay close to me, as much as possible, in this war, my dearest Son. You’ll see what I see. You will learn all you can. To prepare you for being a king. To help you learn to keep your eyes open. Wide open. Because battle isn’t the only time a king is exposed.”


    “Yes, Father,” was all I could think to say.


    “For whether in war or peacetime, a crown is a piece of tainted metal that’s a magnet for treachery.”


  




  

    


    CHAPTER EIGHT


    There was pointed questioning of Cordis’s bodyguard after the battle. Yet soon, it became clear, the five who had accompanied the traitorous former Earl Chieftain of Lynchun were nothing but innocent dupes, chosen more for their ability to ride horses, than for any treason in their hearts. While those five were in the dark about Cordis’s duplicity, that, in and of itself, for Father, was a crime.


    “Stupidity and willful blindness,” growled Father to me, “merits punishment as much as complicity. I should know better than anyone. I’ve been stupid and willfully blind enough times before.”


    The punishment of Cordis’s men was to remain, assisting fifty of ours left behind, to bury all the Sanaavian mercenaries killed. Which was all of their number. They refused to yield, and none remained alive.


    Twelve of our own Eastrealmian spearmen fell. They were mourned. They, too, were buried.


    A pyre would be set for Cordis. Despite his treachery, he was born and died a lord. As a lord in Eltnia, the only fitting burial, was to be burned.


    Father wouldn’t wait for burials or burning. Those remaining to tend to the dead did their tasks, while the rest of us, in sombre moods, after the ambush, moved on. The large contingent of Thurol’s spearmen joined us behind our mounted party. I soon learned the rest of our ten thousand Eastrealmian foot soldiers were safely housed at Wolflodge. Father had Thurol bring only sufficient force to deal with the plot to murder the King of Eastrealm.


    There was partially frozen marsh and reed land on either side of the road, then we went uphill again. As the terrain flattened, nestled amidst the highlands, we reached the capital of Carthlughe.


    


    Built on the summit of one of the Howling Hills’ most intimidating rises, the City of Wolflodge began at the hill’s bottom, sprawling around the hill’s base for a mile in circumference, surrounded by a twenty-foot-high wooden palisade.


    A deep moat encircled the palisade. The drawbridge was down, and the massive city gates open.


    I looked up the hill, past the winding roadways running along the sides, the houses clustered, clinging to the hillside like moss, to the summit. Crowning the hill in a solitary fashion stood a mighty rectangular hall. The hall of Hert, son of Hor, Lord of Carthlughe.


    On the near side of the moat surrounding the city, it looked as if Wolflodge was under siege. For I had never seen so many military tents assembled in one place.


    The perimeter of Wolflodge was flooded entirely with soldiers. The tents of our allies, thousands of them, were arrayed around the city grounds. All the tents flew either flags of the grey eagle on red for Frawon, or Brotan’s golden griffin on green.


    Most of the tents were round, and covered in strong hemp cloth. A few square tents in the centres of the various divisions within the camp, flew the largest versions of that country’s flag. Those were the pavilions housing the great lords and ladies of those kingdoms, including the ruling king or queen. The baggage train wagons and carts were arranged on the outskirts of the encampments. The cooking fires’ smoke rose thick, only to be dispersed by the wind. Shields were being re-painted, swords taken to whetstones, spears honed.


    In front of us marched thousands of men carrying the banners of Arn’s black badger on white.


    After the treacherous ambush, my spirits soared to see our allies assembled in such vast numbers, for a common cause.


    As we made our way towards the city, we proudly displayed all the individual tokens of the Lords of Eastrealm. But the great black dragon on red streamed at the very front of our host.


    I remembered when we had marched forth from Eastrealm to Ipithyia. The enormous crowds at Wyrmshoard had sent us on our way. Even greater crowds welcomed us back months later. Yet the greeting we received in this foreign country exceeded that elated reception.


    Everywhere on the roadside, Carthlugheans gathered, cheering. They threw dried leaves in lieu of flower petals at our horses’ feet, onto the lightly snow-covered road. I could see our men striving to keep their attention forward, maintaining their disciplined order and marching ranks. Because pretty maids laughed, calling out their favour, for any soldier they thought handsome enough to warrant it.


    Even as we drew closer to the massive camp, we were joined by more allies. I looked behind me. Marching at our backs were long lines of soldiers, bearing either the livery and banners of a brown boar’s head on a field of gold, or of a white unicorn on a field of purple. For Celtnia and Middlinia had arrived. They numbered ten thousand foot soldiers strong. Their lord and lady, Iver and Rurli, rode at their vanguard.


    “They’re early,” said Father, as I looked forward again. We waved to a group of eleven Carthlugheans assembled near the road to greet us. “That’s good.”


    Our official welcoming party, those ten warriors, stern-looking veterans, were commanded by none other than old Earl Arom, Earl Chieftain of Lynchun, brother-in-law to the King of Carthlughe.


    Arom was almost doddering now, very old. He was missing an ear, lost in a previous campaign. His hair had thinned so much, only cursory patches of white tufts on the top and the sides of his pate blew in the wind.


    Father with Eld warmly greeted Arom, as our vanguard halted, moving to the side street that knifed away from the main road. That main road wound through the heart of the encampment, toward the drawbridge at the city gates. The rest of our armies continued onward, led by Thurol. Carthlughean soldiers, further down, stood to the side of the main road, directing the various armies where to set up their camps. Soon, only Father and I, Eld, Viwa and our bodyguard were alone with Arom.


    I looked for the rampant white hare on green of Frynia. Father did the same. When, like me, he saw no signs of the Frynian host, he inquired directly with Arom.


    “They won’t come, Lord King,” said Arom tetchily.


    “Frynia deserted us?” Eld said, crestfallen.


    “Dran refused the call of the banners, Lord Prince,” said Arom. “He cites grievances against our Alliance.”


    


    “You mean grievances against me,” Father muttered. “I caused this. By declaring Viwa a Princess, when she was my ward.”


    “You cannot blame yourself, Lord King,” Arom said harshly. “Frynia should be here. They will pay for this abandonment of us one day.”


    Father shook his head obstinately. “My fault.”


    Viwa was of noble blood. She was considered the last member of the Royal House of Olicia. But Olicia was no more. Olicia had been destroyed by Nightsoul many years ago. What was Olicia was now part of Frynia.


    Father had consulted Wely and Hert about how best to acknowledge Viwa’s royal lineage, without offending Frynia. Frynia was a powerful nation, with a prickly history of relations with Lynchun and Carthlughe, which had spluttered into a tenuous alliance.


    Dran hadn’t been pleased with what Father had done. Still, he didn’t deny Viwa’s lineage. Father pushed for Viwa to be placed in Frynia’s line of succession. Dran resisted. Despite pressure from Lynchun and Carthlughe, who always liked having Frynia on the back foot, Dran made no decision.


    Time and circumstances, seemed to have solidified Dran’s stance on Viwa, and on those who backed her claim as an heir to Dran’s throne. Clearly, Dran had decided to be offended, reject Viwa’s claim, and be disagreeable with his neighbours to the east. His brazen willingness to abandon who should be his allies, in their time of greatest need, was proof of his position.


    As I’d grown into manhood, the greatest rulers in Eltnia were Lysi of Nyrimia, Hert of Carthlughe, Wely of Lynchun, and, of course, Father. Xothis of Peernia couldn’t be discounted. However, Peernia was insular and protectionist in its policies. That outlook oftentimes, though they were one of the wealthiest kingdoms in Eltnia, who controlled much of the sea trade, made Xothis a forgotten player on the world’s stage.


    Dran of Frynia, Jorgo of Rogonhe, Merd of Middlinia, Tarlis of Celtnia, Pide of Augusnia, Agis of Anglania, and Quid of Yaden were all second-tier rulers on the continent, aspiring for greatness. But now, several of them were deceased, their kingdoms vassals or sub-vassals of the greater monarchs. As this occurred, the survivors jockeyed for influence, riches, and autonomy.


    Bris of Brotan was decidedly a second-tier ruler, but he did not share the ambition of the others in his class. He was noble, loyal, and true. Only wishing to rule his kingdom in peace. But when threatened, or when his allies called, he always brought his sword, and without hesitation, rode to war.


    Nyna of Arn was perhaps more admired than any of those second-tier rulers. She was wise, tough, unyielding in battle. She’d fought faithfully alongside her allies from Frawon, Carthlughe, and Rogonhe for years, against raids from Sanaavia, and the barbarians of Carmalnia and Thostsia. But her realm was too small to be considered truly of import on the grand stage.


    The tribal lands of Carmlania and Thostsia were wild, irregularly governed, and too remote to play any real role in the coming war, despite their broad size and hefty population. They didn’t trifle much with the rest of Eltnia, except to conduct random, but savage raids on their neighbours, when it suited them. They’d have nothing to do with any wars of conquest for the continent. They would remain as they always had. Neutral, remote, essentially untouchable.


    Parlania, like Peernia, was also famously neutral. They seldom dabbled in Eltnia’s overall affairs. Meridnia had been the same. Yet not long before I was born, with Nightsoul destroying most of Meridnia’s settlements, ending the line of King Felk, and with Eastrealm assuming control of Meridnia, though it mainly remained a wasteland, the game board had shrunk considerably, with the second-tier players losing even more prominence and position.


    But was also great motivation, and great opportunity, for the second-tier players, such as Dran, to make their moves.


    Dran continued to assert himself, with one less competing kingdom on the map (Meridnia), particularly in Western Eltnia.


    Frynia was puissant. With weaker, contentious, or more neutral realms around them, such as Carmlania, Thostsia, Primania, Badonia, Brotan, and Arn, they’d become the bully in that western corner of Middle Eltnia. When Dran first came to the throne decades ago, his kingdom would periodically raid Arn and Brotan.


    When Lynchun and Carthlughe, angered, responded with raids against Frynia in turn, coming to the lesser kingdoms’ defence, Dran would always back down, making recompense with gold. However, as time passed, Lynchun and Carthlughe became embroiled in more significant affairs east, and Dran waxed rich and powerful, no longer harried by Wely and Hert. Dran became bolder, more cantankerous.


    Now, temerarious Dran decided to set himself apart from others in the region. He’d made his position clear. He was no ally of Lynchun, Carthlughe, Eastrealm, and those who considered themselves friends of our Eltnish conglomerate.


    He’d declared he was against us, by refusing to march with us.


    Dran was now, openly, our enemy.


    Still, the absence of his troops, about forty thousand, would be felt.


    So, the allies we saw at present were primarily the allies we could expect in the coming war.


    “Not enough,” lamented Father, surveying the gathering of armies. “A good showing. I am grateful for who’s here. Still, not enough.”


    “Lynchun isn’t here yet?” Arom commented.


    “No, Lord Earl Chieftain,” said Father, frowning. “They’re not here.”


    Arom scratched the stump of his missing ear. “We thought they’d be with you, Lord King?” He looked perplexedly at the appearance of Eld and Viwa, only accompanied by their bodyguard, without Bartho, Monis, and the bulk of the Lynchunian army. He looked at Father with misgivings plainly on his face.


    “They’re not here yet,” amended Father curtly, providing nothing further. Bartho’s standing with Father continued to be as solid as quicksand.


    “And, where’s Lord Cordis?” asked Arom. “Didn’t he find you on the road? He was to escort you here!”


    “We met Lord Cordis,” Father spat.


    Arom was becoming infirm, but he was still sensible enough to say nothing more. He and his guard turned, leading us royals through the tenement surrounding the main hill to the city gates. The rest of the Eastrealmian spearmen had set up camp there. They cheered our arrival.


    We made our way into this section, which was on high ground and built for drainage. The foul smell of the tanneries wafted through the air. There were byres, barns, stables, and markets, where merchants haggled over the price of sheep skin cushions, and livestock wandered between the thickly timbered storefronts and shops. I smelled the hops and barley of strong ale brewing. I was suddenly very thirsty. I took a draught of my wineskin, anticipating the good Carthlughean mead and ale I’d come to appreciate on my last visit.


    As we travelled, looking over my shoulder, I was happy, seeing the majestic Ipithyian banner of the green tree on silver and with it, Prince Centi leading his thousand spearmen, on the road behind us. Then, my mood turned sombre. It was good Centi had arrived, separate from Bartho’s arrival. Still, I fretted. How would those two brothers manage to fight a war together, knowing what lay ahead for them if both survived?


    We crossed the moat over the drawbridge. We were greeted by humble abodes, with walls lined by peat or clay, clinging to the lower quarters of the hill.


    Arom brought us up the winding path to the top of the city. As we neared the King’s great hall, I saw Father’s eyes drawn to a large, life-size wooden statue, the only one of its kind, a hundred yards to the south of the hall. Knowing what that sculpture must be, I cast a covert glance at Eld. The usually jolly prince also gazed upon the statue. Though I knew he had seen it many times before on his previous visits to Wolflodge. His jaw clenched slightly, his look stern.


    It was an effigy of a pretty young woman with long hair, bound by a thin circlet. Her eyes had been carved with deep sorrow, the lines of her face etched in sadness.


    That beautiful wood carving was the graven image of Teaya, a long-dead Princess of Carthlughe.


    Seven generations prior, Carthlughe was split off from Lynchun by King Carg of Lynchun.


    Carg gave Carthlughe, the northern half of the original kingdom, to his elder son, Lughe. Meanwhile, Carg’s younger brother Carth succeeded Carg as King of Lynchun proper. After a decades-long alliance, later generations of Lynchunian and Carthlughean rulers entered a blood feud when King Marn of Carthlughe challenged his cousin, incumbent King Rhant, for Lynchun’s throne via the blade trial.


    After killing Rhant in the blade trial, Marn himself and Marn’s daughter Teaya were brutally murdered by Rhant’s son, Varth.


    Varth became King of Lynchun, whereby Marn should have been Lynchun’s King by rights, after slaying Rhant in sanctioned personal combat. Had Marn ruled, he’d have put Carthlughe and Lynchun back together under one dominion, for the first time since King Carg’s reign.


    Killing Teaya rescinded an agreement Marn proposed to Varth, where Teaya would remain Lady of Golden Valley, titular fief of the second child of the King of Lynchun, while Teaya lived. Wely eventually gave the same Golden Valley to Father, as his kingdom of Eastrealm.


    So Varth became King of Lynchun. The slain Marn’s son, named Cern, became King of Carthlughe. And from that day forward, Cern and Varth – and Lynchun and Carthlughe - had a death grudge.


    And because of all that, Lynchun and Carthlughe remained apart, bitter enemies for decades. Until, because of Father, they became the closest of allies.


    In the years to follow, Teaya was seen as a martyr, the very symbol for many Carthlugheans of why Carthlughe’s monarchs should also rule Lynchun. Hert’s father, Hor, had planned to one day see that dream of sovereignty over Lynchun come to fruition. But that dream was quashed, when Father slew Hor, and helped forge the alliance binding Lynchun and Carthlughe as friends.


    Still, apparently, a faction remained among the Carthlugheans who still wished for Hor’s aspirations to come true, resenting their amity with Lynchun.


    That faction was known as the Teayaists.


    Renat, sister to King Hert, and Hert’s daughter Hiris, now in the clutches of the Sanaavians, were thought to be at the head of the current Teayaist movement. A subtle, secretive clique of Carthlughean nobles, determined to see Carthlughe rule Lynchun one day.


    I’d learned all this from Eld and Centi, when we’d been on campaign together in Ipithyia, and they had spoken to Father about it. Father had been ignorant of Teayaism, as I’d been, until then.


    Renat, the pragmatic and steady sibling to Carthlughe’s ruler, seemed an unlikely candidate, to both Father and I, to support the possibility of breaking the alliance between Father’s overlords, all for the sake of Carthlughe’s pre-eminence over Lynchun. Still, she was clever and cautious. Perhaps she was able to hold her beliefs on Lynchun so close to her heart, those beliefs were concealed from anyone outside her innermost circle. Besides, Renat, in the end was a mage. And in the end, as Father always said, mages, even Mother, though he never outright disparaged his own wife…well, shall I say, he was not always complimentary about their level of trustworthiness.


    


    Still, Renat had saved Father’s life in the past. He trusted and respected her. And her steady demeanour never bespoke single-mindedness, nor ruthless ambition, nor betraying allies for the sake of power.


    Hiris, however, much as Father and I both loved her, was another matter.


    Hiris was fiery and, like Father, prideful. She did not hide her emotions. Bartho was not well-loved overall, but Hiris was one of his principal critics among Eltnish highborns. What if Bartho somehow managed to succeed in gaining Lynchun’s throne? What if Hiris survived her current captivity? While, sadly, that seemed even more doubtful than Bartho ever being Lioncrest, it could still happen.


    Would that be enough provocation for Hiris, when she came to be Carthlughe’s ruler, to consider outright war with Lynchun? To try and take Lynchun for herself? Because Lynchun’s king was unworthy? Because Hiris was definitely, outwardly, ambitious.


    I felt a discomfort in my soul. My sage young wife had warned me, in her farewell, that there was turmoil in Carthlughe, in Lynchun, and among the rest of those kingdoms which would be allied with Eastrealm. She warned me that I was going to Carthlughe, a place of shifting allegiances, and uncertain loyalties. I felt the truth in her words. I promised myself I would keep my eyes and ears open in the coming days, with more than just the awareness needed for battle.


    The palace of the King of Carthlughe was known colloquially as Lughe’s Longhouse. Officially, it was called the King’s Longhouse. It was made of well-worn, expensive, solid oak.


    Attendants took our horses, as those armed among us surrendered our weapons at the doors prior to admission. I once more admired the efficiency, and uncomplicated design of the place upon our entry. The hall was simple yet elegant.


    The hall was spacious, twenty feet high, at least four times that long, with colossal slopping beams holding up the roof. I loved the sizeable oblong fireplace taking up the entire south end of the hall. Smoke wafted lazily up through the smoke holes in the roof. Fading sunlight shone through the narrow but plentiful windows of the halls’ long sides. Both practical and decorative items hung from rows of large posts: bowls, saucepans, and spindle whorls. Yet in honour of the arrival of the allies come to join Carthlughe to fight for Eltnia, the banners of the golden lion on blue, the black dragon on red, the green tree on silver, the brown boar’s head on gold, the white unicorn on purple, the grey eagle on red, and the golden griffin on green, dangled from the rafters.


    The wealth in Lughe’s Longhouse was far more understated than the ostentatious Goldhall of Lynchun. Yet, there were traces of gold everywhere in Hert’s hall: in the handles of the Wolf Throne, in the implements on the walls, and even gold wire twined around the pillars holding up the building. It was far more subdued than its counterpart, many miles south. Still, Carthlughe had sprung from Lynchun. And Lynchun was all about gold. So, gold being in Hert’s domain was inescapable. Traces of the mother country’s influence remained, despite the apparent efforts at playing down the newer kingdom’s prosperity.


       At the north end of the hall, the thrones were stationed. The King and his court were gathered there. I noted the craggy old Rhund, Earl of Fangsden, whose jutting jaw bespoke iron-clad confidence. He stood alongside Princess Renat and Prince Jaint, surrounding the King of Carthlughe.


    On the throne with the seat-back carved in the shape of a shaggy-haired wolf head, Hert sat, enthroned, surrounded by his lords, ladies, earls, and hounds. Famously, he always kept two dogs, whom he always named Wely and Othrun. The ones cleaning themselves now, tongues licking paws, were the third iteration of Wely and Othrun, their parents and grandparents having passed away.


    The beautiful Binis, Queen of Carthlughe, sat beside her husband, smiling with pleasure as her friends, Mother and Princess Viwa, approached. And Renat was clearly happy to see her sisters in magehood.


    “Welcome to my abode, Lord King,” said Hert. He and Father embraced warmly. As they parted, Hert gave Father a pointed look, adding: “For the first time.”


    Father blushed, saying nothing of the comment. Instead, he scrutinized some of the servants in the hall. Father’s look was hard, as he assessed that some were Sanaavian. Yet he appeared relaxed, even jovial, as he gave scritches to Hert’s dogs, and their ears flopped downward, hackles easing, lapping up the attention, while Father rubbed their furs.


    Father then noted hanging clay pots with reed wicks, burning in oil for light. Hert told Father, it was whale oil in the pots.


    “In Sanaavia,” Father noted, “They use predominantly whale oil.”


    “I’m quite aware,” smiled Hert. “We’ve obtained much of the whale oil by trade with the Sanaavians.”


    “Do you ever feel more Sanaavian than Eltnish, living up here in the north?” Father asked his old friend.


    “I know what I am,” said Hert firmly. “I’m an Eltnish king. Long have Sanaavian refugees been provided asylum in Rogonhe and in Carthlughe. Long has there been commerce between Carthlughe, and Sanaavia. Now, our borders are closed to the far north, with war. But that cannot erase decades, if not centuries, of close interaction. Those who are Sanaavian among us, are citizens of my realm. They enjoy the same protections and freedoms as any who are Carthlughean-born. And even though none will be part of my armies, in the coming war, they’re subject to the same punishments for treason.”


    “Sadly, Lord King,” said Father dourly, “It’s the matter of treason and Sanaavians, which we need next to speak of.”


    Father begged for a private audience with Eld, Viwa, Mother, Hert, Renat, Jaint, and I.


    We withdrew back to the quiet half of the hall, standing next to the fireplace, away from the ears of the rest of the lords and ladies.


    Father began by laying a sympathetic arm on Jaint’s shoulder, revealing his father was dead.


    “Dead?” Jaint paled in shock. He was confused and distraught. “He went out to meet you on the road! What happened? His heart?” Jaint stifled tears. “He’d been complaining about his heart recently. Did his heart fail him?”


    “His loyalty failed him, Lord Prince,” sighed Father. He told him all.


    Jaint buried his face in his hands. Renat patted his back comfortingly. “Your father, Lord Prince,” said Renat sadly, “has long been disgruntled. It was I, through a combination of mage sight and spycraft, who learned of what evil Lord Cordis planned. Of course, I relayed this to the King and Queen. Who in turn, told Lord Othrun and Lady Sila.”


    “I can’t believe…a traitor…” Jaint could barely speak.


    “It isn’t easy to hear, Lord Jaint,” said Renat. “But…the high treason of your father was met as kindly as it could have been. He chose to end his own life. But you would have witnessed his head being taken by royal execution, had he been brought back here, to face justice.”


    “He was willing to sell your wife,” said Hert quietly to Jaint, “his own daughter-in-law, to Rupaa. And willing that you’d be killed, if necessary, to secure your wife’s demise, or capture. Your father deserved death. And death is what he’s been given by his own hand. I’m sorry, Son-in-Law. Yet, I mourn for what his actions have done to damage us. Not for the man himself.”


    Jaint’s grief looked like it would turn to fury for a moment, as Hert added, “He was no true father to you, nor a true loyal servant of Carthlughe.”


    “Yet, I do cry for him,” wept Jaint, switching to being mournful again. “No matter his treason, he was my father.”


    “And no one thinks ill of you,” said Hert. “For that.”


    Even as Jaint composed himself, still mired in bereavement, the huge tables standing along the edges of the hall were being brought to the fore. The solid oaken tables were so stout, they took ten strong men to lift. All was being prepared for the evening board. It would be a special one. Never had so many great nobles gathered in the King’s Longhouse in recent memory. Certainly, never before had the Silver King, Othrun the Great of Eastrealm, come to call.


    Even as war loomed, it promised to be a night of feasting, a celebration of oaths kept, as allies banded together, to remember fealty to one another, on the eve of a gathering storm.


  




  

    


    CHAPTER NINE


    The nobility bathed and dressed in finery. The stench and dirt of the road, and long journeys from all parts of Eltnia, washed away. Then, the great lords and ladies who had come to Carthlughe, partook of the well-garnished, sumptuous evening board of their host, King Hert, son of Hor.


    Father told me long ago to judge a kingdom’s wealth by what was served at the King’s table. If this was true, surely Carthlughe was indeed rich.


    I wasn’t one to indulge overmuch. Yet between the various ocean fish dishes we rarely saw further south in Eltnia, like the cod and herring, and the pottages, tarts, and jellies, I found it hard to resist gorging myself.


    Also featured in the many-coursed meal were mutton broth, barley bread, vegetables glazed with honey, and thick legs of horsemeat, a delicacy in Eltnia.


    The wine, ale, and potent Northern mead I had anticipated with relish, flowed freely.


    Spirits were high with the bountiful repast.


    But in time, things became more tense.


    The high table, set before the Wolf Throne, easily sat thirty guests.


    Hert sat in the centre of the high table, Binis on his immediate right hand. Renat and Arom, Eld and Viwa, and Centi came next on that side of the table. I sat in a place of honour, to the immediate left hand of the King. Beside me sat Father, then Mother, then Jaint. Then, my brothers, Arclan and Atalan. King Iver of Middlinia, and Queen Rurli of Celtnia, were next to Atalan, followed by King Bris of Brotan, Queen Nyna of Arn, and King Kiaf of Frawon. Lastly, the most prominent earls in attendance were Rhund, Yedwols—Bard and Aspect—and Thurol the Quick.


    


    The next closest tables were sundry nobles from all the various nations.


    Among them, my beloved, Athen, son of Glathan.


    He had arrived that same day in Carthlughe in time for the feast.


    He looked particularly handsome, dashing, and refined that night, in the colours of his house. Blue breeches, a blue silk tunic embellished with silver embroidery—the pattern of his sigil, a silver comet attached to a star, on the chest. My heart thudded, swelling with love, whenever I looked at him furtively. Just as often, he snuck a look back at me, his secret smile lighting up my world.


    I knew Hert caught Athen and me sharing covert glances. Of course, the King said nothing of it. I knew Father would also watch the interactions between Athen and me carefully.


    Before we were seated for dinner, Hert insisted that I, rather than Father, be placed next to Hert that evening. I had asked Father about it.


    “Take this opportunity to learn from him,” Father told me. “I’m not your sole teacher in the ways of sovereignty. Hert is the best king left alive in Eltnia, with Wely gone. Years ago, on a beach in Nyrimia, the day I landed in these lands, I killed his father. Yet we still became allies. From that day forward, I saw his great worth. Barely of manhood age, kingship suddenly heaped upon him, Hert rose to and surpassed the challenge. He held the fate of his men, his kingdom, and the fate of Lynchun’s king in his hands. Soon, he also took the burden of keeping nearly two thousand Atalanteans safe, the last of their race, upon his broad shoulders. I trusted him to protect my people. He showed me he deserved that trust, and more.”


    “But why does he want me to sit by him tonight?” I asked, watching dozens of attendants keeping the fire at the end of the hall stoked, dragging stout short logs, and casting them into the flames.


    “As I said,” answered Father, “so you may learn from him. That’s my wish as well. I told you: I’m not the only example of a ruler you need to emulate. But Hert and I…we’re getting old. War is before us. Old warriors are often the ones who do not march back from battle. Perhaps you won’t have many more chances to receive this kind of tutelage.”


    “And how will I learn from him?” I wondered. “At a dinner table?”


    “How else do you learn from old warlords like Hert and I?” snickered Father. “Through our stories. When we’re drunk. There will be wine aplenty. Stories will surely follow.”


    “I see.”


    Sounding melancholy, Father said, “Uncle Yedwol once told me when he became old, all he had left to him of any value were memories of bygone glories. He called them his shield against complete irrelevance and absurdity. Because the only time anyone wanted to hear from old warlords, was about battles, or to learn strategy. Otherwise, he believed he’d become useless.”


    “You and Hert aren’t too old yet, Father. And you’re both far from irrelevant.”


    “Nevertheless.…”


    “Did your father ever tell you the tale, Lord Prince?” said Hert after the meal had finished, and everyone had begun drinking. Exactly as Father anticipated. “Of what happened to me after we parted company in Nyrimia, and he went on his mission to save King Wely’s throne? While I returned here to Carthlughe?”


    “Some of it,” I said. “When Cordis tried to lure us to our deaths, Father spoke of it to Cordis. He traced the origins of Cordis’s treachery back to that time. Of course, that’s before I was born.”


    “You might find it worthwhile,” said Hert, “to hear more of it.”


    “Then I’d be grateful to hear it, Lord King,” I said politely. If I were to be a ruler, the background of any current politics of Carthlughe would be necessary, as Carthlughe’s rulers would be one of my overlords. Or rather, Hert’s daughter would be my overlady, if Hiris lived to sit the Wolf Throne. I’m sure Father would want me to pay heed. So, I did.


    I knew some of that background. Father, Wely, Centi, Thurol, and Glathan, had left for Lynchun. They had entrusted the bulk of Father’s eighteen hundred Atalantean refugees, and two hundred Lynchunian soldiers under Eld’s command—new allies—in the hands of presumptive King Hert, as they tried to escape from Nyrimia, and the vengeance of King Ina, Lysi’s father.


    Father had just a few days earlier slain King Hor. The three-way Alliance between the Last of the Atalanteans and the Kingdoms of Carthlughe and Lynchun was born.


    But that band, led by Hert, Eld, and the Bard’s father, Old Yedwol, had come under threat by pursuing Nyrimian soldiers. Yet a fog had arisen, seemingly caused by Lysi, aiding the Alliance’s escape.


    Hert explained the fog had confused not only the Alliance and the pursuing Nyrimians as to everyone’s whereabouts, but had also befuddled Earl Rhund, Lord of Fangsden, summoned to rescue his overlord. Rhund’s men nearly inadvertently attacked the Alliance caravan, seeing the wolf sigil on the lead warriors of Hert just in time, through the fog, to avert the disaster of Carthlughean killing Carthlughean.


    “That would have been a fucking mess, eh?” growled Rhund, putting his perspective into Hert’s tale. After briefly conferring with Hert, Rhund said he’d quickly sent his men to be rearguards for the caravan. But they hadn’t been needed. The Nyrimians had, inexplicably, given up the hunt.


    “I don’t know if Cousin Lysi had aught to do of the pursuit being abandoned so abruptly,” said Hert, “but they didn’t follow us even to the Nightwolds.”


    “Lysi’s fingers,” put in Father, his speech tenuous, getting a bit drunk, “were ever in all pies, especially in my affairs. Starting back then.”


    “I suppose,” said Hert with a smile, “keeping her cousin alive, whom she claimed she wanted as a vassal once she became High Queen of Middle Eltnia, was also part of her concerns.”


    Father lifted his goblet to Hert in silent agreement.


    Hert said the Alliance proceeded directly to Fangsden, where Rhund gave them a courteous, though reserved welcome. Rhund wasn’t too pleased, and was very guarded with having Eld, a Prince of Lynchun, their long-time enemy, and his men, enter his domains. Eld was left in charge of Wely’s Lynchun contingent, while Wely went with Father on their quest to regain Wely’s Gold Seat.


    “No, I wasn’t pleased,” said the gruff Rhund. “But you still got bent knees from me.” Rhund looked to Father. “And all your Atalantean and Lynchunian friends were given a roof over their heads, food in their bellies.”


    Hert agreed. Hert noted the earl acknowledged Hert as his king, and gave the courtesy of having Eld, along with Aliaz, Uncle, Uthlen, and all the nobility of Atalantyx, housing inside his halls.


    “I told Lord Hert back then,” said Rhund, “I already had the chance to violate my oath. I could have withheld aid against Ina’s men who chased him. I never thought to do so.” There was warmth in his eyes as he looked at Hert. He affirmed, “We’re kin. And he’s my king. Then, and always.”


    Hert toasted Rhund’s fealty. It seemed it would be a night of continual toasts. “I’m glad you were true to me, Cousin. At that time, I was unsure how much loyalty I had in Carthlughe, save the two hundred men I marched back to you with. And even some of those I doubted.”


    “You have repaid that loyalty,” said Rhund, “As you promised.”


    Hert noted the rest of the Alliance, including the bulk of Eld’s bodyguard, camped outside the palisade of Fangsden in pavilions. But later, the weather turned poor. And, as Rhund said, he took the Atalanteans into the city to be housed there, in warmer and more comfortable surroundings.


    Hert then had to deal with his ascension, returning to Wolflodge.


    The King went on to say, Arom was firmly in his corner, when Hert went to claim his throne. He looked over to Arom with a grateful smile that was unreturned. As Arom was dozing, and snoring. The laughter at this failed to wake the old nobleman.


    Hert, still chuckling, went on to say the dour, scarred, humourless Lord, now aged, with half his left ear sheared off, who’d marched with Hor and Hert to Nyrimia, was true as true could be, and well-respected, despite his dullness.


    “Arom’s word carried much weight,” said Hert, “amongst the Conclave of Earls meeting. He asserted that my coronation should proceed without incident. Loyal Rhund here had already pledged his support. And, of course, my wonderful sister, Renat, was true. Renat’s word carried weight too, as both a princess, and Carthlughe’s mage.”


    “Not as much, I think, Brother,” corrected Renat gently, “as Enem’s back then.”


    “Who’s Enem?” I asked.


    “My first husband, Lord Prince,” said Renat, somewhat nostalgically.


    I learned Renat had been married to Earl Enem, a powerful lord whose fief was in the northernmost environs of the kingdom, near Rogonhe. Enem and Renat were responsible for keeping Carthlughe’s northern border, separated by nothing save little Rogonhe, secure from troublesome Sanaavia.


    “Enem was one of the earls who contested your rule, Lord King,” Father noted. “I remember that. However, I didn’t recall he was married to your sister.”


    “Indeed, he was,” answered Renat for Hert. “Enem was a veteran warlord.”


    “And,” said Hert, “a contemporary of Father’s.” He didn’t look at my father. To me: “Whom, of course, your father, split from groin to navel with Sure-Steel.” Hert took a huge swig of his wine.


    An uncomfortable pause. Everyone momentarily seemed focused on the bottom of their wine goblets.


    Hert sighed, saying, “Enem had a right to be aggrieved. He’d spent years riding south to help my father fight Lynchun. Meanwhile, he still had to help defend tiny Rogonhe in the north, from Sanaavian raids, losing hundreds of his own men. Much was asked of him because he was capable and formidable. Maybe too much.”


    “A vassal must do their lord’s bidding,” said Renat harshly, not defending her former husband, “no matter how little they care for it.”


    Still, Hert said, Enem was also a fierce proponent of Carthlughe for Carthlughe. Enem hadn’t liked Hor’s plan to ally with Orlu, swearing fealty to King Ina of Nyrimia, though Hor and Ina were relatives. Enem liked even less that the new King Hert formed an alliance with mistrusted foreigners from over the Shimmering Sea, in the Atalanteans, and with Wely, whom Enem detested. Enem felt Hor’s plan had at least promised partnership with the mighty Nyrimia, whose friendships in the North could potentially help keep Carthlughe’s Sanaavian foes out of Rogonhe, under constant threat of annexation by Furfell. Furfell, ruled at the time by King Vrag, the Voracious.


    Based on Hert’s description of Enem’s politics, I wondered if Enem was also a Teayaist. It seemed likely, especially if Renat was his wife, and she was indeed one herself.


    “Things haven’t changed,” said Hert morosely. “They’ve only gotten worse. Vrag always saw Rogonhe as his first foothold in conquering Eltnia. He was right. If Rogonhe was taken, not just Carthlughe would be endangered. Now Rogonhe is taken. And all Eltnia is imperilled. And Vrag’s daughter, Vildaa, pursues his dream to crush us.”


    “Many of Carthlughe’s earls, Lord Prince,” Renat leaned over and said to me, “liked not my husband, Enem. For all his war skills, he was a bitter, jealous, grasping man.”


    “Still,” said Hert, “many of those earls felt Enem’s concerns were valid.”


    “Perhaps,” allowed Renat.


    “Some of the few lords who did like Enem,” said Hert, “were Cordis and Byge.”


    


    Hert explained that both Earls Byge and Enem contested Hert’s rule formally, as urged by Cordis, and sought the blade trial against the young incumbent Lord Hert of Carthlughe.


    “Enem said to me,” said Renat, “‘if the Horrific can be defeated, then who cares about his son? He can’t be better than the Horrific.’”


    “Humph,” said Hert, drinking more wine. “Enem and Byge were men of pure ambition.”


    “Men of opportunity,” laughed Father. Everyone stared at him. He realized what he’d said. “A private little joke,” he offered, “between Lord Glathan and me.”


    “True,” said Hert. He looked regretful. He repeated, “Opportunity. Opportunity with the Horrific slain that would never have arisen otherwise, for Enem or Byge to grab the ultimate prize of kingship. They cared nothing for alliances. Just the chance to depose me and rule.” The King reddened, looking angry. “They were my cousins, both of them. As was Cordis, who egged them on. They cared nothing for fealty.”


    “Cordis was already stirring the cup of dissension,” said Renat, “while left in command of Wolflodge, when you and Father took your five hundred men west to Nyrimia, to intercept King Wely and King Othrun.”


    I looked over, side-glance. I saw Jaint listening, saying nothing. Clenching his jaw at the mention of his late father, his late father’s early opposition to Hert. Opposition turned to complete treachery, attempted regicide of my father, and kidnapping of Cordis’s own daughter-in-law.


    “It’s true,” said Rhund. “I sent a bird, as you instructed, King Hert, from Fangsden, to tell Cordis of Lord Hor’s falling. No doubt, you knew he’d be plotting against you, once he knew you had become the incumbent king.”


    “Cordis was too old, even back then,” said Renat, “to be of any real challenge to anyone in the blade trial. Much less to one such as my brother, whose sword-craft is beyond superlative. So Cordis planned to use Byge and Enem as his fighters against Hert in the contest.”


    “After I arrived in Wolflodge,” said Hert to me, “within a week, the rest of the earls were assembled there too. The conclave began immediately. Neither Enem, who’d come south with my sister, nor Byge wasted time or words. They each forthwith invoked the blade trial, defying my right to be King of Carthlughe. Before I had a chance to defend my new Alliance with Lynchun and the Atalanteans, and assert the reasons why I was the rightful king of the realm.”


    Clearly, Hert resented the challenge from his cousins. Still, he expressed gratitude, again, to Renat, “Though Renat, ever standing by my side, denounced her own husband. She threatened to put him aside.”


    “But Enem wouldn’t be dissuaded,” said Renat sadly. “Enem claimed his inheritance rights to the Carthlughean throne, from marriage to me. By the laws of the realm, he was correct. Then Byge stepped forward, asserting his lineage was descended from Egis, a cousin of Father’s. And thus, Byge had a right to challenge Hert too.”


    Father used the blade trial to his advantage, to save the life of Wely and his men from Hor. I’d managed to do the same, defeating the noble Prince Pide Longspear in Ipithyia. Still, I knew that, ultimately, Father thought that using that competition to decide on kingship, was flawed. Father told me that long ago, he heard that before he had ever come to Acremia, there was little stability amongst the kings in that continent who ascended to their thrones, because of the blade trial.


    I saw why, through Hert’s tale, and could not help but agree. The trial’s rules were that before the designated heir of an Eltnish king is acclaimed, other royal heirs may challenge that incumbent to the blade trial. If the other claimant should defeat the incumbent, the crown was theirs. The proceeding duel was done to the death or yielding of one of the claimants. If kings kept being challenged, it was unlikely to be conducive to orderly and peaceful succession. So it was with Hert’s situation.


    I looked over at Centi and Eld. To no surprise, Eld, always lively at a banquet, was laughing at some shared jest with Viwa. Centi sat silent, brooding, keeping his peace.


    I wondered if the recent widower was in a dour mood because of the loss of his wife, or because he was pondering his role in Lynchun’s succession.


    The prospect of the blade trial could rip Lynchun apart, threatening potentially to shred our Alliance. Brother would fight brother, maybe to the death. I looked over at my own brothers. Arclan, flirting with some of the pretty young Carthlughean ladies, made eyes at them, as they sat at tables across from ours. Atalan was chatting with King Iver. I loved my brothers dearly. In my wildest thoughts, could I even imagine having to fight one of them to the death, to keep a crown? It was unfathomable.


    “So, you fought both?” I asked Hert. Marvelling, he’d obviously won. Else, he wouldn’t be sitting next to me as crowned King of Carthlughe.


    “I fought both,” said Hert grimly, no sign of boasting or pleasure in the man. “They insisted, a fight to the death. I offered to fight them both at the same time. They refused, as they said if they killed me, it would always be said the fight was unfair. After seeing I could fight properly, I thought there’d be no further challengers if I killed both together. I relented since they declined, fighting each one at a time.”


    “You killed both?” I asked.


    “Yes, I killed both,” said Hert.


    “Then, Lord Prince,” Renat told me, “my brother asked his newly widowed sister if she’d willingly wed Arom. Since I had just lost my husband. Whom I didn’t love, but cared for.” She gave another little smile. “No time for sentiment with kings, eh?”


    “We are more sentimental than mages,” shot back Hert, “I think.”


    The laughter came once more. Uneasily. Nevertheless, it came.


    “I needed to strengthen my grip on my kingdom further,” Hert shrugged philosophically. “Especially since Father made the error of marrying Renat to a man who’d no doubt one day have become a rival.”


    “Your rival,” Renat emphasized. “Enem was a friend of Father’s. Father wanted you dead. He certainly gave little thought to who would challenge you if he died, and you lived to aspire to sit the Wolf Throne.”


    I felt despondent for both Hert and Renat then. They had nearly been torn apart by their father’s evil, and their families’ greed. But they’d stayed loyal to one another. That’s how they had survived. That didn’t mean there wasn’t a trail of bitterness and regret left in the wake of that survival.


    Hert, spirits having seemed to sink, brightened a bit, calling over to Renat. “And what was your answer to me, dear Sister? About your proposed future husband?”


    Renat’s face crinkled in a smile, as she answered, “I told you, ‘He’s ugly, Arom. And dull as wood. But he’s a good man. Men are typically hard of hearing when it comes to their wives. But he might heed me better with only one ear, than other men with two. Besides, he has lands aplenty in Carthlughe. I’ll wed him, Brother.’”


    


    The table broke out in a roar of more rousing, much-needed laughter. Even as Arom, oblivious he was the topic of discussion, snored blissfully.


    “My sister! See, I’m not the only practical one!” Hert chuckled, as the laughter died.


    “You offered to fight them both together.” Father seemed stuck on that. “Both Enem and Byge,” he added lightly, but I sensed underlying gravity. “My vanity is wounded, Lord King.”


    More laughter.


    “But I ended that fight looking worse for wear, for certain, old friend,” said Hert. “You would have beat them both too. And finished the fight with nary a hair out of place.”


     Again, levity all around. Father’s laughter sounded a bit forced to my ears.


    I knew my father always wondered, what would have happened, if he’d accepted Hert’s challenge to fight him, after he’d killed Hert’s father. Could Father have beaten him?


    I looked at Hert’s bulk.


    I, too, found myself continuing to wonder how such a contest would have turned out. It could’ve turned out, that I and my siblings would have never been born. For Hert might have killed my father on the beach that day.


    Hert shrugged as modestly as one could in such a circumstance. “It would have increased my chances, had I fought them both simultaneously. They’d be overconfident. Once I slew one, it would scare the other. Throw them off. Make them hesitant. Oh well, it matters not. They died, they burned as lords should, and I took their lands back for the crown. Renat and Enem produced no heirs. Byge had none, either. I gave their territories to Renat and Arom, except a few plots of land I handed to Cousin Rhund. Better keeping it all in the family.”


    No fool was the Lord of Carthlughe. Nor was he one to be trifled with in battle, I could see. I hadn’t yet seen him fight, though his reputation of being indomitable proceeded him.


    Yet, I continued to learn he was also formidable politically. And those were the kinds of skills I needed to take notice of, were I to be a king someday.


    Hert made impressive moves to cement his authority in Carthlughe, successfully duelling his two main rivals in the blade trial. Parcelling off the land of his defeated enemies to his trusted kin and allies. He’d proven shrewd and ruthless when called for.


    Did I have that shrewdness and ruthlessness in me?


    Yet Hert hadn’t stopped with those decisive moves.


    “I gently encouraged Cordis to step aside from the Earl Chieftainship,” said Hert next. “In exchange, I promised any daughter born of my blood would wed his young boy, Jaint. It could have been an empty promise. I was unwed at that time.” Here, he gave Binis an affectionate smile. “And didn’t know for certain, at the time, that wedding my true love, in King Wely’s daughter, awaited me shortly thereafter. Even though Wely suggested it almost as soon as we made our alliance.” The smile faded a bit, thinking of captive Hiris. “And I didn’t know then my beautiful wife and I would make a sweet, fierce child together. Yet, the Six willed that was what should happen. I kept my promise to Cordis. If only he was as faithful to me, as I was to him.”


     Hert said Cordis acquiesced, relinquishing the Earl Chieftainship. That made way for Arom to be acclaimed to the position.


    Then, once Arom was in place, Cordis was neutered sufficiently. Hert said he’d made an impassioned speech before the Conclave of Earls assembled, to address dissidence over the new fusion of Carthlughe, Lynchun, and the Last of the Atalanteans. Hert told his earls that his father, Hor, had been right to try to end the long war between Carthlughe and Lynchun.


    Hert implored the earls to remember that Carthlughe and Lynchun were bound by blood, and were unfailing friends at one time. That Carthlughe, as a realm, had sprung from the seed of mighty Lynchun. That reunited as allies, both kingdoms were strong enough together to fend off any foes who might assail them. Strong enough to be the bastion protecting Eltnia from the incursion of the Sanaavians, the great existential threat to the Eltnish way of life. Hert insisted to his earls that Ina was part of that threat, for Ina would never forsake his Sanaavian alliances.


    “And so, I told them,” Hert said, “friendship with Lynchun made sense for those reasons alone. But not with a usurping king in Orlu, who couldn’t be trusted to gain his throne the lawful way, who instead stole both his brother’s throne and queen.”


    Hert opined that Orlu was supposed to be one of the greatest fighters of his generation, a man who could best any competitor, known as ‘The Undefeated.’ “So why,” Hert said he’d asked his subordinates, “should such a man not immediately, upon his father, King Ture’s death, challenge his brother Wely, whom Orlu was assured of besting? Why did Orlu not seek the blade trial right away? Why did he try to steal Wely’s kingdom, by subterfuge and deceit?”


    Hert said his rhetorical answer to his earls was: Orlu, in truth, was a coward. Though Wely’s brother had all the opportunity to win the Lynchun throne fairly, on the slim chance he’d lost the blade trial to his brother (Orlu being the far better fighter), he could have lost both life and crown. Orlu wasn’t willing to risk his life for his cause—not the kind of man Hert had advised the conclave one would want as a king. Not the sort of ruler the King of Carthlughe should ally with, while Orlu sat the Throne of Lynchun.


    Again, the earls were of the same mind as Hert on this matter. They had just seen their new king risk everything, killing two formidable challengers to his rule. “That’s how a king should comport himself,” Hert had told them, “not via treachery.”


    Hert looked at Father then. “I told my earls, in contrast to Orlu, Wely was a noble king. Despite more risks than ever, he was leading men to recapture his kingdom from Orlu. I called Wely, my friend. And I called my other new friend, my new mutual ally with Wely, the Silver King, noble as well. For I told my earls, despite the dangers, the Silver King was at the side of the Lioncrest, fighting beside him.”


    “I must say, Lord King Othrun,” said Rhund to Father, “at this, many of the lords were impressed with both Wely’s boldness and your fidelity.” I could see Father was pleased with this compliment.


    “I simply didn’t tell any of my lords,” Hert smiled wolfishly at Father, “how many men you and Wely led to Lynchun. I don’t think they would have been as impressed, Earls Glathan, Thurol and Prince Centi’s prowess aside, to learn you only brought three men.”


    At that, I was grateful for a little more laughter from those gathered, continuing to ease tension.


    Hert went on, “I convinced my earls to back me in marching to Lynchun, with Eld’s Lynchunians and the Atalantean warriors, to assist Lords Wely and Othrun. And, of course, you all know the rest of that tale.”


    Hert focused on me once more. “Suffice it to say, Lord Prince Othrun the Younger, I gave the honour to Cordis to serve as my chief warlord for the campaign.” Hert looked at Jaint again. “Further honour was given to Cordis’s son, Jaint, to ride with us, in no less esteem than to be my standard-bearer. Yes, Jaint carried the wolf of Carthlughe into battle on the glorious enterprise to free Lynchun. He was just a boy then. But he was brave, and fierce. I couldn’t think of a better way for him to earn many brands, and further renown, than to fight alongside his king in such a manner. Indeed, he fought nobly.”


    “You kept much from me, Father-in-Law,” Jaint said, white with anger despite the praise. Edginess at the table snapped taunt like a bowstring.


    “Your father kept much from you,” replied Hert carefully. “And yes, I did too.”


    “Yes, so you did,” said Jaint tonelessly.


    “I had to be sure you were true,” said Hert softly. “And you are.”


    I saw Jaint’s face relax somewhat. He drained his cup, and his face was set hard when he said, “I didn’t realize Father was such a cankerous wart on this great realm.”


    “You’ve changed little since you were very young,” Hert said sympathetically, “and starry-eyed at the thought of battle, like most hot heads of tender years. Still, now you’re a man… Politics…has never been much of your concern. You weren’t looking for your father’s treachery. You paid little attention to his schemes. Regardless, you’ve proved yourself at every test. Including as a devoted husband to my daughter.” A tear openly escaped Hert’s eye as he sniffled, “And as a worthy future King Consort of Carthlughe.”


    Jaint seemed mollified, and moved by his father-in-law’s words. Impulsively, he came to his feet, cup in hand. “To King Hert! Carthlughe’s greatest king!”


    The tables rose, repeating the toast with resounding fervour. Cups drained. Then everyone re-seated.


    Hert finally asked me, with an assessing eye, “So, Lord Prince. Have you learned anything this night?”


    “I have learned, Lord King,” I told him, “keeping one’s oaths isn’t easy. Yet, it’s worth the price. I’m grateful to you, Sire, for keeping yours. Amidst turmoil and contention in your own realm, just coming into your kingship. Else, if you hadn’t been true, I wouldn’t be sitting here, heir to the throne of a great kingdom.”


    


    “I kept my oaths, yes,” said Hert, “and your father kept his.” I still didn’t like the way Hert would glance at Father sometimes. “I’d visions of glory, you know, when I was young. Although I knew King Hor hated me, despite me being sprung from his royal seed, and that I would be lucky to survive without poison in my cup, or a knife in my back, from some assassin, sent by my own father. Still, I had plans to be a great warlord, a great king. Even greater than Father.”


    “You are, Lord King,” I praised him.


    He shook his head. “I was more hot-tempered than I wished to admit, as a young man. Everyone has a romanticized view of bloodshed. Until you feel the fear, along with the joy of battle. Everyone thinks it will all be glorious, and there are moments that it is. Until it’s all blood, and shit. Every general dreams of triumph. Until your best-laid plans collapse, and the enemy starts smashing your ranks into dust. Generalship is a great burden. Yet beware, Lord Prince. For kingship is a far heavier load.”


    I pondered that Father had done something I appreciated, in his harsh way, of leaving me in charge of my command, and not worrying about how I managed that command. Not just because he trusted me. He was preparing me for when I led not just cavalries, but whole armies.


    Being a king in Eltnia, and being a warleader, were two things intertwined. I’d have to learn to be both, effectively, to rule.


    “Have you any counsel for me, Lord King?” I asked Hert. “As a general in this coming war? Or…as a future warrior-king?”


    Hert inclined his head over at Arom, who was awake now, and sharing a joke with Eld. “Look over there at my Earl Chieftain. My brother-in-law. He’s too old now to go on campaign. He’s served me loyally for years. Arom has all the charisma of a rock. But he was a formidable commander in his prime, and an utterly dedicated banner-man. Solid. Dependable. But not particularly brilliant as a general. Believe me, it’s sufficed, for many years, to help keep these Northern lands of Eltnia safe. But this is a new time. The conglomerate of Sanaavia now has different sorts of leaders. Bold ones. Rash, maybe. Still, bold, inspiring. Like Rupaa. Like Vildaa. We need those types of generals, to defeat them in the field. That is the type of leader you need to be for the coming fight, and in the future, to face challenges and enemies we cannot foresee now.”


    


    His voice turned somewhat forbidding. “But being a warlord, and being a king isn’t just about being a talented general, or cleverly ruling, though both are essential.” Hert was looking straight at Father. “Lord Othrun brought you and your brothers here at my command. To fulfill his oaths. He spares not his sons, his heirs, nor himself in this war.” His gaze turned back to me, and that unsmiling look was entirely unsympathetic. Even a bit threatening. “Neither shall I spare you. Your task is to help bring us victory, Lord Prince. If you wish to live, and rule one day after your father. Yet, you, or your brothers, may die in the attempt.”


    I swallowed, “I understand, Lord King.”


    Hert softened again, more melancholy than angry then. “I may die in the attempt, too. But that’s our lot. Still… By the Six, there’s hope. Your father…” He glanced over at Father once more. “He’s one to take the field personally, rally the troops, and fight alongside them. He’s a masterful general, a cunning strategist. And, if there’s peace and conciliation, somehow, to be made out of this conflict, remember, he made me his friend and his ally. Being adept at making friends out of your enemies, is one of the greatest assets any lord can have.”


    Hert panegyrizing Father put me slightly more at ease. Until…


    “Remember this too, when you’re a king,” Hert said then, ominously, still looking at Father. “No king, no matter how great, is without faults.” Then he said something that truly made me quiver as he looked me in the eye, “Integrity, Lord Prince. A great king must always show his integrity. Especially when it’s most difficult. Even if it means his downfall.”


    A giant drinking horn was making the rounds of the high table. Everyone partook. Those not drunk, were well on the way to being so, as the horn went from hand to hand, and wine dribbled down lips, staining priceless silks, satins, ermine, sable, velvet and damask.


    I, too, was feeling the effects. I caught snatches of conversations between Father and Eld. Father was saying, “Hit them in different places. Spread out the strength of their superior numbers.” Speaking of battle planning.


    Then, Hert leaned over, passed Father the drinking horn, and rose.


    “To end this night,” said Hert, standing fairly steadily for one who had imbibed so much.


    Chairs scrapped back again, as all the guests came to their feet, with the lord of the hall on his.


    “I raise a toast! Centuries beyond reckoning have passed since Lord Lyn and Lord Chun founded the Gold Realm! Many notable rulers have sat the Gold Seat, heralded among Eltnia’s greatest sovereigns! Among those famous monarchs, the name of Wely, son of Ture, deserves his place! He was a great king, my friend, my brother-in-arms, my father-in-law! He shall be missed! To the memory of Wely Lioncrest…” Hert paused. He wept once more. I saw Father did, too. “To the Lord and King of Lynchun!” Hert finished the toast, “May the Earth Goddess keep him in Her bosom! Forever!”


    I thought of the absent Bartho. I felt pity for him. His brother Centi, one day, would likely take his throne. Bartho would be defeated in a blade trial and disgraced. He’d probably never be crowned King of Lynchun. Yet, even if, by some miracle, he was acclaimed as king, he would never inspire the kind of love and loss for his presence his father Wely did. No one would likely ever toast Bartho like this, when he was gone.


    “WELY LIONCREST!” goblets clanked together; spirits coursed down throats.


    Father’s misty eyes were far away for a moment. I knew he was thinking of a thick-set king, who liked to wear a rich azure cloak, with a brown fur collar pinned at his shoulders, and a thin golden-plated breastplate etched with the lion sigil. A king who favoured wearing greaves of pure gold, and a slender gold coronet at his brows. A king with a broad, rugged face lined, with crow’s feet around his eyes and flat, tangled grey locks—once golden—protruding from his slim crown. A proud king, who wouldn’t easily give up his horse. A fierce king in battle, who led his troops from the front of the lines. And a king who’d extended his hand, offering part of his kingdom, to a landless former Second Prince of Atalantyx. I knew Father was thinking, with fondness and loss, of his first overlord, his ally, and his friend.


    Then, Father focused again on the present. His other overlord, Hert, lived, and had called Father to his side to fight with him. And fight Father would. As would I, my brothers, and all our warriors. As I promised Father, when he apprised me of the Sanaavian incursion, King Hert wouldn’t stand alone.


    “And to King Hert,” Father hefted his goblet. “Our host! Shield and Protector of the North! Never has Carthlughe had a greater king! And never a truer friend has a man such as me been blessed enough to have!”


    


    “TO KING HERT!”


    But when Hert drank, he kept looking at Father.


    And trouble brewed within the depths of the King of Carthlughe’s eyes.


  




  

    


    CHAPTER TEN


    I was stone-cold sober, and frightened, by the time evening board had finished. In contrast, most attendees were half in their cups, milling about the hall, having little conversations, either seated or standing in clusters. I wasn’t. Because clarity and extreme apprehension had banished any alcoholic effects.


    I was frightened of what Father had planned.


    Because of me.


    By that time, Hert wasn’t seated beside me. He was in a corner, chatting with Queen Nyna and King Kiaf.


    I leaned over, speaking to Father quietly, about King Hert’s words to me after the toasts, about the sideways glances Hert gave Father throughout the evening.


    “You need to tell him about the Eltnish schools,” I told Father.


    Father blanched. He turned pale, and checked to ensure Mother was occupied in conversation with Viwa and Renat, not listening to him and me. Then he turned back to me.


    I pressed on, “The children…who were harmed, who died at the hands of our clergy. He knows, Father. I perceive he knows you’ve hidden it from him, all these years. He’s holding it against you. That’s the main reason why, beneath the surface, he simmers with anger at you. All the while, his hostile emotions still mixed with immense brotherly love.”


    “If he knows,” muttered Father dismally, looking as if he’d be ill, “then Eld knows too. No doubt Eld feels the same.”


    “Father, we’re on the eve of battle. Bartho likely won’t arrive for a few days. When he does, we’ll need to potentially mobilize, and go north immediately if that is Hert’s plan, and all the high lords and ladies are committed to it. All hangs on the strength of our alliance, to see us through these great tribulations we must soon face. We cannot be divided.”


    Father just chewed his lower lip. He hesitated. No one I’d ever met had Father’s battlefield courage. But he needed to summon a different kind of bravery, to face the probable wrath of his friends and overlords.


    “Isn’t it enough, Bartho and Centi are feuding?” I asked him. “That Cordis has betrayed Hert, been complicit in Hiris’s abduction, and tried to slay you? You cannot have King Hert holding deeply seeded resentment for you, going into this war, because of…what happened with innocent Eltnish children.”


    “For that, and other things, I believe, the Lord of Carthlughe blames me for,” agreed my father reluctantly, “I must speak to him. And to Eld.”


    Though I urged his course of action, I still worried for him. I was unsure how the Prince of Lynchun and the King of Carthlughe would take the news. So was Father.


    “I will throw myself at their mercy,” said Father, “though, for what I’ve permitted to happen, they have no obligation to extend me that mercy.”


    “I am very disquieted about this, Father. Even though it must be done.”


    “Far too many things have laid unsaid, between Hert and me, for years. I need to unburden my soul, and clear the air between us. You listened to Hert at dinner. There were so many messages conveyed to those close to him. Some subtle. Some not so subtle. Messages conveyed to me, Renat, Rhund, Arom, and Jaint, with Hert’s words about what happened when he returned to Carthlughe from Nyrimia, after we formed our grand Alliance. I hear his message to me clearly now, thanks to you, Son.”


    “And what do you believe his message to you is?”


    “That Hert’s been a good and true lord. He’s paid much, to be my friend, my ally. Because of that, and for so much more, he deserves the truth from me. Every day I keep it from him, I’m betraying him. He feels I’ve betrayed him, by not disclosing what happened.”


    Father looked so despondent that my heart was sickened.


    “I know what it’s like to be a king. It’s a lonely feeling, with all that so-called power, authority, and responsibility, and you can’t even trust those whose trust you need the most. I had to cut off the Ready’s head—my own cousin—for betraying me. Cordis, Enem, Byge…all Hert’s cousins too. They all turned on him. And Cordis’s recent treachery has doubtless only heightened that feeling of being surrounded by those he cannot trust.”


    “I understand, Father. And I concur.”


    “It’s time for me to be true. To show my quality as a lord.”


    “I cannot say you’re wrong, Father. As you’ve said, I agree: that is the message King Hert is sending to you.”


    Father then told me, he had been able to set things right with Hiris, when we’d been on campaign in Ipithyia, about the controversy of Father killing Hiris’s grandfather, Hor the Horrific.


    “Perhaps I can do the same with her father, one of my oldest, dearest friends.”


    “Father, while I know this is the right thing to do…by law, Hert could have you killed—”


    “And I’d deserve it.” Then he expressed precisely how I felt about him facing up to what had happened, “But if I won’t run from battle, how can I run from this?”


    Father said next, if he had told Bartho rather than Eld, Bartho would surely have used it as an excuse to kill Father outright. Eld might do so anyway.


    “But Bartho isn’t here yet,” said Father, “and for many reasons, that’s fortuitous. It provides me with an excuse to tell Eld in Bartho’s place. A paltry excuse, but still.”


    “Eld will have to tell Bartho, Father,” I warned. “As is his duty.”


    “But perhaps…” He looked at me.


    “Yes,” I said, reading his thoughts. “Perhaps he’ll wait to say anything, until after the Lynchun succession is resolved. To whomever rules Lynchun in the aftermath.”


    “Indeed. Still, I don’t seek to evade punishment for what I’ve done. I just don’t want Bartho to be the one administering that punishment. To die by that cretin’s orders would be a disgrace, no matter my guilt. I would willingly submit myself to the headsman’s axe. If that’s what Hert, or Centi as King of Lynchun, decided.” He drained the last of his wine for courage. “Those children were all born Lynchun children, before I assumed the Golden Valley as my realm. Innocents.” He added miserably, “Eld cannot have children of his own. Yet like me, he loves children. This will break his heart.”


    Father rose, walking over to where Hert, Kiaf, and Nyna were conferring. I saw him interrupt their conversation briefly. Hert gave a nod, after Father spoke something into his ear. Then Father went to Eld, also giving him a message.


    Father came back to me. “I will meet with them in private, within the hour. I’d have you come with me.” He patted my hand. “You will bear witness to whatever transpires.”


    “As you command, Father.”


    Athen, standing nearby, speaking with my brothers and the Aspect, had been observing all. He cast me a quick, concerned look. Hopefully, the look I passed back to him conveyed all would be well. Though that wasn’t what I felt, in my heart.


    Off the road immediately below the great hall were dozens of large cottages, amply appointed, fitting for great nobles. The King of Carthlughe and his family were housed in the longhouse. All the other Carthlughean nobles who resided in Wolflodge, kept their residence in these cottages. These abodes formed Carthlughe’s version of the famed Earl’s Row, in the Lionfort. The unoccupied cottages were for high-ranking guests. I was provided with my own cottage, as were Father with Mother, Prince Eld with Princess Viwa, and all the visiting rulers, and foreign blue-bloods.


    At the appropriate time, Father and I, with part of our bodyguard complement, left the King’s Hall, going to the cottage where Eld and Viwa were housed. Some of Eld’s and Hert’s household troops were stationed outside. Father instructed Corult to leave our men with the Lynchunian and Carthlugheans guardsmen, noting we’d confer with Eld and Hert alone inside.


    Father swallowed his fear and shame, as he and I entered the cottage, closing the door behind us.


    Eld and Hert stood within. Eld told us Viwa wasn’t there because she was meeting with Mother and Renat.


    “Mage business,” Eld smiled. “Not my affair. I’m married to a mage. My mother was a mage. I’m a strong believer in the Six, as you know. But…”


    “My queen informed me too, those three would be meeting after dinner,” Father returned the smile tentatively. “I agree. Leave magical business to magic users.”


    Hert raised an eyebrow at Father’s words, but said nothing.


    “Wine?” Eld raised his goblet to us, hopefully. A table near him had more wine cups, and a hefty pitcher. “Whatever you wished to speak of, good or ill, it’ll come out more easily, with strong spirits.”


    “I’m unsure,” said Father, with a nervous laugh, “you will wish to have me as a drinking partner again, after what I have to say.”


    Eld quickly turned sombre. Hert watched Father as a falcon studied their prey. Waiting for Father to speak.


    Father cleared his throat, wasting no more time in telling them.


    He told them a sad tale of a school of instruction for Eltnish children, guarded by elite knights of Earl Yedwol the Ready, the school’s patron. He told them the story of a wicked prelate, an aspirant for the very High Prelature of all the realm, who led the school, supervising the clergy running the institution.


    He told them of a house of horrors, disguised as a quaint single-storied central schoolhouse made of stout timber, where terrible injustices occurred. Where little children were bound at their desks, whipped, starved, denied basic necessities, forced to relieve themselves in their chairs, then beaten for it.


    And where some of those children didn’t survive the abhorrent treatment. They were cast aside like rubbish, buried in little unmarked graves behind the schoolhouse, not even having the dignity of anyone knowing who they were, so they might be remembered.


    Finally, Father told of a king, triumphant in righteous anger and retribution, a king who drove his sword Biter down into the frail breast of that horrendous prelate who led the school, puncturing ribs, slicing into the foul prelate’s heart, watching the prelate gurgle in agony, unable to utter a word.


    Father concluded his tale, “I owe this to you, Lord King Hert, and Lord Prince Eld, as your vassal. I owe you this truth. And I submit myself to your judgement for it.”


    I stood at Father’s shoulder, watching the reaction of two of his oldest friends. 


    Eld dropped into a chair, overcome by emotion. Pale, scratching his beard, not looking at Father. “You…you never told us the full story of why you cut off Lord Yedwol the Ready’s head. I knew it was treason. You always refused to elaborate. I…tried to find out through my spies. I heard rumours—such as what you just told us.” He looked up at Father in disbelief and sorrow. “I refused to believe them. I never…confronted you about them.”


    But Hert just trembled.


    


    He was red, shaking with rage.


    Then he exploded.


    The lunge was too sudden for me to stop. Hert was too quick. Before I could take any action, Hert had Father by the throat. He lifted Father up as if he were a doll, not a solid, leanly muscular man of about thirteen stone. He thrust Father up against the wall. Father gurgled and spluttered, choking.


    “I, too, heard the rumours!” hissed the King of Carthlughe, as he throttled my father. “I, too, refused to believe them! Now, you tell me? Now you tell me, you allowed your fiendish priests and priestesses to butcher innocent children like cattle?”


    I reacted then. Hert was a man I respected immensely. A man who had always been kind to me. Who, at dinner, had given me sage advice. And I’d been the one who had urged Father to come and confess to Hert and Eld. I’d put Father in this position where Hert could brutally attack him.


    But none of that mattered at that moment. My father was in danger. I had to protect Father from Hert.


    I struck the Lord of Carthlughe in the side, his ribcage, with all the strength the Single God had given to my left fist. Then I hammered him with my right fist in the same place, with blows that surely would have put any ordinary man down.


    He didn’t even flinch.


    Then I was on the ground, dazed, my ears ringing, my nose throbbing.


    Somehow, lighting fast, Hert had hit me with his elbow, all the while holding Father up in the air, now by one hand, his meaty paw around Father’s neck, choking the breath out of him.


    As I struggled to my feet to attack Hert again, he suddenly dropped Father.


    Father crumpled in a heap on the floor, coughing and dry-heaving.


    Eld sat stunned where he was.


    I felt dizzy and disoriented, my nose throbbing.


    I flopped back down, cross-legged, sucking in breaths, trying to shake the fog from my head.


    The next thing I knew, Eld was helping me up. “Where’s your kerchief, Lord Prince?”


    I was able to fumble, drawing my kerchief from under my tunic. I saw Hert reach out, and offer a hand to Father. Who had recovered slightly, starting to breathe normally again, his colour returning.


    Father took the offered hand. Hert hauled him to his feet.


    No one said a word.


    Eld suggested I use my kerchief, because my nose was bleeding. I wiped it absently with the cloth.


    Hert, seeing me, turned. I had never before been frightened of the King of Carthlughe. But he looked just like a ravenous wolf at that moment. I shivered under the intensity of his gaze, though he was apologetic.


    “I regret the bloody nose, Lord Prince,” he said softly. “I pray it’s not broken.” Then, he winced a bit, with a grim smile. “Any harder, my ribs would be cracked. I salute you. Those were mighty strikes.”


    Father straightened, dusting off his garments. Then he was able to say to me, still sounding somewhat breathless, “Hitting…the immutable King Hert, dear Son…must be like hitting a stone wall. You are fortunate…you didn’t break your fingers or your wrist.” He grimaced. “Feeling his hands around my neck…was like being in the grip of a vice. I’m happy. It seems, for now…he’s seen fit to let me live.”


    Dangerously, Hert said, “So, you understand, it’s only by my grace you’re alive?”


    Father nodded grimly. I knew it must hurt his pride to do so.


    Hert said, “Good. Then you need to understand this as well: I could have killed you just now. For what you failed to prevent. For what you told us nothing of, until now. For the slaughter of innocent Eltnish children, you were responsible for safeguarding. Be you king or no, I could have killed you. Eld could order you killed. As your liege-lords, we would be justified. Do you understand that?”


    “Yes, Lord King,” mumbled Father.


    “And I would have killed you back then, too,” said Hert, “two decades past on that beach in Nyrimia.”


    “I don’t doubt it,” said Father, rubbing his neck. It was red. Huge imprints left by Hert’s hands throttling him, surely were going to leave bruises.


    “You would have never beat my father that day,” said Hert, “had you not been wearing your metal shirt. Father was the greatest warrior in Eltnia. Maybe the greatest in all Acremia while he lived. He would have sliced you open, with his fourth stroke of that fight. Only your armour saved your guts from spilling into the sands, in the fighting circle of stones.”


    I realized this contentious fact had long since lain between Father and Hert, as strong as their friendship was, for many years.


    “Do you know why I haven’t let you forget you killed my father?” Hert asked Father then. “Why I was obnoxious enough to even mention it at dinner? In front of everyone?”


    Some light came into Father’s eyes. “I…I spoke to your daughter years ago while we were on campaign in Ipithyia. Hiris told me…She was upset I never spoke to her about killing Lord Hor. That I never explained…never expressed regret. But I did to you, when I killed your father. I told you, that day, I repented that last stroke I had to make, because he wouldn’t yield!”


    “Pah!” Hert scoffed. “You think that was sufficient? I told you that day, you may have repented that stroke, but you made it anyway! I had to accept, and live with that! Because it was the right thing to do. For my people. For Wely’s people. For your people. But did you ever mention it again? Did you ever try to make any more amends? Did you speak about it to me anytime after, down through the long years? No! You didn’t! You didn’t give it a second thought! You made no effort to speak to me further about it! I didn’t love him, he didn’t love me, but he was my father! Was not your father cold to you? Your brother? The very Laahtre who conspires to kill us all and rule Acremia? Wasn’t he abhorrent to you? Didn’t you still care for him despite all that? Do you think it was any different with my father? You think it meant nothing to me, that he was slain by a man I was expected to embrace as a friend and ally?”


    Father hung his head again, abashed.


    “So yes,” cried Hert, “I’ve carried anger and resentment towards you, even though I’ve loved you like a brother! For years!”


    “I understand, Lord King,” said Father weakly. “I ask…I beg your forgiveness for my…obtuseness.”


    “Hearken to me clearly,” said Hert acidly, “though you killed Father when I challenged you afterwards, had I fought you, you’d have died that day! And we wouldn’t be standing here. I would have slain you, metal shirt or no. Do you understand this?”


    “I do, Lord King,” agreed Father.


    “You killed Father,” said Hert relentlessly, “to save you and your people. Yet also for glory. That, in itself, is no crime. We all want reputation. We all want power. We all want to see our reigns become greater than the last king before us. I can forgive you for that. But it’s difficult to forgive you for continuously pursuing glory, for the purpose of not just securing your reign, but for some kind of immortality, at the expense of being aware of what transpires around you! In your own fucking kingdom! Meanwhile, I’ve spent my reign toiling to ensure we aren’t swallowed up by Sanaavia! While you’re glory-chasing! So concerned, so obsessed about building another glorious Atalantyx here in Eltnia, you’ve failed to see, for all its glory, how imperfect Atalantyx was! You have allowed the worst ideations of your homeland to flourish unchecked here in Eltnia! And who suffers the consequences of your ambitions! We, the Eltnish!”


    Father hung his head again.


    “Most of what you’ve done,” insisted Hert, “you’ve ever done for Othrun the Great, for the glory of Eastrealm. And when I say Eastrealm, I mean the Atalanteans, in the end. It’s clear you have forsaken the protection of your Eltnish subjects, by allowing this outrage to occur! For the sake of your Atalantean elite! Trusting them. Catering to them. Believing in them.”


    “You’re unfair to me, Lord King,” said Father miserably.


    “Am I?” It was said as if a wolf bared its fangs. A warning.


    Tread carefully. Your life hangs by a thread.


    “I’ve done all I can, more than I should, to give the Eltnish equal standing in my realm. I’ve accepted Eltnish converts into knighthood, and there are more Eltnish knights today than Atalantean ones. I’ve—”


     “Go on!” yelled Hert. “Tell me all the wonderful things you’ve done for the Eltnish in your kingdom. Go on!”


    Father sighed. He changed track somewhat. “You once told me the tale of the domesticated lion. I took that tale to heart, took your counsel as if it were the most important counsel ever given to me.”


    “Have you now?”


    “I’ve been faithful to you as your vassal!” said Father, his own anger now rising. “I have done my best! I’ve trained mindlessly, almost to the exclusion of all other things! I’ve trained to be the warlord you and Wely demanded of me! I’ve fought in Wely’s wars! Now I come to fight in yours! I bring the most precious things in my life, my three sons, here to the cold north to spill out their lifeblood, alongside my own, if need be, to defend Eltnia! I care about Eltnia! I care about the Eltnish!”


    Hert snorted, “You’re a fool, if you think the tale I told you was about not becoming the prey. Although those were the words I put before you for consideration, and that’s how I framed the tale.”


    Father said bewilderedly, “So, what did you mean by telling me that tale then?”


    “You’re a dragon. I’m a wolf. We shouldn’t restrain our worst natures when it serves us best. I must be utterly vicious, rend my enemies’ limb from limb, tear their flesh to pieces. You must burn down your enemies to the ground, incinerate them. Scorch their bones, leave nothing but ashes. It is a necessary evil. But that is our nature.”


    Father nodded. I could see his thoughts churning, as he digested what Hert said.


    “To triumph in this coming war,” said Hert, “you must be who you are! A dragon who unleashes his fire! And to save Eltnia, you must also spend yourself, even your sons, in its defence! Those are the tasks I, as one of your overlords, have given you! Do you complain about your duty?”


    Father asked sadly, “Are you my friend, Hert, son of Hor?”


    Hert said resolutely, “I’ve always been your friend, Othrun, son of Atalan. And I’ve never shirked my duty as your friend. But I am more than your friend. I told you, you are like a brother to me. Brotherhood isn’t about blood. It’s about bonds. And our bond couldn’t have been stronger these past years, since we became kings and allies. Save for these unspoken things between us, now spoken.”


    Then he said, more reproachfully, “And more than friend or brother or ally, I’m your feudal lord and master. The preservation of Eltnia lies in the balance. Do not mistake, and ever think my love of you as a brother will supersede what takes precedence. And that is to ensure Eltnia survives the coming fight, and doesn’t fall under the dominion of heartless slave traders and ruthless pirates.”


    “I understand, Lord King,” said Father.


    “And never mistake my mercy for you not protecting innocent children, faultless of sin, their only crime being born poor, and Eltnish, as sanctioning the heinous deeds your lords and clergy hence committed under your watch!”


    


    “I don’t mistake it, Lord King—”


    “This isn’t a fucking pardon! You allowed it to happen! The malevolence, under the guise of benevolence, of your lords, your clergy. Cloaked in your ignorance, your sanctimonious Atalantean privilege…”


    I knew these words bit Father deeply, but he said contritely, “I deserve your scorn, Lord King.”


    “Then, let this be as a mirror to you, Lord Othrun,” snarled Hert. “A mirror held up to those among your race who can justify cruelty, as long as it’s done in the name of a so-called righteous cause. That of converting the pagans. We Eltnish, who are ultimately, just ignorant pagans to you and yours. If you want a just realm, you must have justice for all your subjects. Not just the Atalantean ones. I remind you—most of your subjects are Eltnish. If you cannot ensure the protection of most of your subjects, particularly the most vulnerable ones, then you are not worthy to be a king.”


    Just as quickly as he had flashed to rage, it seemed the King of Carthlughe cooled. “Yet, you personally killed the offending head priest who orchestrated the genocide. You executed your own cousin, Lord Yedwol the Ready, and his knights for their part in the atrocity. You punished the clergy involved. And now, despite the…difficulty, you have finally confessed the wrongdoing to me and Eld. Well past the time, you should have… Nonetheless, that’s the kind of nature you must show to be the king you need to be. To be a true dragon, and dispense justice, truth, and law.”


    “I understand, Lord King.”


    “Yet, you must also have the courage to admit your wrongs, and the difficult conversations that come with them. The courage to see your flaws, the flaws of your people, your defective Atalantean credos, tenets, and dogma. And to see exactly how those doctrines can be harmful. And to ensure they don’t harm your Eltnish subjects. No matter how, you must stand up to your power base of elites. It is a different flavour of courage than you’ve always displayed on the battlefield.”


    “Yes, Lord King.”


    “Therefore, I consider the matter closed, as should you consider the knowledge I could have killed you just now, as punishment for your failures.”


    Hert added menacingly, “Never fail me in this manner again.”


    “So, the King has spoken,” said Father, in as servile fashion as I’d ever seen him do, with a slight bow, “so, it shall be done.”


    “And as for mage business,” said Hert, “I gave you a white wolf’s pelt as a present for your coronation. You later wrote to me, asking me about what I knew of the power of druids. What did I say to you in my return letter?”


    Father grimaced, “You told me druids are said to be blessed with powers of divination, like mages. It is believed druids can see the past, and predict the future. Druids are said to be able to sense other wielders of magic. If those wielders are nearby. Specifically via their…uncanny sense of smell.”


    I couldn’t help gasping.


    Father had told me, when he’d unburdened his soul, that he could smell mages. He had divulged, the night of the coven he went to, in order to save Mother, the druids who’d attended, had implied his ability to smell mages was an indication of his druidic heritage.


    Yet, Father never mentioned Hert had implied the same. That Hert suspected for some time, Father channelled some of those druidic powers. And that’s why he gave Father the white wolf cloak.


    Hert nodded. “I told you, there’s a practice dating back to ancient times, still done amongst the most Northern druidic tribes. The tradition is that the First Druids, or any of the most powerful among their order, are given coats of rare wolves’ pelts, to signify their lofty office. I also told you, the pelt must be of a white wolf. Like those who once roamed my Howling Hills, now seemingly extinct in Carthlughe, where only black wolves remain.”


    Hert said, “The white wolf coat is a symbol of power and prestige, which seldom do even the greatest kings in the Sanaav dare to wear. Only druids of authority, or the mightiest and haughtiest of Sanaavian rulers, wear a white wolf coat. Did you bring your white wolf coat in your baggage, Lord King?”


    “I did,” said Father.


    “Then, by the Six, wear it when we go into battle against your brother,” commanded Hert. “For all the power of four mages we will have at our disposal, the best way to combat the power of a druid like Laahtre, is with another druid.”


    “I’m no druid, Lord King.”


    “But you have their blood. There’s power in that.”


    Father bowed his head again to Hert, indicating he would obey. He turned to Eld, “Lord Prince…I know your brother, acting King of Lynchun, isn’t here to hear my confession. However—”


    “I take authority on his behalf,” said Eld, “that you have served justice to the perpetrators of the atrocity, as King Hert has said. For Lynchun’s part, I, too, consider the matter closed.”


    Father’s shoulders slumped, as if a boulder had been removed from them. “I thank you, Lord Prince.”


    Eld said, “Now, I believe we could all use that wine.”


    I couldn’t have agreed more with the Lynchunian prince at that moment.


    I went to the pitcher, and began to pour for everyone.


  




  

    


    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    “You see something, don’t you, Father?”


    Laahtre looked at Biirisa, as they sat side by side on their horses. She was all sharp angles and gangly, promising to be lean and muscular, more like him than her voluptuous mother. But she was quick with mind and sword, like Rupaa, and her face was as full and comely as her mother’s. Still, he dared to see a bit of his own looks in Biirisa and Kiinata, his twin daughters.


    “No,” replied Laahtre to Biirisa. “I see someone.”


    It was a scout returning.


    “Your eyes have always been keen, Father. But what I meant, is what you see? As in, seeing with druid sight? About this pending battle? The look on your face…you look perturbed. And so, I wondered—”


    “I’ve seen many things,” said Laahtre inscrutably. “None of them good. But this coming battle is nothing to fear.”


    The frozen Scanna River, where it branched into a delta and flowed into the Shimmering Sea, was far behind them, long out of view. As was Norsoon.


    Looking to their right, the Two Sisters took up their entire view, staring at Laahtre and Biirisa, and those with them. Their force was five hundred strong.


    More than sufficient, thought Laahtre. But Laahtre contemplated war plans far beyond the battle immediately before him, Biirisa, and five hundred eager, blood-lusty warriors.


    The Two Sisters were the tallest, widest mountains in Acremia. Twin peaks, standing at the gateway to Rogonhe, forming the northern wall of the Perilous Pass. That pass, the stretch of land running between the Two Sisters to the north, and an arm of the Anibian Mountains to the south, formed the corridor linking Rogonhe to Norsoon (and Eltnia to Sanaavia). It was the doorway to invasion. And Laahtre, Biirisa and their troops planned to kick down that doorway, and stroll right into Rogonhe once more, as the new masters of those lands. Just as Rupaa, Vildaa, and Yimaa had done, when they came down from Norsoon, through the pass, and marched all the way to Stoutougle, taking the city in a storm of spears and swords.


    The mountains of The Two Sisters, and those surrounding them, were far too sheer and dangerous, covered in deep snow and ice, for anyone to climb at this time of year. They were impenetrable. However, only light snow fell that season over the rest of the region. Despite Laahtre, Puutha, Sordaa, and Mabaa’s combined efforts to bring heavy precipitation.


    The Eltnish mages, Laahtre knew, had been counteracting the druids’ spells. Easing the woes of winter, giving the Eltnish a better chance in the impending war. For the Sanaavians had two times the soldiers the Eltnish possessed, but only a fraction of the horses. The cavalry of Laahtre’s one-time brother, Othrun, was a force to be feared. And if they weren’t hampered by snow, despite the superior Sanaavian numbers, many inked warriors could be lost to bitter Eastrealmian spears wielded from horseback.


    All the constant spell-casting, trying to manipulate the weather, and using the relentless scrying, to try and determine the enemies’ next moves, left the druids weary, and drained.


    As a result, even the indefatigable Laahtre’s famous stamina was lagging. He was tired.


    Laahtre longed to go back down the Perilous Pass, over the river, passing the delta. Home. Home, to wind and wave-beaten Norsoon. Where puffins wobbled, long-legged herons pranced, and sea birds wheeled in the sky.


    He was weary of war.


    Laahtre had been fighting, it seemed, almost ever since he came back to Acremia, becoming Crown Prince of Norsoon and, later, Second Druid of Norsoon. He’d fought Laakmir, but that fight was brief. The two kingdoms had quickly settled on a treatise. Then, together with Laakmir, he’d fought Furfell.


    That war was long and bloody, lasting nigh two years. In time, they had finally routed Furfell. Laahtre had dealt old hoary King Vrag his death blow in a bitter duel, though Vrag lived long enough to pledge his kingdom to Mag. Then, after King Foraa of Glamstaad joined the Alliance, they marched on Trinkvaar. But Trinkvaar had powerful allies. The fight had been a draw. Trinkvaar, Rhuunvik, Threeyvik, and Vikoon remained unconquered. Now, they apparently contemplated a retaliatory strike against Norsoon, Laakmir, Glamstaad, Furfell and Knuljaa, according to all the intelligence Laahtre could gather.


    But it was a more remote possibility those enemies would attack during winter, as much as they’d have the advantage, with those in Laahtre’s alliance having some of their forces already deployed south in Rogonhe. It was an intense winter in those northernmost Sanaavian realms. Thus, it was unlikely Norsoon’s Sanaavian foes would plan to go to war until the spring. Still…


    It wasn’t prudent to fight a campaign on two fronts. Had Laahtre’s alliance managed to conquer or persuade the Northern Sanaavian rulers to their cause, to combine with their already formidable army, then another three hundred thousand or more troops could have joined the conquest of Eltnia. Eltnia would never have been able to resist an army of half a million warriors, all told. But if those same four kingdoms—Trinkvaar, Rhuunvik, Threeyvik, and Vikoon—decided to make war on Norsoon and its allies, while Norsoon and its allies made war on Eltnia…


    Laahtre didn’t want any more war. He wanted a little time to be at leisure, playing dice games with King Mag, where Mag always won. And he wanted the rest of his family there. Laahtre wished not only Biirisa, Kiinata, and Ulaafa to be with him in Norsoon as he regaled them with stories about Atalantyx, which they loved to hear, no matter how many times he told the same ones. He wanted Agaath to be there, too. And most of all, he wanted Rupaa’s presence. But he would be denied all he wanted, for now.


    He needed to see Rupaa, though. He needed to confer with her, judge her disposition, find out what she had been doing. Her actions and recent moods disquieted him, before she left for Rogonhe. Her lack of communication with him, since she’d been there, was even more agitating. He had no time to rest now, to take the leisure he wanted. He needed to speak to his wife. And to do that, he must travel to Rogonhe. But to travel to Rogonhe, first, he needed to fight once more.


    That day, the five hundred deadly fighters with Laahtre and Biirisa were household troops from Norsoon. They were all warriors who bore the two crossed black axes in red, painted on the willow boards of their shields. They had been eager for enemies to kill. These warriors hadn’t taken part in the initial siege of Stoutougle. They’d been held back, remaining at Iron Hall on the shores of the Shimmering Sea, Rupaa and Laahtre’s new base of operations. Iron Hall was once the stronghold of Rupaa’s trueborn father, Earl Gruppa. Now, with its proximity to Eltnia, further down Norsoon’s coast than Mag’s capital at Grace Hall, it was where the Grand Sanaavian Alliance was marshalling its warriors. Soldiers from Knuljaa, Furfell, Glamstaad, and Laakmir were coming to Iron Hall for the great muster. Soon, they would march south and ravage Eltnia.


    Yet, for all their strength gathering at Iron Hall, Rupaa had taken only a few select soldiers from their house, and combined them with a portion of troop numbers from Knuljaa and Furfell, to begin the invasion of Rogonhe. A bird had been received at Grace Hall, revealing that those troops were now coated in glory, from having easily taken Stoutougle and, indeed, all Western Rogonhe. Mag made his way south to Iron Hall, pleased to hear of his adopted daughter’s exploits, readying himself to march with Laahtre, Eveeh, and Foraa, at the head of the greatest Sanaavian army the world had ever seen.


    But it would be some time until all that massive army was prepared for battle. Still, Laahtre was reluctant to have them march south at all. He still feared invasion from the north.


    Laahtre had even preferred they marshal their strength even further south, farther away from the reach of enemy kingdoms, at the fortified town of Aneel Delta, named for the waters nearby which it stood.   


    Mag heard Laahtre’s concern. But Mag was very moody these days, and uncharacteristically reticent to make certain decisions.


    The King of Norsoon, self-proclaimed High King of the Sanaav, had firmly left the overall charge of the army to Rupaa. Though Rupaa had, in turn, delegated that command to Laahtre, while she went with Vildaa to capture Stoutougle. Now, the invasion plan going forward, in Laahtre’s mind, was mired in indecisiveness.


    Rupaa hadn’t set a precise time when they’d march south in a full-scale war. Even though Rogonhe’s capital had fallen. Even though Rupaa had sent a bird to Laahtre and Mag, advising she’d successfully captured none other than the Haughty Princess, the She-Wolf of Carthlughe, Hiris, daughter of Hert. Even though Laahtre’s spies and druid sight—not to mention common sense—told him a corresponding Eltnish host was being assembled, by command of Hert, to meet the inevitable Sanaavian incursion.


    Rupaa had taken significant personal risk to capture Hiris. Rupaa had insisted first she planned to kill her, not keep her, if she ever found her. But now it seemed Rupaa had changed her mind. Laahtre was unsure why. So much of what Rupaa did now didn’t make sense to him. Or at least, Rupaa declined to share her methodologies with her husband, once her closest confidant. Laahtre worried he was no longer. Others, such as Vildaa, had taken Laahtre’s place. For reasons he didn’t wish to ponder too deeply, for how it upset him.


    Druids prided themselves on impassivity, cold and clinical thinking. Laahtre had always naturally possessed those traits. Becoming a druid had only enhanced them. Yet, for as cold as Laahtre could run, a fire burned underneath. Now, that fire had been lit. He might be tired, but he was also angry and frustrated at Rupaa, for not heeding him, as her husband, her druid. At Mag, for being so ambivalent now, in the middle of the great war that Mag himself had planned, wished for, for all the long years of Mag’s life, only to be so nonchalant about it now. And at himself, for failing to get through to his adopted father-in-law, and his wife. He was a druid. He was supposed to be persuasive. His feeling of impotence was boiling, threatening to break through to the surface. He closed his eyes, breathing deeply, calming himself, and praying to mighty Udyn for patience. He couldn’t let Biirisa see his troubles.


    The only way to address those troubles, was ultimately to see Rupaa.


    So, with all the ambiguity for Laahtre about what was to come, it was time for him to speak to Rupaa in person.


    Thus, the time had come for the troops with Laahtre, who’d been denied joining the sack of Stoutougle, to have their turn at sport. Laahtre was glad for them to have it. Warriors with pent-up frustration for battle, tended to turn on each other, and begin pointless and costly fights amongst themselves. Time to turn them loose on the Eltnish instead.


    But, if he was honest with himself, Laahtre had little appetite for any of it.


    As if reading his thoughts, Biirisa asked, “What do you want, Father? What do you want as the outcome of this war? Only victory?”


    


    Biirisa and Kiinata were twins. The Sanaavians thought twins were bound by the same soul. But despite their identical looks, Laahtre’s twin daughters couldn’t be more different.


    Biirisa was clever, passionate, bold, forthright, and gregarious. She loved gossip, always trying to order her sisters, older and younger, even sometimes her parents, about. She was quick to anger, yet never one to keep a grudge. She was also quick to laugh, and to fight. She delighted in all things martial.


    Kiinata was serious, formal, contemplative, and protective of her family and people. She was measured in what she said, and how she said it. She was always cerebral, thinking ahead, and plotting the future.


     Truthfully, Laahtre responded, “What I want most is my family, alive and whole.”


    “And, that cannot be, you believe? If we attack Eltnia in full force?”


    “No, I fear it cannot.”


    Biirisa pouted like she was far younger, and not already seasoned from the many wars Norsoon had fought since she came of age to march into battle. “Why won’t Mother listen to you? You’re a druid?”


    “Your mother is the heir to Norsoon’s throne. I’m but her consort. She isn’t bound to my advice. Be I druid or no.”


    “Should you not speak to Grandfather of all this? He’s still the King! The great Mag of Norsoon! He values druids! He values you more than anyone! You’re his son-in-law! He’ll listen to you!”


    Laahtre’s thoughts became even more troubled, as they focused on Mag, and how distant and detached he had been recently.


    The ancient widower king found love again with an equally ancient, widowed countess of his court. But that countess recently passed of simple old age. Now Mag spent most of his time fishing or hunting, leaving all the ordering of their Eltnish campaign, the most important military campaign in the history of all the Sanaav, much less of Norsoon, in the hands of Rupaa, Vildaa, Eveeh, Foraa, and Laahtre.


    As king, Mag could do as he wished in the end. But his place should be with the other war leaders, strategizing. Not too long ago, just to have the pleasure of seeing one of his beloved granddaughters fight, Mag would have insisted on accompanying Laahtre and Biirisa on their mission south. Now, he seemed markedly disinterested in doing so, declining to attend.


    


    Still, Laahtre loved the old king like a father, no matter how much he worried about Mag personally, and the direction Mag’s rule and the war campaign was taking. And even more worried about the direction his wife was taking.


    Laahtre shook his head, “And undermine your mother with your grandfather? That’s not what a husband does to his wife. That isn’t what a vassal does to their overlady. That’s disloyal. That isn’t how our family…”


    Laahtre thought of Othrun’s disloyalty, and he stuffed more anger down. In response, he said, “We must prepare.”


    “For what, Father? The troops are ready. We attack on your word.”


    “No, Daughter. Not this battle. If it’s even going to be competitive enough to be called ‘battle.’ It will be more like a slaughter.”


    “Then what do you speak of that we need to be ready for?”


    He spoke what he truly felt, though he didn’t know how any of it would come to pass. “For an end to all things, Daughter. For good or ill, as we know them.”


    “That’s ominous, Father.”


    “Druids…we can be portentous.”


    The scout, a man with a sallow, rough complexion like a piece of dried gristle, came up to Laahtre, bending his neck at Laahtre and Biirisa.


    “Lord Prince,” said the scout, “the remaining part of the pass is empty. We have a clear route.”


    “Enemies on the other side?” asked Laahtre.


    “About a hundred, lord. All Rogonhean regulars. Border force. Camped at the western base of the Two Sisters. About two hundred feet in.”


    “Only a hundred fighters?” scoffed Biirisa.


    “Yes, Lady,” the scout smiled vengefully. “A puny lot. We shall grind them into the snow.”


    That lot had the worst of it, thought Laahtre.


    Their comrades who’d been holed up in Stoutougle before they were butchered would have had proper shelter and food, dying with their bellies full.


    This lot, the downtrodden remnants of the Rogonhean border force, were cold, likely bored, hungry, eating feeble game, and weak rations for weeks. Waiting for an enormous enemy army to come south, so their temporary encampment could be disbanded. And, with the proper invasion started, they could try to flee, hopefully joining with any Eltnish army marching to face the Sanaav threat. To one day fight again. But first, to eat decent food and sleep in warmth, in a proper bed.


    The driving snow blowing down from above at the base of the Two Sisters, especially on the west side, was relentless, and the need to forage would have been constant, as all the steadings and villages nearby would be stripped of resources.


    Why would they position themselves there, in that place of misery? Only for one purpose.


    Not to hold the pass. They couldn’t do that any more than a fly could hold back an elephant. They positioned themselves, so the Sanaavian army couldn’t march completely unopposed into Eltnia. Or, at least, not without the watchers being able to send a rider to Carthlughe, warning of what was coming. What was coming would be the Sanaavians about to completely flood into Rogonhe, then flood Carthlughe, and then all Eltnia with their numbers. These border watchers hoped, at the least, to provide a warning, when the Sanaav finally came to attack with all its might.


    That pass is too valuable to lose, yet too problematic to remain within. So, the border watchers established their camp deeper on the Rogonhe side of the border, just outside the entrance to the pass. It was too close to Norsoon and enemies, who would one day march down the pass, and overwhelm them, without providing enough avenues to flee. Like today. It didn’t matter, though, in the end. They were doomed, regardless. One day, all Eltnia would fall.


    “Are you ready for the test?” Laahtre demanded of Biirisa.


    A curt head nod. “I am, Father.”


    “Very well. You have the command.”


    Laahtre was treated to a savage grin, eyes full of fire, and love for her father. He knew Biirisa was grateful for her early opportunities for leadership. She would need them. Rupaa planned to use all their daughters in the wars, save for the youngest, Ulaafa. Thinking of all his daughter, inevitably brought Laahtre’s thoughts back to…


    Agaath. A sharp pain of anxiety struck Laahtre between the shoulder blades like an axe blow. Druids were supposed to have the wisdom and calm of Udyn. There was nothing quieting about his fear for Agaath. While Laahtre loved his daughters equally, he was closest to his eldest, most like her mother: clever, vigorous, fierce, glory-seeking, impetuous.


    Biirisa was issuing her orders. Laahtre listened in a cursory way. He soon confirmed he had no need to listen further. Biirisa had been taught well by senior captains among his troops, her mother, and him. She was learning her business well.


    Biirisa nodded at her father, indicating the warriors were ready. Only he and Biirisa were mounted, so they would set a mild walking pace for their steeds, while their soldiers strode behind. These warriors were fit, and the strut in leather and weapons could be done quickly.


    When they finished their journey, wider Rogonhe was before them. They stopped a few hundred yards back of the mouth of the pass, pressing themselves up against the enormous mountainside, shielded by an out-jutting of rock. They avoided being seen by anyone potentially looking directly into the mouth of the pass. They rested, taking quick refreshment from their warrior’s provisions. Then they strapped and tightened gear, hefted shields, short swords, spears, axes, and seaxes.


    Otherwise, all was quiet, save the howling breeze in the natural wind tunnel of the pass.


    Biirisa looked at Laahtre for approval. Laahtre nodded his head. His daughter began hand signals to her troops.


    Groups, double file, started creeping slowly forward, hugging the mountainside. Soon, they were all in position, the first man peeking around the corner of the exit from the pass. He pulled his head back. He held up an open palm. Then he formed it into a fist five times. Indicating approximately five troops of enemies. A troop was comprised of twenty. So, as the scout had indicated, about one hundred in total.


    Biirisa dismounted. Any good leader’s place, especially a relative novice, was to fight among her troops, in what promised to be a short, quick affair, such as awaited them. She took her position, just behind the second pairing of warriors, near the front of the column. Tall and slender, balancing on the balls of her feet, she looked imminently ready, every bit the warrior. Laahtre swallowed the lump of pride in his throat.


    Then Biirisa held up her hand, and quickly dropped it, bellowing, “GO!”


    She and the troops rounded the corner of the mountain, screaming and shouting for the deaths of their enemies.


    The attack was sudden. The Sanaavians didn’t aim merely to kill, but to cause mayhem, and dispirit.


    The Rogonheans would be caught by surprise, as armed warriors came around the mountain to murder them.


    The border force would have quickly realized they were outnumbered.


    And they knew their task was to die, but still give warning.


    Laahtre, as expected, saw the skinny Rogonhean errand-rider leap on his malnourished mount, and begin fleeing on horseback. That rider’s only job would be to stay alive, getting word back to Hert in Wolflodge of what happened.


    Laahtre had only brought three archers. But they were deadly shots.


    In an instant, the errand rider was down, three arrows in the head of his steed, who died in a heap, throwing his rider over his back. That rider ended his life, crashing violently into the earth, his neck broken. The archers put two arrows into the prone and shattered body. Just to be absolutely certain.


    There would be no word of this attack getting back to Hert, via conventional means. The mages, Laahtre figured, would sense what had occurred far too late, and nothing could be done about it.


    The Sanaavians wreaked havoc amongst the camp, making quick work of the tired, cold, and scant-numbered Rogonheans. Soon, many of the woeful Rogonheans were filled with spears like hedgehog spikes.


    Laahtre had no mandate to join in. In fact, as a druid, even more than as Crown Prince of Norsoon, and presumptive High King Consort of all Sanaavia, Laahtre wasn’t expected to risk himself in needless battle, against an enemy essentially vanquished prior to the commencement of the fight. Particularly when his young, able daughter led the troops from the front.


    Still, Laahtre had proven himself, in past wars, a capable, inspiring commander, and a fearless and deadly fighter. Laahtre had trained hard with Mag and Mag’s best warriors. Alongside all Laahtre’s responsibilities as a druid and a prince, the former King of Atalantyx aspired to be consequential in battle.


    If Laahtre admitted it, what drove him to practice his fighting skills, was that should he ever one day need to face his one-time brother in the field, Othrun was likely a better fighter than he was. Othrun always had been.


    And now Othrun had the reputation of being the warlord who could turn a battle in favour of those who followed him, just by his mere presence.


    So, after trotting among the ravaged, chaotic camp, seeing his warriors slay left and right, Laahtre saw one Rogonhean who managed, with a lucky blow, to put down a Sanaavian marauder whose back was turned to him. Laahtre slid off his mount’s back, yelling his challenge to the man, who had sword and shield in hand. The man promptly rushed at him, but drew up short, a few yards away, when he realized Laahtre was a druid.


    Druids were feared, and to kill one was difficult. As well it was said to be a very ill fortune. Still, when Laahtre grabbed his shield from where it hung at his saddle, drew his seax, motioning at the man to come forward and engage, the man, after a moment’s hesitation, snarled, running to face death.


    He thrust his shield at Laahtre. The tall druid put his shield on the other man’s—hard. This clashing turned the man’s shield slightly away from his body. Of course, for Laahtre, a long-practiced move. The man was no novice, though. He edged his body back further, expecting a sword thrust. But that also delayed him from bringing one of his own. When he pivoted back more, Laahtre swept his foot underneath his shield, tripping the man. He stumbled but didn’t fall. Yet that was enough. His body was exposed. Laahtre slid his seax into the man’s belly, through his leathers, deep into his guts, then tore it out again, and the man fell dead.


    Laahtre stalked amongst the ruined bodies of the Rogonheans. Her own sword reddened, his daughter saw him.


    “You should be mounted, Father!” Biirisa admonished. “Or back from the fight! You’re too valuable to be risked here, when you’re not needed!”


    “I should!” Laahtre agreed with a chuckle. He turned back, finding his horse. As a Sanaavian warrior nearby held his stirrup, he clambered back astride.


    “And you should waste no more time here!” said Biirisa.


    “Trying to be rid of me?” jested Laahtre.


    Biirisa had tears in her wide eyes. But she smiled, saying emphatically, “Never! But our mission is accomplished! There’s no one left alive here to hinder your journey!”


    “You’re right!” Laahtre said, giving her an old warrior’s salute from Atalantyx, fist pounded to chest. “I should be gone!” He added, “You’ve done well! Farewell, General!”


    


    Biirisa returned the salute enthusiastically, glowing from the praise the title bestowed. “Give Udyn’s blessings to Mother from me, please! Along with my love and confirmations of undying fealty! And tell her I said, she should listen to you! In all things! A wise princess listens to her counsellors! Especially her druid! And her husband!”


    “I will!” promised Laahtre.


    He turned his horse away from the slaughter, leaving his daughter and their warriors riding south.


  




  

    


    CHAPTER TWELVE


    Anxious to see his wife, Laahtre’s heart remained heavy, his mind full of clouded thoughts as he rode.


    Soon after he entered Rogonhe proper, he slowed, then stopped. For he had come to the Twilight Stream.


    The stream was nearly big enough to be called a river, twenty feet wide. Laahtre knew its depth was at least fifteen feet deep. It was a treacherous stream. The water frothed, rushing angrily fast. It ran for about ten miles, fed from a runoff from The Two Sisters, barring Laahtre’s way towards West Rogonhe. He frowned.


    This stream was supposed to be frozen.


    In the war of magic, mage versus druid, the mages were trying to thaw everything, and the druids were trying to freeze everything. It appeared, where the Twilight Stream was concerned, the mages had won that particular battle. Laahtre and his fellow druids needed to ensure their Eltnish opponents didn’t win the war.


    If this stream was frozen, it could be crossed easily by warriors on foot. Not so easily by horses. It would almost be impossible for wagon trains, even though the stream didn’t have very steep banks. They were steep enough. And Laahtre knew the water’s depth belied the stream’s innocuous look when it was frozen. A warrior could easily drown, if they fell through the ice.


    He would have to ride around it. It’d take longer than he wished, but there was no choice. He went south. Once he’d passed the stream, he would go back west.


    Swiftly, Laahtre went, mounted on his fleet-footed steed, over an empty, vanquished land. The cold wind rose, powerful enough to blow even his heavy wolf-skin cloak back so that he looked like an immense white bat sailing across the land on his white horse, white cloak billowing. He didn’t need his cloak to shield him from the cold. He was a trained and anointed druid who’d passed the tests of mortal endurance. Though raised in temperate Atalantyx, where it never snowed, save in the mountains, he no longer felt cold as others did. But the cloak symbolized the prestige of his druidic order, which he cherished, so he wore it.


    He stopped to rest his steed approximately every mile where he could. But he pushed the beast when the terrain was even, and more ground could be covered quickly.


    At last, he neared the Forest Dangerous. He would rest there once again. Then, he would complete the final leg of his journey.


    To the Forest Dangerous, Laahtre rode. No one challenged him as he galloped across Rogonhe, as the last remnant of the army of Rogonhe, its border watchers, had been swept aside by Laahtre, Biirisa, and their forces. Rupaa and Vildaa had already taken Rogonhe’s capital, and killed their king. Rogonhe could no longer protect their borders. Nor save their kingdom. Rogonhe was completely wide open.


    Onward, he rode, spurring his horse faster.


    As he neared the forest, he came to a stretch of field seemingly untouched by winter, for the grasses were green, almost lush. The moon waxed full. Night had fallen. Partially bare branches nearby made little sound, save for their slight bending in the wind. It seemed the world was wrapped in dark solitude. No lights from any holdfasts twinkled to the south. Nothing, no one moved. War had taken the life, it appeared, out of Rogonhe. All that was in Laahtre’s mind was resting briefly, then making his way past the forest to Rupaa.


    He stopped by a shallow stream to rest, water, and feed his steaming mount, taking advantage of the green space. His horse gratefully grazed, while he took a swig from his wineskin. It tasted bitter and vinegary, but helped refresh him.


    He peered into the gloom of the forest. He’d always had keen eyes. But since becoming a druid, his eyes were even more far-sighted. In the gloom, he caught an orange glimmer. A hint of fire.


    Laahtre pondered his wife’s plan to capture or kill Hiris. Rupaa’s troops, long lying in wait to enact Rupaa’s plan, would have long since left the forest, since she succeeded in taking the Carthlughean Crown Princess. Doubtless, those troops had found the forest eerie, and had been anxious to complete their mission, departing for more welcoming environs. No Acremian would wish to spend more time in the Forest Dangerous than absolutely necessary, with its reputation for being haunted.


    Despite this foreboding reputation, did some Sanaavian straggler, maybe a deserter, manage to stay back, camping there? Despite the grandness of their cause to take Eltnish armies, every army suffered desertion of weak-willed souls. Even among the fierce Sanaavians.


    Or, was it some wandering Rogonhe refugee, sheltering inside the forest, having lit a fire?


    While few Eltnish or Sanaavians willingly went into the forest, Laahtre did without fear. Tales of the Forest Dangerous, being a sister wold to the Forest Dark, persisted throughout the land. Stories, centuries old, of such creatures as the vympyr, blood-sucking fiends, haunting the forest’s eaves, wouldn’t relinquish their hold in the superstitions of the Acremians.


    But Laahtre was a druid. He feared no supernatural being. Yet, he was no fool. He would be cautious. He was still a mortal.


    And there were powers in the cosmos far greater than mortals, who walked the earth, when they were wont to do so.


    Nonetheless, he was curious. He’d want to be aware of any activity not Sanaavian, or any that was. He knew Rupaa’s troops had recently swept the entire forest’s breadth, finding it empty.


    Now, it seemed it wasn’t.


    Laahtre patted his horse’s sweaty flanks, apologizing to her in a hushed voice. It appeared her respite would be cut short.


    He drew his long staff, strapped to the side of his mount. Staff in one hand, reins in the other, Laahtre moved forward purposefully, leading his steed into the gloom.


    He and his mount walked maybe a quarter mile into the forest. His horse’s shoes crunched on the turf, her breath coming in huffs and snorts. Laahtre’s staff struck the ground as he leaned upon it with every step. Otherwise, Laahtre heard not a sound. But the light drew him deeper. He began to quiver, and not from cold.


    


    Something sorcerous was present.


    Something inhuman.


    He felt it.


    He halted.


    A great gnarly tree spread out before him. Under its spreading branches sheltered a neat log cabin. Rupaa had not mentioned such a structure being found in the forest in any of her letters to him. It was not a detail that a general such as Rupaa, quick of mind, would have left out in her communications. The forest was supposed to be uninhabited, and no permanent dwellings within. To find such a structure there, would have indeed been notable.


    Through the window, he could see the fire he’d gleaned, coming from within.


    Before he could decide how to approach, someone, seemingly appearing out of nowhere, barred his path.


    Laahtre’s horse started, spooked by the figure, pulling madly, breaking away from Laahtre’s startled grasp, fleeing from the forest, neighing wildly.


    But Laahtre had no time to contemplate the loss of his horse.


    To meet a stranger of this sort in the middle of a supposedly deserted haunted forest…


    The man was wide of girth, garbed in a long white cloak, the colour of snow. He wore an odd, white floppy hat, wide-brimmed, casting a shadow over his face. He, too, leaned on a long staff, similar to Laahtre’s own symbol of druidic power.


    The man’s aura radiated divine energy.


    Laahtre couldn’t believe it.


    He’d heard, of course, the rumours from those druids, most keenly in touch with their powers, of being honoured by visitations, by the very gods themselves.


    It seemed now he was being blessed as well.


    But the being before him was not just any god.


    Laahtre dropped to his knees, throwing his staff on the ground before him, bending his neck, his eyes on the dirt.


    “Mighty Lord Udyn,” he whispered in awe. “You grace me with your presence. I am your servant.”


    The figure growled at him, “Show me your left hand. That I may know you bear the mark.”


    


    Obediently, Laahtre raised his left hand, displaying the place where the digit had been amputated. “I bear the marks of the sacrifice to you, great Udyn,” he said humbly. “Of human blood, human pain, human appendages.”


    “Rise,” came the command, the god apparently satisfied.


    Laahtre came to his feet.


    Then, the hat’s brim was raised, the god’s heavily bearded face visible. A face as twisted and weathered as the tree nearby. A face with one bright, eldritch blue left eye, and a hollow right eye socket.


    Compulsively, Laahtre touched his necklace of office, made of children’s finger bones.


    “Greetings, Laahtre,” rumbled the god. “Say the words.”


     Laahtre instantly knew what Udyn asked of him. Laahtre was required to recite the code of his druidic order. Which he knew by rote, as every druid did. To prove his obedience to the druidic code and its master, the greatest of the Sanaavian gods.


    “By itself, light is the single snowflake,” uttered Laahtre. “A brief touch of cold from the winter. Quickly melted and vanished from the world. That’s limb and life, brief and mortal. But the powers prevail, the powers preserve, the powers remain. But the powers must be maintained through blood.”


    “Yes, they must. I gave up an eye for wisdom, Mortal. What will you give up?”


    “I pray for an ounce of your wisdom, Mighty One. I’ll give up whatever is needed.”


    “Will you, Laahtre, once Erthal, son of Atalan?” Udyn sounded dubious.


    “I serve at your command, Lord Udyn,” said Laahtre meekly.


    “The druidic order,” said Udyn, distinctly displeased, “was created to preserve the worship of the Sanaavian gods and maintain cultures and traditions. To guide the queens and kings of Sanaavia. To ensure those rulers kept our traditions and cultures and led their people justly. But the order has fallen low in my eyes.”


    “We may not have as high standing, in your eyes, Lord Udyn,” Laahtre said, “as the first druids did, centuries ago. But we try—”


    “You’re all pale imitations of those worthy priests. What have you concerned yourself with Laahtre, born Erthal, son of Atalan? Do you care about anything else but your ambitions?”


    


    Nervously at the rebuke: “My ambitions are to magnify your glory, Lord Udyn—”


    “What have you used your powers for? You have forgotten what is important.”


    “Educate me then, Lord Udyn,” begged Laahtre. “Show me the path. Show me what’s important, I beseech you!”


    “Behold then!” cried Udyn. He spread his arms wide.


    A soft voice came from behind Laahtre. “Husband?”


    Laahtre knew that voice. He spun in shock and confusion, Udyn momentarily forgotten.


    It was who he thought. Tall, raven-haired, her robust, splendid figure wrapped in shimmering black. She looked as young, beautiful, and alluring as the day he’d first met her. The day she’d stolen his heart. That first day, he set foot in Sanaavia.


    She rocked a swaddled baby in her arms.


    “Dira?” Laahtre fell to his knees. “Wife!”


    “Dearest Husband,” said the apparition of Dira. “I’m glad to meet you here.”


    Laahtre wept. “Oh, dear Wife! I’m so sorry! I couldn’t save you! I tried! I rode back—”


    His wild thoughts at seeing his dead wife returned to the final hours of his former kingdom. When he, the last King of Atalantyx, wound his way, riding northeast, back towards his capital, the Circle City, from the city of Havenshur. When Mount Atalante, the Fire Mount, burst forth. And with that eruption, the plumes of smoke the Fire Mount emitted, momentarily blotting out the sky. He recalled the lava flowing inexorably down the sides of the volcano, rivers of thick fire. Slowly but unrelentingly, coming towards his city, the Circle City. The city where his queen, Dira, pregnant with their unborn child, had remained. The lava, a pulsing red tide pouring over water and land, its deadly grip reaching out toward the city. And when that grip took hold, it would burn and bury the city underfoot. Stone would evaporate. Flesh would incinerate. All would be lost, including his wife and the child in her belly.


    He remembered the great, grey, swift-moving cloud, wiping out everything in its path as it made its way towards the city. And he could never forget the foreknowledge everything would be burned or covered in deadly ash, choking the life out of anything it touched, and that whatever survived, the lava would cremate.


    He recalled that he, at first, refused to accept that doom. He’d ridden, racing with every ounce of speed his horse could muster, to try to reach the city. To try and save Dira and their unborn babe, Erthal’s heir, in Dira’s womb.


    But he had failed to rescue his wife and child. The city had burned, and he’d been forced by his personal guard to flee, else burn himself.


    “Shhh!” said the apparition with an appreciative, affectionate smile. “You tried, my gallant king. You rode back towards the Circle City, to try and save us. I know, Husband. In death, such sight is granted to me. I saw your last brave ride. The last King of Atalantyx, rode bravely, to try and save his wife, and unborn child. Yet, I’m glad you escaped, surviving in the end. I was dead, long before you could draw near the city. Yet I’m pleased. You fled Atalantyx. And by Udyn’s grace, you have lived, and thrived.”


    Laahtre thought his heart would break, even as he asked, “The baby. Is that…?”


    The apparition turned the baby slightly, so Laahtre could see the pink face. It was serene, its open eyes were clear and green. Those were Laahtre’s eyes staring back at him.


    “Yes, your child,” murmured Dira’s ghost. “Had he been born, he’d have been Atalan Tenth. Named for your father.”


    Laahtre wiped his tears with his arm. All he could mumble was, “He’s beautiful.” 


    The apparition agreed, “He is. He looks just like you. He would have been a great king, had he lived.”


    “Where are you, Wife? Where is our son? What spirit-plain do you inhabit?”


    Dira’s ghost said contentedly, “I’m safe and well, Husband. I tread with the gods. You cannot join us now. Yet one day…”


    Laahtre said earnestly, “All I want, Wife, is your happiness.”


    “And that’s all I wish for you. I wish you happiness. With Rupaa. With Agaath, Biirisa, Kiinata, and Ulaafa. With Othrun.”


    “Othrun?”


    “No matter what’s happened, in your heart and his, you’re brothers. He is family. You cannot be whole and happy, Husband, without all your family by your side.”


    Laahtre hardened, “My family no longer includes Othrun. He’s deader to me than you are, though he lives and breathes.”


    Dira’s ghost shook her head sadly, intermittently cooing softly to the baby. Atalan Tenth. “I led you, Husband, to the right path, but down the wrong road. Do you remember what I whispered to you, that day? The first day we met? As I stood naked beside you? And was offered to you by my father? After I told you, if you did not accept me, Mag would kill me?”


    Laahtre smiled at the memory. “I remember every word precisely as you said it. You said, ‘Your life has been cloaked in shadows. Let me bring light into your life. I’ll open your eyes to who you really are. Who you were born to be. If you want to be merely a king, then reject me. If you wish to change the world, then be with me this night.’”


    “When we met,” said the ghost of Dira, “I was an instrument of Mag, my father. But now, I am no one’s tool. And I say to you, Husband, your quest to shape Atalantyx wasn’t wrong. After all, it is I who urged you to do so. To recognize the gods and goddesses of our forefathers, alongside the Single God. Yet I was ignorant, as mortals are. I pushed you to implement these changes too fast, without ensuring the Atalanteans could take the time to accept, acknowledge, to understand. To ensure your nobles could be turned, their minds enlightened, and to support you in order to effect the change. It was a change that could only take place over generations. Not in the reign of one king, such as you. I wasn’t wise enough to see that then.”


    “You cannot blame yourself, Wife,” said Laahtre insistently. “The fault was mine. I was the king. Yet of all my lords, Othrun owed me, as my so-called brother, the most fealty, and adherence to my will. He failed.”


    “We failed, Husband. I have learned. Oh, so much I’ve learned, Husband. In the presence of the gods, I’ve been educated. The gods—Husband—infrequently trifle in the affairs of mortals. We’re born with free will to shape and change the paths before us. Yet, think of the future as a road with many forks. Depending on the fork one chooses, a different destination is possible. Lady Nyrn, Mistress of Fate, snips our life chords when she feels the time has come. But our paths can alter Her decision as to when She does it. You and Othrun are bound together. Your fate is intertwined. To save all you wish to protect, you must find a way to save him, too.”


    


    “Save Othrun? I cannot! He’s my enemy! And my current wife, my overlady, demands his death!”


    “And yet, you must, Husband.”


    “Why? Why should I wish to? Othrun’s a plague sent upon this world! He’s a canker! The damage he’s done, and will do, is unthinkable!”


    The apparition, woman and child, began to fade. “I love you, Husband. Remember my words. When we meet again, you shall know all. May Udyn always shine upon you.”


    They disappeared.


    And another appeared in their place.


    “No!” said Laahtre. He couldn’t bear it, druid and master of his emotions that he should be. “I cannot…please, no…” Already on his knees, he buried his face in his hands. Then he dared to take his hands away and stare at who—what—was before him in place of Dira’s shade.


    The apparition now was a thin, but strong-looking man, with thick dark hair cut close around his broad, handsome face. A long, carefully trimmed moustache drooped down to his goatee. Grey, honest eyes, a firm jaw. A crescent-shaped battle scar beneath his left eye. Oh, how many times had Laahtre caressed and kissed that beloved face?


    “Apolt.”


    “Beloved,” said Apolt’s ghost tenderly. “I loved you in life. I love you in death. I know you loved me, too. For the sake of that love, heed me now.”


    “I l-love y-you, Apolt,” Laahtre wept openly, inconsolably now, between his words. “And yes, I-I will heed.”


    “While I lived,” said Apolt’s spirit, “I told your one-time brother Othrun, of our love for one another. I also told him Queen Dira showed you confirmation, through records kept in Norsoon, that Atalantyx, indeed, was first settled by the Sanaavians. And that you believed the proof. I relayed to Othrun that Dira convinced you it was time to usher in a new era. An era where the Atalanteans should return to the old ways. Sanaavian ways—that they should accept the worship of Udyn, Thyr, and Nyrn, and uphold the guidance and wisdom of the druids as caretakers of the faith alongside…worship of the Single God. And that it became your mission, the purpose of your reign, to bring this new era to Atalantyx. You planned to create an Atalantyx where, one day, shrines to Udyn would stand alongside temples to the Single God. I told Othrun you’d learned from Queen Dira, in ancient times before Atalantyx conquered a quarter of the world, that all religions were respected and equal. That no one god held sway.”


    “I’m sure he didn’t listen to you,” said Laahtre miserably.


    The ghost said sadly, “No, he wouldn’t heed me. I also told him rival nobles dispatched covert assassins to slay Dira. And that, despite the rumours that swirled around your reign, prompting Othrun to rebel against you, you didn’t kill innocent citizens. You only killed traitors to the crown, and you had them executed by the headsman’s axe. Not by having Druid Irka kill them, in some sort of dark magic ceremony, as the Atalanteans feared. Rather, by beheading them after a secret trial, to suppress any word of your lords beginning to rebel against you.”


    “No matter what I tried to do,” lamented Laahtre, “including keeping Othrun’s loyalty, suppressing word of rebellion, saving Dira, trying to be courageous enough…long before all that…trying to love you… openly, Apolt, …I failed.”


    “You’re a great man, Beloved,” said the ghost of Apolt. “I told Othrun all about what you did, because I didn’t want your memory tarnished. But my dear, sweet man, as much as I tried to save your reputation with Othrun, I must now try to save his reputation with you.”


    “There’s nothing to save,” Laahtre said stubbornly, his tears drying. “He’s betrayed me. I spent years after surviving Atalantyx’s drowning plotting Othrun’s downfall. I won’t abandon those plans now.”


    “You never wanted Othrun dead,” said Apolt’s ghost quietly. “Humbled, perhaps. Apologetic and subservient, surely. But not dead. You love him, Erthal. And you know, Beloved, you are not guiltless as to why Othrun turned against you. Although, your relationship with him was never close. It was always competitive.”


    “I didn’t foster any competition,” Laahtre said sourly.


    “You were always the more favoured son. You weren’t competing with him. But he was forced to compete with you.”


    Laahtre was bitter. “And for that, he betrayed me. He went to war against me, his brother, and his king!”


    “He went to war against your ideals,” said Apolt, explaining like a patient father. “Couldn’t you see why? What happened to any empathy, and love for him? In the end, were you not just two boys growing up together? You the elder, heir to the throne? With your father’s inheritance, his confidence, his open love! And your father trusted you more than he could ever trust Othrun, to lead the Atalanteans into a new era. And you know full well why neither your father nor you, for that matter, could ever trust Othrun. Still, as his king, and enlightened by your queen beside you, you had a duty to lead Othrun, and your whole society, down the right path. And to show and explain cohesively what that path was.”


    “Does that excuse his betrayal?”


    “Perhaps not. Still, you don’t compass Othrun’s death, despite that betrayal. Else, you would have sent him straight to the headman’s axe, instead of banishing him. But you know your wife Rupaa cares nothing for your desire to spare Othrun. She’s hatched rash plans to ensure Othrun dies.”


    “She can be impetuous,” said Laahtre. “And she’s obstinate once a plan settles in her brain.”


    “She’s hardened her heart to any outcome for Othrun, save his death. Did you know she sent assassins to kill him?


    “What?”


    “Rupaa never divulged these plans to you, did she? Because she knew you would try to dissuade her. She was in league with a turn-cloak Carthlughean lord, named Cordis. One who detested Hert, Hiris, and Othrun. Cordis was the one who was feeding Rupaa information about Hiris and her vulnerabilities. She set this Cordis upon Othrun, with a plan to lure him to his death. She paid Cordis, and in turn, Cordis paid Sanaavian mercenaries to assassinate Othrun. But Othrun learned of the plan through Hert’s mage sister, and his spies. Cordis was killed, along with his assassins.”


    Laahtre couldn’t help smirking. “Othrun. He always manages to turn the tables on his enemies.”


    “Othrun’s no more invincible than you. He’s mortal. He can be killed, and one day, regardless, he will die as any mortal. But remember who Othrun is. He’s not merely any mortal. But most of all, remember, he’s your brother both in spirit and name, though not in blood.”


    “You’ve been sent…to appear to me…you and Dira…the two I loved most in the world…before I met Rupaa…to convince me Othrun be spared?”


    The apparition spread his hands lovingly. “I come to tell you, once more, I love you, Erthal, now Laahtre, Crown Prince of Norsoon. And that love heals everything injurious. For the memory of my love for you, and the love you still hold for your one-time brother, don’t seek his life. Do what you can to spare him from death. He may serve some good purpose yet.”


    As the ghost faded, Laahtre whispered, “I love you, Apolt.”


    Stunned, overcome by emotion, Laahtre couldn’t speak anymore. On his knees, he perched, his mind spinning.


    Until he looked up, and found Udyn in front of him.


    “The dead,” said Udyn, “have unique wisdom. Will you heed the wisdom of your former wife, and of your former lover?”


    “I don’t understand their wisdom,” said Laahtre bitterly, standing. “All they spoke of was to beg me to save Othrun.”


    Udyn cackled. It was all Laahtre could do not to flinch at the sardonic chuckle. “Yes. Othrun. Your nemesis. Your one-time brother.”


    “I cannot let Othrun, nor anyone else, stand in the way of my goals to accomplish all I have set out to do. For King Mag. For my princess, Rupaa. For my kingdom. For all Sanaavia, all Acremia.”


    “Does your oath to serve me mean nothing,” grumbled Udyn, “compared to your mortal plans, which are all of conquest?”


    “I tried to fulfill my oaths to you, Lord Udyn!” insisted Laahtre. “In Atalantyx. I’m still trying to do that here in Acremia! To usher in a new era faithful to you and your fellow gods and goddesses! That’s what I’m trying to do now!”


    “Don’t argue with me!” boomed Udyn, and Laahtre couldn’t avoid flinching. “You think you serve me, but you serve only yourself. If you served me, you would care for my wishes. And my wish is to stop the corruption of the druidic order, and the Sanaavian people. There are many abominations of how the laws I passed down to the druids were interpreted. The worst of which has resulted in slavery! Are you doing anything about that, or just trying to be a ruthless conqueror, an enslaver, a dominator, true to your Atalantean nature?”


    “What?”


    “Not every law brought down from the gods,” said Udyn, “twisted, perverted by mortals, was wrong in concept. However, over the long centuries, somehow, the Sanaavians, the children of Udyn, have strayed far from what I intended. No one should hold another captive in servitude. Yet, the greatest peddlers of flesh in the world are the Sanaavians!”


    “Slavery…is one of the deadliest sins…but a sin only in…to my knowledge…in the Parables of the Single God.”


    “And the Single God,” said Udyn, “is as real as I am. And all we gods, in the end, are one, despite our differences. We’re different in some ways, yet mostly, we agree on rules. And one of our greatest rules is slavery is an outrage. Just because I never expressed that outrage on some tablet, or scroll, and expressly told the Sanaavians it is abhorrent, doesn’t mean it isn’t! It’s well past time, centuries of time, it ended.”


    “Not only Sanaavians peddle in slavery,” said Laahtre. “Lysi of Nyrimia—”


    “Don’t try and cast blame on others, to remove it from yourself!” said Udyn sternly, his single eye glowing portentously. “And don’t dare debate with a god! No one who peddles in slavery is innocent! No matter the purpose! There’s blood on the hands of every slaver, and those who profit from it! You, no less than anyone! Aren’t slaves kept all over Norsoon, including the court of your king? Don’t some of those slaves wait upon you, as well? Have you ever spoken up to Mag, about why slavery is unjust? Have you ever advocated for it to be outlawed? No! You haven’t said a word!”


    “I’m ashamed, Lord Udyn. Forgive—”


    “As for Lysi of Nyrimia, she will suffer her own fate according to her actions. You must attend to yours. Just know that for all the evil Othrun does, he also does good. And Othrun, for all his faults, faithfully maintains his rejection of slavery. And before he dies, Othrun is destined to do more good. And perhaps the most good he will do, is to liberate slaves.”


    “Liberate slaves?” said Laahtre, aghast. “Whose slaves? All the slaves in Norsoon? In all Sanaavia?”


    “I have blessed you with my presence. I’ve allowed you an opportunity to convene with those whom you loved most among your dead. Be grateful for that. And now, I shall leave you.”


    “Leave me?” said Erthal. “With no more knowledge than before you came? Just confusion! I don’t understand about the liberation of slaves you speak of? I don’t understand anything you’ve spoken of? Why have you shown yourself to me? Why have you shown me—my beloved dead?”


    “Because it was time to do so,” was all Udyn would tell him. “And nothing, in the eyes of the goddesses and gods, happens before its time.”


    “But why?”


    “To open your mind, your heart. You are gifted with free will, and a mind to use it. And a beating heart with not just passion, but compassion. Not a block of ice frozen in your breast. A beating heart. I will say no more.”


    “Help me, Mighty One,” begged Laahtre. “What do I need to do?”


    Udyn, too, like the apparitions, began to fade. “That’s for you to decide. For now, go and see your wife. And make your war. But remember, the gods are watching, and will see and judge all. Farewell.”


    Laahtre blinked, as his horse wandered back to stand beside its master. When he looked back in front of him, away from the horse, other than the steed, Laahtre was once more all alone in the forest.


    The gnarly tree, and the log cabin had vanished.


    As had Udyn.


  




  

    


    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    The road to Arget came swiftly, the following morning after Laahtre departed the forest. He spent a sleepless night there, huddled on his sleeping mat. He was still shaken, and befuddled by his experience of seeing not only Udyn, but also the spirits of Dira, his son, and Apolt. He tried to open his mind, and comprehend the meaning of Udyn’s words. However, his mind seemed shut like a door refusing to open, because he fumbled with the key.


    The next thing Laahtre found shut when he arrived, was the captured city of Arget. But once the surprised Sanaavian guards on the ramparts recognized him, the gates opened, and he was admitted.


    Laahtre inquired after Rupaa. He was told where she could be found. The druid wasn’t pleased with the guards’ answer about where his wife was.


    As he made his way through the noisy streets, people parted for him, bowing in his wake. He didn’t even acknowledge anyone. He was too focused on finding Rupaa.


    The tavern where the guards told him Rupaa could be found was on a narrow, empty side street. Laahtre pushed open the tavern door, the door only slightly groaning on its hinges. He entered a dimly lit, mostly empty main room.


    The only two occupants besides the barkeeper behind the great serving table, were two short, stocky, hooded figures, seated to the side of the room beside a smaller table, with their feet up on a short bench. In one’s gloved hands was a tankard filled with ale. The other hooded one was refilling her tankard from the pitcher on the table.


    Laahtre’s footfalls were quiet as he approached the figures. Druids were stealthy. But neither person was the type one snuck up upon.


    


    “No one dares enter this tavern,” said the nearest cloaked one to Laahtre, without looking back, “unless they are of significant importance.”


    “I hope I’m still important enough,” replied Laahtre, “in the eyes of my princess.”


    Rupaa cast back her hood, turning her chair around, mug in hand, appraising Laahtre. “I’m surprised to see you here.”


    “Lady Princess,” Laahtre said stiffly, formally, bending his neck.


    The other one cast off her hood, staring at Laahtre, too.


    “Lady Queen,” Laahtre bent his neck again to Vildaa, Queen of both Furfell and Knuljaa.


    Everything about Vildaa reminded Laahtre of a specific breed of dog. Her face was blunt, wrinkly, short-muzzled, square, her ears tiny for her head. She was wide of girth, yet compact, and well-muscled.


    “I am your Princess,” said Rupaa haughtily. “Thus, I remind you, you should always obey me.”


    “And I’m your druid,” shot back Laahtre coldly. “And your husband. You should heed my counsel from time to time.”


    Rupaa blinked, betraying no fear in the face of Laahtre’s coldness. But he sensed a little fear inside, although she would never show it. He knew she’d meet that fear with bluster, and anger of her own.


    Vildaa, not usually one to blush, did. She set her tankard down, beginning to rise, sounding embarrassed, “I should leave you, Lord High Princess, Lord High Prince, to discuss—”


    “Stay!” commanded Rupaa without looking at Vildaa, still glaring at Laahtre. Though Vildaa was a queen, she eased back into her seat. Seeing nothing else to do, she picked up the tankard off the table, sipping her drink.


    “You’ll have Queen Vildaa hear our quarrel?” asked Laahtre.


    “That’s why you’ve come here? Only to quarrel with me?”


    “I’ve come to give you counsel.”


    “Different counsel than you’ve given me before?”


    “I’ve come for other reasons besides counsel.”


    “And you have come unbidden,” Rupaa set her cup down. “I haven’t summoned you.”


    “Forgive me. I didn’t think I required permission to see my wife.”


    “We’re in the middle of a war. You didn’t think you required permission from your princess and commander to abandon your position as my chief general?”


    “I haven’t abandoned it. All is being prepared as you commanded. Despite my presence here.”


    “And who oversees in your absence?”


    “Our daughters. Who are young, but more than capable. Biirisa led the warriors who swept away the last vestige of the Rogonhean border guards, watching the Perilous Pass. Clearly, the path for me to arrive here, in Arget, unmolested. Kiinata supervises the marshalling of our troops under High King Mag’s…guidance.” Truthfully, Mag wasn’t really guiding anyone. Still. “Those two daughters of ours have much promise.”


    “They are not proven enough for my liking,” Rupaa waved dismissively.


    Laahtre sneered, “And Agaath wasn’t proven enough for mine. Yet—”


    “Why are you here?” asked Rupaa, clearly angered by the last reference to their eldest daughter, jumping to her feet, her face near Laahtre’s.


    Not intimidated in the least, “To speak to you. A bird sent won’t suffice. And yes, as you said, to give you counsel. Concerning Othrun.”


    “Lord and Lady,” Vildaa tried to interrupt again, “I should—”


    “Stay!” Rupaa barked this time. “Drink!”


    Meekly, Vildaa kept drinking.


    “So, you’re here to provide more counsel of cravens?” snarled Rupaa. “Concerning your one-time brother? I warned you, from the very start, if you shirk to kill Othrun—”


    “I do not shirk,” insisted Laahtre. “And yet, there’s more to consider. I have a new perspective. Gained from a visit.”


    “Visit?”


    “One, only one of my order, would truly understand.”


    “Humph,” said Rupaa dubiously. “Are you going to explain?”


    “Am I allowed to remain, and do so? And will this conversation only involve shouting at one another? Or shall we conduct ourselves sensibly?”


    Rupaa huffed again. She rubbed her hand over her face, searching for calm. Her shoulders heaved.


    Then, she stripped off her gloves, throwing them on the table. She looked at Laahtre balefully. She softened. Her ire was temporarily attenuated by a sudden change in mood, in the face of Laahtre’s icy calm. “I forget my manners. Will you sit? Something to drink?”


    


    “I stand with my princess,” said Laahtre officiously. “Until she sits, giving me leave to join her.” He gave Vildaa a respectful nod. “I also beg leave to sit in the queen’s presence.” Vildaa returned the nod, granting her leave.


    “Stubborn fool,” muttered Rupaa. “I’ve already given you that permission, and of course Vildaa does too. You’re future High King Consort, and a druid. Not some slave come bowing and scraping in our presence.” She reseated, flinging her feet back up onto the bench, taking her cup back in hand. “Our king says, long ago, when you and Othrun first came to Norsoon, he gave you both gifts as customary. Your gift was his youngest and fairest daughter. Wasn’t it?”


    “You know it was,” said Laahtre, looking around, finding a chair, drawing it up beside Rupaa, and sitting. “I honoured that gift. I betrothed her, brought her back to Atalantyx, married her, made her a queen. Against the wishes of initially my father, certainly my brother, my lords, and my entire nation.”


    “And why did you risk all that?”


    Laahtre thought about the apparitions of Apolt, Dira, and his unborn child that Udyn provided him. He struggled not to shed a tear.


    “You know all that as well. Because I loved her. And she opened my eyes. She told me of the heritage of our people, our Sanaavian people. She gave me a purpose for my life, for my reign.”


    “You have forgotten the value of that gift,” accused Rupaa. “But perhaps one who has always given gifts, as a high lord, devalues them. They become commonplace.”


    “So you say. Yet, that’s untrue.”


    “I, on the other hand, have scratched and clawed for everything I’ve gotten. I wasn’t born a high lady. I earned it. I proved myself.”


    “I don’t contest that.”


    “Once again, you were given a great gift by Mag. The hand of the future Queen of Norsoon, and High Queen of all the Sanaav. My hand! Now you squander that gift as well.”


    “I don’t. But weren’t you given my hand as well? Didn’t you consider it, at the time, in turn, a gift? You think so little of that gift now?”


    “You only criticize me?”


    “You tire of me?


    “What? Don’t I mount your cock as eagerly as I did when we first met?”


    


    “Other than when we tup, I don’t know you anymore, Rupaa. None of this is like you. You’re here in a tavern, dedicating your time to seemingly only to your drinking pleasure? The Crown Princess of Norsoon, future High Queen of Sanaavia! I understand, this is, in fact, your base of operations! You took up headquarters in a tavern? Not the former Lord Mayor’s residence? Regardless, how can this truly be your headquarters? You’re not surrounded by your captains! I see no maps, no strategy planning here! You were taking your leisure, feet up, fucking getting drunk in a tavern, before the nuncheon?”


    “You take all this for lassitude. But here, I can be undisturbed. Alone with my thoughts and plans. Or sharing schemes with a trusted comrade, such as Vildaa. Overall, though—I needed—a respite. Few know where to find me. My commanders take charge.” She nodded at Vildaa. “Vildaa will make her way back to Norsoon, and join you, Mag and our daughters to make ready for our great final attack. Yimaa rules here, in West Rogonhe, on our behalf. All is under control. I’m not needed to manage things so carefully, at this very moment. We have plenty of capable commanders.”


    “That’s not the only matter I’m worried about, how you spend your time here.”


    “What worries you then?”


    Laahtre gave Vildaa, who had remained fidgety through the quarrel, a withering look. Few could withstand that look from a druid, fierce queen or no.


    “I will go have the ale pitcher refilled,” muttered Vildaa, finally escaping being caught between the couple.


    “Why do you chase her off?” said Rupaa. “She’s trusted. There’s little you cannot say to me, she cannot hear.”


    “Your new confidant. That used to be me.”


    “Pah! You’re jealous?”


    Laahtre admitted, “I’ve seen the way Vildaa looks at you. The way Yimaa’s always looked at you. Perhaps you yearn for their company more than mine. In bed, and out of it. You insist on luring, and capturing Hiris yourself, taking Yimaa. And I’ve heard Yimaa’s here with you now, somewhere in the city. You come with Vildaa and Yimaa to take Stoutougle. You give Yimaa command of the garrison there. According to your last letter to me, you are planning to make your base of operations in Stoutougle. I thought, if anything, you would see fit to be there. Instead, you’re here, drinking, in a tavern in Arget, with Vildaa. Is Yimaa somewhere in here, too, doing the same? Are any of the top Sanaavian commanders of this current occupation of Western Rogonhe, doing anything other than getting drunk? Meanwhile, you leave me in the North, to manage your army. Do you wish to keep away from me? Do you prefer to be with Yimaa? With Vildaa?”


    “You’re jealous? I suppose that should make me happy.”


    “And, if I am jealous, is it warranted?”


    “No! Vildaa and I share a similar rise. She was born the daughter of one lord, but adopted as heir by another. She scratched and clawed her way to queenship. But that’s the only thing we share. I have no feelings for her, other than admiration and respect. I do not desire her.” She gave a mean little giggle, as she sipped her drink. “Besides, she looks like a snub-nosed hound. Not my type of woman.”


    “And Yimaa?”


    “Yimaa and I have been closest of friends for years. She shared my bed in the past, and I’ve enjoyed that. I’ve made no secret of that to you. And I’ve made no secret to her, I don’t wish her in my bed—our bed, now. She and I…were long ago.”


    “So why have you done as you’ve done? Why have you acted this way?”


    “I’ve told you why! I needed a respite! One I have earned! You no longer trust me?”


    “I seem to trust you, because all I do is your bidding. And it also seems I must accept your explanations, because you are not only my princess, you are my wife. If only you would grant me the same courtesy.”


    “Alright. I will hear your explanations, too. So what’s this, about Othrun, you wish to say? Do you fear your one-time brother? Or do you fear doing him harm?”


    “I fear defeat,” said Laahtre. “And our downfall.”


    “If you listen to me, that won’t happen!”


    “Rupaa, you need to listen to me, I beg you,” Laahtre reached, taking Rupaa’s hands between his. At first, she shrunk away a little. Then, she relaxed. Her hands were cold to the touch.


    “Rhuunvik, Trinkvaar, Vikoon, Threeyvik,” said Laahtre. “Four of our most powerful foes, unfought, on the Northern borders of Norsoon. They won’t capitulate to us. We’ve fought them to a bloody standstill. But they won’t yield, or come to a truce. They won’t side with us.”


    “I know that! Still, they won’t attack us. And we don’t need to attack them anymore now. We can take Eltnia without them. We have the numbers. We have Glamstaad, Laakmir, Furfell, Knuljaa with us. Vildaa, Foraa, and Eveeh are true.”


    “The others might attack us and our realms, while we try to take Eltnia!”


    “They won’t, I said! It’s winter. Besides, they fear us! That’s why they haven’t attacked already. They just want us to leave them alone. They don’t want to face us again in battle!”


    “Mag cannot truly claim High Kingship, until those other more Northern kingdoms are defeated. We aggrandize ourselves! We are not yet the true masters of Sanaavia, yet we claim overlordship. We should defeat those four kingdoms first! Then we can add their masses to ours, and Eltnia will have no hope to challenge us!”


    “We don’t need them!”


    “But if they band together and attack us, we’re finished. We’ve already entrenched ourselves in Stoutougle, in all the west half of Rogonhe. Don’t send any more of our troops south. Try to hold Rogonhe with what we have. Negotiate with Hert. Consider returning Hiris. Then, perhaps, he’ll stand down the Eltnish Alliance armies, at least for now. Then, we can hold onto Rogonhe, with only the troops currently here. We wait, until we defeat our Sanaavian enemies. Then, we gather strength again. Then, we can turn our attention once more, to our Eltnish ones. And we should recognize our Eltnish foes haven’t given up Rupaa. Even now, we had to cut down what was left of the Rogonhe border force to reach you. They stayed at their posts, Rupaa. Even though they knew it was hopeless to try. Their did their duty and stayed, for the sole purpose to give a warning when we launched a full-scale invasion. They knew they’d be massacred, but they stayed at their posts. The Eltnish are going to resist us to the bitter end, and if we launch our full invasion now, they will spend every last warrior to resist us.”


    “Did you not destroy what’s left of their border force? Otherwise, you wouldn’t be standing before me?”


    “Regardless, there are ill omens, Wife. Our plan isn’t going according to what we wished. We’d originally resolved, you and I, so long ago, that we would defeat all Sanaavia before we turned to conquer Eltnia. Remember? All those years ago, that first night when we met? When we made love at Grace Hall? When we fell in love?”


    Rupaa said nostalgically, “I remember that night well. The night you slew my brother. The night I was made a countess. Then, right away, Crown Princess. The night you were promised to me. The night…you made me feel like no other has before. Other than my wedding night to you, the best night of my life, for many reasons. The night…I thought dreams could really come true.”


    Laahtre was glad to see he was reaching her, that his words were softening her. He had to reach her completely, make her see. “And mine too, Wife. But please, remember all that happened that night. Our plans…they’ve deviated. Most distressingly, Lysi of Nyrimia has broken from our plans—”


    “We don’t need her,” scoffed Rupaa. “And it’s you who counselled that we engage with her. Faulty advice.”


    “Lysi of Nyrimia is powerful, with the Six, and with military and political acumen. She was aligned with a vision of a new Acremia. She was aligned with us. She could have been our subordinate, and ably governed Eltnia under our feudal authority. But because you had so many unreasonable demands, including your insistence that Othrun must be killed, she broke from us.”


    “You call me unreasonable now?”


    “I call the demands you made of Lysi unreasonable. Mag, Eveeh, Foraa, and even your trusted friend Vildaa here, agreed with me. None of them required the concessions of Lysi that you did. They all thought they were unnecessary. And what did you expect, regarding the demand for Othrun’s life specifically? Through the sight gifted to me by the gods and goddesses, I’ve confirmed for you, the rumours are true. Lysi’s child Lysifer is actually gat of Othrun’s loins. Do you expect her to compass the death of the father of her child?”


    “Mag, Eveeh, Foraa, Vildaa, they don’t understand how dangerous Othrun is. How clever he is. How others rally around him. They dismiss him as just another Eltnish warlord. He’s more than that. Remember, I’ve met him. There’s something about him.” Rupaa nodded to Laahtre. “Just like there’s something about you. You Atalantean warlords—former princes—you reek danger. But you’re on our side. And we’ll never turn Othrun to our side. We need to remove Othrun from the game board. I’ve always sensed that.”


    “Rupaa—”


    “And I never trusted Lysi. We’re better off without her.”


    “We would have succeeded, with far less bloodshed and death than awaits us. Lysi would have had Othrun, Hert, and Bartho all confirmed as her vassals. Then, she would have become our vassal, in turn. The only way Othrun, Hert, and Bartho could war against us, would be to break their feudal oaths to Lysi. Then Lysi would be justified, with our armies at her back, to destroy any rebellious lords. But the Kings of Eastrealm, Carthlughe, and Lynchun wouldn’t break such oaths once made. We would have all Eltnia under our sway, through Lysi. But now, the only way forward, is a war costing us nearly as much as it will cost our enemies.”


    “We’ve barely lost any warriors in our endeavours thus far! By Nyrn’s thread, we have triumphed! We will continue to triumph!”


    “And what happens if Lysi, now no longer allied with us, joins her troops to those of Othrun, Hert, and Bartho?”


    “Then we’ll crush her too! We will still outnumber them all! By a significant margin!”


    “But how many of our soldiers must fall to accomplish our ends?”


    “Few,” said Rupaa stubbornly. “Stoutougle fell with scant resistance. We’ve captured the Crown Princess of Carthlughe. You destroyed what was left of the pathetic Rogonhean border force with little trouble. We’ve succeeded, with few losses. And we have done it without Lysi. We don’t need her, or any other allies, other than those we already have.”


    “But now, you wish to extend us too far. If we proceed with your next plan, we will not be able to snatch our hand back from the flame unscathed. We will be burnt badly. And I beg you, once more, call back our eldest daughter. Please.”


    “She’s too far gone to be called back now. She’s either at sea or in the field. No bird will reach her. She’s to send us one when she can.”


    “That part of our plan will doom us. I sense it, Rupaa. Please, for our daughter’s sake, I beg you—”


    “I cannot countenance advice that speaks cowardice!” scorned Rupaa. “Your one-time brother is bold. He will doubtless have a plan. A plan to counter ours. We must stay three steps ahead of him. Always.”


    


    Laahtre gestured around him contemptuously. “And this is how you stay ahead of Othrun?”


    “I know what this looks like to you—sloth, idleness. Me, sitting here in a tavern, with just Vildaa, drinking. I’m not brooding! I told you, I’m thinking! Planning ahead, about how to outwit your one-time brother. Anticipating what moves he may make.”


    “You will fall into his trap, trying overmuch to outthink him.”


    “What trap can he set that will work? We have the numbers. And the numbers say we win, regardless of the scenario. The army Hert and Othrun amass would certainly be more than enough to take back Rogonhe from our current forces here in this region. Yet, if they try a counter-attack to take back Stoutougle while they attempt to besiege the city, we bring down our main army and crush them. If they’re so bold as to attack us directly in Sanaavia, it would be utter suicide. Fight us on our terrain, in the snow, and Othrun’s famous cavalry is useless. And if they do nothing, we simply bring our forces down, at a time of our choosing, and annihilate them. They cannot win, no matter what they do.”


    “More likely, we shall be crushed, if we fail to show restraint and patience. You don’t know what Othrun has planned. He’s most cagey when the odds are stacked heavily against him. Isn’t that why you’re here strategizing, as you say? Because you’re worried that Othrun may still find a way to win, despite the numbers?”


    “Do you sense what Othrun will do?”


    “No,” Laahtre said. “But I know him, like no one else knows him. He won’t back down. He will gladly come to the fight.”


    “Then you had better be ready when he does.”


    Laahtre’s thoughts turned in a different direction. “Why didn’t you bring Hiris back to Norsoon?”


    “I gave her to Yimaa.”


    “You gave her to Yimaa? You go through all this trouble, risk yourself, to abduct the Crown Princess of Carthlughe, and you gave her to Yimaa?”


    “Yes! I gave her to Yimaa! To be Yimaa’s slave! So, if I decide to kill her, rather than keep her, I won’t have to listen to you try to spare her. Yimaa can use her as she sees fit in the meantime, and break that proud spirit. I want Hiris humbled and compliant. Believe me, Yimaa will ensure she is.”


    


    “Break her spirit? Did you decide on a ransom for Hiris? Will you demand Hert’s surrender? What are you doing with such a valuable hostage? You gave her to one of your subordinates to use as a plaything? Hiris is worth her weight in gold! To use her against her father, a key leader of the Eltnish! What madness is this, Rupaa?”


    “I haven’t decided yet how she should be used. Still, as I said, she needs taming. She needs to be broken. Yimaa is certainly the one to break her.”


    “Yimaa has an emptiness in her soul, Rupaa. She’s lonely. That emptiness is becoming a darkness. A black hole. Whatever her intentions for Hiris, they cannot be good.”


    “What the fuck are you talking about? Yimaa just wants to hump Hiris. Do you think she wants to marry her, and run off somewhere together? Pah! She has no feelings for her otherwise! Do you think Yimaa won’t slit Hiris’s throat, if she doesn’t behave? Or, if I order Yimaa to? Hiris means nothing to Yimaa. You don’t know Yimaa as I do.”


    “I know Yimaa better than you suspect,” said Laahtre. “She feels she’s getting old. She never had a family. Never married, or had children. Did you never feel that way, Rupaa? Before you met me? Was there never a yearning in your soul, to be with someone, and have a life together?”


    “From almost the very moment I met you, I began to dream of that precise thing. I was past marrying age. Despite all my vigorous fucking, Lady Nyrn never saw fit to grant me the gift of a child. I went to wise women. To druids like Puutha. All who assured me I wasn’t barren. Just that, for whatever reason, despite all the times I’d lain with a man, Nyrn didn’t see fit to quicken my womb.”


    She swirled her cup, “No matter. I was content. I dedicated myself to a warrior’s life. I learned to accept I would never find love, never find a husband or wife who captured my heart. That I would never have a family.”


    The soft heart underneath the formidable warrior had melted. “Until I met you. Something about you, made my suppressed yearnings for a different type of life than pillaging and raiding, bubble up to the surface of my desires.”


    “Rupaa—”


    “With you, I have almost everything I wanted. The mate I wanted. The children I wanted. I’m poised to be a High Queen. And I will be. If you do as I say! We will have everything, Laahtre! Together! You would risk all that?”


    


    Laahtre fell silent.


    “So. You took one of our other daughters with you into battle.”


    “I let her command the attack. She performed admirably.”


    “Of course she did. She’s our daughter.”


    Laahtre said tentatively then. “Rupaa, we need to release our slave army.”


    Rupaa was caught entirely off-guard. “Release them? Release them now? You mean to set them upon the enemy before—?”


    “No, I mean free them.”


    “F-Free them?” she spluttered. “Have you truly lost your fucking senses?”


    “Perhaps I have. But I’ve seen Udyn himself. That’s the visit I spoke of. I saw Udyn, Rupaa! A divine visitation. I don’t understand even a fraction of what He said. Yet, one thing I comprehended. He said our practices of slavery in Sanaavia…are an abomination. An offence against the gods. That He never intended that we’d be slave masters. That we should set those slaves free. That all slaves in Sanaavia should be free.”


    “Set the slaves in Sanaavia free? That’s absolute madness! How would we live? Who would serve us? Build homes and roads? Cook meals? March in our slave levies? We have an army nigh forty thousand strong, made of exclusively slaves! You’d weaken our overall strength by approximately a fourth?”


    “Rupaa—”


    “Slavery isn’t something that could be changed today, or tomorrow, or in ten decades! Even if I wished it so! Which I don’t! Our economy, trade, so much depends on slaves!”


    “It’s wrong, Rupaa.”


    “So much about the world is wrong we cannot change! If slavery’s wrong, then slavery is one of those things!”


    “I have many miles to ride,” uttered Laahtre, ice cold, standing, feeling rebuffed, “to return to our armies, at Iron Hall. You’ll permit me to take my leave of you? I’ve given my counsel. Your prerogative is: heed it or not. You have no more need of me, for now. I’ll go back to continue our preparations for battle.”


    “I bare my heart to you? And this is how you treat me? I beg you, I, a princess, beg you to listen to me? So we may achieve all we desire together? And you shun me? All you care about is some madness about releasing fucking slaves. Not me?”


    


    “Rupaa—”


    “I don’t care if you have seen Udyn, Nyrn, Thyr, the Six Elemental Goddesses, the gods and goddess of the Anib, the Single God, the Nymph Queen, and all her pixie court besides! We are not freeing any fucking slaves! We’re going to use the slaves to conquer our enemies! The Eltnish Alliance is weak! The great king, Wely, is dead! Feckless Bartho, his heir apparent! And a sieve is less porous than Bartho’s courage! Hert will be reeling with Hiris’s capture! Othrun will be under increased pressure to lead! They’re vulnerable! And we will wipe them from memory!”


    Laahtre tried to speak again. Rupaa cut him off with a wave of her hand. She signalled for Vildaa, skulking at the bar, to come back. Vildaa returned.


    “We’ve finished speaking, Queen Vildaa. Lord Laahtre will be leaving. If it pleases you, you and your bodyguard can accompany my husband back home, to make the final preparations for our armies to come south. I’ll need you both to ensure all is completed, and in place.”


    Vildaa gave a short bow of her head. “With pleasure, Lady High Princess.”


    Rupaa turned to Laahtre. “Ready yourself, Crown Prince, Second Druid, General Laahtre, to march the rest of my armies into Rogonhe when I call you. That is all I have to say to you. You’re dismissed.”


    Laahtre attempted to make a final plea, “Rupaa—”


    No use. “Get out of my fucking sight!” Laahtre could see Vildaa wince at Rupaa’s harshness, out of the corner of his eye.


    Frigidly, Laahtre got in some more words, “And what are you going to do, Wife? Stay here? Get drunk, idle until we march to war? Tup a few slaves while you wait?”


    “Get out of my fucking sight, I said! Before you lose a few more appendages! I will cut off your cock, as I’ve no need to breed more heirs, since I have plenty!”


    “And when will my princess be joining us,” asked Laahtre frostily, “to lead us into battle as the High Warlady, the position Lord Mag designated to you?”


    “When I’m ready! Now, begone!”


    Laahtre turned to go, Vildaa on his heels. But then he turned back. He saw Rupaa tremble with anger and, once again, some fear, with his blistering tone.


    


    “You sent assassins, to kill Othrun? Without consulting me? You weren’t going to tell me about that, were you, Wife? Until you had confirmation of his death, perhaps?”


    Silence.


    Rupaa stared at her husband for a moment. Her fear was open in her stutter. “H-How did you know? Druid sight?”


    “One of the spirits sent to me by the god you mocked me seeing, told me. You should know your plan failed. Othrun lives, if you haven’t learned that already. And we shall pay for your rashness. Dearly.”


    “Laahtre—” Rupaa began, but it was Laahtre’s turn to cut her off.


    “You kidnapped the Crown Princess of Carthlughe. Her father can only presume she’s dead. You’ve sent no ransom demand. Hert will be wroth out of measure. And Hiris is Othrun’s naming daughter. You coopted one of Hert’s highest lords to betray him, to try to murder his friend and vassal, Othrun. So now Hert and Othrun are even more incentivized to resist us. You have provoked them beyond reason. You’re the High Princess. I, your druid. I serve at your command. Yet clearly, though I’m also your husband, I’m no longer worthy to be included in all your plans. Nonetheless, I won’t fail in my duty. I will avail myself of all my druid sight, to try and uncover our enemies’ designs.


    “But rest assured, because of all you’ve done, for reasons I can’t fathom why you’ve done them, Othrun and Hert will be coming for us. Be ready, Lady Princess. And beware.”


  




  

    


    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    The next morning, my head throbbed from too much wine. Father, Hert, Eld, and I had stayed up drinking far too late. But something had been healed between Father and Hert. I was glad of it, and it was worth the effects of overindulgence.


    But no matter my condition, that didn’t excuse me from my responsibilities as a general. I rose early, wakened by my bodyguard captain, per my instructions. After bathing and breaking my fast, I went down into the city, to attend to my knights.


    My two brothers, the Bard, and also the Aspect, were already with our horse-soldiers’ troops, ensuring both men and horses were in good order, and that all had begun battle drills. My beloved Athen, a captain under the Early’s command, was also there, to deal with his direct reports.


    I commanded the exercise be less intense that day. Arclan, the Early, the Bard, and the Aspect, were all excellent drill commanders. They drove the men hard, yet ensured they got to rest when they needed it. One had to train like one fought. But I kept thinking about our numbers. We’d already lost warriors to Cordis’s treachery. I didn’t want us to lose any more to training that was too enthusiastic. More blisters and callouses built up from dealing with weapons, loosened teeth, black eyes, and bruised knuckles from sparring were one thing. But we couldn’t afford sprained ankles, wrists, or broken bones. We needed our troops whole, to take on the superior numbers we’d be facing.


    The chill, damp morning saw a runner from King Hert’s court deliver a message to me. It seemed the war council Father had rushed to attend would be delayed, due to the absence of acting King Bartho.


    


    I knew Father would be fuming. But it was only appropriate that the meeting be put in abeyance, until the titular warleader arrived.


    Father appeared in the encampment just before nuncheon to perform his inspections, giving me further news.


    “It seems Bartho, finally, should arrive tomorrow,” Father said. “Word came from Manefort, his last-known location. The war council will convene tomorrow. High lords and ladies only. Still, per my request, you will be there by my side.”


    “As you command, Father. My brothers, the Yedwols, and Uncle Thurol, will continue to ensure the readiness of our soldiers.”


    It was a long, busy day of conferring and coordinating with other warlords and commanders. Dealing with a plethora of minutiae, with respect to the fitness of our troops, I was weary by day’s end. Finally, as the sun set, my bodyguard and I made our way back up the winding city roads to my cottage. I’d washed and attired for another evening board, when my guard captain advised Lord Athen had come to call upon me.


    Immediately, my heart was aflutter. I bid my captain to admit Athen, while quickly checking my appearance in the mirror, smoothing down my tunic, adjusting my cloak, and fussing with my hair.


    He always took my breath away, my beloved. He did that evening, too. Not strapping, like his father Glathan. Instead blade-thin, fit, lean, he still possessed his father’s good looks, and charisma oozed from his pores, just like Glathan.


    But I couldn’t let my feelings for him affect me. I’d thought long and hard about my next conversation with Athen. One I was dreading. Yet, if I was to be worthy one day to be a king, these types of conversations would define my reign. The most difficult ones. The ones where my duties and my desires were at odds.


    The captain closed the door. Athen bowed formally to me, “Lord Prince. I request the honour of escorting you to the King’s board.”


    I bowed in turn, “By the Single God, the honour would be mine, Lord Earl. Yet, we have time before we must make an appearance. Will you sit, and speak with your prince for a moment?”


    “Gladly, Sire,” smiled my love, and after I’d seated myself, he did too.


    “We have had little time to converse,” I said, “since you’ve arrived in Wolflodge. I’m glad we can rectify that now. There remain things…we should discuss.”


    “The most inane topic would suffice,” said Athen dreamily. “If I can but hear your lovely voice, it matters not to me of what we speak.”


    It was impossible to resist what I felt for Athen, though it would break my heart and his.


    “Athen…I’m married now.”


    His brows furrowed. His mouth set in a thin line. “Have I leave, Lord Prince, to speak freely? As we have in the past, when we’re alone.”


    I nodded my assent.


    “A sham marriage,” he said bluntly. “You don’t love her. You love me.”


    “True,” I admitted, struggling not to let my tear ducts betray me. “Yet, the commitment of the sacred pact of marriage remains one I cannot break.”


    Athen looked at me pleadingly, “By the Single God, your wife cares not if you and I…enjoy our love discreetly. You’ve written about that to me. Nor will your royal father, my father, the father-in-law we will share in the Bard, or anyone else who matters, truly care. They’ll just ignore it. Long as you can find a way to give your wife heirs aplenty.” His gorgeous bottom lip quivered as he spoke, but he found the strength to go on, “Although it pains me, you must lie with her to do your princely duty.”


    “And you, Athen,” I reminded him, “are betrothed to Lady Margraise, the Bard’s youngest daughter. One day, you, too, must also perform your duty by laying with her, breeding heirs for the perpetuity of your house.”


    “She’s still far too young for marriage,” tutted Athen. “A babe of five. It will be another decade until I must concern myself with that.”


    “But I must concern myself with those matters now. My wife is about to come of age for a lady. And I must give my father, my father-in-law, and the nation, the future king they require. And I must also comport myself as the next king, after Father. A devout one. A faithful one.”


    Athen began to grow angry. “So, you would forsake your love for me, abandon me, to keep faithful to your marriage vows?”


    “I must,” I said, so heavy with regret, I thought I’d be pushed through the floor. “By the Single God, I’ll be the head of the faith, along with the High Prelate! I will be the Atasyx! In thought, word, and deed, I must exemplify virtue! How can I be if I have any lover, man or woman, in contradiction of my vows as a husband and a king?”


    “You care so much for being a king?” asked Athen bitterly. “I don’t think you do.”


    “It’s a duty,” I pleaded, “that caring for is irrelevant.” I stood and paced. And to his credit, mindful of protocol, as upset as he was, though he knew I’d have forgiven him for it if he didn’t, Athen rose too, refusing to remain seated in my presence. “Being a king is the strangest position on earth, it seems. Unlike any craftsman worthy of their trade, and unlike a carpenter or a mason, a king never becomes skillful enough, experienced enough, at his craft to be a master at it. The more I learn about being a king, the less I know about it.” I turned to face Athen. “And still, I must make the attempt. And to be good at it. It must have all my attention.”


    “And will your attention not always be divided?” reasoned Athen. “You’ll have a nation to rule. Yet also you’re a husband. One day, a father. You’re a brother, a son. You make room in your life for all those you love.”


    “That’s correct. Yet, I’ve learned from Father, who ensured he sent you to Yaden, and married me to Candalove, that a true king considers his throne, before he considers even his own family.”


    “I never thought,” said Athen, “you would have to choose between being a king, and being with me. What’s the point of being a king if you can’t make the choices you desire?”


    “Being a king,” I told him mournfully, “I’m learning, is about not being able to make the choices you desire. And the choice to be with you is fraught with sin, and contrary to my duty.”


    “So, I’m just a conduit of sin now?” Athen said sullenly. “Not the man who loves you? No longer your beloved?”


    I wanted to touch him so badly. But I couldn’t vacillate. Father knew when to be of steel. I would have to learn to do so as well. Yet, a king couldn’t be all steel. At least, I couldn’t. Not with a man I loved so dearly.


    “By the Single God, you’re a wonderful man, Athen, son of Glathan, in all facets. I’ve loved you since I was old enough to understand what love meant. Yet, it’s not so much just the sin of being with you, which, according to the Parables, is counter to our faith, because we’re two men. It’s not so much the sin of being unfaithful to my wife. It’s the sin of allowing you to come between me and my crown. For I’m certain there would come a day, if we continued to progress with our love, I’d have to make a choice. And on that day, I must choose the Dragon Throne. So better to choose it now…weep and mourn over us now…than destroy us both with grief and parting later.”


    Athen went on his knees before me. He grasped my hand, pressing it to his lips. I managed not to tremble at his touch. He wept. I would have, too. But I had made my choice, and confined him to my decision.


     He didn’t want to relinquish my hand. Nor did I want him to. He rubbed his cheek on my palm. Still, reluctantly, in time, he did let go. My palm was damp with tears. But I knew, in the fibre of his bones, raised by a man such as Glathan the Glorious, Athen understood duty as much as I did, however grudgingly.


    “One day, when I’m king,” I vowed, “I will make it so a man can marry a man, or a woman, a woman, in Eastrealm, be they of the Single God faith or otherwise, openly, without fear. As it is in any other Eltnish kingdom. As it is, even in the realms of our enemies, the Sanaavians. Perhaps I won’t be able to accomplish it, in my rule. Perhaps it won’t happen until the rule of my children, or grandchildren. It’ll be too late, then, for you and me. But it won’t be too late for others. Yet I must be king first, to enact such changes. And I must breed heirs to carry on my dream, if I die before it’s accomplished.”


    “You sacrifice us, you believe, to make the world better one day? That is what you believe? To make yourself feel better about your decision?”


    “What else would be worth giving up you, the love of my life?”


    Athen looked at me, it seemed, with new eyes. Still unhappy ones, but ones with understanding, no matter how unenthusiastic. But still, he begged and pleaded with me, not to let our relationship end. I didn’t fault him for it. I would have begged in his place. But I needed to be strong, to act like a future king.


    In time, after many tears, he relented.


    “So, the First Prince has spoken,” he whispered. “So, it shall be done.” He finally rose. In a sign of acceptance, he strode to the door, opening it for me. Standing, waiting.


    I gathered myself, walking through the door, not looking back at him. Knowing he and our bodyguard would follow me, I stiffly made my way to the hall. I felt as broken as I felt relieved.


    I had no appetite for dinner, but I endured. Part of my heart had been cut away. I retired early, but had little sleep.


    Bartho, with Monis at this side, arrived with the coming of the dawn, with great fanfare in Wolflodge. To Father, Bartho was a mad, apathetic fool. But he was welcomed like the hero he no doubt desired to be perceived as, riding at the head of an army, his mage wife beside him, greeted by adoring crowds. Carthlughe’s greatest ally, once its most bitter enemy, the motherland of Lynchun, had finally come to join the fight for Eltnia.


    Bartho had no time to enjoy the rare adulation he received. Hert himself greeted Bartho upon his entry, ensuring the Maneprince was quickly ushered to the quarters prepared for him. To wash, dress, and be ready for the war council. That council was scheduled for the thirteenth hour of the day, in Lughe’s Longhouse.


    Just before the appointed hour, as I finished my nuncheon in my cottage, Father came to retrieve me, telling me we’d go together to the council.


    When we arrived, all the mages were assembled at the grand table arranged for our meeting, observing our entry, as all the other nobles arrived.


    Mother, Monis, Renat, and Viwa ceased their conversation.


    I observed Monis, Maneprincess of Lynchun, once more. She was waifish, like Mother. She was also beautiful, in a mysteriously beguiling way. I could see why Father had been attracted to her. Though it by no means excused his infidelity to Mother, who was just as beautiful, and utterly devoted to Father, I found some resentment rising for Father betraying Mother that I had to smother.


    Moreover, my head spun with the implications. Mother was a coven sister to Father’s former lover, and to Mother’s own sister, Lysi. And he gat a child on both of these other mages.


    Father huffed, whispering, “The Queen left our quarters this morning, before breaking her fast, to come here. More mage business. I suppose whatever meeting they had the other night didn’t suffice. So, they had to have their own meeting, prior to the war council.”


    Then Father paused. He huffed again, before proceeding forward, walking up to the conference table, with me beside him, Hert, Eld, Centi and Jaint trailing behind us, Bartho lagging at the rear. King Iver, Queen Rurli, Queen Nyna, King Bris, and King Kiaf came behind the Maneprince.


    Taking his place at the table, staring into the baleful faces of the mages, Father attempted levity, “Is this another coven I’ve been invited to attend? Forgive me if I leave. The last coven I attended left me feeling somewhat unwell.”


    At the reference to Father being stabbed by Nulthe before slaying her, when he snuck into that mage’s coven when I was but a child, Monis spoke, “Things are even more dire, Lord King, than that fateful night. As such, we Stewardesses of the Six, felt the need to meet privately before this council convened. Because, from the perspective of the mages, we’re at the very precipice of disaster.”


    “Would that I didn’t know it to be true,” replied Father glumly, as everyone seated themselves. “That’s why we’re here, aren’t we? Courting disaster?”


    Hert wasted little time. He began the meeting. He spoke of Father’s plan to the other ladies and lords.


    A plan I knew nothing about, until the King of Carthlughe disclosed it.


    I was shocked.


    There was scant reaction from the mages. I assumed some of them, if not all, already knew of the plan.


    Bartho should be used to the type of bold ventures Father employed. After all, it was Father’s ruse years ago, coming to the Gold Hall disguised as a Lynchun soldier, which helped save Bartho, so now Bartho could be poised to rule Lynchun. However, Bartho and Father were rivals. It was no surprise that Bartho raised an eyebrow, challenging the audacity of the scheme.


    “By the Wind Goddess, can you hope to succeed, Lord Othrun?” he questioned Father sharply.


    “I must succeed, Lord Bartho,” said Father.


    “Yes, he must,” agreed Renat. “Hiris isn’t only the hope of Carthlughe. She’s the hope of Eltnia.”


    Surprised, Kiaf wanted to know, “How so, Lady Princess?”


    Kiaf was young, fairly nondescript, hollow-cheeked, with barely the scraping of a kingly beard on his freckled face. He was noticeably gaunt. I’d heard he’d been recently ill, nearly to the death, with the same late-year contagions which felled Fridlyr, Arnlyr, and Anese. But he had recovered, standing firm, straight-backed, as he posed his question. Despite what I knew must be his diffidence being at a war council with his elder sovereign counterparts.


    Renat, the senior mage present, explained that Hiris bore the mage mark.


    


    “One day, she discovered a strand of red hair in her comb. The next day, a few more. She came to me about it. I tested her, as only another mage can do. She passed the tests. She’s a mage. She hasn’t fully displayed all the traits yet. But they will come.”


    Hiris is a mage, too?


    And she explained more about Hiris, taking much of the audience assembled aback.


    “She may be the last of all the mages.”


    As I absorbed all this startling news, Renat looked directly at Father, who seemed as perplexed as I felt about the last revelation. “You recall, King Othrun, the night of the coven, when Great Wika Nulthe fell by your hand, Queen Lysi noted we mages are a shrinking clan. Fewer and fewer of us are being born, displaying, or, in time, developing the mage mark. At that time, Queen Lysi didn’t admit how portentous the plight of the mages was. It’s far worse. Since Hiris’s birth, nigh two decades ago, no mages have been born.”


    “None?” Father asked.


    “None,” said Renat. “Unprecedented. There was a time, in the generation before my own birth, every year, two or three women of royal blood came forward, bearing the red hair of a mage.”


    “Is this confirmed?” queried Nyna, trying to verify the astonishing news. Nyna was as old as Kiaf was young. Her grey, wispy hair looked like it would all fall out at any moment. But her piercing grey eyes were magnetic, her posture bespeaking power and experience.


    “It is, Lady Queen,” said Renat sadly. “Hiris may be the last mage to be born. We cannot predict if there will be any others. I feel…I sense…as all the other mages present here, and the rest of our living coven has sensed…we mages are dying off.”


    “I pray you to explain further, Lady Princess!” said Bris of Brotan, visibly shaken by Renat’s words.


    Bris, whom I knew to be fervently religious in the ways of the Six, turned his palms backwards to ward off evil. Bris was tall, trim, and handsome, with dark hair and smouldering green eyes. He was famously vain about his looks. Father, who had his own reputation for vanity, said a bit hypocritically, that Bris was the type of man who’d stare at his reflection for so long, it was a wonder he ever finished dressing in the morning.


    


    He typically wore a rakish smile that drew male and female lovers alike, it was said, from all corners of Eltnia. Rumour held he’d even dabbled with Queen Lysi once upon a time, when they were very young.


    Bris was also well-mannered, and a bold and fearless warrior. Which, of course, Father respected, and had said of him, “If he weren’t a heathen, I’d call him chivalrous. He’s certainly dashing, and he fights quite well, I hear.”


    “While the magic of such priestesses and priests as mages and druids,” said Renat, “channelled from the gods and goddesses who they patronize, cannot be denied, we all can agree, there’s an element of volatility. Blame it on the mages and druids, rather than the deities. For mortals aren’t infallible. The powers of hindsight and foresight are inaccurate at the worst of times, incomplete at the best of times. We’re nothing like the magic users of old. We have just a shade of their power.”


    “We don’t know when we’ll see some past or future event,” said Monis, “how much of it we’ll see, or if we’ll be able to see it at all. We scry, we cast spells, not knowing if our spells will have an effect. We don’t know with certainty if they can be nullified by counter spells.”


    “It’s true,” said Mother. “We have powers we aren’t even aware of, and cannot channel, and other powers more known to us that we rely upon, which sometimes fail us. It’s always been this way since the dawn of magic. Yet things seem more tentative than ever before. We’re more tentative than before.”


    “Our power is fading,” lamented Viwa, “excluding—those of Borenia—which seems to wax stronger and more malevolent than ever despite the loss of Grand Wika Nulthe.” Here, Father’s former mage warded herself against Borenia, the Dark West, as did the others around the table. “By our count, only twenty of us live. This includes Hiris. And all of us, save Hiris, are middle-aged or older. Mages often boast long lives. Still, all of us, with the exception of the Crown Princess of Carthlughe, are past nominal child-bearing years. Unless Hiris herself should survive, and bring forth from her womb another mage one day. For now, when Hiris dies, our line ends.”


    “All these portents,” said Renat glumly, “point to the end of Eltnia as we know it. Even if we somehow survive Sanaavia’s rampage, in a generation, no mages may be left to protect and shield Eltnia anymore.”


    “There won’t be any Eltnia to shield,” said Iver glumly, “should we not defeat these rapacious wolves from the North.” Iver was a few years older than Father. Grey circled the temples of his thick blonde hair. He had a beak of a nose. He’d waited long for his aged sire, King Merd, to pass so he could come to Middlinia’s throne.


    Then, upon ascension, he’d taken stock that Middlinia was surrounded by friends, allies, and vassals of Eastrealm. Middlinia was a mighty realm, but it stood essentially alone. So, wisely, Iver had agreed to wed Rurli, Queen of the conquered Celtnia, though she was young enough to be his daughter. That dynastic marriage secured the joint rule of Celtnia and Middlinia for Rurli and Iver in exchange for Iver bending knee to Father. An exchange, no doubt, worth it, in Iver’s eyes. Now, I knew, Iver was anxious to prove he was the warlord that his father was, who’d lived a very long life, feared, and revered, as both king and warlord. Especially, because unlike his father, Iver would have the Silver King, as a warlord above him. Iver may not have wished to bend his head to Father, but now he had, he wanted to impress him, and find his own esteem, as one of Father’s best vassals.


    “My mission to save Hiris,” said Father, “if we succeed, will increase our slim hopes of victory.”


    Mission to save Hiris?


    The man who chastised me for boasting we could save her, intends to do precisely that.


    I should have known. It was Father, after all.


    “This mission, on its face, is suicide,” opined Bartho, who apparently knew of said mission, “with no chance of success.”


    “Mad schemes are the province of the bold, it’s said, Maneprince,” smiled Hert wryly.


    I wanted to know more about how the scheme could actually work. Assuming Hiris was still alive, and held somewhere in the Sanaav, it would be impossible to locate her, much less take her back by force.


    Then, I thought of something, in terms of finding Hiris.


    Father could smell mages.


    If Hiris was a mage…


    But few at the war-table were aware of Father’s abilities. I kept my thoughts to myself.


    Hert went on, “It’s certainly the province of the Silver King, most daring of warlords.”


    


    “There’s more to this endeavour,” added Father, “than saving the Crown Princess of Carthlughe, and perhaps the last mage born in Eltnia, central to the mission’s purpose though it may be.”


    “By all the Elemental Goddesses, what else could you hope to accomplish, Lord King?” asked Rurli.


    Rurli was young, pretty, solidly built, with a calm disposition, and honest, forthright manner Father liked. No seasoned warrior, I’d heard she’d nonetheless been training hard to meet expectations she would lead troops into battle. Her mother, Tarlis, had been a feared warlady. Rurli had far to go to match her mother’s reputation. I worried for Rurli. The coming war wouldn’t be an easy place for untested leaders. Of our royal allies present, save Bartho, Monis, Rurli, and Kiaf, all were veterans of warfare. Thankfully, Iver, Rurli’s husband, was one of those from whom Rurli could seek guidance.


    “Drawing the Sanaavians out,” murmured Monis.


    Bartho turned to her sharply. “You’ve sensed this purpose, Wife?”


    Monis shook her head. “Not sensed, Lord Husband. Not via mage sight. Merely anticipated.” She looked at Father. “As a strategy, there may be some merit.”


    Bartho didn’t like Monis and Father sharing looks of any kind. Condescendingly: “My queen, the battle commander. Seems you know much of tactics. Or perhaps…” He sneered Father’s way with undisguised contempt. “It’s the mind of King Othrun you know much of.”


    An uncomfortable silence. I quickly broke it, ignoring Bartho, looking kindly at Monis. “It seems, indeed, that Lady Monis knows something of tactics. And why, Maneprincess Monis, do you find this strategy of value?”


    Monis smirked. “You test me, Lord Prince? Well, my answer is, your father seeks to draw the Sanaavians forces, such as they are, into battle. Before they’re ready to fight.”


    Bartho’s laugh was downright contemptuous, leering at Father. “Is this true? Utter folly, if it is! You wish to force the fight on our enemies? So they can come down from the North and crush us?”


    “No generals want to fight a battle ere they’re ready, on a ground not of their own choosing, incumbent Lord King,” Father emphasized the preface to Bartho’s title with all the disdain he could muster. “Intelligence says Rupaa wants the Sanaavians, when they’re mustered, to bring their full strength to bear, march down and invade Carthlughe, then all Eltnia. First, she wanted Rogonhe secure, to fight us from a position of strength.”


    “But it seems,” said Hert, “from what little intelligence we’ve gleaned, that is likely now stale, it is Laahtre who wants to wait, until his alliance conquers the other great Northern Sanaavian kingdoms, before they move the bulk of their forces south for a full-scale invasion of Eltnia. Lest those Northern kingdoms be able to harry not only Norsoon, but Laahtre’s allies in Laakmir, Knuljaa, Glamstaad, and Furfell.”


    “By the Fire Goddess, more likely Laahtre will forgo that,” huffed Bartho, “and simply take an early opportunity to destroy us. Especially if Rupaa froths like a mad dog for our blood, urging wholescale attack, and her husband doesn’t know how to keep her on a leash.”


    I knew Father would think: As if you could ever keep Monis on a leash.


    Indeed, though, a wife wasn’t a dog to be leashed. She was a partner. A confidante. I was learning that with Candalove. I felt once more pity for Bartho, his words, and his flawed outlook. He was mad. And he was being particularly mean to his wife, who certainly didn’t deserve it.


    No matter. Everything Father told me of Monis was that while she might play subservient to Bartho, she was no beast to be curbed. She was clever with her own designs. And she was a mage. A woman, as much as she seemed demure, who possessed powers Bartho could not even truly fathom.


    Hert said, “If the Sanaavians can be forced to come south, before they’re completely ready, they may leave some of their army behind, forestalling the threat of the Northern Sanaavian kingdoms. That will lessen whatever warriors they can bring to bear against us. Any lessening of their forces increases our chances to defeat them.”


    “Moreover,” said Father, “I don’t doubt Laahtre wants to wait until deeper winter, or until the druids are able to better manipulate the weather to their advantage, so my cavalry will be less effective. He knows how deadly my knights will be in the open field. If the Sanaavians are enticed to march against us soon, we can meet them at the Perilous Pass, with all our strength.”


    “Princess Viwa, Princess Renat, and I,” said Mother, “have been spell-casting constantly, to forestall the winter snows in this region of the continent, trying to keep the weather relatively mild. The druids…they’re strong. They fight us. They try to bring all manner of storms, brutal cold, and heavy snowfall. It’s a war of magical power, a war of wills.”


    “So far,” said Renat proudly, “we’ve won that little battle. But we won’t be able to forever. The winter storms will come. When they do, they will thwart Lord Othrun’s cavalry. If we’re still to use our main advantage over our enemies—the horses and knights of Eastrealm—the time must be soon to give battle. The Perilous Pass is the best place for us to fight.”


    Bartho raised an eyebrow, “The pass of The Two Sisters? The only passable entry for any large force into Eltnia? Why there?”


    Father looked at Bartho like he was pathetic. “Precisely because, as you say, it’s the only passable entry for any large force into Eltnia. And because it’s a chokepoint. As a chokepoint, it’s the only sensible place a smaller army can have hope against a larger one. We hold that pass as long as possible, taking a huge bite out of the Sanaavian numbers.”


    “And having a huge bite taken out of ours as well,” put in Bartho.


    Father admitted, “You aren’t wrong, Lord Bartho. Yet, it’s our best hope. The pass is long enough for us to contain the Sanaavian army, with our army keeping them out of Eltnia. At least, as long as we can.”


    “Why not wait until they come through the pass, then attack?” asked Bartho. “With the famous Eastrealmian cavalry in a great charge? Encircling their shield wall when they’re in the open field?”


    “Not a bad thought, Lord Maneprince,” Father gave him. “But in this case, we’re too outnumbered. My cavalry serves better, cutting into their phalanxes when they’re most vulnerable and exposed. The best way to keep them vulnerable is to keep them contained. We can’t keep them contained in the open field. Their numbers are too big. If we meet them in the pass, head-on, spearmen against spearmen, they still have the numbers. Nevertheless…”


    “They will always have the numbers,” said Bartho.


    Father conceded, “Agreed. Eventually, they will force us back out of the pass. But as they spill out of the pass in smaller numbers, we can hit them with the cavalry on both sides. Their phalanxes will still be open to our attack, though more minimally. Yet even before we get to that point, we keep the cavalry behind our spearmen while we fight them in the valley. My horse-soldiers can defend any weak points, filling the gaps when our foot numbers fail.


    “Extremely speculative,” snorted Bartho, “if your horsemen are caught up, essentially fighting with the spearmen, in the pass, with their superior numbers, in time, the enemy will set upon you like ravenous wild beasts, tearing you apart.” Emphasis on ‘wild beasts.’ A slight lick of the lips. A relishing of the idea? Of Father being slaughtered?


    And I noticed he didn’t say “us,” but rather “you”?


    Did Bartho not plan to fight?


    Because, though I wanted to think better of him, I was sure that wherever the fighting was hottest, Bartho wouldn’t be anywhere near the thick of the press. He would find a way to be at the rear, as far away from the meat of the fighting as possible, leaving real warriors to fight and die despite being, in name, the High Warlord of the Grand Eltnish Alliance.


    Still, though I doubted his courage, Bartho wasn’t entirely brainless, as Father liked to depict him. He’d raised some reasonable points of concern about the battle strategy. Yet, it was true, he knew nothing about war compared to Father, Hert, Eld, Centi, and many others present. 


    I also saw Bartho and Centi exchange hateful looks. Centi had not spoken a word, and I didn’t believe he would. Not with his brother as the supposed warleader. Centi would let his sword speak for him, one day, when he faced Bartho in a blade trial.


    “Indeed,” Father conceded again, with a little nagging smile that must have driven Bartho mad. “Still, one never knows the outcome of war. And you never know what wild beasts will do. War is speculative. War is unpredictable. So are, as you say, wild beasts.” His eyes hardened as he stared at Bartho. “And so am I.”


    Bartho blinked, a bit cowed, I saw, by Father. He relented a bit, “By the Earth Goddess, let’s hope their druids’ prescience isn’t formidable to the degree they would ever glean…your… unpredictable moves.”


    “Lord Bartho raises a sound argument, Lord King,” noted Viwa. “If Laahtre or the other druids foresee this plan, they will never fight us in the Perilous Pass.”


    “They might, Lady Princess,” Father said. I’d rarely seen him so conciliatory towards the opinions of others, especially when it came to matters of stratagem. “They might not. Still, I don’t think even if Laahtre can resist the bait, Rupaa will be able to. Especially if we manage to rescue Hiris. She will be enraged, and want revenge. She will force the issue, and order her troops south. All reports tell us Mag has given overall command of the armies to Rupaa. Rupaa is clever, but hot-blooded. If we succeed in freeing Hiris, and recapturing the prize Rupaa snatched, having lost an advantage, she will likely elect to simply attack, in anger. Regardless, as we’ve discussed, the Perilous Pass is the only way the Sanaavians can enter Rogonhe in any great numbers.”


    Hert nodded in agreement, “If we plug that pass, they cannot invade. They’ll have to get past us to accomplish their goal. If they break through, which inevitably they will, we can only hope to kill enough of them that they lose heart. Or enough, they no longer have the numbers left to continue their wholescale invasion of Eltnia. Even if there are none of us left to deter them anymore.”


    “Quite the risk you’re taking,” noted Bartho. “But trying to go into Sanaavia, with just a few, and try to find Hiris, and rescue her, is far riskier.”


    “It’s a risk I’m willing to take,” replied Father, reminding him tartly, “to save the life of Princess Hiris. Your niece. And perhaps, to win a great victory, where defeat seems certain.”


    “With whose lives will you take this risk, Lord King?” Renat wanted to know.


    “Othrun the Younger, and I,” said Father, “Corult my bodyguard commander, Earl Thurol, and Prince Jaint.”


    Part of me was joyous, learning I would accompany Father on the mission. Part of me was filled with dread.


    How could we hope to succeed?


    “That’s all?” said Bartho incredulously. “Just five?”


    “Speed and stealth are our friends,” said Father confidently. He smiled, “We’ll go like mages. Fearless, with little protection, save our Gods. And Goddesses.”


    “By all those Goddesses,” said Bartho, “you delight in doing things the absolute hardest way, don’t you, Lord Othrun?” I detected a grudging admiration in his voice.


    “That means my enemies will have to do the same. If they wish to defeat me.”


    “I, too, will go,” Mother suddenly announced firmly.


    Father spun to her in surprise. “We never discussed—”


    


    “By the Fire Goddess, I, too, will go,” she ignored Father as if he wasn’t there. “Such a mission cannot succeed without a mage. A mage gives you the best chance of locating a fellow mage held somewhere in Sanaavia. Now, it’s been revealed that Hiris has the mage mark, her safety is also a matter for the coven. As a representative of that coven, I will assist with recovering a future coven sister.”


    Finally, she turned to Father. “I wasn’t there when you rode forth to Ipithyia, or Yaden. But this is another enterprise where you will need a mage, as you needed one then. Princess Viwa was with you on your last campaign, when you most needed the powers of the Six at your side. But now she’s Princess of Lynchun. Her place is here, with the main host, and her husband, Prince Eld. My place, Lord King, as your wife, is by your side.”


    Mother’s voice brooked no room for debate, though Father was King of Eastrealm, her liege-lord. And Father wouldn’t debate with her in front of the other lords and ladies.


    He acquiesced more quietly than I would’ve thought. “Very well.”


    “That brings the number of your party to six,” Monis said with a smile. “An auspicious number.”


    “That’s a great deal of…” It may have pained Bartho to admit it, to include Father, but nevertheless, he did, “Valuable people to be cast like throw pieces on a game board.”


    “I won’t be left behind,” Jaint gritted his teeth, “while my lady wife, Carthlughe’s heir, lies in the clutches of the Sanaavians.”


    “I wouldn’t expect you to…refrain from this, Lord Prince,” said Bartho carefully. 


    Once more, I pondered Bartho.


    Father told me once, an ineffectual and obstinate king is the worst king there is. An effective, obstinate king could be made into something decent. If he was only ineffectual, he’d be worth keeping, if he could be manipulated by wiser advisors, and wasn’t too stubborn to yield to sage advice.


    But honestly, Bartho seemed ineffectual and obstinate. Again, I truly pitied him.


    “Lord Jaint is an exceptional warrior,” Father said. “As are Lord Corult, and my son.” I cannot lie, part of me swelled with pride to hear Father speak of me in this manner, and mean it. “And there are few that could ever stand before the sword of Thurol the Quick. We’ll need fighting prowess in this quest. With my lady queen by my side, bringing her…” he looked at Mother, “specific talents, we have new hope of success.”


    “By the Earth Goddess, if you all perish,” said Eld sadly, “any hope to defeat the Sanaavians dwindles even more.”


    “Then we best not perish, Lord Prince,” said Father laconically. He looked around the table.


    “There’s one more matter I’d like to raise,” added Bartho, “fitting for this council’s discussion. Frynia has deserted us. We’re short of allies, our numbers thin. But there’s a huge power who could join our ranks. If all of us submit to the rightful sovereignty of its ruler.”


    Bartho stared at Father smugly, with the many innuendoes the Maneprince raised, all negatively about Father.


    I could almost hear Father thinking, Piece of shit.


    Bartho said, “Queen Lysi of Nyrimia, by right, is High Queen of Middle Eltnia. It’s in her best interests to defend Eltnia from Sanaavian invasion. She has a standing army of at least twenty thousand strong. She’s one of the most powerful mages, if not the most powerful mage in the land. How can we march to war without her armies joined to, if not leading ours?”


    “My Cousin Lysi,” said Hert sternly, “has proven in the past to be duplicitous. She has allied with the very invaders we seek to repel.”


     “In the past, are key words,” said Bartho primly. “What of now? By the Six, the evidence supports the fact that Queen Lysi severed any ties with Sanaavia. The evidence includes Queen Lysi’s own words, in her letters addressed to all the queens and kings of this region, when she demanded we do her fealty.”


    “That doesn’t mean she stands with us,” Father snapped.


    I was sure Father wished Bartho didn’t have such a salient point.


    He pressed Father, “But why is that? Why can we not count on Queen Lysi’s aid? Because, while Lynchun swore fealty to her, Carthlughe and Eastrealm refused. Had our entire Alliance bound together, doing our obeisance to her, we’d be less threatened today. Mayhap, the Sanaavians would never march against us, if they knew Nyrimia was part of the resistance to prevent Sanaavian conquest. Lysi is feared and respected by those great commanders in the Sanaav. Moreover, with her past relationships there, some kind of truce could have been negotiated.”


    “The only truce that will satisfy Lysi,” Father said, “is one where she rules all Eltnia!”


    “Isn’t it better than wholescale war,” argued Bartho. “Killing tens of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands? Most of them likely to be us?”


    “Maneprince Bartho’s words have merit,” admitted Viwa, speaking up. “We should consider them.”


    “I’ll never trust Lysi,” said Eld obstinately to his wife. He told Bartho, “Our father, Wely, never trusted Lysi. King Hert doesn’t trust Lysi. King Othrun doesn’t trust Lysi.”


    “Lord Husband,” said Viwa quietly. “By the Sky Goddess, would we be worse off with Lysi as our overlady, and no war? As opposed to potential annihilation?”


    “You have a different relationship with her, my Princess,” said Eld gently. “You grew up with her as a mentor. But old wounds may heal, yet aren’t easily forgotten.”


    “My sister Lysi,” spoke up Mother then, “will always have her own designs. Yet, I cannot help but agree with Lord Bartho, and Lady Viwa. We should at least consider the point of my sister, as a potential ally, even if we must bend knee to her.” She turned to face Father.
“By the Fire Goddess, I don’t go against my husband. He refuses to swear fealty to my sister, for good reason. Still, I cannot help but think we need her for this war. We need her swords, and we need her magic, if we’re to substantially increase our chances of victory. Though, the cost will be high. We would have to accept her rule. And I know many here fear, she would be far more tyrannical than any Sanaavian ruler.”


    “Agreed,” said Renat. “By the Six, Queen Lysi is the lesser, I believe, of two evils. We’ve spent years here, in Carthlughe, toiling against the Sanaavians. Dealing with their raids. Sheltering their refugees. Preparing for their invasion. We have already borne a heavy cost, and if we proceed forward in this war, that cost will be far heavier. ”


    “And who can say, now she hasn’t been obeyed, what Queen Lysi would do?” said Bartho, nodding. “If she allied once more with the Sanaavians, we’ve given her just cause!”


    “Nothing can justify her allying with the Sanaavians in the first place!” Father said hotly. “If Lysi betrays Eltnia, fighting on the side of our enemies, then by the Single God, we’ll fight her too!”


    “Lord Bartho,” said Hert solicitously, “I know you’re designated High Warlord for this campaign. Still, I’m designated as your second. You’ve stated you remain open to my counsel in matters of war, because of my experience.”


    “As I continue to be, Lord King,” said Bartho respectfully. Bartho always feared Hert. After punching him, seeing his wrath and otherworldly strength and ferocity, I knew Bartho was wise to do so.


    Hert nodded, “You’ve spoken wisely, Lord Maneprince. We must consider Queen Lysi. Yet, we have many opinions around this table. I would hear from some of the other queens and kings, who haven’t voiced their input.”


    While Kiaf begged inexperience, but said Bartho’s words needed to be heeded, Bris seemed awed by Lysi’s position as Great Wika, daunted by her power. Both wanted the prospect of bending knee to Lysi at least entertained, in order to potentially avoid war.


    Queen Nyna then lent her vocal and blunt wisdom to the discussion.


    “I have fought in many wars,” she almost snarled. “I’d never dream of sending the vaunted Eastrealmian cavalry riding into a full charge against the Sanaavians. Because a shock troop charge only succeeds against enemies you can actually shock, and you can’t shock the fucking Sanaavians! War is just a sport they relish. We’d be wasting Lord Othrun’s knights—the most unique and specialized part of our armies—just to send them charging to their deaths against massive shield walls that fucking horses won’t charge into!” She stared a challenge at Bartho to gainsay her words that Bartho’s ideas were folly, that he knew nothing of actual war. Bartho shrunk from the gaze of the hardened warlady. No challenge would be forthcoming. “Similarly, I won’t commit my cause, and Arn’s fealty, to Lysi. Why? Because it gains us nothing, potentially losing us much. Lysi has everything to gain, if we bend knee to her now. And nothing to lose.”


    “So what do you suggest, Lady Queen,” asked Hert, trying to hide his smile at the respected, crusty Nyna, and her putting Bartho in his place.


    “Wait,” replied Nyna. “Let Lysi show her true colours and allegiances. Bend knee now, if Lysi turns out to make good on the rumours that her true aspirations are to be merely a puppet queen for the Sanaavians, under their rule of Eltnia, we’re finished. We’d be mutineers against her rule, if we fought the Northronlanders. We ride forth to battle, and she doesn’t join our cause, or fight against us either, but we manage to triumph, then we can pose legitimate opposition to bending knee to a sovereign caring nothing for her subjects. One who’d rather stand by, seeing us invaded, destroyed, than lift a finger to aid us.”


    “You speak sagely, Lady Queen,” Hert complimented Nyna. Everyone around the table, save Bartho, seemed to concur.


    “It’s early stages,” said Hert then. “The game is only now afoot. There will be many plays to make. Rupaa, Laahtre, and their allies have made the first move. They invaded Rogonhe, slaughtered King Jorgo and his family, stole my daughter. To intimidate me, and potentially scare me – to scare us, into submission. But we won’t submit, or be intimidated. We’re going forward with our plan to rescue Hiris, bold or rash as it might be. Many plays are yet to be made, I say again, in this game. Lysi’s plays among them. But let her show more of her intentions, before we decide how to deal with her in this coming war. We may find ourselves in a better position for it.”


    “Or a far worse one,” said Bartho. “We can hold a grudge against Queen Lysi all we wish, for not joining us in this fight. Yet she can also hold a grudge against us, if we don’t submit to her.” Yet, for all his input, Bartho wasn’t insane enough, or foolish enough, to think the other rulers would budge on the issue of Lysi. Even with the mages’ objections seeming to weigh on his side. “Nevertheless, I see this council has its mind set. Very well. We’ll move forward without Queen Lysi. And pray she doesn’t assail us as well.”


    Father told me once that if the Atalanteans had a better reputation in Eltnia before he arrived, they wouldn’t have been so mistrusted and hated. In that vein, I saw that Lysi’s reputation had suffered over the years with her actions, scheming, and duplicitousness. The rulers of Eltnia, above all, didn’t trust her. Certainly, they didn’t like her. No matter how they feared her, or coveted her on their side. And if they only feared her, her potential future rule as High Queen might be tenuous even if not as just a Sanaavian proxy. I was seeing how reputation truly meant all as a ruler.


    “Continue to prepare your armies for war,” commanded Hert, peremptorily. “Let’s conclude this council without discord. We are aligned in our plans. Our real trials are about to begin. When the time is right, and that time is coming soon, the signal will be given for us to march forth. To the Perilous Pass. To war.”


    Curt nods and bows all around. Hert left first. Then Father strode out of the meeting room, Mother trailing him. The others attending dispersed, too. I remained for a moment, gathering my tumultuous thoughts.


    Mother, Father, Hiris’s husband, Father’s guard commander, his best earl and fighter, and I, would be going on what appeared to be a suicide mission.


    I’d let Athen know, we could no longer be together. In all ways, I saw now, that was for the best. I might never see him again, once I went north, as part of the desperate party intending to rescue Hiris. For I had no expectation that any of us who went on Father’s mission, would return alive.


    Single God help us all.


    I found Candalove’s favour underneath my tunic, and clutched it for good fortune.


    I would need it.
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    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    Sila followed me into our cottage after the evening board, which followed the council.


    My heart was filled with sadness and trepidation. I knew I wouldn’t survive the trip north to try and save Hiris. But must my wife, Eastrealm’s mage, also be lost in the endeavour? I wished she had never insisted on coming with me.


    I closed the door to the cottage, bidding my men posted outside goodnight.


    The cottage had a wonderfully comfortable bed, but I slept on a less comfortable divan in the sitting room.


    For it had been years since Sila and I shared the same bed.


    I was far from sleepy, though my mind was weary. I wanted something to drink. I eyed the wine jug on one of the side tables next to the fireplace.


    All I could think to do at this juncture, was to drown my feelings in drink. But first, I had a question.


    “Wife, this talk of no more mages. You believe it true? No more mages being born?”


    “You have reason to think otherwise?” was the curious reply. But I had no real cogent insights to provide.


    Mage business.


    Yet, for all my apprehension, deep in my soul, about mages, I kept dabbling with them.


    I had lain with Monis. Zya was really my child, not Bartho’s. The night I’d lain with her and Zya was conceived, Monis predicted she’d bear a girl from our union.


    Monis said our daughter would be a lovely girl with piercing green eyes like mine. Monis also foretold that this child would grow to be a mage, red-haired, like her mother, and a great fighter. Yet a woman more inclined to peace, of gentle countenance and restraint.


    Thus far, though Zya was but a child, she was already noted for her wonderful temperament. But it was far too early to evaluate what kind of woman—much less fighter—she could evolve into. Still, she hadn’t yet displayed the mage mark. But many mages didn’t do so until puberty or later. That was many years away for Zya. Still…


    “I wonder if any young girls alive now, closer to infancy or childhood, may develop the mage mark as they mature,” I said aloud.


    “Do you know of any possibilities in this regard?” asked Sila intently. I knew she knew I’d slept with Monis. Sila was no fool, and she had the power of prescience. So did all the mages. How soon would they detect Zya was a mage, assuming she was one? Why hadn’t they detected it already?


    I didn’t respond to her inquiry. I was too ashamed to voice my thoughts.


    “Wine?” I offered my back to her, going to the jug at the table beside the hearth. “We may as well enjoy it while we can. At least while I can.”


    She declined the wine. Instead: “Husband, the way you’ve been speaking lately…when we’re alone…always melancholy…about dying…you’ve some…prescience of your death?”


    “Yes,” I admitted, pouring, then draining a draught, in one fell gulp. The wine was sweet. As life was sweet, for all its complications. I realized I didn’t want to die. But what I wanted, and what was fated, were two different propositions.


    “I’m going to die up here. In the North.” I looked at her. “Before I do, I need to clear the air between us. I must make recompense and reconciliation, with those I love but wronged. I’ve made redress with Hert. But, what I’ve done to him…pales in comparison… I cannot think of anyone I’ve wronged more in this world than my wife.”


    “A wife whom you never wanted?” Yet her tone wasn’t bitter. Just matter of fact.


    “I…”


    “Tell me you never wanted me. If you wish to unburden your conscience, free your soul, because you feel your impending death, then tell me.”


    “I wanted heirs, Sila! To cement my legacy, my throne.”


    “I gave you that. Two heirs, worthy young lords. Was that all you ever wanted of me? Was I only a vessel to bear your progeny?”


    “I feel, sometimes, I never looked past that. I never looked past…you giving me sons.”


    She reminded me then, “We have brought two strong sons, royal princes, into the world. But you’re telling me now, it was only for begetting heirs, you used to tear my garments off? Barely being able to wait, until our chambers were secure, the guards without, before we could be with each other? You never wanted me? Ever? That it was only for child-making, we made love together?”


    I gulped, stammering, “I-I…cannot deny that. Of course, I wanted you, in the sense of… You…are…lovely—every inch of you. Absolutely, you’re a fabulous woman, from the top of your beautiful head, to the tips of your gorgeous feet.”


    “But you never allowed yourself to love me,” she accused softly, still no malice in her voice, only sadness. “Too busy wishing for Aliaz, who’d returned to the Earth Goddess. May She take the late Queen into Her bosom. Or a woman gone back across the South Channel, to rule her empire, in Undala, the Peacemaker. Or, my sister, High Queen aspirant. Whom you feel more envy and disgust for, than you could ever feel love. Though you desired her, burned for her, all the same.”


    “I…never burned—”


    “You prevaricate with me now?” She impugned me. “You claim you wish to tell me all, yet you hold back. You claim you wish to make redress. How can you do that, without complete honesty! I saw Husband. Lysi never told me. She didn’t have to. It was stamped upon her face, whenever I’ve been in her presence, since that night, though she’s never breathed a word of it to me. She doesn’t have to! Yet, besides that, with mage sight, I saw it as if I was there that night. A full moon, between the Bleeding Tears, when you…coupled with my sister! Before you did, she told you, ‘But you give me a desire to burn, to feel every nerve-ending burn. I burn for you.’ And you burned for her too, Husband!”


     “Please,” I begged, utterly ashamed of what she’d seen transpire between Lysi and me in such detail, as I put a finger gently to her lips. So aghast, she’d heard the very words Lysi spoke to me, and she could repeat them more accurately than I remembered myself, no matter how many times I’d revisited the scene in my mind. “Let’s not speak of your sister this moment.”


    She stepped closer to me, grasping my finger in her hand, pulling it slightly away from her lips, though not letting go. Her eyes held me captive. Rather than indictment, full of forgiveness, yet resolve, she wouldn’t be denied what she sought from me.


    Admission. Complete disclosure.


    Something I wasn’t very good at.


    “No,” she insisted. “By the Sky Goddess, it’s precisely the time we should speak of her. She wasn’t your wife. I was your betrothed, when you gave Lysi your seed. And the next year, when we were finally married, after you recovered from your wound at Nulthe’s hand, though we made love, you still kept a piece of your heart aside for Lysi. And then, years later, after I begged you to acknowledge the child you gat on her, you grew angry with me.”


    “Sila—”


    “So angry, you stopped sharing our bed, sleeping most nights in your solar on the divan. And then you went away to battle in Ipithyia, refusing to take me, your mage, who had a right to be by your side. And while on campaign, you laid with Monis. Because you desired her, and because you were angry with me. Angry, because I wanted you to abide by your own code of chivalry, your sense of honour, your responsibilities as a father to my sister’s child. Yet, instead, what did you do? You lay with the betrothed of your future overlord, while you were married to me, conceiving yet another child, out of marital bonds. Though before you left for war that day, you had stopped giving your wife any intimacy! For four years, you haven’t touched me in a loving manner, due to a wife from her husband. But you’ve given that touch to someone else, in Monis. Did I deserve any of that?”


    “No,” I admitted, feeling like the worst creature to have ever walked the earth, in the face of my wrongs against my wife.


    “And before that, I did everything I could to win your hand. In the face of every beautiful and desirable female suitor of noble birth in Eltnia, who wanted to marry themselves to the great King of Eastrealm. And when I finally won the coveted role of your queen, you never gave me a chance! You stayed away from me after we became betrothed, distancing yourself. Then I wrote to you, complaining I hadn’t seen you for more than a year since you’d accepted my suit. You proceeded to politely rebuff me. Oh, with pretty platitudes, yes. Still, you essentially rejected me. You begged for more time to yourself, saying you didn’t want to see me until our wedding was nigh, claiming time was needed for us both to settle our affairs. And then, while we remained apart, you accepted Undala to Eastrealm on a diplomacy mission, proceeding to court her. Falling in love with her. Even dreaming of marrying her instead! Forsaking our marriage pact! Betraying not only me, but your alliance with Irly, my adopted father, one of the kindest men on earth, who saved me from execution by my own sister Lysi’s hand! Did I deserve any of that either?”


    “No,” I whispered. Even as I realized, I was becoming aroused by Sila’s nearness. Aroused by my true feelings for Sila. Feelings I’d long tried to deny, even to myself. Feelings developed over long years, took me by surprise when they finally took shape.


    “Had Nulthe not claimed my life, you would have holidayed in Stonehaven with Glathan, lounging for at least two months. Avoiding me further. Until you could no longer. Then, and only then, would you have idly made your way to Swan’s Gate. To bring me back to Eastrealm, to be your bride. You would have denied me your company as long as possible. You never really thought of me, in the way a man who wants a woman, on the basest level. At least, not until after you were convalescing at Stonehaven, and I kissed you that first time. I wasn’t your first choice for a lover, much less a wife. So many others you preferred before me. Even after you took me as yours, and we were married, you pined for Aliaz. You wished for Undala. You burned for Lysi. You even panted for Monis. Never for me, quite the same way as any of them. Isn’t that true?”


    “Yes.”


     “And yet,” she seemed so curious, “you haven’t taken any lovers since Monis. But you lie every night, away from my arms, in the solar. And many times, when you think I’m asleep, you touch yourself. You pleasure yourself. By the Sky Goddess, do you deny it?”


    Embarrassed, I muttered, “A…a man…a king, has needs—”


    “You try to be quiet,” she said, squeezing the finger I’d held to her lips. “But sometimes a moan escapes you. You pleasure yourself but don’t take a lover, despite your needs, as you call them. As you could do discreetly. Or, all this time, you could arise, walk twenty feet to our bed, and lie with me instead. When you know I would make love with you every night of every day if I could? When I’ve never turned you away from my arms, no matter the season, or the reason? Because I love you, I need you, and I want you, Husband. And never have I ceased. Despite all the injustices you’ve done to me, with other women. Even my own sister.”


     I shuddered slightly, tears escaping, “I…don’t deserve to live for all the evil I’ve done, much less deserve your love, your needing, your wanting.”


    “Tell me,” she demanded, “who did you think of all those times, on the divan? While you sought release, in the darkness of the solar? Was it Undala, when you closed your eyes, and touched yourself? Monis? My sister?”


    “No,” I said truly. “When I…did that… I thought of you. Truthfully, Sila. You were so close. As you said, a mere room away. I…wanted…to go you. I was too ashamed. All I’d done to wrong you…”


    “I pleasured myself too,” she said, the thought of it somehow stirring me even more. “Especially when I heard you touching yourself, trying to hide it. Nearly driven mad with longing for you.”


    She drew even closer, not letting go of my hand. She pulled it towards her, placing my palm on her chest, laying her hand over mine, trapping it there. I felt her heart beating quickly under my fingers. My heart thumped feverishly in my ribcage.


    “You don’t allow yourself to deserve anything good, other than fleeting pleasure. By the Six, you’re a mystery to me, Husband! You know what’s right, what you should do, what will make you happy. What will make those who love you happy. Yet, you refuse to do it! By all the Elemental Goddesses, why torture yourself, and those who care about you, such as I?”


    I sniffled, my eyes focused on our hands. “I suppose…I’m ruled by my passions…and instincts. Sometimes, I’m overcome by…everything. All I should do, and want to do…never seems…to turn out as I wish. I always…end up hurting everyone. I think I’m doing what’s just, or what…in the heat of a single moment, would make me happy…or even make others happy…but it all ends in disaster.”


    It was disaster, ever weighing on my mind, those past days. My final disaster. I looked down into her eyes, our gazes locked. “You know, I’ve always avoided it. But, I sensed when I came north…I would die. Tell me truly, Wife. With your mage sight, if you can, if I’m wrong. Tell me, will I not die here on this campaign? I can bear it. Tell me the truth. Please.”


    My urging made her drop her chin. She let out a quick, solitary sob.


    So, it must be true. She knew it. I was going to die here.


    Yet inside, I wasn’t sad. I had a feeling of calm, purpose, and relief in the knowing.


    The Younger was there to rule after me. If he should fall, Arclan. If Arclan should fall, the Early. And if all should fall, someone else would rule. Glathan? The Bard. It didn’t matter. For if all my sons and I fell, it was likely Eastrealm was lost anyway, and Erthal and Rupaa would rule it, rather than anyone from my kingdom.


    I tilted Sila’s head to face me again, her pretty face stained with tears.


    But her voice was firm and clear. She smiled feebly when she confirmed all my fears.


    “Othrun is to die here, soon, in the frozen north. Therefore, let Sila spend whatever time he has left with him. I love him. I wouldn’t soon be parted from him.”


    I nodded simply.


    “Therefore,” she said next, “by the Six, that’s why I shall accompany you north to rescue Hiris.”


    I opened my mouth to refuse her from coming with me then, though I’d given her permission to go when we were at the council. But I closed my mouth, keeping my peace about the matter.


    I’d denied her a happy marriage, befitting a lady and queen of her eminence, kindness, and devotion. I’d denied her the fidelity and honour of her lord, only giving her dishonour instead. I had even denied her a place by my side as a mage in battle, defending my kingdom, when I’d last gone on campaign in Ipithyia and Yaden.


    I owed her this request, or demand as she made it, despite the peril to her life, should she venture further north with me, more than likely to her own death.


    I couldn’t deny her.


    She wanted to spend as much time as I had left with me. Her husband, who she loved.


    I was going to die. How could I deny her the time with me she craved, while I still walked this earth? Was that an unreasonable boon? That as good a woman as her would want to spend my last hours or days with as despicable a man as me, was a miracle more extraordinary than any angel visiting mortal men, mages or druids presaging the future, or talking swords.


    The miracle of Sila’s love for an undeserving wretch like me, was truly miraculous to behold.


    I nodded. “We shall rescue our naming daughter,” I said, with a conviction I didn’t feel. “By the Single God, we shall do it together.”


    “Yes. Together. And for as long as we live, we shall be partners going forward. You shall not leave me behind. We belong together, Othrun. And so, we must be together. For whatever time we have left.”


    “I fell in love with you,” I whispered the admission. “These past years, while we’ve been more apart than together. I learned what it’s like to feel your absence, though we breathed the same air, ate at the same board, slept in the same chambers. Verily, I say to you, Sila, Queen and Mage of Eastrealm, mother of princes, my partner, my wife: I love you. Your selfless commitment, your forgiveness, which I don’t merit…your devotion to our children…especially to the eldest one who didn’t come from your body…your sacrifice… I don’t warrant a gift as great as you, and your love. Yet, I now crave it all the same. You didn’t heal me tonight. Your love helped heal me a long time ago. It’s only now that I have taken full receipt of that healing, and plan to savour the benefits of that balm, for as long as we have together. For whatever time we have left.”


    Her eyes shone. “You fell in love with me,” I could hear the joy in her voice. “I sensed it, but dared not hope it could be true. These past years, you’ve denied me your touch. Yet, you have had time to ponder. Time to evaluate and reconsider. Is this not true?”


    “I have. And every path I’ve reconsidered leads to the fact, I love you, Sila.” I then asked her soberly, “And you’ve…taken no lover? While I left our bed cold all these years? I…couldn’t fault you. I wouldn’t have the right…to denounce you if you did.”


    Though infidelity was judged far more harshly in Atalantean culture against women than men, I’d come to reconcile that hypocrisy. However, I could never utter my thoughts aloud among the Old Guard. Sila, for all her outward acceptance of the Single God’s faith, the implied moral codes—sanctimonious though they were—of my culture that fell beneath the waves, Sila was an Eltnish noble by birth. The values she was born with differed from mine.


    “Were I my sister,” she said, “I would have lovers from Wyrmshoard to Pauper’s Point, if you excluded me from your bed for no good cause. Love you or no, Lysi’s own needs wouldn’t be denied. And if you wronged her, as you’ve done to me, she wouldn’t give a second thought about making you a cuck, if you spurned her for another woman. It wouldn’t even be just spite, though her venom would burn your eye sockets. Just practicality, if you showed her you didn’t want her anymore. She would have moved on from you, even if she still held regard for you in her heart. But you should know by now, by the Water Goddess, I am not my sister.”


    “No,” I agreed, “You aren’t your sister.”


    There was a time when I felt Lysi was the only one who didn’t abandon me. Aliaz went to the grave. Undala back to Anibia. Lysi always persisted, pursuing me, seemingly refusing to give up her love for me. No matter how horrible I was. But I’d been wrong. Lysi had given up on me long before she claimed she loved me before she even met me. She deceived me, manipulated me. She used me. She never cared for who I was. Only what I could give her.


    And what had I given her?


    Lysifer.


    Yes, I’d repudiated her that last day we truly conversed openly and honestly about our relationship, as I lay in my convalescing bed, when she poured her heart out. That day was her last appeal to be with me. But I’d been horrid and mean. She had given back worse, and we’d parted badly.


    Then, she bore Lysifer, and married Cahr. The next time I spoke to her in Greentree, when she solidified her claim to Middle Eltnia, she wavered from cold, imperious, and inscrutable, to livid, superior, and mocking.


    After she had Lysifer, she’d given up her pursuit of me. With an heir to inherit all the lands and legacy she coveted, what need had she anymore for my love?


    She abandoned me, too. But Sila held back her feelings for me from the start, for decorum and honour’s sake. Yet, once Aliaz died, when her chance came to make me hers, she took it. And she never wavered. No matter what agony she’d endured for the love of me. No matter what I’d done to her.


    “Now,” said Sila, eyes sparkling, “I agree, as you’ve asked, we shall no longer speak of Lysi after these words from me. You felt as if you burned for my sister, consumed by her, in the conflagrating embrace of the Fire Goddess. But there are Six Elemental Goddesses, beloved Husband. One of them is my patron, the Water Goddess, who brought you over the sea to me, escaping Atalantyx’s doom.”


    Even as she clasped one hand of mine with hers to her chest, the other hand fluttered at my waist. Then lower. She took me in that hand, looking at me in the face all the while. As her tears dried, she smirked a little knowing smirk. For I was already stiff. I gasped, as she coaxed, stroking along my length, pressed up near her.


    “A shame,” she teased, “to let your great sword, a magnificent weapon, rust in its scabbard. It’ll fall to scrap for disuse.”


    I returned her grin. Even as I fought the ever-rising tide of desire, she let go of my hand touching her chest, bringing that other hand down to assist her exploration. Meanwhile, I caressed her swollen nipples through the fabric of her garment. Then, abruptly, I stopped.


    “I’ve no more mind for wine,” I said. “Now, I have other intoxicants in mind, Lady Queen.”


    I ripped open her gown. Priceless pearl buttons were torn off fabric, falling to the floor, rolling away. Both parts of the gown parted, exposing her naked body to me.


    “You reminded me,” I said quietly, marvelling at her. “I used to tear your clothes off. By the Single God, because…you’re perfect. What man wouldn’t be impatient to see you in all your glory?”


    Indeed, I’d forgotten what a desirable woman she was. As a mage, and someone who later in life began to train often with shield and weapons, all that effort, combined with her mage-born youthfulness, made it seem as if time had frozen.


    The hard yet feminine appeal of her slight yet toned and supple frame, was undeniable. There was still the flat stomach and navel I’d trailed kisses on before, the small, high, firm breasts… By the Single God, I’d forgotten how enjoyable our lovemaking, which produced two beautiful boys, had been.


    She jested quietly, as I stared at what was revealed by the torn gown, wholly distracted by her gorgeous figure, “How much does that cost, what you just tore asunder, like a cheap frock? Wars are expensive! You’ll bankrupt our treasury if you keep doing that.”


    “I can afford it,” I grinned salaciously. “I’m the richest king in Eltnia.”


    She chuckled. I reached out, touching her, a wave of desire washing over me.


    My own odyssey of her upper body became more probing. She moaned. Then, I fully erect now, she slipped out of my grasp, falling to her knees. As she loosed my trews, and I sprung free, she kept me in her hands.


    Her eyes shone up at me with wickedness, love, and lust. “The Water Goddess’ embrace, Husband, can be the violent rush of the tempestuous sea. Or cooling, soothing, like gentle waves lapping: a slow, rolling build-up before waves crash onto a rocky shore, dissipating. Slow. Languorously. Washing away all hurt, all pain. Cleansing. Shall I cleanse you, Husband?” She rubbed the tip, driving me insane. “Do you need cleansing, healing in the cool embrace of the Water Goddess?”


    “Please,” I pleaded, barely able to speak. “Cleanse me. Heal me.”


    “I shall worship you,” she whispered as her mouth moved closer. “Give yourself to me, to the Water Goddess. Surrender. I’ll take my time. And you shall be whole again.”


    Her mouth enveloped me. She kept her promise. She took her time, agonizingly, sensuously, while I grasped her hair, barely able to hold back. It had been so long without any woman, much less my own wife.


    That part of our lovemaking didn’t last long. For it had been far too long for me. Sila didn’t draw back, not even a flinch, when I could restrain myself no longer. She swallowed my seed, without hesitation.


    She’d never done that, in all the time we’d been together. Although we used to make love almost every night. Until the bad times came. And I’d wrongly, unfairly rejected her, for the cause of only being a good woman. I was stunned, dizzy, still throbbing with wanting when she finished.


    I was shaking, barely able to stand, as I drew her to her feet. We kissed passionately, tasting lips and tongues. I edged her open gown back over her shoulders. It fell to the floor. We stopped kissing long enough to drag my tunic over my head, as she ran her hands along my back and bare buttocks greedily.


     I swept her up like a feather, taking her to the bed.


    I dumped her unceremoniously atop the furs, flopping beside her. As our hands roved each other, rediscovering, with a sense of familiarity yet wonder, I managed to say, “I belong to you,” as I slipped into her silkiness. Her eyes opened wide with shock and ecstasy, while I shivered with rapture. I’d begun to move inside of her. An instant, rhythmic response came in kind from her, arms and legs clasped around me.


    We ground together, interlocked. All else in the world vanished for me but my wife.


    Then, I stopped gyrating against her for a moment. I didn’t want to, it was so heavenly. I knew she didn’t want me to stop, either. But I needed to tell her. Without qualifications or conditions, clearly, directly. So she would completely understand.


    I wouldn’t live long. We’d both foreseen it. Whatever sweetness we could squeeze out of a short time, whatever happiness, we would keep it, jealously guard it.


    “I love you, Sila.”


    We stared at each other. Then, she was the first to move again. She clung onto my body, like it was the only thing saving her from drowning. As she washed her waves over us, cooled and soothed us, in the embrace of her love, I’d finally, after so much turmoil, so much aggravation, so much hurt, so much damage on my part, to her, returned in kind the grace of her love.


    Then, it was she who stopped the motion. She kissed me fiercely before she said, “I love you, Othrun.”


     We began to move again simultaneously. Sila’s hands roved my body, more intensely now, me squirming with pent-up need.


    As our passions rose to bursting, she groaned, “I used to touch myself…I swear…Six strike me down if I lie! It was only ever you!” She heaved, gasping, as things peaked for her, “Thinking only Othrun! Six help me! Ohhh!”


    “Single God!” I exploded. “Sila!”


    She erupted simultaneously, screaming her pleasure.


    I basked in the glory of our mutual climax.


    And the fact that, somehow, against all hopes, though I’d never believed it would happen, I had finally fallen in love with my wife after so many years of wedlock.


    As I’d always, desperately wanted to.


    And for whatever time I’d left walking and breathing, she had made me somewhat whole again.


  




  

    


    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    Sila and I didn’t rest after our lovemaking. For it was time to depart on what would likely be my final mission.


    We bathed. Sila used black charcoal dye to conceal the most identifiable mark of a mage: red hair.


    We then dressed almost identically. In simple, rough-spun, but warm, dark attire. Nothing like the fancy clothing we usually wore as royals. Black undergarments, black boiled leather, tunics, stockings, boots, and cloaks, all black too. I carried all of my three blades: Sure-Steel at my back, Biter on one hip, Cutter on the other.


    With only Corult, we made our way down into the city. Hert had told the guards to expect our passing, and we left unmolested. My son, Thurol, and Jaint waited for us outside the city gates. They were dressed as we were, all in black. They had six black horses to match with them, one for each of us. Malintent was one of them. The horses’ saddlebags were laden with supplies. Jaint also carried some extra items: a skirt of leather armour, a longsword, and a silver helm with a wolf’s tail plume.


    “Call me optimistic,” said Jaint about what he brought with him.


    “Call you foolish too, Lord Prince,” I admonished him. “An unnecessary burden.”


    “If my wife lives,” said Jaint. “She’ll whip me, if I don’t bring her armour.”


    I couldn’t disagree with that about the mercurial She-Wolf. I let it be. Hoping Hiris would get to wear her leathers, and wield a sword once again.


    Into the dark of night, we took the road from Wolflodge, riding side by side north towards the river and the border.


    


    “We’re not going to Norsoon,” I told those with me, soon after we’d left Wolflodge.


    “That’s a relief,” laughed Thurol. “Complete suicide if we were.”


    “If it comforts you, Brother-in-Law,” I assured him, “it’s still complete suicide.”


    Thurol laughed again. “So where are we going?”


    “And why didn’t you tell—” my son started but then stopped himself. As it became clear to him. “Because you didn’t want certain people to know where we were going. That’s why you didn’t tell the war council.”


    “After what happened…” I cast an apologetic look at Jaint, and he nodded, knowing what I would say. “…with Lord Cordis, I didn’t wish to take unnecessary risks. Any spies who could feed information to those with ill intent against us, would report back. Making it easier for us to be hunted down.”


    “Not unwise,” commented Thurol. “So, are we allowed to know where we are going?”


    “They aren’t keeping Hiris in Sanaavia,” I said. “They didn’t go far when they took her. She’s in Rogonhe.”


    I couldn’t see them all as I rode, but I knew at least four pairs of eyebrows, save Sila’s, would be raised at me.


    “Well, well,” Thurol laughed again. “The Sanaavians hatched a plan even the Silver King can admire. Hiding in plain sight.”


    “Stoutougle?” asked Othrun the Younger.


    “No,” I said. “I believe Arget.”


    “Arget?” exclaimed Jaint. “That’s not far at all! You’re certain, Lord King?”


    “As certain as I can be, Lord Prince,” I told him. I looked at Sila. My eyes asked her if she could sense if I was correct with mage sight. She nodded.


    “That’s what I have sensed,” Sila said. “Hiris is still in Rogonhe. Even though I can’t be precise with her location. And you’ve guessed, Husband, if she is, she’s in Arget. You’ve never led wrongly. We trust you to lead us to the Princess.”


    “Why Arget?” asked Corult.


    “Because that’s the least likely place they’d keep her, that would still be defensible,” I said. “Thus, we’d never suspect she would be there. Our last decent intelligence was that instead of remaining in Stoutougle after they sacked it, when the Sanaavians went to take the remaining towns in the area, Rupaa went to Arget, rather than staying to Stoutougle. If she’s there, I’d wager my treasury, she has Hiris with her there, too. She’s not going to entrust so valuable a hostage to just anyone. She’ll keep her close.”


    At least until, either she finds someone she can trust to watch her. Or, until…I banished the thought.


    I hoped I’d be able to pick up Hiris’s smell when I got closer to her. Or at least, a scent I couldn’t ascribe to any mages whose scents I already knew. These smells were paired for me, with no two combinations being the same for each individual mage. Usually, I needed to be in close proximity, less than a mile, to smell a mage. I hoped to clearly detect who I believed was Hiris, when we were in closer range.


    Lysi smelled of almonds and lemon. Monis, of amber and cardamom. Sila, of rose and vanilla. Viwa, of lavender and bergamot. Renat, of pine and violets. I didn’t know what Hiris’s scent was yet. I hoped when we neared, some alien scent would overwhelm me. So I would know it was her.


    “Then to Arget we go,” said Jaint.


    “How do we get in?” asked Thurol. “Arget remains firmly in the grasp of the Sanaavians.”


    “Some plans are best hatched spontaneously,” I told him. “Perhaps the Single God will provide a means of entry when we arrive.”


    Thurol smiled wickedly, “So, no plan then. Suits me well enough.”


    “We’re playing with my wife’s fate,” said Jaint sternly. “Forgive me, Lord King. But to have no plan to enter the city is reckless.”


    “You’ve never been on covert missions with the Silver King, Lord Jaint,” said Thurol confidently. “I have. No plan means he still has all the advantage. Never wager against him.”


    “I love your wife as if she were my own daughter, Lord Prince,” I told him, though even I worried about our somewhat desultory situation. “If there is a way to find and save her, on my life, we shall.”


    We rode the approximate forty miles over the course of the day. We reached the border town of Canus by daybreak.


    We didn’t lodge in the town. We found the border watch soldiers, camped north of the town, and stayed with them. The border watch commander had been somewhat briefed on our mission. He gave us his tent for the night, the loftiest accommodations there.


    We remained, keeping a low profile inside the tent, trying to solidify some sort of plan to enter Arget. We couldn’t arrive at anything that wouldn’t get us killed. We were exhausted, but managed to stay up until dinner. After a hasty meal, we all collapsed.


    As we prepared to depart the next morning, the border watch leader expressed concern for us. He knew nothing of the complete nature of our mission, though Hert had sent word ahead to him, warning of our arrival. All he knew is that we were going to Rogonhe. Still, the King, Queen, and Crown Prince of Eastrealm, the Crown Prince Consort of Carthlughe, and two high-ranking Eastrealmian earls wouldn’t be riding, with no further bodyguard, outfitted like bandits, all in black, out for some pleasure jaunt in the snow and cold. Something furtive was clearly afoot. But the commander knew his place, and asked us no questions. Still, he was worried about our route north.


    The Fords of Feld, at Canus, was the only proper bridge over the great river. But if there were spies from Northronland doing surveillance, that bridge would be constantly watched. The border watch leader warned us that the crossing we’d originally planned to make instead, ten miles west of Canus, would be perilous, based on Jaint’s guidance.


    The river was frozen solid in most places, treacherously slippery, and slow going. The commander noted, as we were all horsed, and guessed speed, as well as stealth, was needed for our mission, making an equally dangerous, yet quicker crossing in the river narrows, even closer to the forest (though we saw him shiver a bit, mentioning the Forest Dangerous) where it wasn’t frozen, was also possible, on horseback, if our steeds were surefooted, provided faster access to Rogonhe.


    Though Jaint knew the lands intimately, he deferred to the commander, who constantly monitored all sections of the river. Thus, we took the commander’s suggestion.


    After that night near Canus, we made the attempt early next morning, before full light. Jaint led us, bumbling around in the near-dark.


    When we reached the river, the grey water swirled and frothed hungrily for only a few dozen yards. It became sluggish and froze, going east. We didn’t waste any time. Soon, our horses were up to their bellies in cold water.


    


    Malintent stumbled. For a moment, I thought I’d be pitched headlong into the freezing water. But she regained her footing, and straightened.


    I was already thinking far ahead of our crossing, as we reached the river’s opposite bank, of a pending Sanaavian invasion, and the inevitability the enemy would reach Carthlughe. It would be difficult, if not impossible, for the Carthlughean border guards to defend the river from the Sanaavian army, once it was frozen. The few hundred border troops had already, laboriously, begun digging trenches in the ground, placing sharpened spears sticking upright surrounding their positions. They chipped away at ice and snow, their progress incremental every hour they worked. Still, there were many archers among their ranks. If they could position enough stakes, combined with an arrow barrage… I could only hope their last line of defence would never need to be tested.


    The Fords of Feld at Canus were being left intact, so that the Alliance army could cross over into Rogonhe. But if we ever faced the Sanaavians in battle, and none of the Alliance returned alive to the South, the border watch would burn the wooden ford, trying to keep the hordes out of Carthlughe.


    However, the size of the Sanaavian force could easily keep any defenders occupied while they found a way to cross the river, including building makeshift fords themselves.


    The mages were working actively to keep the weather from turning colder, snowing harder, and the land from becoming more frozen. This meant the river might not completely freeze. We couldn’t accomplish all our goals without losing something critical to our plans.


    We were trotting north along the forest’s edge when I asked Sila, “Do you sense Rupaa? Or Laahtre?”


    “No,” said my wife, “but I had a vision today of a big Sanaavian with many tattoos. Pretty, in a harsh way. A mole on her cheek.”


    “That’s Yimaa,” I told her.


    “So, it’s Yimaa who has Hiris.”


    “She’s formidable,” I said. I remembered the attractive Yimaa, easily defeating my young Earl Cantic in a duel. “And Rupaa clearly trusts her. She’s long been Rupaa’s servant.”


    “What does Rupaa really want with Hiris?” my son asked. “She must know taking his daughter won’t stop Hert from facing the Sanaavians in battle. If anything, it will inflame him.”


    “I think the question has become,” I said morosely, “what does Yimaa really want with Hiris?” I remembered, vaguely, something in Yimaa’s eyes, the way she looked at Rupaa, craving her approval, was beyond mere reverence for an overlady. She looked at Rupaa, with something akin to…love. A lover’s love, not just that of admiration for a commander.


    I feared for Hiris.


    “Time to go in,” said Jaint, with some anxiety, I noted, pointing to the forest before us. Clearly, the forest made him nervous. And it was near the forest his wife had been taken, an ambush coming out of those woods. But I could see he pushed down those emotions, despite grappling with them. We dismounted, giving the horses nourishment and water, leading them into the woods.


    The ten-mile trek through the forest took about three hours. Before afternoon came, we surfaced from the forest’s western edge.


    Corult and Thurol scouted, while the rest of us ate supplies from our horse-packs. When the pair returned, they apprised all was clear within a two-mile radius.


    “The Sanaavians send out patrols,” Corult said, “to ensure the perimeter of Arget is safe. We didn’t see any, but it’s clear from all the foot tracks. But they seem to stop just shy of the forest.”


    “They don’t like entering the forest,” said Jaint, “unless they absolutely need to. They’re superstitious, as are the Eltnish. For centuries, there’s been talk of this forest, and its sister forest, the Forest Dark, far north of here, being haunted.”


    “If we stay just at the edge of the forest,” said Thurol, “we can have this as a fallback position for shelter.”


    “Until they decide to send patrols in there,” I commented. “Despite their fears, they can’t allow this forest to conceal any of our Alliance soldiers sneaking up on their occupied territories.”


    “Hiding troops in this forest,” said Jaint, “was how they trapped Hiris, me, and our warriors. You’re right, Lord King. When they wish or need to enter the forest, not even their fears will keep them from doing so.”


    “But for now,” said Sila, “it seems safe to camp just inside the forest’s edge. I’ll lay down a spell of concealment, for what worth it may have, to deter them from this area where we will encamp. We’ll need a fire, and a fire can easily be seen from a distance, if not hidden.”


    I smiled at my wife. “Thank you, Beloved. I’m sure that will help protect us. For we need to make a fire, and some shelter.”


    Cold was setting in. Snow fell in thick tufts, as the dark began to arrive early. The need for fire and shelter became more urgent.


    I was no outdoorsman. Yet, despite being a prince, Jaint certainly was, and Thurol was equally able in that regard. They quickly created a little hut for us from forest materials. They lined the floor with pine branches, thickly branched walls, and a pointed roof where the branches met, bound together with osiers.


    Thurol hunted and caught a deer. Soon, we dined on venison. It had never been my favourite meat, since my time spent in Norsoon years before. Nonetheless, Jaint did wonders with the cooking. He’d brought some herbs in his pack, and the deer was surprisingly tasty with the seasoning.


    As we ate, snow fell quietly outside, and this was when I made Corult and my son upset with me. It took some time to convince them that they had to stay behind, allowing the rest of us to go forward with our plan. Yet, in time, though they didn’t like it at all, they saw the wisdom in my thinking.


    “The horses are too conspicuous, and noisy,” I told them. “I need you two to hold our camp here. Thurol, Jaint, the Queen and I will leave before first light, going as near Arget as we dare, to try and find a way inside. You two will stay with the horses, minding our little camp.”


    We were tired, and after a bit of bickering, where the Younger and Corult finally submitted to my insistence, all save Thurol, on first watch, fell asleep soon after our meal. Corult would relieve him halfway through the night. Huddled with Sila, I dozed fitfully. I woke well before light.


    We bid a difficult farewell to the Younger and Corult. I wanted Corult with the Younger to serve as his bodyguard. If I were to fall during my scheme, the Younger would live and become king. I needed my eldest son alive. If I somehow succeeded in getting into Arget, getting Hiris, and getting out again alive, we’d see each other once more. Or, if we failed to enter the city that day, we would return to Corult and the Younger in the evening. But our farewell prepared for whatever eventuality.


    “If patrols come your way,” I told my son and my bodyguard commander, “flee where you need to. But try to get back here when it’s safe. We’ll look for you here when we return.”


    Sila’s dye was dry, so she tied her head in a simple scarf, in case the dye failed to conceal her mage’s hair. We removed our leather armour. I felt naked without any armour, but it couldn’t be part of any ruse we had to play. Giving away we might be warriors would make us considered more dangerous, by whomever we encountered in Arget. And that isn’t how we wished to convey ourselves, despite how dangerous we actually were. The less fearsome we seemed, the less attention we’d be paid. That would be to our advantage.


    We took what we needed from the horses’ saddlebags. I gave Malintent a goodbye petting. We bestowed Corult and the Younger with our swords, keeping our daggers. Then we trudged north, through snow only coming just over the toes of our boots.


    Agret’s high walls could be seen in the distance, and the road towards it forked north. We found a small ridge, about thirty yards from the main road leading to the fortress. It was as close as we braved to get. We set up observation there, laying low on the cold, snowy ground, to see who came and went from the city. I was determined to find a way into Arget.


    The small ridge afforded little protection from the harsh wind.


    Eyes watering, we watched the comings and goings, to and from the city. There were few. Inked warriors led Rogonheans, bound, looking worn and despondent, into the city. These Rogonheans were clearly recently enslaved, no doubt found in the countryside, trying to flee the vanquished kingdom for refuge in the South.


    No one seemed to be headed from the city.


    But I’d, at last, detected who I believed was Hiris—by frankincense and coriander—which I smelled faintly, almost imperceptibly, since we arrived in the area. The scent grew steadily, if subtly more pungent, the closer we came to Arget.


    Blowing snow began in the early afternoon. As warmly as we were attired, it was still cold. We couldn’t stay there much longer. I told the rest we’d go back to Corult and the Younger by dusk, to warm, and retire, to try again the next day, if we saw nothing helpful during the remainder of the day, to achieve our plan.


    


    A patrol of warriors with heavy cloaks, leather, spears, shields and swords came out late afternoon. We crouched low in our concealment, and they headed away from us. No more activity came to or from the city, until those soldiers returned, just as dusk fell. As satisfied as I could be with what I’d seen, I ordered everyone back to the Younger and Corult.


    They were still there, and we told them about the day’s events. No one could think of a way into the city that would succeed. We didn’t know how to get in, and that failure rested with me. It was my plan, and its architect should have concocted all its phases in advance. I wanted suggestions, but everyone seemed stumped under the weight of trying to find and rescue Hiris.


    “We’ll go back tomorrow,” I vowed, “and every day until we find a way in.”


    And so, we did. The next day, however, ended in the same futility as the first. After a day of watching the city, we returned to the Younger and Corult, once more having failed to find a safe way to get inside. I was growing discouraged, though I couldn’t show it.


    The following day, back at our ridge, we saw no one at all. Not one soul, not even patrols, had come out by the middle hours.


    Then, as it seemed we had nearly run out of options that day, darkness coming soon, Jaint said, “Look! Travellers!”


    A trio of people walked towards the city on the narrow road at a leisurely pace. The lead man was lean, and he half-shuffled down the path. His gait was odd. He was somewhat hunched, but he moved quickly. His blue eyes were flat, indicating a man who’d seen perhaps too much of life, and not its good parts. A mop of grey hair topped his head. The woman was long and tall, with a sinuous body reminding me of a serpent. Her long blond hair hung in loose tangles, but she was not uncomely. The other man had a small head incongruous with his enormous body. His size was galling, and indicated absolute brutish strength. Small beady eyes that watched, assessed, squinted about, surveying everything around him, stared over pursed lips and a bushy beard.


     “The Goddesses bless us in mysterious ways,” muttered Jaint. “Perhaps it’s the auspicious presence of Lady Queen Sila, as a mage, providing us with this opportunity. For I know that man in the front.”


    “How?” I asked him.


    He flushed as he turned to me, “I always knew Father had…unsavoury associations. But I thought he utilized them with King Hert’s blessing. Father was always well-connected with Sanaavians, including this one. I’ve seen him before, when I was young, from a distance, at Father’s house. I recognize him. He hasn’t changed…much. That same walk, an odd shuffle. Right away, I knew it must be him. I don’t recall his name. But, I’m sure it’s the same man.”


    “That Sanaavian was at your father’s house?” I confirmed. “In Carthlughe?”


    “Long ago,” Jaint nodded. “I’d only seen him once or twice. Yet, he left an impression. They spoke covertly. I knew Father dealt with him from time to time. I believe Father received certain useful tidings from him, and Father passed them on to King Hert and the Conclave of Earls. Sometimes, Father kept the information to himself, I’m sure.”


    “So, this man,” said Thurol, “he’s a peddler of information?”


    “And slaves,” said Jaint. “Slave-trading, I believe, is his main profession. He has no slaves with him now. But slave traders are very industrious. They seldom rest. I’m certain he probably delivers slaves on this route, to and from Stoutougle, and Arget, the biggest centres in this area. And if Yimaa is here, in Arget, I’d bet my life, Yimaa receives the best of the catch of whatever slaves pass on this route. Sanaavia nobles covet slaves. It’s a sign of status. And if my memory doesn’t fail me… Yes, yes, I remember Father saying, this man with the odd walk had a cousin, long-serving, among Yimaa’s bodyguard.”


    “So, what are you thinking?” I asked Jaint, but I was already likely thinking the same mad thoughts.


    “We treat with him,” said Jaint, as I knew he would. “He, if anyone, can get us into Arget.”


    “You want to deal with us to a Sanaavian?” Thurol said at the insane idea. “With relatives among Yimaa’s very bodyguard?”


    “I don’t know about his relatives. But this one has no real allegiances. Other than to money. He would sell his mother for ten golds. Probably less, if he were feeling charitable that day.”


    “You think he’s coming to Yimaa?” I asked. “That he would know how to get to her?”


    “There’s only one way to know for certain,” said Jaint. “Hurry! We need to get into concealment before they pass us by!”


    I bit my lip, thinking furiously. There was nothing to ponder, though. We’d had no ideas whatsoever since we’d arrived. We’d skulked around, watching, but found no way into Arget. This was the closest we’d come to even the scent of a possibility. I nodded, and we crept towards a series of bushes lining the road, closer to the town, trying not to be seen by the trio.


    I was surprised the Rogonheans, much less the Sanaavians who now controlled the town, left the bushes standing. It was a perfect place for an ambush by highwaymen on travellers to and from Arget. It bespoke of a slackness, a lack of detail, I’d never tolerate from those under my command. Yet it encouraged me. The Sanaavians were careless, it seemed. Overconfident, perhaps. That might be in our favour. For mad schemes such as those I dealt with, always hinged on tiny details. A lazy sentry here. A slack guardsmen there. A less-than-vigilant leader. Someone who could be fooled. Or someone who could be bribed, or convinced to turn their cloak for their own motivations. Enemies of our enemies becoming our friends.


    I prayed to the Single God, the three we saw might be one of those types of people.


    The trio neared our position. It seemed we had managed to settle in, unseen.


    Jaint whispered, “We need to take this chance. And we need to take it now, if ever. It’s just them alone out here with just us. If it turns sour, and we have to fight, now we outnumber them. If a patrol happens to come out while we’re dealing with them…”


    “Very well,” I acquiesced.


    “Stay here, unless they cut my throat,” said Jaint.


    “Careful, Lord Prince,” said Thurol. “Those are three rough characters, for sure.”


    “All slave traders are rough characters,” said Jaint.


    Men might think of Jaint as fatuous, but he certainly didn’t lack courage. That day, I’d also learn to applaud his acting skills, as he stepped boldly from cover onto the road. And I always admired a good actor.


    “Hoy!” cried Jaint in the Common Tongue of Acremia, waving his hands.


    With catlike quickness, three long daggers were produced from underneath cloaks, and the three Sanaavians encircled Jaint.


    “Trying to get yourself killed?” growled the one Jaint identified as the one he knew. “Surprising people on the road! If you’re a bandit, you’re a poor one!” The other two, blades still trained on Jaint, scanned the underbrush. “Unless you’ve got friends hiding, to help you try and rob us!”


    “I’m here to contribute to your wealth,” said Jaint happily, “not detract from it. And yes, I have three friends behind that bush. But they’re not here to cause harm, any more than me.”


    “Whoever the fuck you are!” said the man, “I’m not one to be trifled with! Have your friends come out of the bush, their hands raised! Slowly!”


    “We hear you,” said Sila. The three of us emerged, hands raised as instructed.


    The man’s jaw dropped, seeing Sila. “Well! I didn’t know you kept such lovely company.” He managed to tear his eyes away from Sila, assessing Thurol and me. He added, snorting, “Well, at least some of them.”


    “The men look pretty enough to me,” said the woman, brazenly looking at Thurol and I.


    “What the fuck is your name?” demanded the man with the odd walk of Jaint. “Who are all of you?”


    “What matters first,” said Jaint, “is the gold my friend over there has for you.”


    “If your friend truly has gold on his person,” sneered the leader, “what’s preventing me and my friends here from cutting all your throats, and taking what I please off your carcasses? Or taking your gold, then selling you in the markets. Even if I just sell you in parts.”


    “The promise of much more gold,” I spoke up again, “if you do none of those things, and partner with us in a little venture.”


    The woman, one of the leader’s companions, brandished her blade at us hostilely. “This one here speaks like a real highborn!”


    “Names!” growled the leader. “Now!”


    “I’m Int,” said Jaint. “My lovely friend over there is Alis. My tall companion is Ost. Our other friend is Thur.”


    “Eltnish, all of you, clearly,” said the male comrade of the leader.


    “Lord and ladies, by the looks and sounds of you,” muttered the woman.


    “I don’t believe you’ve introduced your friends here,” said Jaint. “Now we’ve given you our names, we’d appreciate the courtesy of yours.”


    “If we let you live,” said the leader, “you’ll have our names.” He jerked his head to the woman. “Search them!”


    The hulking man and the woman moved, the leader’s blade never far from Jaint’s throat. The big brute positioned himself behind us, the woman in front.


    


    The woman stuffed her own knife into her belt, while her male companion kept his blade at our backs. She expertly patted each of us, put her hands inside our garments, probed and pinched.


    She found our daggers, and threw them on the ground, well out of our reach, close to the leader. She had us remove our boots. She also found my pouch, which she hefted and took, but didn’t open. Satisfied we’d been divested of anything dangerous or valuable, she nodded to her boss, as we fumbled to get our freezing feet back into our footwear, once given leave to put them back on.


    One thing I knew we would need on our travels was gold. Gold to bribe anyone corrupt enough, whom we needed to serve our ends. The leader and his friends seemed like just the kind to be enticed by a bribe.


    The woman tossed the pouch to the boss, who deftly caught it. Then she took her knife back out.


    “That’s the money I spoke of,” said Jaint. “It’s yours now.”


    “It’s not mine because you say it is,” cackled the leader. “It’s mine because I say it’s mine!”


    “But if you want more,” said Jaint, “you’ll need to partner with us.”


    “I’ve two partners already,” the leader pointed his blade at his compatriots. “Don’t need more.”


    “This is for a very specific enterprise only,” I said. “Call it a limited partnership.”


    “Before I decide whether or not to cut your throats, and leave you for raven food,” said the leader, “much less listen about any limited partnership, I’ve gotten your names, if those are your real ones. Now tell me who you are.”


    “We’re folk of Rogonhe, who want to get into Arget,” I said. “And get out alive again.”


    “Ha!” spat the boss. “Are you witless? Arget is no longer held by Rogonhe! It’s Sanaavian land now. Countess Yimaa of Norsoon commands the garrison of Stoutougle, and rules this part of Rogonhe. You are not a city dweller. All those Rogonheans within the walls are now subjects of Sanaavia. And they cannot leave. Countess Yimaa has declared the city shut, with certain exceptions. For example, merchants, such as me. The only way you get into Arget is as a slave, a slave trader, or a soldier belonging to the Countess, or a warrior ruled by King Mag, or any of his allies!”


    


    “Well, maybe you could help with that,” said Thurol. “We have…business with the Countess.”


    The leader stared at Thurol. “Do I know you?” he squinted.


    “I don’t think so,” replied Thurol coolly.


    “But I know your kind,” said the leader. “You say you’ve business with the Countess. You plan to kill her? Assassins?” He looked at his female comrade for an opinion.


    “They all have brands,” put in the woman. “I felt them on their arms. All have brands, save the lass. But the tall one and the one you asked if you knew only have one brand each, and those brands are old.”


    “Meaning they haven’t fought in a long time, and in few battles,” mused the huge male thug. If only he knew how wrong he was about Thurol and me. The brands we bore were indeed done long ago, as part of another ruse. When we tried to pass ourselves off as Lynchun soldiers, to save Wely’s kingdom. “At least, not fighting under any banner. Mercenaries, maybe.”


    “This one here has many brands,” said the woman of Jaint.


    “He’s younger than the other two,” observed the hulking man. “He looks fit enough. Like a fighter.”


    “So, what does this tale tell us?” asked the leader. “Two older lords, former warriors of Rogonhe, with a woman, likely one of their wives or sisters, and a younger lord, still an active fighter, who knows who I am. Or at least that’s who they’re presenting themselves as.”


    “I know who you are,” said Jaint, “by reputation. My Carthlughean friend, Lord Cordis, speaks well of you.”


    “Lord Cordis?” the leader was surprised. “You know him?”


    “Very well,” said Jaint. “As you know, the nobility of Carthlughe and Rogonhe have close relationships. He says you’re a man of considerable skill and talent. He says he’s paid you for various work, including hiring mercenaries for delicate matters. But that your primary vocation is trading in flesh.”


    The boss pursed his lips, deliberating. Then he nodded harshly to his friends. Reluctantly, they put away their blades. Cordis’s name being mentioned worked like a key to open a locked door.


    “And what sort of delicate matter will you be wanting me to handle, Int?” asked the leader.


    


    “We just want to get close to Countess Yimaa. Without the Countess knowing who we are, or that we’re coming.”


    “Countess Yimaa would probably pay me a lot more than you for the information you’re coming for her, and don’t want her to know.”


    “If you thought that,” I said, “you wouldn’t be entertaining us right now. You’d have cut our throats.”


    “I like that one,” said the woman, eyeing me. “Clever.”


    The leader said, by way of introduction, “My friends here, are Loork and Danaa. I’m Traaw.” He looked at Thurol and I. “You used to be warriors?”


    “You could say that,” I answered.


    “So, what’s your aim, now?” asked Traaw.


    “You trade in slaves,” said Jaint. “We want you to enslave us. At least, for a day, and get us as close as you can, to Countess Yimaa. We have…a proposal for her. Then, when we’ve been able to meet with her, to get us out of Arget again. Alive.”


    “You want me to pretend I’ve captured you as slaves?” spluttered Traaw. “For Yimaa?”


    “We hear Countess Yimaa is always looking for slaves,” I said, “and your cousin is one of her bodyguards. You would have unique access to her.”


    “How did you even know Yimaa was in Arget?” asked Danaa suspiciously. “How did you know Traaw’s cousin is one of the warriors who guard the Countess?”


    “We’re the type to be informed,” said Jaint airily. “Just as you are. But I doubt we have the latest news about her, that you would.”


    “We came from Arget a few weeks ago,” said Traaw. “We brought five slaves, former warriors of Carthlughe who Yimaa and Rupaa captured, from there to Stoutougle and are now returning. We’re headed back for some…relaxation.”


    I remembered Jaint had said some of his and Hiris’s men had been captured, not killed by Rupaa. Now, we knew at least part of their fates. They’d been taken as slaves to Rogonhe. They were beyond our reach for now, but I was sure, like me, Jaint held hope in his heart one day we’d find and free them too.


    “You mean drinking and carousing? Whoring?” I read Traaw’s meaning of ‘relaxation.’ “Better frivolity in Arget than in Stoutougle? Or so you can stay close to the Countess, who enriches your purses?”


    “You’re no fool, eh Ost?” said Traaw. “In any event, when we were last in Arget, we brought slaves to Yimaa.”


    “Yimaa should be in Stoutougle,” said Loork, surly. “Not Arget. Strengthening the garrison there. In case the Eltnish Grand Alliance tries to take it back. Instead—”


    “Not everyone even knows Yimaa is in Arget,” said Traaw. “I bet even Rupaa and Laahtre think she’s in Stoutougle.”


    “Yimaa’s been preoccupied recently,” chuckled Danaa. “She’s got a captive to whom she’s taken quite a fancy. Quite the beauty, I hear. Some former Eltnish warrior, too. Brands, even on her face, it’s said. But Yimaa isn’t the type to force herself, believe it or not, on her slaves. Unless she’s angry. She prefers them willing. Apparently, the gossip says, this slave is a she-cat. Won’t let Yimaa have her way with her. But I think it’s got Yimaa even more intrigued. She seems obsessed with the little thing. She’s spending most of her time with her, leaving her seconds to run things at Stoutougle.”


    I saw Jaint clench his jaw, trying to pretend to remain unaffected by this news of who was clearly Hiris, who Yimaa held, and seemed obsessed with, determined to have her way with the Crown Princess of Carthlughe. It was as I feared. Yimaa had a special interest in Hiris. This was not good.


    “Yimaa’s living the life of an idle noble,” snorted Loork. “She should be in Stoutougle, running things there. Instead, she’s fucking a different slave every day, men and women. Drinking ale with a thirst that can’t seem to be quenched. She’s in her cups, mostly day and night. She’s neglecting her duties.”


    “Rupaa left her in charge out here,” Traaw said. “Rupaa is an understanding mistress, I’ve always heard. Fierce, unforgiving of failure. Yet, never one to prevent her troops from enjoying themselves. In fact, she was always encouraging about rest, and rabble-rousing time for her warriors. I heard she was quite the rabble-rouser as a pirate, in her day. She was in Arget, too, for a bit, not too long ago. Doing the same thing as Yimaa. Drinking herself silly! But Rupaa would cut Yimaa’s tits off, if she knew how badly she was slacking.”


    “And those are some big, gorgeous tits,” said Danaa with relish. “It would be a shame.”


    


    “I’ve chatted with my cousin,” said Traaw. “He’s served Yimaa a long time. Says she’s…changed. Says she got cut recently in some fight. Not a major wound…but still… She keeps saying she’s getting old, has been fighting too long, and wants to enjoy life.”


    “Now’s not the time for carousing and enjoying life,” grumbled Loork, “when you’re a leader and commander of a garrison that you’ve seized from the enemy, in the middle of an invasion.”


    “She’s a countess now,” said Traaw. “She can do what the fuck she pleases. Other than Rupaa or Laahtre or Mag, who’s going to tell her what to do?”


    “The heart will do as it does, Loork,” said Danaa philosophically. “Seems like Yimaa’s in love with this new slave she has. Bewitched. She doesn’t care about conquering Rogonhe, ruling in Stoutougle. She doesn’t seem to care about Rupaa’s wrath either. She only cares about who’s licking her—”


    “Are you willing to work with us?” Jaint interrupted, not wanting to hear more.


    Traaw, Loork, and Danaa, looked at one another.


    “You get us into the city,” I said, “on the pretext you found four more slaves—us—for Yimaa. You get us near her. We’ll do the rest. Then, you get us out again. Back here. And you will get paid beyond your wildest dreams.”


    The three Sanaavians briefly conferred in their language. It seemed like a short debate. I gleaned that Loork was the main opponent of joining us. Danaa seemed inclined to get paid, as she kept gesticulating about the money in her boss’ hand.


    Eventually, they came to some accord. After we were subjected to an even closer inspection.


    Loork came up to Thurol. He grasped Thurol’s chin in a rough grip, and raised his head. To his credit, Thurol didn’t react. Loork stared him in the eyes for a moment. Then he let go. He took Thurol’s hands in his own. He inspected Thurol’s hands briefly, once more staring at my brother-in-law. Then he dropped Thurol’s hands, moving on to me. He subjected me to the exact same inspection. I, too, allowed him to do as he willed. He snarled when he was done.


    Then, he gave his master his assessment.


    “Both have hands rough enough to be who they say they are, as former warriors. But I think those are callouses built up by weapons, rather than anything else. Their hands are otherwise as smooth as a baby’s. And that short one there…his eyes…” He pointed at Thurol. “Your instincts are true, I think, Traaw. That one, Thur, that’s a former killer if I ever saw one. And they’re both haughty. Especially the tall one. They’re not common folk, those two. And this woman, she’s a lady, for certain.”


    Danaa agreed. “Look at their posture. They’re important people. Or at least they think they are.”


    “My companions here know their business,” said Traaw to me. “You all are going to have to slouch a bit more. Look a bit more docile. If you want to fool the guards, or anyone else in the city, that you are my cowed slaves.”


    “So,” I said, trying not to show too much eagerness, “you’ll work with us. Do you need to know any more about who we are?”


    “I’ve heard and learned enough. The less I know now, the better. If I’m tortured, I can’t tell them much, can I? Good for you, too. Now, all your promises of gold, how much gold are we speaking of?”


    “How much do you make, Traaw, in a year?” asked Jaint. “Peddling in flesh, and information?


    Traaw said, “Times have been lean. War isn’t always good for the established, legitimate slavers like me. Too many people were vanquished, caught by warriors, amateurs, and immediately, directly enslaved. Still…Mag, Rupaa, Laahtre, they’ve got a slave army going. One needing replacements for the day-to-day tasks going undone, if all those slaves are kitted for battle, marching off to war.”


    The mention of the slave army Rupaa built still boiled my blood. But I kept my face impassive.


    “How much money, Traaw?” pressed Jaint.


    “Made thirty golds, about twenty silvers, a few hundred bronze, this past year. On pace to make more this year, though.”


    Of course, Traaw was exaggerating his income. To get as much as he could from us. Fortunately, we could afford his price.


    Jaint nodded to the pouch in Traaw’s hands. “Fifty golds. Three times that much to add to it, if you get us safely in and out of Arget.”


    Traaw spluttered, “T-Three times that much? Two hundred golds altogether? Are you the fucking King of Rogonhe, you’d have that much money? Where’d you get two hundred gold pieces from?”


    


    “From me,” I spoke up.


    “How?” growled Traaw.


    “Because I’m a very wealthy man,” I boasted. “My associates are waiting, not far from here, for my return. And with them, a hundred and fifty gold coins. All for you, my friend, if you can accomplish what we desire. Keep us all safe, and you’ll get your money.”


    “I’m not your fucking friend,” grumbled Traaw. “But gold is my friend. If you’re true to your word, I swear by Nyrn’s sweet tits, I’ll get you in and out of Arget, in one piece. If you try and cross me, you’ll wish Lady Yimaa herself got hold of you.” He jerked his head towards Loork and Danna. “My companions here, they look a rough sort, eh? They’re even rougher than they look. And they take pleasure in pain.”


    Danna leered. Loork just glared.


    “We understand each other,” I said firmly.


    “So, you’re the leader here, eh, Ost?” Traaw surmised. “Thought so. Very well. We have a bargain.”


    He extended his arm. I took the warrior clasp at the wrists. Sealing our pact.


    “May we have our blades back?” Thurol asked. Traaw nodded, and everyone retrieved their weapons. As I bent to pick up Cutter, Danaa found her way to my side. She said lasciviously, “When I searched you, I found you’re hiding a bigger blade down there, eh? Maybe once this is over, you’d like to put that to use—”


    Out of nowhere, Sila slipped between Danaa and me. “Thanks for helping my man retrieve his weapon.”


    “Sorry, lass,” smiled Danaa. “Didn’t know he was your property. Let me know if you’d ever think of lending him out for a bit of fun. Or, you’re definitely comely enough. I’d love to roll around with you both, on a nice bundle of hay. The three of us together could—”


    “Thank you for your offer, Danaa,” said Sila frigidly. “We’ll keep it under advisement.” She pulled me away.


    “Give us your hands,” sneered Traaw.


    We were bound with rope from Danaa’s pack.


    We, the conspirators, all attempted to effect downtrodden looks.


    “You say nothing to anyone,” said Traaw. “Not one word, except to us. Even if spoken to. I’ll do the speaking for you. Slaves don’t speak, unless spoken to by their masters. They don’t have names unless given by their masters. They don’t matter. Only the master matters. I took you on the road to Stoutougle. You had fled the sack of the city, managed to escape, and hid in a steading for a while. You were trying to get to Carthlughe, when I got hold of you. Understand?”


  




  

    


    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    We all nodded our heads. Best, we got accustomed to saying nothing, unless spoken to.


    We made our way down the road, toward the city gates. Warriors at those gates hailed Traaw cheerily. He chatted with them gregariously. Traaw, I had to admit, had a certain thuggish charm, and crude wit to him. He was charismatic in his own way.


    Keeping my head down, trying to appear meek and cowed, Traaw easily got us past the guards at the entrance to the city. There was some prurient visual inspection from those watchmen, of us four deceivers. Some of the guards wanted a better look at us, by pinching and grabbing. But Traaw managed to deter them, under the auspices of us being specially bound for the pleasure of the Countess of the city.


    It always amazed me how free and open with sexual relations among both genders, so many Acremians were. Many had husbands, or wives, or both. Men loved men or women, women loved women or men, and it mattered little to anyone else. And, of course, while this existed in Atalantean society, it was severely repressed, and against our religious and moral codes.


    But I’d come to slowly look at this differently, perforce. My cousin Uthlen had loved men. My own son loved another man. One of my Eltnish friends, Hani, had loved men. My one-time brother, the cream of Atalantean blue-bloodedness, Erthal himself, had loved men and women.


    Still, something in me, for all that I claimed I didn’t care, and tried not to care about it, offended me. I wished I could think differently. I thought with irony, if Sanaavia conquered us, my beliefs, those of my Old Guard elites, would vanish as prudish folly. For we would all be dead.


    


    It was a long and winding trip to wherever we were headed, where Yimaa was housed within Arget. As I ascended, the smell of frankincense and coriander grew stronger. We were on Hiris’s trail. I was unsure if a mage was dead, I’d still smell them. That thought sobered me. We could be on a mission where all I led us to was Hiris’s corpse.


    The construction of the town reminded me somewhat of the Circle City in Atalantyx. A market square was in the central circle, of a seeming concentric six circles, winding their way to the town’s summit. Taverns were in the second circle, and as we looked up the hill, we could see the third circle, closer to the top of the city, had more affluent homes. But that wasn’t where Traaw was leading us. We diverted down a series of side streets and alleyways, still remaining in the second circle. Then we came out into a courtyard. We passed a public fountain, where some washerwomen wrung out clothes.


    The streets in this part remained fairly picturesque, despite the occupation by the Sanaavian invaders. And thankfully, at least, for our purposes, they were somewhat empty, as it turned evening. Less chance for someone to pay too close attention to us, or ask questions. Some houses had ornamented terraces, and second stories jutted over the streets. Then, things grew less pretty as we moved east. A few Eltnish beggars lay on the ground, some missing limbs or digits. Some looking very sickly, with weeping, ulcerous sores. As people passed them, they held out cups imploringly, to try to get a few coins of charity for their subsistence.


    I was grateful for Traaw’s presence. He and his companions seemed to know many of the armed Sanaavians we saw intermittently throughout the streets. Most of them gave him a nod of acknowledgement, only casting cursory or bored looks at us four deceivers, as merely chattel, rather than anyone of importance.


    I whispered to Traaw when we passed through one alleyway, where there seemed to be no potential keen ears or eyes around us, “Where’s Yimaa’s base of operations?”


    “Not somewhere you’d likely find most countesses,” replied Traaw.


    “She doesn’t stay in the Lord Mayor’s residence?” Jaint asked, overhearing us.


    “That was destroyed, the Lord Mayor slain, when this town was taken,” said Traaw. “It’s at the top ring of the city. It’s just rubble now. But Yimaa has elected not to stay in the highbrow areas of the town. She sets up her camp in a more unsavoury quarter of the city, where few know where she is, fewer who could actually find her. She seems to relish her privacy.”


    “Lots of beggars here,” mumbled Jaint angrily. “Sanaavian occupation has made vagrants out of the local Rogonhean populace.”


    “The Eltnish have been given a special tax,” murmured Traaw, for our information, not response. “For protection. It’s beggared many of the former citizens. Those who can’t pay are put out in the streets.”


    “What a great benefit the Sanaavians have been for Rogonhe,” said Jaint sarcastically.


    Traaw snorted, “It’s a bloody occupation, Int. Do you think we of the Sanaav are going to kiss everyone we conquer, give them roses, and shower them with gold? We are a race of warriors. Cruel as can be. We’re oppressors by nature. That’s not going to change.”


    Somehow, Traaw’s words reminded me of a tale my uncle, Yedwol, once told me. A tale that made me feel sad and heavy. A tale that later made me question our Atalantean history and reputation as conquerors. The tale of the Battle of Haref, the Second Rebellion of Atalantyx’s former colony of Berefet.


    A tale of battlefield glory, yes. But also a tale of civilian carnage, even atrocities, committed by Uncle and his men, including other exalted heroes. All for gold.


    When I’d heard this tale, I’d thought, what’s a realm without riches? Riches come at a price. That price is people’s lives. The glory of Atalantyx was paramount. Although I abhorred and rejected the atrocities, I supported the reasons behind them.


    But I had come to learn conquerors are rarely true heroes, especially to the vanquished. And now I fought to prevent myself and others from being the conquered, though my initial thought, coming to Acremia, was only of conquest.


    Life was strange.


    The streets narrowed, becoming dirtier and less desirable. We had to squeeze by carts, dodge chickens, and watch out for emaciated wild dogs prepared to bite at us. Traaw, Danaa, and Loork growled more menacingly than the dogs. The slavers brandished their daggers. The dogs all ended up yelping, padding away, looking for more vulnerable prey.


    Traaw seemed to take a liking to me. For a man who traded in secrets, he loved to gossip well enough. He spoke to me quietly about his companions, as we walked.


    “Loork, he’s from all the way up in Rhuunvik,” Traaw confided, whispering to me as if we were old comrades. “He’s the steady type. Good soldier. Took his duties seriously. Then, his captain fell in love with him. Loork loved him back. That captain was already married. The captain’s husband didn’t take too kindly to his husband and Loork dallying. Then, the captain’s husband challenged Loork. Loork killed him in a duel. Fair fight. But fair or not, the captain’s husband’s friends—powerful friends—didn’t care. Loork was banished. He went south. Far south. Ended up meeting him, while he was toiling away as a plowman. A job going nowhere. Plowing season is short in Sanaavia, and doesn’t pay much. Me and Danna, we were doing a slave run into the town Loork was working in. He looked strong and quiet. One who could keep silent when needed. We wanted some muscle. Wavii was really the tough one in our crew, before she died. So, we took Loork on.”


    “He seems…solid,” was my comment.


    “Now Daana there,” Traaw continued, “she’s been with me forever. Her wife was with us, too. That’s Wavii… Sadly, she got real sick. She passed a few winters back. Was always looking to get someone else to be part of our crew. Just didn’t feel right though, to replace Daana’s love. But one day, Daana herself came to me, saying we needed to move on from Wavii. That Wavii wouldn’t want us getting killed, just because we’re always short a crew member. A crew of three, you see, is perfect in my line of work. One handles the transactions. Another watches the slaves. The last one watches our backs, keeping an eye on who we’re dealing with.”


    “Three is a sensible number,” I said, “for the reasons you mentioned.”


    Traaw nodded. “Gets harder to trust more than three. You have too many…well, you can’t keep secrets. Discretion, you know, is important. We deal with lords and ladies, merchants, warriors, all types. When it comes to the selling of information, well, that comes by way of the slaves we peddle. You learn a lot, when you go into some small village in the Sanaav, run by a local chief, who wants additional labour, so his people can be freed up for other tasks—such as war.”


    


    “How do you…come by the slaves?”


    “The snatching part? Well, that’s best done with three, too. We normally only snatch one at a time. It’s difficult as it is. In Rogonhe, of course, it’s easy. We take whomever we want, whomever we can overpower. But in Sanaavia, it’s dangerous work. Stray farmers, their wives and children, too far away from the steading house. Wounded warriors abandoned by the side of a road or in a field. We treat their wounds as best we can, bring them back to health. Then sell them. Some are exiled wanderers, no family, banished from their village for some crime. Some are outlaws. We get them all. Sometimes, we’re even asked to steal another lord or chief’s slaves. Or even another’s slavers. We’re careful about taking those types of jobs. They’re a quick way to get you sent to Udyn’s feast hall. Really dangerous. Pay has to be considerable, to sneak and snatch another slave. That’s stealing, after all. Thieves stealing a cow, well, that’s a hand lost if you’re caught. Steal a slave in Sanaavia, that’s your head lost.”


    I couldn’t help scoffing at him, “You peddle in the most abhorrent of trades, yet you call taking a slave from another slave owner stealing. People are just property to you. Just a monetary value attached to them.”


    Traaw didn’t seem to take offence. He just chuckled, “Everyone, and everything, has a monetary value attached to them, Sir Lordling. If you’d ever been poor, you’d know that. You’ve never had to trade your cow, have you? Never had to bargain with another farmer, for how much he’d pay you, to have the youngest of your ten children come work for him? And have him board that child, so you have one less mouth at the table to feed?”


    “No, I haven’t,” I admitted. “But selling someone’s father, wife, or child doesn’t benefit anyone save the slaver. It’s an abomination.”


    Traaw looked at me carefully. “It’s more than that to you, though, isn’t it? It’s something…personal.”


    Traaw was right. It was personal for me. Though I’d never had a friend, or family member, taken as a slave. Of course, I’d had many religious teachings, as a young prince in Atalantyx. Though I was no theologian. And even now, though I was the Atasyx, symbolic head of the faith along with the High Prelate, I retained only scant knowledge of the Parables of Light—our most sacred text.


    


    Still, from all the Masses I’d attended since adulthood, one sin always offended me above the rest. Somehow, besides idolatry—the first and worst sin according to the Parables—I was most offended by slavery. Even though slavery was considered by many, to be the least grievous of the six most deadly sins.


    To me, slavery had always been so great a sin because, by enslaving a free man, you removed his capacity to educate himself in the Light and glory of the Single God. Rarely could a captured man, mired in servitude and crushing labour, be taught to read, and become enlightened with respect to the true God. Body, mind, and soul must be free, unencumbered, to absorb the teachings of the true God, the Single God, the God of Life, Love, and Light.


    Lysi, practicing slavery and selling her people to the Sanaavians, was the one thing I could never countenance, and perhaps the one reason I could never bend knee to her.


    Lysi told me once giving her people to the Sanaavians for serfdom was a necessary ill. That Nyrimia—a realm mostly of mountainous hard rock—didn’t enjoy endless plains of fertile lands such as Lynchun enjoys. Nor did they retain the types of ores yielding metals for mighty weapons, precious gold for jewelry, coinage, or ornaments, such as I’d seen in Carthlughe. The land in Nyrimia didn’t provide much to live off for a nation with many mouths to feed. She’d noted raising sheep and goats—Nyrimia’s primary occupation for most of its citizens—wasn’t enough to keep a starving populous alive. But since Nyrimia did have an abundance of people resources, too many to care for, they could afford to lose some. And that every boy or girl sold, was worth half their weight in food, gold, or weapons. The aspiring High Queen said a strong, full-grown man or woman could fetch several barrels of dried fish or three great boars. Or leather armour, or even one decent sword, paired with a shield, in return.


    But people weren’t commodities to be traded, haggled over like fish in a market. I’d vowed long ago one day, somehow, I would end slavery, in all its forms, in Acremia. Though, I didn’t see how I could accomplish that lofty goal. Especially when I doubted I’d live to see the morrow.


    “Perhaps it is personal,” I told Traaw as my thoughts on slavery, and Lysi, swirled in my head. Nevertheless…”


    I believed, according to my faith, that engaging in slavery condemns the soul of the slaver. I found myself praying silently for the souls of Traaw, Loork, and Danaa.


    Why? I didn’t quite know. Who were they to me? Nobody. Just means to an end. Their people were my enemies. I shouldn’t care about them. Still…


    The tavern at the dead-end street we came to at dusk, was the only building on that road.


    “Used to be called the New Inn,” provided Loork. “Now, in Sanaavian, it’s called the Old Inn.”


    “How inventive,” I couldn’t help putting in sardonically.


    There was a cook shop within, but that was the only thing for me, setting it apart from any other tavern I’d been to. Like every tavern I’d been to, the air stank of ale, sweat, piss, hubris, and faintly, desperation.


    We passed gamblers, singers, and serious drinkers, on the way to the rear of the tavern. Prostitutes plied their wares in the dark corners, most of them sidling up to huge, sweaty men with a multitude of tattoos.


    This was the headquarters of the most powerful Sanaavian Countess in Rogonhe? The Countess responsible for the current Sanaavian occupation?


    There was a low roof, and then a few steps down, things led to a rear corridor. It widened into a massive parlour-type room, where scores of heavily inked warriors, armed to the teeth, sat lounging.


    Oh no.


    We were in far too close environs, not to be more closely scrutinized by warriors.


    Good warriors, diligent, observant ones, always had a good chance of uncovering who we really were.


    One of them squinted at us. The rest look markedly disinterested in us.


    That one who noticed us keenly called out, “Traaw?”


    “Well met, Driig!” said Traaw cheerily. “Wasn’t sure if you were on duty tonight?


    “Sadly, yes, I am. I’d rather be whoring. What do we have here?” He appraised Sila, Thurol, Jaint and I. “More meat?”


    “Found these ones on the road,” said Traaw, “trying to get south. Thought your captain Noov would like to look them over. See if maybe even the headmistress might be amused, especially by the woman. She’s hard and firm, yet smooth. Captain himself might like the men. Strong ones, those.”


    “Mistress’ mood hasn’t been too amenable lately,” grunted Driig, who I took for Traaw’s cousin. “Her new little pet isn’t taking to being petted. If you take my meaning.”


    I burned with anger. I knew Jaint did, too. To know Hiris was in danger of being raped by Yimaa. But the way to prevent that fate, if it hadn’t already transpired, was to get to her soon. That meant getting past these men. We were in Traaw’s hands. Completely.


    Traaw, Loork, and Daana took out their daggers, laying them on a table. “You want to check us and the slaves?”


    “You wouldn’t be so foolish, or slack enough, not to ensure they were checked. Or foolish enough to take a weapon back there. Cousin or no, you know I’d gut you like a fish.”


    Traaw smiled. “Will you announce us?”


    “Noov trusts you. The Countess likes you. They never mind when you arrive unannounced. Especially with some pleasure. And you know how Noov loves surprises. Mistress loved that last wench you brought her, a few weeks back. Who wouldn’t? Best buttocks I’ve seen on a woman in a long time. Although…” He eyed Sila hungrily. “This one is slim and tiny, but the rear looks appealing from what little I can see.”


    He jerked his head. “Might improve the mistress’ mood, if you bring her this entertainment. If she doesn’t like them, the captain may certainly be interested in the men. Go on. When you get there, they’re in their usual place.”


    “Captain Noov, first door? Mistress Yimaa at the end?”


    Driig nodded, “Make sure you give the knock.” He opened the door.


    We entered another corridor, more like a tunnel. This wasn’t part of the tavern. This was another structure, entirely underground.


    We came out into yet another large room. I thought at first it could be a tavern, because I saw a large bar in the corner. This place seemed even busier than the last. But no light came from the windows. They seemed covered. A few candles burned. Purposely, I supposed, it was dimly lit. And the large room was filled with couches, not tables and chairs. Nothing else in terms of furniture, save couches. Many doors lined the walls that must lead to private rooms. More inked warriors, all inebriated, all with male or female, or both genders of prostitutes in their grasp.


    No one so much as gave us a glance.


    


    We were clearly in a brothel. And more potent than ever, I smelled frankincense and coriander.


    “The knock,” said Traaw, “is six raps, in quick succession.”


    I nodded. But we didn’t plan to be announcing our arrival with any knocks on the door.


    Traaw untied us. “You’re expected to have free hands in here. Once you’ve passed the guards. Slaves would need their hands, after all. For all sorts of things. This place is called—”


    “Let me guess,” I muttered, “The Brothel of Many Doors.”


    “How did you know that’s what it was called?” he asked in surprise.


    My blatant eye roll: “The inventiveness of the Sanaavians, that’s how.”


    “This is a place only Yimaa’s favoured warriors know of,” Loork said. “There’s a rear exit, guarded, where whores, and those who bring them go from. But the guards there won’t challenge us. They know us well. When we leave, we leave that way.”


    “Come in the front, go out the back,” chuckled Traaw. “Fitting for the best whorehouse in town.”


    “We made it!” exclaimed Daana quietly, seemingly shocked we’d accomplished the ruse. “We got them in!”


    “What now?” said Loork, looking at our party of four and then at Traaw.


    Traaw whispered, “We have leave to do what we want here. Long as we bring ‘slaves.’ Hah ha! We’ve brought the slaves. Now, I’m going to get fucking drunk, of course!” Then triumphantly, “And sample some of the best whores in Arget!”


    “Aye!” cheered Loork and Daana simultaneously.


    “Just be sober enough,” I warned them, “And not too busy, when we’re ready to move, that you’re not ready to move, too. In haste.”


    “Just don’t interrupt me mid-hump,” laughed Traaw. “And I might be.”


    Loork slapped Traaw on the back, and said to me, “Don’t worry, friend. Even if he’s mid-hump, he only needs two minutes anyway.”


    All three cackled.


    “Go on, then!” said Traaw, practically pushing us away. “Go do your business, whatever you have with the Countess! I want no knowledge of any of it! If you live, and Yimaa hasn’t cut you into pieces, find us when you’re done!”


    Loork said, “Down that hallway. First door, don’t touch it. That’s Yimaa’s second-in-command’s room. He likes men only, and has some peculiar tastes. I wouldn’t advise you to get too close to Captain Noov. Especially you, Ost. You’re just the type he likes.”


    Traaw snickered. “Go all the way to the end. Be quiet. The door might be locked. If it is…” Traaw shrugged as if that was our issue, not his.


    Loork added, knowing our purpose with Yimaa couldn’t be good, trying to help us, “They’re not heavy doors. A strong man can bash them in. Security isn’t a thought down there, once you’re inside. No one gets past the outer tavern, unless they’re trusted. Only the vetted whores, and known slave traders, know about the back entrance, and can get past the guards out there. But that’s the way out, not the way in. You don’t ever try to come in that way.”


    That precipitous feeling of falling off a cliff, and we were in the hallway, Traaw, Loork and Danaa gone about pursuing their pleasures.


    “Why would she keep Hiris here?” asked Sila quietly as we entered.


    I said with admiration, “Who’d look for her here? If anyone was actually seeking her? Would you begin a Carthlughean rescue party by searching here? In a seedy, secret tavern in the middle of Arget? Connected to another underground, more secret brothel few know about, much less could ever access? I think it’s deviously brilliant!”


    Yet, Yimaa’s descent into debauchery was definitely a weakness. The Sanaavians—those I’d met—always struck me as lusty but competent. Their leaders would never let their guard down in favour of slavish devotion to pleasure, as Yimaa seemed to have. It appeared Yimaa had essentially abandoned her duties, so she could hide out, and fuck her way through the rest of her life. Paying little heed to the critical task of governing the occupied Eastern Rogonhe, she was tasked with.


    Opportunity. Yimaa’s neglect had opened the door for me to slide through, to hopefully bring my naming daughter out alive, and safely back to Carthlughe.


    “How do we approach this?” asked Thurol urgently.


    “That captain of Yimaa’s, the one called Noov, could emerge from his lair at any moment,” reminded Jaint.


    “You stand watch, my love,” I instructed Sila.


    “Why the Queen?” Jaint wanted to know.


    “Because a pretty woman standing in the hallway of a whorehouse, is less likely to get questioned,” said Thurol, “and more likely to be able to talk, or flirt her way out of trouble. And, if this Noov prefers men, he’s likely to leave her be.”


    “In case talking, or batting your eyes fails,” I handed Cutter to Sila.


    She nodded grimly, stowing the blade under her cloak.


    We three men walked down the long corridor. That back area was indeed secluded. The noise of all the activities in the front rooms quickly faded. The hallway ended with a solitary door.


    Thurol crept up to it, while Jaint and I hung back. Thurol was the smallest, and stealthiest of us. He put his ear delicately to the door. He listened. Then he carefully tested the handle, turning it, and pushing ever so slightly. He turned back to us, shook his head. It was locked.


    Jaint and I came up on Thurol’s shoulder. We nodded to each other. Jaint and Thurol stepped back behind me. I was the largest, and strongest of us three.


    I took a pace back, readying myself. Then, with a little running start, I threw my bulk shoulder first at the door.


    The door gave way.


    I burst in, Thurol and Jaint on my heels.


    And were as stunned as those in the room.


    Hiris was bound to a bed by ropes, by arms and by feet, spread-eagled, naked. A gag was in her mouth.


    Yimaa stood over her, nearly naked as well, only in breaches, her ponderous breasts out, her hard, heavily tattooed and scarred upper body, bare.


    Everyone froze.


    Yimaa was the first to react. She leaped for her sword, propped up against a chair. But Jaint was quicker. With a cry of anger, he plowed into her midriff, tackling her to the ground. The sword clattered from Yimaa’s grip. Thurol and I leaped after him, on top of the huge Sanaavian.


    With a mighty heave and a bellow of rage, all three of we men flew off her, flung away like dolls. I thudded to the floor, the wind knocked out of me.


    I gasped helplessly, as I saw Yimaa looming over me, her sword in hand.


    Then she was down, falling sideways like a great tree, slamming into the floor with a crack.


    Sila was standing there, a broken chair in her hands.


    


    Still part dazed, Sila helped me to my feet.


    “I thought you were keeping watch,” I mumbled as my breathing returned to normal.


    “Thank you, will do, Husband,” huffed Sila. Then, concerned, “Are you well?”


    “I’m fine,” I muttered. I realized how close that had been to the end for me. Sila had saved me. I smiled weakly at my wife. “Thank you, Beloved.”


    Jaint cut Hiris free. Thurol went to the door and peered out. Seeing no one apparently having noted the disturbance, he closed it shut. I wondered inanely, what would pass for disturbance in a place like this? More likely, loud noises like that would be taken for rough play, or pleasure.


    Hiris was shuddering in Jaint’s arms, but I didn’t hear her weep. Jaint shushed her as Thurol found the Princess’ clothes, apparently just a thin shift, and turned away for modesty’s sake, while Jaint released Hiris, to tenderly drag the shift over his wife, covering her nakedness.


    Hiris calmed quickly. Jaint, almost purple with anger, asked her, “Did that savage—?”


    Hiris shook her head violently. “No, no. But she would have. For weeks, since they took me, near the woods, she tried everything to seduce me. I was plied with spirits. Offered riches. I did everything I could to resist her. I didn’t think she would…A foolish hope…I know, but…There were times…she seemed kind. Yet, she’d wait no longer. I’m…surprised she waited as long as she did. She would…she was going to force herself on me. She tied me up.” She shed a sole tear.


    Jaint fumed, looking over at Yimaa’s prone form, breathing shallowly. She was clearly alive, only unconscious. “I’ll cut out her heart for that.”


    Thurol clearly agreed and, quick as lightning, palmed Pincher.


    “No!” I whispered savagely. “We must use this to our advantage. Yimaa can’t harm the Princess anymore.” I swung to Thurol. “Let’s bind and gag her, before she wakes.”


    “That blow would have felled an ox,” muttered Sila. “Her skull is as hard as a stone.”


    Jaint comforted his wife, as Sila assisted Thurol and me. We cut many strips of clothing from a robe we found in the room’s cupboard. We used them, along with some of the rope that had been used to bind Hiris, twining them tightly, tying up the massive Sanaavian. No time for indelicacy. She was heavy, half-naked, and slippery, as we worked to restrain her. A heavy cloak for Hiris was also found in the cupboard, which she donned.


    Once Yimaa was deftly trussed up like a cow for slaughter, as Thurol double-checked the binding, Hiris and I embraced. Her eyes shone with gratitude.


    “I knew you’d find me, Naming Father.”


    I cuffed away a tear of my own. “And I knew you’d be alive.”


    “Plan?” asked Thurol.


    “We find Traaw and the rest,” I said, “whether they’ve any measure of sobriety or not. Then we flee, the way we came.” I looked down at Yimaa, who was starting to splutter in her gag, coming groggily awake.


    Another idea was forming in my head. A dastardly one. One, I shocked myself that I could conceive. Still, horrific as it was, I couldn’t ignore it.


    War was cruel. The Sanaavians were vicious. And we needed to defeat them at all costs. There was no time for sentiment, or squeamishness.


    “But first,” I said to the others, “there’s something we must do. Not only to punish this fiend for what she did to Princess Hiris. To ensure her master and mistress are so enraged, they’ll come down from the north to fight us. Immediately. Before they’re ready. On our terms.”


    I told them what I had planned.


    Though Jaint clearly hated Yimaa, even he seemed to balk at its barbarity.


    Thurol, my most hardened knight, had slain hundreds by his own hand. Ordered thousands killed, as a general. Still, he was as chivalrous an Atalantean as they come. He, too, was hesitant.


    I couldn’t lie, even though I found the thing I had planned heinous.


    “I’ll do it,” snarled Hiris, volunteering.


    I looked at her.


    “Your…what do you Atalanteans call it?” she searched for the word in her head. Then she had it: “Yes! Chivalry! The way you value women differently from men. Because in your race, women aren’t warriors, but precious pieces of glass, to be cherished. But your chivalry is of no benefit now. Because it won’t let you do what’s required here.”


    I hesitated.


    “Trust me,” said Hiris, “you want Rupaa to come after us? Do this, and she’ll chase us to the ends of the earth, to take revenge for what we did to her friend!”


    She was right. And she was vengeful enough for what Yimaa had done to her, to be the best person to do what I wanted.


    And she wasn’t named the She-Wolf for no reason.


    I nodded my head. I handed her Cutter.


    Yimaa was awake now. She stared up at us, struggling against her bonds. She stilled, seeing the dagger in Hiris’s hand. The look in Hiris’s eyes.


    Hiris took her time, walking towards Yimaa. She bent down, relishing the terror in the eyes of her former captor. She whispered in Yimaa’s ear, promising things. Unspeakable things. Then she stood, jerking her head toward Jaint and Thurol. They joined her, to hold Yimaa down.


    The knife went to work.


    I was surprised the gag could so effectively muffle Yimaa’s screams. Surprised, the two men, strong as they were, managed to restrain her to the floor. She was as powerful as a bull, though she was tied. Yet, they managed to keep her in place, barely, so Hiris could do her dastardly work.


    I turned away.


    I couldn’t bear to watch.


  




  

    


    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    The main room of the brothel was nigh empty, when we emerged from the back hallway. Save for tangled bodies, coupling right on the couches, in full view. I supposed most of the rooms were full, so primal arousal wouldn’t wait for privacy.


    Traaw was in one of the darkest corners of the room, two buxom women draped in his lap. He seemed ready to enjoy himself with both of them. He was none too pleased we’d interrupted him. But a particular look from a fire-eyed Thurol, was always enough to be convincing. Reluctantly, Traaw snapped his fingers angrily, the women climbing off of him. He grudgingly whispered something to the courtesans, who left him, quickly moving on to find others who were available.


    “You’re lucky this is round three!” Traaw wagged his finger at me. “And I’ve already been having fun, and spent too much of the coin you gave me.” He sighed, instructing us, “Wait here.”


    He went into one room and, in a few minutes, emerged with Daana. Then into another, coming back with Loork. Like Traaw, neither looked too happy, for it was evident, Traaw managed to pry them away from their own sexual entanglements.


    “Who’s this?” asked Daana, seeing Hiris. She narrowed her eyes. Then she groaned softly. “Don’t tell me this is who I think it is?”


    “Who’d that be?” asked Loork.


    “Yimaa’s little toy, idiot,” said Daana, “that’s who. Look at the fucking brands on her face!” She looked at me with some kind of admiration. “This was some kind of rescue mission, all the while, eh, Ost? You really do have big balls to match that big cock of yours, don’t you?”


    


    “We’ve no time for this banter,” I hissed. “We need to leave.”


    “By Udyn’s spear!” swore Loork under his breath. He spat at us, “This is why you came here? To rescue the personal plaything of the Countess? The Countess who is a right hand to Rupaa, Laahtre, and Mag? What’s she to you, this slave you risked so much to find? Some war comrade of yours?”


    “She’s valuable enough to pay you lots of money,” I reminded him.


    “Did you kill Yimaa?” Daana asked, breathless.


    “She was breathing, though tied up when we left her,” said Thurol dourly. “She likely won’t die of what we did to her. Save for infection, of course.”


    “Sweet Nyrn’s mercy,” whispered Daana. “Whatever you did, far better if you’d killed her outright! When she’s freed, she will hunt you to the ends of the earth, and make a necklace out of your testicles!”


    “We’re counting on that,” I smiled. “At least the hunting us to the ends of the earth part. I prefer my testicles where they are.”


    The Sanaavians stared at us, as if they couldn’t believe we were real.


    “You’re a fucking mad one, aren’t you, Ost?” Traaw said, disbelieving. “I’d rather have all the creatures of the underworld chasing me, than an enraged Yimaa on my heels!”


    “Nevertheless,” I said, “I suggest we make an exit. Before anyone finds out what we’ve done. Forthwith.”


    “That’s a fancy word,” said Daana to Traaw, “For ‘now.’”


    “I know what forthwith fucking means,” snarled Traaw. “I don’t need a fucking translator! Alright, let’s re-tie your hands! Then let’s begone!”


    Rope appeared. I was surprised any of the slavers had taken care to keep it stowed, with their distractions. We were secured once more. I noted that Danaa left some slack in the rope. I appreciated that. If we needed to get our hands free, to fight our way out of Arget…It also displayed a level of trust, likely garnered through respect for the audacity of our mission that I was grateful for.


    With the three Sanaavians trying to look casual, we others trying to look cowed, we made our egress. Few sober or aware customers were around to pay attention to our departure. None of those who were clearly soldiers seemed particularly vigilant or concerned about us in the slightest, preoccupied with their own pleasure.


    Out the rear door, we went. It took us to another tunnel, winding upwards. Soon, we came to another door, and when we opened it, fresh air. Outside the door was a steep dirt staircase into the streets. We came out into the night. There were guards who barely paid us any notice, nodding to Traaw. This part of town was now rambunctious, with drunken people everywhere, in all manner of debauchery. The eight of us meandered down to the gates. Different guards were on watch than when we entered the city. But these guards, too, knew Traaw.


    “Where you taking your wares now, Traaw?” asked one enthusiastically. “Setting out late, aren’t we?”


    “You know we often travel at night,” said Traaw. “We’re the scariest ones on the road. We’ve orders from the Countess to make good speed to Stoutougle, to deliver these ones with us. Now that the Countess has sampled them, and found them suitable for even higher nobles.”


    The man brandished a dagger, using it to lift Sila’s hood. I wanted to shove his own dagger in his throat, as he leered at my wife, who kept her head down meekly, in the perfect posture of a slave. “Oh my, this one’s pretty!” The man sniggered to Traaw, “Perhaps the exit fee might be a sample of your wares, slave-trader!”


    “Approved by Countess Yimaa, this one’s eventually bound for none other than Princess Rupaa herself,” growled Loork about Sila. “She wouldn’t countenance you despoiling her goods with your filthy paws! We’re taking her to Stoutougle to season her at the hands of royalty. Of none other than Queen Vildaa, who’ll be back in Stoutougle soon.”


    “You think you’re important,” sneered the man, “Because you’re a flesh-peddler who gets to deal with uppity royals? You’re just a shit-stain to them. You’re only there to bring them entertainment.”


    “At least they know me,” laughed Traaw. “You’re just a door-stop to them. Now, take your filthy eyes and dagger, with which you probably pick your nose, away from the merchandise. You don’t get to sample it, I said. Touch her again. Yimaa will use that dagger to slit your nose.”


    “But how would Yimaa know, eh, you goon?” asked the man, displaying a mouth of rotting teeth. “Unless she was told? I could do some seasoning with her right here, right now! You don’t need to take her all the way to Stoutougle for that!”


    “Lady Yimaa would cut your balls off, and stuff them into your foul-toothed mouth,” said Traaw boldly, “if you spoiled her mistress’ property without leave. Shall I go tell her that’s your aim?”


    Disgruntled, the guard backed off, and let us pass.


    Outside the gates, we made our way down the road, then off the path. Traaw, Loork, and Daana followed us a few paces back, clearly wary of a trap. Once we thought we were out of view of the gates, Traaw untied us.


    We hustled back to the place, in the dark, unerringly led by Jaint’s and Thurol’s tracking skills, to where we left Corult and the Younger. They were relieved to see us, and us, them. Embraces were shared all around.


    “Our associates” was my only mutual introduction to the Sanaavians, my son and guard commander. The Sanaavians returned a cautious greeting to Corult and the Younger, who, in turn, gave them slight bows.


    We then prepared to part ways with Traaw, Loork, and Daana, standing around a small fire Corult had set.


    True to my word, I dropped pouches of gold, taken from Malintent’s saddle bags, one each, into the hands of the Sanaavians. Traaw’s eyes widened.


    “One hundred and fifty golds,” I said. “Fifty in each pouch.”


    “A bargain well struck is a blessing from Nyrn,” said Traaw, hefting his pouch. He stared into my eyes, his own flickering in the flames, with something akin to respect. “Whatever lord you are, you’re one of honour.”


    I acknowledged his compliment with a nod. “Where will you go?” I asked him. “You’re temporarily wealthy.”


    “We’re traitors now,” said Loork. “We’ve sold out a high-ranking Sanaavian noble for gold. We’ll have bounties on our heads, for certain.”


    “We can’t be seen anywhere in Sanaavia again,” Traaw didn’t sound too regretful. “And we better find ourselves far away from Arget, and all the occupied Rogonhe territories.”


    “Guess we’re out of the slave trade, too,” said Daana. “For good. But with all this money…well, we might be able to do a few other things instead.”


    Hiris spoke up, “You could seek refuge in Carthlughe. That’s where we’re going. You could come with us.”


    “I don’t think we’d be exactly welcomed there, Miss,” said Traaw with a chuckle, and Loork and Daana laughed too. Then Traaw sobered and said, “Although, I could seek out Lord Cordis. He was my last real connection down south. He might be able to help us.”


    


    Jaint said, tight-lipped, “Lord Cordis is dead.”


    “You didn’t mention that before,” said Traaw warily.


    “It wasn’t relevant at the time,” said Jaint.


    Traaw said, with genuine regret, “That’s unfortunate. We had a good business relationship. Well, that means I’ve no friends south of the Placid River.” He stared at us pointedly. “Unless, of course, somehow, we’ve made new, powerful friends who have influence there? Who can vouch for us?”


    Hiris smiled. “You could always go back to Arget, betray us to Yimaa, to try and prove your loyalty. Though, she’d surely cut your throat too, knowing you played a part in all this.”


    “We’d be blessed by Udyn if she only cut our throats,” laughed Daana.


    “But consider this,” offered Hiris, “if you’re true, your intentions honourable, and you’re willing to put aside your slave-trading ways, you could have a future in Eltnia. You’re…a talented group. Put yourself at the mercy of the King of Carthlughe, repent, and you could begin life anew.”


    Traaw snickered. “You’ve sway with the King of Carthlughe, lass?”


    A matter of fact response, “He’s my father. I’m Hiris of Carthlughe.”


    Traaw, Loork, and Danaa looked at each other. Then, they howled with laughter. The slave master clutched his belly, pointing to Jaint, managing to splutter out between laughs, “And I suppose he’s Othrun of Eastrealm?”


    Our party was all stone-faced. Seeing we weren’t sharing the mirth, the Sanaavians abruptly stopped laughing.


    “Actually, I’m not,” smirked Jaint. “I’m only Jaint, Crown Prince of Carthlughe.” He gestured to me. “But he is Othrun.”


    The Sanaavians assessed Jaint.


    He cocked an eyebrow, daring them to doubt his sincerity.


    They were open-mouthed for a moment. They stared at me.


    We broke the tension, and started laughing too.


    The Sanaavians joined us, a bit nervously at first.


    Then, when the mirth ceased, Traaw looked at me earnestly. He asked tentatively, “You’re…not really…?”


    All I gave him was my most winning smile. “There’s a saying. Fools fall for tricks, then fools fall. Enjoy your gold, Traaw. I thank you for your service to us. It won’t be forgotten. In Carthlughe. And in Eastrealm.”


    Traaw, I could see, had no idea what to really believe. He scratched his head, and turned to his thugs, who both shrugged laconically.


    He looked at me quizzically. “Of all the strange things I’ve seen in this life, you lot are some of the strangest.”


    Then, with a little bow, he shuffled off and headed east, his lackeys trailing him. Daana cast me back with one lingering glance, then a final salacious wink, while Sila glowered at her. As they moved farther away from our fire, they vanished into the dark.


    For some reason, I was sorry to see them go. I realized I liked them, amoral and reprehensible in terms of their profession, though they were. They were rude, crude, and detestable. But they were straightforward, even honest in their own way, in their approach to their business. They were also amusing, and surprisingly good company. For rogues, that is.


    Hiris grinned from ear to ear, when Jaint handed her the leathers, her sword, and showed her the helm.


    “Who says you’re not clever, my love!” she exclaimed, with a lusty kiss on his lips. “You think of everything!”


    She donned her war gear, save her helmet, while Sila, Jaint, Thurol, and I put back our leathers, and those of us who’d carried sword belts and swords, buckled up. Corult doused the fire with snow. We mounted, Hiris swinging behind Jaint on his steed, putting her arms around his waist, leaning her head on his back.


    Trotting off, we made good time to the boundaries of the forest. We stopped after an hour to rest the horses. We dared light another fire to banish the chill.


    I spoke briefly to Hiris.


    “How did you find me?” she wanted to know.


    “Your smell. Mages, all of them, have a distinct smell. To me.”


    She opened her mouth into an ‘o’. “How can you…?”


    “You’re a mage,” I said. “You should know,” I told her of the war council and her magehood being divulged.


    “I know…very little about being a mage,” she admitted. “This is a new circumstance for me.”


    “And I know even less about why I can smell mages. All I have is speculation and…conflicting information. Nonetheless, you smell like frankincense and coriander.”


    


    She mused, “An interesting combination. I wonder why I smell like that to you? Those are not common fragrances. Not any perfume I’d wear.”


    “You’re no common woman, Lady Princess.”


    “And you’re no common man, Lord King.”


    “You asked me once,” I accused her, “what I’d do were I a mage. Remember? The night after the Battle of Arbourlene. In your tent. At the time, I found the question odd. Now, I understand. You knew back then, didn’t you? That you bore the mage mark?”


    “Suspected,” corrected Hiris. “I was uncertain, back then.”


    “But now you’re certain. So, I ask you in turn, what do you want? When we discussed this back then, you wanted power. Glory. Being a mage will only magnify your power and glory.”


    “That day,” Hiris reminded me, “we also discussed who should rule Lynchun.” 


    “So that’s what you want? To rule Lynchun as well as Carthlughe?”


    Hiris opened her mouth to reply, but it was then we heard the howls and barking in the distance.


    “Tracking hounds!” yelled Jaint.


    “Yimaa must have been found, and freed!” Thurol said.


    We leaped into the saddle. “Where?” I looked to Jaint and Hiris, who knew this land best.


    “Back into the forest!” Jaint cried. We sprung off.


    I cursed. We should never have lit a fire. We might have frozen to death if we didn’t. But our fire made us far easier to find.


    We rode west. The dark outline of the forest was several hundred yards away. I looked behind me as Malintent picked up speed. Thurol, riding at the rear, whose eyes were keen, even in the dark, said at least a hundred warriors in leather, with spears and torches in their hands, ran after us. In front of them went at least two dozen hounds, massive beasts with studded collars. He said he saw red tongues lolling out of mouths, teeth bared, saliva dripping, and hungry eyes focused on us.


    “Go!” I urged my companions, swivelling back around in the saddle. “Go!”


    The forest loomed. We raced.


    Whenever I dared look back, I could see the torches’ lights. And, the hounds.


    


    The hounds were gaining on us. Hounds couldn’t outrun horses, but they could remain close for a time. No matter. It was only a short sprint to the forest. And all the hounds required was our scent. We wouldn’t be able to ride as fast in the thickness of the trees. Regardless, our horses would tire, and drop of exhaustion, eventually. The pursuit of the hounds could push our mounts to their near-deaths, and then we would be left on foot, and no match for fleet-footed, vicious dogs. Nor the scores of warriors with bitter spears.


    We dashed amongst the trees, riding in the dark.


    All of us were skilled riders, but avoiding low-hanging branches, where the gaps between the trees narrowed, challenged our abilities. The warriors who chased us had been left far behind, outpaced by their dogs. But those relentless hounds were still nearly at our heels.


    We had to slow our pace to trotting, as it became too difficult to navigate, and our horses wearied.


    I heard the shouts of the warriors, who were apparently fit and brilliant trackers. They, too, were catching up.


    Our situation looked dire.


    I dared glance over my shoulder and saw long, lean brown bodies dashing amongst the trees with their loping gait. They barked and howled with glee, sensing their prey was tiring and vulnerable.


    But when I looked back ahead, as scared as I was of the hounds, what I saw nearly gave me my death of fright.


    Two pairs of huge silver eyes glimmering in the scant light, not twenty yards ahead of me.


    It was the most frightening thing I’d ever seen.


    Wolves.


    “Ware!” I managed to cry. My heart nearly stopped from being so scared. Malintent started, slewed to a halt. The rest of our party drew rein behind me.


    I heard the movement of two massive beasts, as they jumped, and vanished. It seemed the wolves had run past us, directly at our pursuers.


    I heard cries of alarm, and the sounds of men scattering, running away, and hounds yelping mournfully, like scared pups, bounding away too, in utter terror.


    I stared quickly at Hiris. Hert, her father, had a way with beasts, which I believed was magical. Years ago, during our battle in the Goldhall to free Wely’s kingdom, a bunch of mad, slavering enemy hounds had submitted themselves to his will, and were willing to turn on their masters at Hert’s command. Now, Hiris, his daughter, was a mage. Did she have anything to do with the wolves leaving us, and attacking our chasers?


    I couldn’t believe our good fortune – or magical intervention. But I didn’t have time to ponder what had happened anymore at that moment. I said a silent prayer of thanks to the Single God. Then: “Deeper into the forest! Hiris and Jaint, guide us!”


    The Princess and Prince led us, picking our way carefully through the mostly bare trees. Eventually, things were so dense that we dismounted perforce, leading our steeds, who were as spooked as we were, reticent to move forward. We had to urge them with soft, gentle words as we pulled their reins.


    Our ears strained to listen for anyone coming after us. Thurol, with the keenest sight, once more kept rear watch. He saw nothing.


    We trudged on. An owl hooted. Yet there was scant else little noise, save what noise we and our horses made with our passage.


    “Do you know where we are?” I whispered to Hiris.


    “Roughly, in the centre of the forest,” she responded. “Those Sanaavians, if they’re wise, will patrol the edges. Look for where we might exit. They’ll know we need to get south. Those places will be guarded.”


    “We don’t know if they have more troops dedicated to catching us,” said Jaint.


    “We can’t stay here indefinitely,” said Thurol. “They’ll surely send even more troops to find us. Once the light comes, if we’re caught in here, we’re finished.”


    “We keep going,” I said. “As far and as fast as we can. We try to get to the river and make it into Carthlughe before they catch us.”


    “We’re going to have to rest at some point soon,” said Sila. “We need some sort of shelter. The horses need rest, food, and water. As do we.”


    I agreed, “Yes, but not yet. Let’s get further south, with darkness to help conceal us.”


    In time, as night deepened, only the stars and moon provided any light, and we tiredly came to a little clearing.


    In that clearing, a great gnarly tree shielded a strong, well-made-looking log hut set up at the tree’s base. The light of a fireplace could be seen, glowing welcomingly within. A string of dried and shrivelled things hung above the sturdy entrance door, strung from one tree to another.


    The heavy door to the hut swung open. A withered hand waved from within. An aged, slightly trembling voice beckoned urgently.


    “Hurry up! Hurry up! Come in! The horses will be quite safe.”


    Stunned by these events, once I quickly decided we should investigate this strange appearance of the hut and an occupant, at my signal, our party cautiously moved forward. As if of one mind, we drew our weapons, one-handed, reins in the other hand.


    “Come now!” cried the voice. An old man who was the owner of that voice emerged from the hut. “Weapons aren’t needed. But since you feel the necessity, just be quick about it! You are quite safe! But only if you come inside, and wait till those who pursue you are long gone.”


    The old man was broad, clothed in a long white cloak. He wore a strange, wide-brimmed, floppy hat. His blue eyes were dull with age. Yet, something about them struck me as holding a deep intelligence.


    “Safe?” I said incredulously.


    “Dogs won’t come anywhere near my home,” replied the old man. “See all that string with those balls hanging up there? Vinegar, pepper, orange peels. Dogs don’t like those. Especially in that combination. I’ve added a secret, potent little ingredient that will keep them far away.”


    “It’s true the string hangs here,” commented Thurol suspiciously, “and it seems those things are suspended on that string. Yet, I don’t smell any of that.”


    “You’ve oranges? Here?” added Corult. “Preposterous! Oranges are imported from the South, from Yaden and Anglania. Or shipped from Peernia. But those come all the way from Atramland, across the sea. How can you afford oranges? Only the richest lords, and even some of those, can’t get oranges!”


    “I’m frugal with my money,” said the man ambiguously. “Those slimmer trees over there, you can tie your horses if you wish. Then come inside, and see there’s no danger posed to you.”


    Thurol and Corult looked at each other, then at me. I nodded, saying to all the rest, “Sheath the steel. We’ll give our host, here, the benefit of the doubt, and the respect not to enter his house with our blades out.”


    We tied the horses. Corult went first, in a protective posture, hands extended. Behind him came Thurol, then Jaint, then Hiris, with Sila, then I entering last.


    I looked about the room. It was immaculate, if threadbare. But its sparsity didn’t detract from its comfort. In the room’s center, two substantial wooden chairs, with plain cushions, faced each other, a third chair off to the side. A neat and orderly table in one corner, with some pots and implements arranged on top, next to the larder and kitchen. The hearth was small, ringed by a lovely pattern of stones. The fire roared strongly within. An opening, seeming to lead to a rear hallway, gaped past the kitchen.


    “Welcome to my humble home,” said the old man, with a little bow. “I don’t often have guests. I’m honoured.”


    “Thank you, Uncle,” said Sila politely, giving him the honorific often provided to respected elders.


    With a look from me, Thurol and Corult turned back, exiting the cabin, to scout the perimeter, and ensure the horses were tended to. While they did, Jaint, Hiris, Sila, and I took in our surroundings, watching the old man fussing with a pot of water he was brought to boil. He muttered to himself constantly. I found him so extremely strange.


    Thurol and Corult soon came inside. “No sign of any further pursuit. The horses are secure. There’s a trough outside, at the rear of this place. Fresh water, therein.”


    A trough for horses? Fresh water?


    “They’ve been rubbed down,” said Corult, “and they’re strangely calm for all they’ve endured.”


    Thurol and Corult stared at the old man, then back at me.


    It was all so odd.


    “Do you keep horses, sir?” I probed the old man as he turned away from his pot, looking back at me. “How do you have a horse trough and fresh water ready for our steeds?”


    “How indeed?” was all the old man would say, with a smile.


    “I’ve tracked nearly every inch of this forest,” whispered Hiris to me. “As uneasy as it’s made me, I’ve been up and down these woods a hundred times over the years. And I’ve never seen this place.”


    “It’s easy to miss,” the old man said vaguely, clearly having overheard.


    “You have sharp hearing for someone graced by considerable years, Uncle,” I said.


    “You have a sharp tongue for one of such tender years, my son,” rejoined the old man.


    “Tender years?” I laughed. “A man who has seen four decades is no longer one of tender years.”


    “Would that all those years came with some more wisdom,” muttered the old man. Hearing him, I gasped at his audacity.


    Thurol said, “We should set a watch outside.”


    “Ha!” said the old man. “You need no watch, sir. No one will come near this place to harm you.”


    I didn’t know what made me believe him, but I shook my head to Thurol, despite the foolishness of it.


    “Now come, come, you three strong young sirs, and you, young lady.” He indicated to Jaint, Hiris, Thurol, and Corult. “Come with me. There are rooms to prepare back there for your comfort. I need some help with bedding. Come along now!”


    Though perturbed, I nodded my assent to the other four, while Hiris and I shared a look. The look said, be very wary. The old man hustled the rest of our party to the rear hallway.


    Thurol emerged again in a short while, saying to me quietly, “All clear. No one back there. Four rooms. Quite tidy and comfortable, all with beds. Feathered pillows, thick sheets. As good as any lord would have.”


     “Be on your guard,” I returned. “This comfort, I believe, is crafted to lull us to being lax. I don’t trust this old man, don’t trust this...place. It’s all so very odd.”


    Thurol nodded and went back to the hallway, disappearing from my view.


    The old man returned. I heard the others moving around in the rear rooms, chatting, the sound of sheets flapping, and pillows being fluffed.


    “I’ve boiled some water. Would anyone like some barley tea? With a dash of honey?”


    “I’d like some questions answered first,” I said in an unfriendly, authoritative tone, while Sila knelt near the hearth, rubbing her hands to warm them.


    “Ah!” said the old man, a wry smile crinkling his face. “Second sons. All that title and no purpose. All that privilege and no real power. At least, at first. Always ready to push their weight about when called for, eh?”


    


    The hairs on the back of my neck were erect. I just glared at him.


    His voice quieted, almost malevolently. “But you forged your path, didn’t you. You seized power when the opportunity presented itself. You didn’t squander that opportunity. You trained to become a competent man at arms. You learned strategy and tactics. You’ve done well. Othrun.”


    “So, you know who I am,” I said quietly. “Tell me, why I should let you live, knowing you do?”


    “So ready to kill a host in his own home, who shows you nothing but hospitality?” he added disdainfully. “Lord King?”


    “Husband—” interjected Sila, her voice quivering. That caught my attention. I cocked my ear towards her, yet keeping my eye on the old man.


    Sila said quietly as she straightened. “The fire. The hearth gives off warmth. But the flames…they don’t change.”


    Instinct that would have usually had me sliding Biter from its scabbard, told me to stay my hand.


    What kind of witchery was at play here?


    What sort of trap had we fallen into?


    “Those wolves,” said Sila, “that pursued our hunters. They were huge. Abnormally huge.”


    “Yes,” chuckled the old man. “My familiars. They’re a slight bigger than ordinary wolves. Because they are no ordinary wolves.”


    I waited tensely for Sila to say anything more.


    Who and what was this old man?


    Finally, she said, “This place…it’s full of sorcerous power of a magnitude I cannot even completely fathom. It’s pulsing through the very fibre of the foundation.”


    “You would know,” said the old man. Suddenly, his voice was not so tremulous and infirm. “Eh, Queen Sila, Mage of Eastrealm?”


  




  

    


    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    “Who are you?” I couldn’t keep the quake from my own voice. “You seem to know exactly who we are.”


    The old man turned, his look still veiled. “Your wife, as a mage, will be able to help you comprehend all. We can have a lovely chat. You will learn all about me.”


    “What have you done to the rest?” I started to walk toward the back corridor to find the others. But where there was no door before, one now blocked my path. I instinctively knew there was no use trying to get past it.


    “Don’t concern yourselves,” said the old man. “They’re fine. Just very tired. A light spell. A rest will do them good. The beds I’ve arranged for them are quite snug. They will wake refreshed and remember little about what transpired here.”


    He turned to Sila. “You may dye your hair, and adorn yourself with as many headscarves as you wish, but I know there’s a head full of red hair under them.”


    Soon, I heard gentle snoring emanating from behind the magical door, coming from the back rooms, assuming the others still remained behind the door. I felt a sense of relief. If it was not just another magic trick, our companions were indeed only sleeping, and safe. Still…


    “Why did you put them to sleep?” I asked.


    “That young Hiris, the Princess with the brands on her face, she, too, bears the mage mark. But she hasn’t yet fully emerged, untutored, not come into her powers yet. She’s not ready to see me, as I am. One day, she will be. If she lives, to grow into her capabilities. For the rest to see me as I really am, it might break their minds, and drive them mad. But you both are well prepared to see preternatural things.”


    “How could he do that?” I demanded of Sila, though my eyes never left the old man. “Put the rest to sleep? Make a door appear where none was moments before? Manufacture a fire with no real flames but exuding heat? What kind of…warlock…is he?”


    “I can do that,” said the old man querulously, “because I’m no mere warlock.”


    I finally turned fully to look at Sila, not comprehending. Even as I did, Sila was on her feet, pale, then on one knee before the old man.


    “Why are you—?” I began again, but the old man interrupted me.


    “She’s doing that,” said the old man, “because she’s aware enough to grasp when she’s in the presence of a god.”


    Disbelieving, I asked, “Which god?”


    Suddenly menacing, he said, “I have many names. Some call me simply the Wanderer. It’s true. I’m somewhat of a vagrant. I love to travel the universe, with all the worlds for my adventures. Yet, verily, I’m the lord of frenzy. Of chaos. I’m Udyn, Chief and eldest among all the old gods of the North.”


    I laughed aloud. “You are Udyn?”


    The whole room turned black. The furnishings, the hearth, and everything in the room except Sila on one knee, were blotted out.


    Udyn’s voice became amplified by a hundred times. He seemed to grow in stature until He filled the room. Soon, He towered over me, ten feet tall, ten feet wide, His head touching the cabin’s roof, His mass tripling mine.


    “YOU DOUBT ME, FOOL?” boomed Udyn. I couldn’t believe such a voice wouldn’t wake the others. But I heard and saw nothing of them. None one emerged from the chambers provided for their rest, if they could pass that magic door that just appeared. Dazedly, I thought they’d been wrapped in a sleep spell, as this thing had claimed.


    “Othrun!” begged Sila. “By the Six! I pray! I know you aren’t a true believer in other gods, but I implore you—”


    “I’m the god of wisdom!” said the thing. “The god of death! The god of war, battle, victory, and frenzy! I’m the leader of the Wild Hunt that tears across the sky! I’m the reaper of souls!”


    To go to my knees before a god, despite Sila’s pleas, other than the Single God, would be the height of heresy.


    I straightened in the face of this monster, taking all my courage to say, “That you may be. But I cleave only to the Single God, the true God, the God of Love, Life, and Light!”


    Towering above me, Udyn raised a massive eyebrow. His face contorted. I figured I had but moments to live. That He’d strike me down, crush me.


    His face broke into pure mirth. Then, His laugh shook the tiny abode.


    “You are more foolish than I could have ever imagined! And a god has considerable imagination!”


    In the blink of an eye, he shrunk back to mortal size. However, the difference in His appearance was that only one eye was whole. His other was an empty socket, with no eyeball present anymore.


    “You do amuse me, puny Mortal! In the face of a god, what a bold choice to show such resolve!”


    “It’s more than resolve,” I said, trembling with gut-churning fear. “It’s faith!”


    “Tsk, tsk,” said Udyn. “You Atalanteans, the last three centuries, or thereabouts. The puritanism. So absolute. So inflexible. So dogmatic. Only a solitary god for you, eh? Yes, there are goddesses and gods aplenty in the universe. All the ones you’ve heard of. They are all very real.”


    “So…” I had to collect my thoughts coherently. Sila, my wife, said this thing…was a god. I wasn’t dreaming. I wasn’t imagining this. I had to accept what my eyes told me. A god stood before me. And intuitively I said, “What you’re saying is…more gods than the Single God exists. The goddesses of the Six, the gods of Sanaavia…exist. All the gods exist. The Gods of the Anib, Nekrananu…Xulindulu…”


    “Xulindulu is firstborn amongst the gods. The Anib are the first peoples of the earth, the first ones created.”


    All my time in Eltnia, I’d watched and learned of the esteem of the Anib. Now, this god was telling me that the chief god of the Anib, was the first born of all the gods…before the Single God…and the Anib were the first people to walk the earth. It was…astounding.


    Everything I’d thought I knew had been challenged, turned upside down since I’d landed on Acremian shores. But inside, part of me always knew.


    The Anib were special. And while I’d always thought the Atalanteans were the preeminent race in the world, after meeting Undala, Briduku, and Ingersa, I realized that wasn’t true.


    It was the Anib, the Black people, the ones who I’d scorned all those years ago because I was worried they were savages, illiterates, cannibals who would cook me in a pot. It was the Anib, who were the world’s greatest race.


    “You’re still so entrenched, myopic in your beliefs,” said Udyn, “even after all you’ve seen since you arrived in Acremia, to not understand all the gods exist? Of course, Xulindulu exists. As does the Single God. Of course, that’s not His name. Not that you need to know what His name really is. He doesn’t like to provide that to His followers. I supposed He likes to maintain some aura of secrecy. Why, I’ve never truly gleaned. He’s actually a bit like you. Stubborn, rather staid, a bit inflexible. Perhaps that’s why He attracts worshippers such as you. He’s not a trickster like Xulindulu! I delight in Xulindulu’s pranks! I’ve been their victim many times, but never tire of them!”


    “Gods…goddesses…love pranks?”


    “Especially Xulindulu! The Nymph Queen, too! You’ve seen Her, after all, with your own eyes, in Ipithyia! So yes, all the gods that mortals name around the world exist! As I exist. We’re one!”


    “What do you mean? You’re…all one? You’re the same being?”


    Udyn looked frustrated, rolling his eyes at me. He turned to Sila. “Come, Lady. To your feet. Perhaps you can provide some sense to your idiotic husband.”


    Sila slowly rose, and sighed. She said to me, “Husband, I ask you to…expand your belief. We, as mages, have been taught that the pantheon of gods and goddesses named by mortals all over the world, all exist. They share the same spirit, though different minds. In that way, they are one.”


    “This…” I felt as if I was adrift in a limitless ocean. “This is beyond my comprehension.”


    “That’s plain,” snorted Udyn. “You must be the daftest mortal I’ve met in millennia. You know, don’t you, that your people, the Atalanteans, began as what you consider ‘pagans.’ They weren’t monotheistic. Not at all.”


    “So I’ve heard,” I allowed.


    “But you never accepted it!” accused Udyn. “And you wanted to change history, to make it not so!”


    “Perhaps,” I admitted, “a mistake.”


    “Humph. Do you even know why the Purple Prince, your hero, whom you hold as the saviour who converted the Atalanteans from what you call paganism, turned to the Single God?”


    “No,” I said.


    “Then more the fool, you, for believing it was anything good why he did.”


    “Mighty Udyn,” said Sila respectfully, “my husband would appreciate any education you can provide…on such matters, divine, celestial, and otherwise.”


    “Even I, as immortal, don’t think I have enough lifetime to put sense into your husband’s addled brain, Lady. Yet, I’ll try.”


    He turned his unsettling gaze to me. “Listen, Mortal. All the heavens and the underworlds exist. They’re connected, working in concert with one another. Every sphere of godly influence is adjoined—like crossing a river from one realm to another. We, gods, go back and forth between these ethereal realms. With permission of their rulers, of course. But in the end, we share one divine body. We can shift, change, split off into separate entities. Yet, we’re one. We all have our idiosyncrasies, varying moods, different personalities. Still, we are one. There’s complete, total unity. We quarrel with each other. Sometimes, we even wage war with each other. Ultimately, we’re like any fractious, dysfunctional family.”


    “What do you mean…if you’re one…what gender are you all? You appear to me as a man. But…isn’t…a god like Nyrn…female?”


    “Is your vocabulary restricted to ‘what do you mean?’”


    “Will you mock me?” I snarled. “Or explain?”


    “You have spirit, Mortal, to be so impudent to a god. I’ll give you that. In any event, gender is a concept we assign to mortals, so their tiny minds can keep things straight. Among the gods, there’s no such thing.”


    “No such thing?”


     “What does it matter to gods? We gods pleasure each other, fornicate with one another, in different forms. Until we cleave to a single entity among our kind. Then we’re completely monogamous. Otherwise, we’re notoriously promiscuous. For the most part, we cast ourselves in various forms, sleeping with one another, prolifically. Sometimes, as two women lying together, sometimes as two men, sometimes as two beasts, whatever we fancy. We breed half god-half beasts, woman-men, man-women.”


    “That’s abominable!” I was outraged, disgusted.


    “Is it?”


    And right before me, the broad old man, with only one blue eye, became a beautiful dark-skinned Anibian. She resembled Undala. Then, He became a handsome bronze-skinned man with dark eyes from the race of the Berefetish, the Yadeni, and the Anglanians. Then He shifted into an alluring half-fish, half-woman, who I knew from legend were called mere-maidens. Then, a stately unicorn. Then a fearsome half-man, half-goat. Then, an imposing centaur. Then, back to His nominal form as an old man.


    And Single God help me, somehow, part of me was…I could only describe the feeling as…I realized, to my shame…titillated?


    “Were any of those forms not pleasing to you? Were any of them repulsive?” asked Udyn.


    I couldn’t lie, wondering with some trepidation what could be repressed in my soul, “No. I cannot say they were.”


    “All creatures gods created have beauty in them, even the ugliest. All creatures were made equally, just different in their individual natures. We gods love and respect all we’ve created equally. Yet humans, who should be the pinnacle of our creations, oftimes comport themselves as the lowliest.”


    Everything Udyn said seemed to be a direct rebuke of me. Or, at least that’s how I took his words.


    “The gods created mortal woman, man and beast, such that only the male seed fertilizing the female womb, for the most part, would result in procreation. Again, it is simple to keep things straight, for silly mortal creatures. Yet, the gods were silent about love. We created love, but gave mortals free will to love as they wish, just as we gods do. How can loving someone, if that love is pure and true, be bad, no matter who one loves? There isn’t enough love in the world, so don’t you think that gods should restrict who loves whom? I know this offends your rather prudish Atalantean sensibilities.” He shrugged. “Sorry!”


    “You have given me,” I said honestly, “much to think about.”


    “If you dignify calling that feeble thing that happens in your brain ‘thinking.’”


    “Why have you sheltered us? Why have you shown yourself to us…in your true form? Why have you revealed yourself to us as a god?”


    “All the gods have taken a special interest in you, Mortal.”


    “Why me?”


    “You know why.”


    There could only be one reason. “Because of…the Anchali. So…it’s true. He is my father?”


    “Of course, he’s your father! He had sexual relations with your mother, in the guise of he who should be your father, in the most foul, most deceptive manner, thus breeding you.”


     “It’s been the most difficult part of my life, to accept and understand the circumstances of my birth.”


    “Nevertheless,” said Udyn harshly, “that doesn’t mean you can be excused for the sin you’ve committed. The most grievous sin.”


    “I’ve committed many sins,” I confessed.


    “Yes,” said Udyn, “but the rest pale in comparison to one.”


    “What sin is that?”


    “You have done the one thing that’s unforgivable for any gods. And believe me, gods are patient, tolerant, and magnanimous. You’ve broken the one rule, the only absolute rule we have. You have worshipped falsely.”


    “Falsely?”


    “You’ve prayed to your spirit-man.”


    I denied that, fervently, “I only pray to the Single God…” My words died in my mouth. I recalled what I’d done, without even comprehending it. Until I did.


    “You have become so deluded by that false spirit, so beguiled, you don’t even realize your egregious trespass! How many times have you invoked direct worship of the Anchali? You may fool yourself now, looking back, to think you were praying to the Single God. But, it’s to the spirit-man you’ve made many of your appeals!”


    In a trick of his powers, Udyn spoke aloud with my voice, with words I remembered saying in my mind long ago.


    When I was on my grand ruse, pretending to be a Lynchunian soldier, in the Goldhall, Orlu the Usurper and Syda hoped for Hert to expel my Atalanteans, whom they were sheltering if any contagion caused by Syda’s machinations with the weather bore fruit, “I prayed silently to the Anchali that all Syda’s magic would come to nothing.”


    On that same mission, when I was under the scrutiny of Syda in the royal stables, she interrogated me: “I prayed for the Anchali’s guidance.”


    When I was crowned King of Eastrealm, I couldn’t find the words to address the assembly at my coronation: “Give me the words, O Angel, Father mine, to inspire these people.”


    “Stop!” I begged. “I implore you! You’ve demonstrated how I have erred!”


    Udyn reverted back to His own voice. “I could go on, provide you with a dozen more examples. Yet, I see you now acknowledge what you’ve done.”


    “I…never realized…how many times I’d appealed directly to the Anchali. From the…perspective you’ve provided me…I can see how it would be viewed as worshiping something other than my God. Perhaps viewed from another perspective—”


    “There’s no good perspective from which to view a pile of horse shit. It ever smells offensive.”


    “I was unaware,” I said caustically, “gods could be so rude.”


    “Or so witty?” asked Udyn, His one eye sparkling wickedly.


    “Tell me, I ask, more of the Anchali.”


    “Your so-called Anchali is a spirit being. This is true. But he isn’t a god. Moreover, he is false. It’s been pointed out to you numerous times, from numerous sources, who know better than you—from mages, implied by your own priests—he’s false. Inside your heart, you always knew it, Mortal. He’s used you for his purposes. Then, when that use was completed, he abandoned you. He hasn’t shown himself to you for years, despite your pleas, aching for his presence and guidance. Well, he’s shown himself to you enough, for now, in his mind. Yet, for all that, you still continue to believe in him. You have still falsely worshipped him. You’re a fool.”


    “So, I no longer am of value to the Anchali?”


    “You’re only truly important because of your seed. Otherwise, you mean little.”


    “Because of my seed?”


    “One thing I forgive you for, is that you have the same weakness for the flesh as any god. But once a god is committed to cleaving to another god, they’re faithful for all their centuries of romping before that. Unlike you. The words ‘infidelity’ and ‘shouldn’t sleep with women, not your wife’, don’t seem to find themselves in the same sentence, when applied to you.”


    “I’m ashamed of my conduct.” I looked over at Sila, who regarded me with pity. “I have apologized to my wife for it.”


    “Nonetheless,” said Udyn, “your indiscretions have brought both turmoil. Still, they’ve also brought a counterbalance to turmoil. For you have sired three offspring. One, perhaps, to save the world. One, perhaps, to destroy it. One, perhaps, will tip the balance of the natures of those other two.”


    What?


    “I…to my knowledge, I’ve sired…six children. Prince Othrun the Younger. Prince Lysifer. Prince Arclan. Prince Atalan the Early. Princess Aquiba of the Anib. Princess Zya, of Lynchun.” For only the third time in my life, I admitted to all the children I’d fathered.


    “Yes, you’ve fathered a total of six. But three of your children are inconsequential.”


    I barked, “What does that mean? Inconsequential? Inconsequential to who? They all matter to me! They are my children! They all matter to me?”


    “Even the ones you don’t acknowledge as being of your blood?”


    “Yes! I could never wish them harm, or anything other than full and happy lives!”


    “But when the fate of the world is contemplated, only three truly matter. The rest…they will live their lives, long or short, their endeavours mere footnotes in history. But the other three…”


    “Which three are—”


    “You know I won’t tell you that, Mortal. And believe me, you wouldn’t wish to know. But would you desire me to say to you, all I’m willing to reveal?


    “Yes,” I said, not knowing if I was truly ready to hear it…


    Udyn rubbed His hands together enthusiastically. “Gods love to tell stories. Though we tire of educating foolish humans. Still, I’m going to enjoy this!”


  




  

    


    CHAPTER TWENTY


    “Settle in, you two!” The thing who claimed to be a god beckoned Sila and me to take the two chairs near the hearth. “It’s not a real fire there, but it’s still warm and cozy!”


    He eased his bulk into his chair, groaning with a satisfied sigh. “You appreciate a good chair, when you have been toiling for eternity.”


    I was impatient, yet dreading what more this imposing, strange creature had to tell me. I wasn’t sure if my sanity could take anymore. But Sila, my constant solace, reached out and grasped my hand as we sat.


    “I take you back,” said Udyn, “to a time, approximately nineteen years before Atalantyx fell. When you, Lord Othrun, came into the world.


    “Imagine you’re the great First Prince of Atalantyx, Atalan Ninth, your one-time father. You love your gorgeous young wife, who’s also your cousin. You were forced to marry her, by your father. However, it becomes a love match. You’re healing from the loss of your first wife, also your cousin. Who died in childbirth, just two years earlier.”


    The tragedy of my one-time father’s life, married to one young cousin, in Princess Olana, not for love at all, only for duty, only to lose her bearing Erthal, then in a short time having the tragedy repeated with another cousin-wife, my mother Princess Merin, whom Atalan Ninth loved dearly, was something I understood.


    “This great prince departs on a hunting trip, so he might indulge in falconry, one of his favourite pastimes. He’s left his beloved wife behind in the High Castle, in the magnificent Circle City, the jewel of the realm of Atalantyx.”


    I could envision those apartments I knew well in the Spire of Atalan, the tallest tower in the Drowned Kingdom, containing the royal chambers of the King and his family. Several stories up, my apartment as Second Prince was below those of Erthal, as First Prince, who resided on the level beneath the massive apartments of the King, before he inherited the throne. But once upon a time, my one-time father was the First Prince, and those were his apartments.


    I pictured what they looked like when Father was First Prince. I remembered the huge, canopied bed with red drapes, the falcon sigil everywhere, woven into the plush carpet, in the frame for the dressing mirror, the ornate wooden beams on the ceiling, the double hearths, one decorative, the other functional.


    “The Prince returned to his bedchamber, late in the evening, to greet his young wife. He returned full of ardour, planning to plant a lusty kiss of greeting upon her lips, the promise of more to follow.”


    I prayed Udyn didn’t plan to wax descriptive about the bedroom activities of the First Prince couple.


    “The Prince came into his bedchamber, to see his wife asleep in their bed. The furs don’t conceal the fact she’s naked. She normally doesn’t sleep without clothing, except when she and the Prince…” He was surprisingly delicate as he trailed off, leaving the implication clear without explicit details. For which I was grateful.


    “The Prince’s nostrils are offended by the unmistakable, pungent smell of sex. Then, imagine the Prince hearing a laugh behind him, after he approaches the bed. He spins, ready to confront an intruder, and finds the one who’s dared to sleep with the First Princess of Atalantyx. Not just any man. A tall man. With regal bearing. More than this…the man bears the Prince’s precise face, build, and stature. Every detail of his figure is identical to the Prince. And he’s naked from head to foot.”


    Single God help me!


    Father! He saw the Anchali disguised as him! He saw!


    “Picture, you, as First Prince, are in shock. You cannot move or breathe. Meanwhile, the man wearing your face smirks at you, and nonchalantly disappears. As if he were never there.”


    It was rare that I had felt sorry for Atalan Ninth. I had loved him. I’d wanted his affection, his approval, his love. But save when he was ailing, near the end of his life, I don’t remember ever pitying him. But that day, decades after his death, I was filled with regret. No one should have to endure such a thing.


    “Picture you, the great First Prince,” Udyn went on, “second most powerful man in the supposed most powerful realm in the world, a man of decisive action, crystal clear thought, icily pragmatic, are too stunned, too ashamed, to do anything about what you’ve seen. Have your senses taken flight? Your courage failed you? Why didn’t you attack the intruder before he vanished before your eyes? Call for your guards? Do something? Your ineptitude is unconscionable. You do nothing. You’re too afraid, so-called great lord though you are, heir to the High Chair, First Prince of Atalantyx, the Falcon. You freeze, horrified, appalled, utterly ashamed.”


    Poor Father. I wanted to weep for him, to be angered at the indignity he endured, but I couldn’t. It would be hypocritical. I spared not a thought for him, when the Anchali first told me he’d made a cuck of Father. I was too concerned with my own rise, and future glory. So puffed with pride, that I was part divine, and given a divine mission. To conquer, to rule it all.


    “Your wife awakes, smiles, and tells you to come back to bed. Then she looks in puzzlement at you, wondering why you’re now suddenly fully clothed. You quickly make up some pathetic excuse. She purrs with contentment, and says she’s so pleased you returned early from your falconry, because you couldn’t stand to be away from her any longer.”


    “‘And you’ve certainly just showed me how much you missed me, Husband,’ the First Princess says to her real husband, wantonly. ‘Come back to bed, I said, and please show me some more.’”


     “He knew?” I gasped. “Father knew? He knew the Anchali, wearing Father’s face, lay with Mother! He knew…I was not his true born son.”


    Udyn guffawed, “Why do you think he despised you? Why do you think he treated you so coldly? When you were born soon after, with the certainty that a man knows, he knew you were not gat of his loins. The thing who’d cucked him had vanished. He could not bring himself to hate his beloved wife, who was deceived. So he had to hate someone…”


    I should be weeping as I processed what Udyn told me. Weeping for Father’s torment, his shame. The proud future king, who must have thought he was going mad, seeing a man looking identical to him, leaving his bedchamber, clearly having dallied with the First Princess. I knew how he felt, to see something your eyes can’t reconcile, wondering if you’re mad. Wondering what to do. Wondering, who would believe you?


    “Did, did he ever tell anyone?”


    Udyn nodded vigorously, “The two people most trusted to him. His brother Yedwol the Old. And his eldest son, Erthal, heir to the throne.”


    “Erthal and Uncle knew as well?”


    “Yedwol already knew something of this kind of story. An angel had appeared to him, telling him he was fathered in a similar way.”


    It was true. What Yedwol the Bard had told me, his grandfather—my Uncle Yedwol—told him. What Uncle muttered, with his dying words…


    And Atalan Ninth, my one-time father, who later became the King, lived the remainder of his life harbouring this secret. One known only to his eldest son, and his brother. Who wasn’t really his brother, unbeknownst to him.


    “Yedwol didn’t tell his brother Atalan about that, of course. Because, if what the Anchali told him was to be believed, Yedwol wasn’t really Atalan’s brother. Just like you weren’t Erthal’s.”


    It made sense. Yedwol the Old kept the secret mostly to himself. Although the burden on his soul must have been nearly enough to break it.


    Udyn confirmed, “Your Uncle loved his wife Lolove like no other. Still, he never told her either. Only years later, did he reveal this secret to his cherished grandson, Yedwol the Bard.”


    “Of course,” I gasped.


    “Now, Atalan’s brother Yedwol,” continued Udyn, “knowing his new princely nephew was born just like him, to dubious parentage, immediately felt a kinship with this babe. He grew to love it as his own son. Better than his own son, Yedwol the Ready, because of what Old Yedwol and his nephew shared. Both begotten of some spirit.”


    “Consequently,” I murmured, figuring things out, “Lord Atalan, for all he tried, couldn’t help but hate the son not truly of his blood. Whom he must pass off as his spare heir. He passed on that hatred to his trueborn son. Erthal.”


    “Precisely,” said Udyn. “Neither of them trusted this boy, named Othrun. They saw him as some kind of monster.”


    “Of course,” I said bitterly. “Duplicity, treason, must be in his nature. Because he was born by deceit, conceived by treachery. It must have been no surprise whatsoever to Erthal, when I rose up against him in rebellion. Of course, treachery must be in my blood, in my bones.”


    “And Atalan always wondered who the thing was who wore his face, slept with his wife, forcing him to accept the little beast, called Othrun, as his own.”


    “So,” I took up the tale again, “that little beast grew up, Second Prince of Atalantyx, unloved by who was supposed to be his father, hated by his elder brother. But loved by his uncle. Because we shared the same fate. Despised as well by his cousin, that uncle’s son. Because that uncle seemed to love that Second Prince better than his own son, also called Yedwol: Yedwol the Ready.”


    “Yes.”


    I moaned, “That’s why they couldn’t love me. That’s why…that is why Father, and Erthal treated me like…”


    “Like you weren’t part of their family,” Udyn snapped his fingers as if solving some great enigma. “That is also why Erthal hated your mother. Merin, the Merry Princess. Said to be one of the sweetest, kindest women who ever graced the Drowned Kingdom. She was. Merin, who, for her short life, tried to be a decent mother to a little boy, in Erthal, grieving for his own dead mother, Olana, who also died birthing him. Erthal hated Merin, only because she brought you into the world, though she died in the attempt. And for no other cause.”


     Sila squeezed my hand tighter. I clung to it like a drowning man.


    “Help me to comprehend this, Mortal,” said Udyn sardonically. “A being comes to you, saying he’s your father. He tells you, he had carnal relations with your mother, in the guise of your real father, to imbue you with immortal qualities, so you can conquer half the earth. He tells you, you’re born to rule justly and wisely, to unite many races under your banner. He tells you you’re devout, a mighty warrior, a daring commander, a noble lord. That you’re chivalrous, and altruistic, that you can read hearts and minds, and bend others to your will. That you have all the makings of a great king. Is this correct?”


    “Yes,” I admitted.


    “If he’d flattered you anymore, your backside would be raw, from him licking it so many times.”


    Angrily, I said, “You’re vulgar, Sir!”


    “Better vulgar than a fool! So, you, the supposed upright and noble lord, don’t see anything morally corrupt, about something personating your father, to sleep with your mother? You think such a being who did that, would be good?”


    “I—”


    “And when you learn, from powerful magic users, such as mages, for all their duplicity, who would know the truth, that the Single God, who you’ve had unshakable faith in all your life, the very heart of your so-called greatest civilization, destroyed that entire so-called greatest civilization, at the bequest of said powerful magic users, just to kill you, because this being saves your life, warning to flee, before your island sank, you think this being is good?”


    “I—”


    “And later, when you realize—shockingly—this being has done this before, fornicated with women of your royal family, to breed so-called powerful lords and warriors, such as your own Uncle Yedwol, you still believed you’re special?”


    I exploded, “Will you let me speak? I know, I know, it sounds unbelievable that I would continue to have faith in the Anchali after—”


    “Did your precious Anchali tell you, your one-time father saw him and realized he’d cucked him? No. Did your precious Anchali tell you, that he almost broke your father’s mind, with what he did, what Atalan Ninth saw? No. Did the Anchali take responsibility for making your one-time father, and your one-time brother, hate and mistrust you? No. Don’t you wonder now, why?”


    “I…supposed…he thought it was worth the price…to…have me rule it all.”


    “You didn’t spare a thought for the injustice done to Atalan Ninth. You only had time to think of your ascension. It surely was worth the price, for you.”


    “Have mercy, I pray, Lord Udyn,” interrupted Sila in my defence. “Must you malign my husband so? How many mortals would’ve done differently? How many would have resisted the temptation, the promise of power? The belief one is gifted, blessed? That one is…”


    “Better than the rest?” snapped Udyn. “Well, that’s the issue, wasn’t it? The privileged, pompous, preening, royal Atalanteans. Always thinking they’re better than anyone. The chosen race. The blessed race. Had your husband any humility, he wouldn’t have been so easily tempted.”


    “What of a boy, unloved,” asked my wife, “who just wanted to be appreciated? Who merely sought the praise and affirmation, of his father, and his elder brother? Wouldn’t such a boy, once he became a man, be more susceptible to the whiles, and honeyed words of a powerful deceiver?”


    “Worse men have better resisted the lure,” claimed Udyn.


    “Then the spirit-man simply was cunning, and chose well,” argued Sila. “He knew how to exploit my husband’s weaknesses. As he’d done for centuries. With other vulnerable men, deemed great lords, who wanted power, and glory. Such as Yedwol the Old. You said it yourself, Lord Udyn.”


    “You’re fortunate to have a wife, such as this one,” Udyn jerked his finger in admiration at Sila. “Pretty, a mage, and one who actually loves you. Not one who just wants you for your seed.”


    “Again, you speak of my seed?” I grumbled.


    “You really think you’re that comely, that beautiful, dangerous women of power should pursue you so?”


    I had no words.


    “Your spirit-man,” said Udyn, “long ago set a spell on the men he selected for his plan. That such women would be attracted to these men. And wish to bear their children. So that any progeny could be even that more powerful, born of such a mating of powerful mortals. Not many women can resist this spell, for it’s fairly potent. Even some women of the greatest mortal powers, such as mages, cannot resist. Yet some can. And some do. But this one—” Again, he indicated to Sila, this time with an inclination of his head, “She fell in love with you without being bound to the spell. Others in your proximity, haven’t been so successful.”


    Was I happier Sila was true, that she loved me for who I was, faults and all? Or, disappointed that some women only felt compelled by me, because of some ancient, seemingly malevolent magic? Was my pride wounded, because perhaps I wasn’t as charming as I’d always seen myself to be? Yes, I had to admit, it was wounded.


    “So…” I dared to ask, uncomfortable with Sila there, yet since she knew everything about the other women throughout my life. “Which one of the women—”


    “Poor Othrun,” mocked the God. “Vanity damaged? Hurt you’re not the most attractive man on earth? I won’t disclose which women you’ve been with, who were only drawn to you because they felt compelled to breed with you, versus those who truly fell for your roguish charms. What you need to concentrate on, is that your so-called Anchali has used you, and continues to use you for his purposes.”


    “Will…will I see him again?”


    “You really are a hopeless fool, aren’t you? You still lament he’s abandoned you! Are you so desperate for a father figure, that you would crave the affection of such a being? Well, let me tell you, again, Mortal, he’s shown himself to you enough for now.”


    Udyn’s good eye seemed to glow portentously as he said, “When you see him again, you shan’t be as pleased with his appearance, as you’ve been in the past.”


    I tried to focus on what was truly at the heart of the matter. “And what, exactly, is…the Anchali’s plan? What’s he using me for?”


    “You know, for some odd reason, I like you, Mortal,” chuckled Udyn. “You’re utterly vain, foolish, stubborn, lustful, duplicitous, patronizing. Those are some of your better traits. Yet, there’s…goodness in you, deep down in that fallacious core, making you try to be better than you are. Uselessly, of course. You can’t overcome your worst impulses. Still… I’ve watched you, shaking my head at your idiocy on one hand, admiring your tenacity on the other. Perhaps I feel sorry for you. Perhaps you amuse me. Gods have a sense of humour. And there are few bigger jokes in the universe, than you.”


    I leaped to my feet. “You will not make me into the worst fool in the history of the world!”


    Udyn stared at me balefully. Sila, rising with me, shushed me, placating. God or no, I wanted to throttle Udyn. I calmed, retaking my seat. Sila reseated herself as well.


    “Forgive me,” I mumbled. “A king should act, more becoming…especially in the face of…a deity.”


    “That’s your attempt at respect?” Udyn snickered. “Mortal, one of the other things I like about you, is you’re a bit like me. You are chaos. Unpredictable to those mortals around you. Not to me, of course. To me, you’re quite simple to understand. But you project chaos. And chaos is fun.”


    “Tell me, I pray. Who…what is the Anchali?”


    “Didn’t one of your long-dead prelates, one of those few wise men you surrounded yourself with, prompt you to think that spirit-thing might be lying to you? The thing told you to call him ‘Bylyr’, but that didn’t necessarily mean he was Bylyr. To be clear, he’s not Bylyr.”


    I was despondent. It wasn’t as if I completely trusted the Anchali. After the last time I saw him, he forsook me, and my trust was violated. Still, it hurt more than all the insults Udyn had hurled at me. It hurt more than knowing why Father and Erthal despised me. “So, it’s as I suspected. He lied.”


    Udyn corrected me, “He deceived you. He lied by omission.” Udyn couldn’t help smirking. “You know all about that sort of thing. Don’t you, Mortal?”


    I didn’t rise to the latest disparagement. “So, who…what is…the Anchali?”


    “The mages told you truly. They’re no band of do-gooders, those witches.” Here, he gave a little deference to Sila. “Present company is an exception. But compared to your Anchali, they’re as pure as babes. Still, they’re not all pure evil. Now your spirit-man…is pure evil.”


    “Tell me, plainly,” I swallowed for courage. Sila squeezed my hand once more. I wondered how much of what Udyn told me, she already knew. “Who is he, and what does he want?”


    “The one you call your Anchali, has one single-minded purpose. To destroy the world of mortals. As revenge for being exiled, and cast out of the Heavens. He was an Anchali. But he was cast out.”


    “Cast out?”


    “Every god created angels to serve them, as their right hands, their messengers, their scribes, their warlords. Every god has suffered rebellion of angels. For angels are no gods, but rather demigods. And they’re corruptible. Far more fallible.” Udyn seemed sad as he went on, “The names of the angels are too numerous to mention. As are the various tribes of angels, organized according to which gods they serve. Your priests and scholars know them by rote, in terms of your Single God. But since you don’t…for the Single God, He has several angelic legions. Their hierarchies are: the prophet angels in the first rank; the warrior angels in the second rank; the scribes and messenger angels, in the final rank. And in that warrior rank, one of their commanders, was named Bylyr. Second in command of the Single God’s holy armies. A great heroic angel.


    “Bylyr’s commander was Nephil. Nephil was mighty, but he fell into corruption. Bylyr denounced Nephil’s treason, and Nephil dueled Bylyr in single combat. Bylyr triumphed, and Nephil was thrown down into the Underworld, along with his followers. But Nephil has ever plotted revenge against Bylyr, against Nephil’s former master, the Single God, for allowing Bylyr to depose Nephil.”


    “And I’m a tool,” I guessed, a lump in my throat, “that he…Nephil…may use to accomplish this revenge?”


    “The worlds the gods have created, and the beings inhabiting them, are among the most precious creations to the gods. Nephil plans to destroy those worlds, by corrupting the humans populating them.


    “All Nephil needs to accomplish his goal is the perfect, corruptible mortal. But there have been millions of corruptible mortals, born to the wombs of women, over the long centuries. And he’s never met a pretty mortal woman he didn’t like to tup. Yet, that’s just an added pleasure in terms of Nephil’s designs. Besides satiating his lust, really, he was tinkering, experimenting. Siring as many fallible men as he could. To find the perfect, flawed mortal, who he can use to bring about the downfall of humankind. He’s been engendering such flawed mortals, half-demigods, half-mortals among every race, faith, and creed for countless millennia.


    “But, practice breeds perfection, it’s said. And he’s perfecting his formula. He’s come so close. Down through the years, Nephil’s powers intuitively brought him back, again and again, of all the great houses of mortals, to the so-called Royal House of Atalantyx. Your royal house. From spilling his celestial seed into a mortal woman from your line, he gleaned that he could finally bring about the Destroyer.”


    I gulped. “The Destroyer?”


    Udyn was grim, with no trace of mirth any longer. “Indeed. The sole mortal who will end life on this part of the earth as we know it. The Anib, the first people to inhabit this pile of rubble, the children of Xulindulu, in their oldest legends, tell of the Destroyer. Born in the guise of the child of a great mortal ruler. But truly, the one who will upturn the very foundations of the hills, boil the seas, melt the skies, causing them to puddle and run into the ground like rain.”


    “I’ve never heard of this Anib legend,” I said slowly. “Regrettably, I’m a poor historian, when it comes to realms outside Atalantyx.”


    “You haven’t realized you’ve heard of it,” said Udyn. “Rest assured, you have.”


    He took on a singsong voice, sounding like a poet.


    


    “And he shalt come, the Anib say, the Destroyer of all things, in the form of a great dragon, with a mouth spewing bright flames, and a barbed tail. He shalt circle the red mountain at the end of the world. Once, twice, thrice. And when he is done, the world will end, consumed, in fire.”


    “T-the…the black dragon,” I whispered. “O’er a red mountain.”


    “If the Destroyer isn’t you, I’d wager it’s one of your seed. You think it’s coincidental that you’ve dreamed of such a dragon, such a mountain? I can tell you, with my long memory, no mortal king has raised the banner of a black dragon on red. Not in all the long history of the world. Until now. Until YOU. Of all the thousands of sigils, the thousands of options for a standard, the uncounted thousands upon thousands of great lords, who’ve lived and died, throughout the millennia, who’ve chosen their individual heraldry, only YOU, have chosen to display that particular combination of symbol, and colour. Only YOU, Othrun, King of Eastrealm.


    “Do you think it’s an accident you dreamed of a black dragon on red? You’re not one to believe in coincidences, are you?


    “You think it’s a coincidence that you elected to take such a sigil, as the standard of your house?”


  




  

    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    “So,” I quavered, “I may be…the Destroyer?”


    “You, or one of the three of your offspring I mentioned,” said Udyn. “If you aren’t the Destroyer, you’re the precursor to the Destroyer. Which is just as ominous.”


    “Have I shown myself to be that evil a man, that I might be the Destroyer?”


    “Your nature, you were born evil,” said Udyn, “to an evil, ambitious being. There’s rarely true evil in a mortal. They’re shaded grey. Just like the gods. Yet, you were sired by one with pure evil in their immortal heart.”


    I felt nauseated.


    “Yet, as I’ve said, you also have some admirable qualities. You have truly cared for your subjects. Though you’ve failed, you have tried to hold compassion for all people. Regardless of creed, race, and who they love, if they choose to love their own gender. Even though you’ve had issues with your cousin, your one-time brother, your own son, loving men. You try to pretend you don’t. Yet, you still feel in your heart it’s a sin.”


    I felt more shame flushing my face. “I admit it. I’ve tried. But, yes, I have held it against my family. Even Othrun the Younger. Wrongly, I can see now. As much as I’ve told him, I don’t care about his sexual proclivities, in truth, I do. And not just for mere political reasons.”


    “You have failed, as I’ve said. You’ve failed your son, who is perhaps nigh the perfect future king, if such a thing exists. He’d be far better than you as a ruler. You have failed him, and you’ve failed yourself. Yet still, you’ve tried. You’ve tried to take your responsibilities as a king seriously. Although you have failed to grasp what being a king is really about.”


    


    “Tell me then, I pray, what’s being a king about? How could I be…more deserving?”


    “Rarely does the one most deserving of kingship wear the crown. Were it true, someone like Glathan would be sitting on Eastrealm’s throne permanently, instead of temporarily, in your stead. You have surrounded yourself with able advisors, whom you’ve ofttimes chosen to ignore. Glathan is a wise man who isn’t a king, and has no desire for kingship. But wisdom and knowledge are a heavier burden than even a crown. And often, those most worthy of ruling, are those who have no taste for it.”


    “It’s true,” I said. “Glathan would have made a far better king than I.”


    “Ever asked yourself, why he’s always believed in you so staunchly?” said Udyn, mischief in His voice.


    “He’s always believed me when I spoke of…Nephil. He never doubted me. He never doubted me because…” Then I saw it before Udyn said it. “He knows the Angel is real. He…someone in his family…the Angel dabbled with them as well.”


    “Nephil visited Glathan’s father, Glaton, who told Glaton that he was sired by Nephil. In time, he revealed this to his son, Glathan. So Glathan knew you weren’t lying, when you told him of your Anchali. His father had told him the same story. It was too much of a coincidence, to not be true.”


    “He never told me! Why did Glathan never tell me?”


    “Because for Glathan, it’s irrelevant. He knows the Anchali is breeding the children of demigods among your family line. It’s virtually impossible to tell who is truly entitled to kingship, based on your Atalantean rules about the pureness of one’s blood, and the oldest male heir. From the time you were a boy, Glathan suspected, you were also part demigod. Just like his father.”


    “And I confirmed this later for him,” I muttered.


    “Yes. Glathan is a pragmatic one. He knows this secret would have utterly destabilized Atalantean society, if it ever truly came to light. Bit of a dynasty-destroying, faith-shattering commotion, eh? For a ruling house grown soft, careless, and ineffectual in many ways. Despite their reputation as feared conquerors. Pah! A mirage! Magical beings impersonating great royal lords among the Atalanteans, sleeping with their wives, breeding part mortal, part demigods? What good is such a house, that can’t even protect itself? Glathan knew it was more important, that one among them with potential for greatness rule. Rather than have the royal house be deposed and fall into disrepute. The religion of the Single God, irrevocably tarnished, in the eyes of the Atalanteans. Glathan decided, that one with potential for greatness, was you.”


    “So, Glathan does believe in me.” I realized that if I hadn’t had Glathan’s faith over the years, my mind would have long broken, and I would have given up.


     “You’ve done everything you could, to hold onto that power. To keep your secret. You have neutered your own family, demoted your Uncle Yedwol, cut off the head of your cousin the Ready—”


    The guilt of having to execute the Ready still stung. “I was upholding the law in my dominion. I killed a traitor. One who was also complicit in the deaths and torture of little children.”


    Udyn allowed, “True. It wasn’t entirely selfish. A hard lesson. But, a good one for you to remember. Thanks to the Ready’s neck attending an appointment with your guard captain’s axe, justice was served that day. Standing up for what’s right is never easy. You’ve learned that by now, I think.” He said gleefully, “Remember, another time you stood up and fought for what you believed in, to save this same fair damsel here, who’s now your wife? What happened? Stabby, stabby!”


    I unconsciously touched my abdomen, where Nulthe’s blade had cut me open. “Yes. A grim lesson, I’ve never forgotten.”


    “No paragon of virtue are you, Mortal,” said Udyn, “but no one can doubt your bravery. And you try to put your sense of duty, above your own wants. Though, as I’ve told you many times, you fail. But that mixture of justice, honour, bravery, and the ability to reconcile friends out of your enemies—some of those traits most admirable in a ruler—let’s simply say you have…potential for greatness. Just as Glathan, a wise man, believes. Despite the fact, you’re likely bred to destroy humankind.”


    “Did that potential merit the Single God essaying to destroy me, and being willing to destroy Atalantyx, just to ensure my death?”


    “Oh yes! Back to that! The night of that same coven, when Nulthe helped herself to a little piece of your guts. When you learned about that.”


    “So, it’s true,” I mourned. “The Single God wanted me dead. And he sank Atalantyx to kill me.”


    


    “I already told you it’s true! The Single God, who, as I said, like you, is rather extreme at times for my liking, long feared the heart of Nephil’s plan centred around attempting to breed the Destroyer from the Royal Line of Atalantyx. Long had the Single God contemplated destroying Atalantyx, to ensure the Destroyer was, in turn, destroyed. And while we other gods didn’t necessarily agree with annihilating an entire race, in the gamble we’d manage to end the Destroyer, we couldn’t dispute the Single God’s argument. We needed to thwart Nephil’s plans, for the sake of all humankind.”


    I responded angrily: “And so, the greatest civilization on earth, was sunk beneath the waves. To prevent the possibility of the Destroyer—me, or my seed—from ending the world?”


     “Many of the gods mourned the death of five hundred thousand. Though, what a wonderful reaping of souls it was! Still, many gods were also quite satisfied to see Atalantyx gone. Of all the races on the earth, the Atalanteans had grown venal, and corrupt. As I moaned over how far my druids, and my Sanaavian people, had strayed from true worship. The Single God, too, lamented how mortals had twisted, and perverted, true worship of Him.”


    “Humph,” I could not conceal my prejudices about the druids. “I’m not surprised anyone led by druids became corrupt.”


    “Don’t be so smug. None perverted the intentions of their god more than the Atalanteans, under the rule of the House of Atalan. Your family cared far more for gold and colonization, than it did for the people under its yolk. You used the Single God, as justification for your barbarity. Proudly. Any wonder when the mages, beloved of the Six Elemental Goddesses, though they are no innocents, as I said, appealed to the Single God to destroy you, and the Single God heard their plea?”


    “We thought,” I lamented, of my Atalanteans, “we…were the chosen race.”


    “You were. You were chosen to be the example of what happens, when pride and greed lead to the downfall of corrupted mortals. Many gods agreed—Atalantyx needed to be cleansed. The opportunity to potentially rid the universe of the Destroyer, was merely a bonus.”


    “Do you gods not know enough? Aren’t you powerful enough to not need to eradicate an entire race from the earth, in order to kill just one man?”


    


    “I told you! The gods don’t know everything! We are not infallible. If we were, we wouldn’t create fallible creatures, such as mortals, made in our own image.”


     An inhuman howl that chilled my bones, emanated from beyond the confines of the cabin.


    Udyn sprang into action.


    “Wait here!” he commanded. “Don’t come outside! Wait till I return!” He stalked to the front door, flung it open, shutting it behind Him.


    “Othrun,” said my wife urgently, “while Udyn’s words cannot be discounted, even a god’s perspective can be flawed. The Atalanteans…there was still some virtue in your race. As there’s virtue in you.”


    “Little, according to Udyn.”


    “You are more than this. You’re the sum of more than a legacy of meddling spirits, and the opinions of any god.”


    “Am I?” I wondered, confused, and disheartened, by all Udyn had said.


    “You are a great king. Your parentage doesn’t define you.”


    “Of course it does! What’s a king without royal parentage? I’m some kind of part demigod, yes, but spawned by some evil monstrosity! Conceived to destroy the world!”


    “Blood, parentage, don’t make one who they are! Actions and choices make the woman or man! Or the queen, or king! You have learned, Husband, from the errors of the Atalanteans. Who give too much merit to birth, not deeds.”


    “Paying attention here, Mortal?” said Udyn from outside. It seemed he could hear us through the door, with His supernatural hearing. “Listen to your wife!”


    “I believe in you, Husband,” implored Sila. “So do your people, the Atalanteans you brought from over the sea, and the Eltnish subjects you rule now. And so does Udyn.”


    “Udyn believes in me? Did we hear the same words from his mouth?”


    “I have heeded His words, Husband. All His words. And I’ve looked for the meaning behind them. Do you think a god has time to deal with Mortals, as Udyn does with you? He cares about you, Othrun. Even if you are, or even if you’ve bred the Destroyer. Not just because you may be the Destroyer, or a precursor. I cannot believe the Destroyer is one of our children. A mage, and a mother, knows her children. And a wife knows her husband. I don’t believe you’re the Destroyer either.”


    “What am I, then?”


    “Perhaps you’re but a player on the great board of the gods. Not the main focus of their game. Still… Udyn cares about you. That is plain. You always told me, your Uncle Yedwol, who died just before I met you, was crusty in how he showed his affection. Udyn probably reminds you of Old Yedwol, how you described him to me. Does he not?”


    “I suppose. Still, despite all that, I find it…difficult…though I stand here with you, flesh and blood, sharing the sight of Him with you, knowing this isn’t some shared nightmare, to accept He even exists, much less believe the things He’s told me.”


    “All those times you wondered,” Sila caressed my face tenderly, “if you were mad. Seeing angels, visions…those blessed with magical abilities…we’re the only ones who can see things such as those. It isn’t an easy road. But now, Husband…” She let her hand drop, then grasped my hand in hers. “Feel my touch. I’m real. You’re real.”


    “I know,” I said. “It’s frightening. Yet liberating, in equal measure. That all I’ve seen…is real.”


    “I’m here, seeing what you see, hearing what you hear. Seeing a god. This is no illusion. It’s a gift. One only those such as a fully blossomed mage, druid, or part demigod could be blessed with. A gift, as you heard Udyn say, shared by very few. Some may see it as a curse. Perhaps you do.”


    “I don’t know what to feel yet, other than confusion.”


    “I cannot tell you how to feel about the powers bestowed upon you. They’re a product of your birth. And of course, that birth is…troubling. Nonetheless, the gods and goddesses are real. As is their power. You’ve been granted an insight into a power, scant mortals in the history of the world have ever seen.”


    “I should feel more blessed, I suppose. Yet somehow, I don’t.”


    “I cannot lie. Though I wish this knowledge was less difficult for you, at least I hope sharing this experience with me, has made it easier to bear. I’m glad I was the one to be there, when you learned the truth of who you are.”


    “I still don’t know who I am. Some kind of…monster. The Destroyer? Just a puppet, whose strings are pulled along by demigods and gods?”


    “Everyone is influenced by forces greater than themselves. You must see a destiny greater than yourself. If nothing else, Udyn has told you, your children are critical to the fate of the world.”


    “Some of my children. Apparently, the rest don’t matter to the gods!”


    “I know it’s much to bear, to accept, difficult to understand! But you must heed His words as best you can! Yet remember, those words are said acerbically, in the manner of beings grown careless, and insensitive, over uncounted centuries of existence, when dealing with mortals whose lifespans are insignificant compared to gods. Their words aren’t said idly. But as Udyn admitted, gods aren’t infallible! I agree with you: all your children matter! And so do you!”


    In response, I said grimly, “Let’s go see what Udyn is doing.”


    “No, Othrun!” cried Sila. “He told us to stay inside!”


    But it was too late. I’d already gone to the door, opened it, and egressed.


    Dawn had nearly come.


    I saw Udyn standing, leaning on His staff, staring through the part-bare trees, up into the early morning sky. A light snow had begun to fall, snowflakes melting as they touched us.


    I, too, stared upwards, Sila coming up beside me. She cast her eyes to the heavens as well.


     A red tear, like blood, opened in the sky.


    I saw scores of dark, hideous eyes, wispy clouds streaming about them, ushered forward by a grey mist, rushing past at the speed of a bird.


    Then, they vanished.


    Udyn sighed, casting an oscillating single eye at me and Sila. “Do you comprehend that sometimes parents with children must say, ‘no’? For the children’s own sake?”


    “I wasn’t always an obedient child,” I smiled weakly.


    “You shouldn’t have followed me outside.”


    “Why?


    “Because of what you just saw.”


     “Was that the Wild Hunt you spoke of?”


    “Yes. The hunt no mortal can see, and live.”


    “And now we’ve seen it. That means…we’ll die?”


    “If you see my hunt, in their entirety, and who they are, Mortal, it means you’re surely about to die.”


    “Yet, at this moment, we live,” I wondered aloud. “I suppose, because we only saw their eyes? Because we only saw the Hunt partially?”


    Udyn said, almost grudgingly, “You only see their eyes because, admittedly, you have certain gifts. As does your wife, of course, as she’s blessed by the Six. Most can’t even see that much. Until they’re about to breathe their last. Yet, trust me, you don’t wish to see the visages behind those eyes. They would literally scare you into your tomb.”


    “So, is death indeed upon me and Sila, or not?”


    Udyn snorted, “Of course it is! It’s coming soon! You’re mortal! Every moment on earth since you were born, is one step closer to the end of your miserably short life!”


    “No,” I tried to confirm with Udyn, even though Sila had already verified what I’d sensed would happen to me, if I came north. “I mean, death, very soon. Imminently. Now—this day—or the next.”


    Udyn was dismissive, “What is ‘soon’ in the measure of gods? Today? Next year? Next century? Next millennia? What you count as a day, is like a fraction of a moment, fractioned by thousands. What you count as a lifetime, is barely a second in time for a god. Every mortal living is already a ghost, marching dumbly onwards, towards their annihilation.”


    “So, you won’t tell me when I’ll die?”


    “You care nothing for rules at all? My province is an overlordship of the Sanaavian gods. Nyrn has domain over the lifespan of every living thing born under the sun. She decides when each life chord is cut. She doesn’t interfere with my sovereignty! Any more than I interfere with how long She decides a mortal shall live! Ask Her, if you want to know when you’ll breathe your last breath!”


    “Is She here? Nyrn?”


    “Of course, She’s not here, you fool! And She wouldn’t tell you when you’ll die, even if She was!”


    I saw I’d get no plain answer from the cranky god about my fate. I changed the topic. “What do you hunt in the Wild Hunt?”


    He licked His lips obscenely. “Souls.”


    “Souls?”


    “By the underworld, you’re a foolish one, aren’t you? We’re the Wild Hunt, whom old wives in Sanaavia tell their grandbabies about, to scare them to bed! We’re the Wild Hunt, who makes fierce warriors quake and shiver, pissing themselves! We’re the Wild Hunt, portent of war, death, and chaos!”


    “That we, mortals, are causing by this war between Sanaavia and Eltnia?”


    “Did you glean that all by yourself with your puny brain?”


    “Am I right? Do You hunt souls because…thousands are about to die in battle?”


    Udyn sighed, flabbergasted I could try His patience any more than I already had. “You don’t assemble the most famous and terrifying demigods, and horror-spirits, in one hunt for just one meagre soul or two! That would be a paltry affair! You don’t summon the ghost riders, the werewolves, the night-marchers, the eight-legged horses, the three-headed horse-dogs and cat-goats, and all the rest! Not unless there will be a literal banquet of souls to feast upon! You don’t call them unless mortals make bloody war, to provide a bountiful, glorious repast!”


    “I see,” was all I could say. How could I address His relish for mortal souls? Or that the wars we mortals were causing were a literal banquet for the Wild Hunt?


    “And when all the horror-spirits have had their fill,” He continued, “I retain the best of the lot, the most honourable, for my own feast hall! So yes, Mortal! When our otherworldly procession rips through the sky, we are seeking souls! Those who worship me faithfully will be taken! The worthy ones shall be salvaged for my feast hall! Those who were true in life to their gods will meet them as their gods see fit. Those who are unfit are cast off…to meet another fate.”


    “What fate?” I shuddered at Udyn’s words, wondering if the other fate was worse than falling victim to such horror.


    Udyn carried on enthusiastically as if he’d never heard me, “Those who hear the baying of the horse-dogs in their ears, as the last sound before they expire! It means our Hunt has snatched their soul for our glorious consumption!”


    “What fate?” I repeated. “What fate do those who are unfit receive?”


    “I’m not here to serve as your teacher, Mortal,” said Udyn scornfully. “To provide you with the answers to all the universe’s mysteries. Do some research, like Uthlen used to do, and find out for yourself! Lazy mortal! Always looking for someone else to provide the answers to everything! Now, there was a clever mortal, your cousin, Uthlen.”


    “I miss him,” I muttered.


    


    “As well you should! He was one of the few mortals you surrounded yourself with, who spoke sooth in your ears! Though, most times, you were too dull to hear it!”


    I cuffed away a tear, thinking of Uthlen. Surprisingly, that seemed to draw a speck of sympathy from the cantankerous deity. He patted me awkwardly on my arm. His touch was as real as any mortal’s.


    “Come now! Fear not! He died a brave death. And ere he died, he lost an eye! The most virtuous, greatest sign of wisdom anyone can achieve!” He gesticulated to His own missing eye. “Remember, the next time you’re rude, or trifling with your guard commander, Corult. He is true, that one. Treat him better!”


    A wash of guilt came over me. I’d never fully trusted Corult as Samata’s cousin. Yet, he’d done nothing but serve me faithfully, since he was a boy.


    “I’ll do better for Corult,” I vowed.


    “Humph,” said the god. “Show me, and I’ll believe it.”


    “Did you take Uthlen to your feast hall?” I asked him then. “His soul… Did you—”


    “Not that one, no! He was a true believer in the Single God! We divine ones, if the mortal is deserving, allow that mortal to choose which deity they bind to in the afterlife. Eternity is a long time to be saddled with a goddess or god you don’t even like! The Single God claimed Uthlen for Himself. Can’t say for certain, but I think Uthlen is destined to be a real Anchali! And a good one, too!”


    “Would that I had him watching over me,” I said morosely. Still, I was happy to hear Uthlen’s soul might have a chance for glory in the afterlife. He surely deserved it, if nothing else, for all I’d put him through in his mortal one.


    “Udyn,” I pleaded next. “I—”


    “More questions?” he predicted, irritated. “Do you mortals ever tire of them? You will only get so many answers from a god, you know.”


    “The answer I truly need,” I told Him, “is how do I defeat my one-time brother and his army?”


    “You need more answers than that,” Udyn disagreed. “More answers than you shall get from me.”


     “And what sort of answers are you willing to give me,” I asked the god, “I mustn’t find on my own, as you’ve said? I need many answers, yes, you’re right. Among them, answers to who and what I must confront. In the coming days, I must face my one-time brother in battle, and find a way to defeat a menace threatening the safety of the entire continent.”


    “Are you sure you aren’t the menace you’re referring to?”


    “Nevertheless,” I said obdurately.


    Udyn once more looked at me with something akin to pity. He said, “I will give you the most important answer you need. Nygetav veritast metellus hyth dynus nur swyrd.”


    I knew those words well. Those words were inscribed on Sure-Steel’s blade in High Atramlandish. Udyn spoke them in that tongue as smoothly as if he had invented the language Himself. Of course, since He was a god, He very well may have.


    In the Common Tongue of the continent, the inscription translated to, No surer steel hath made a blade.


    “You refer to Sure-Steel? What’s written in my blade?” Eerily, it was as if the sword laid beside my chair inside the cabin was throbbing on my back, at Udyn’s mention of it.


    Udyn’s sole blue eye glowed like a candle was lit within. “I’ve given you an answer. The most important answer you require. About that sword, I’ll tell you nothing.”


    “That’s no answer. It’s merely another riddle to me. I’ve been told my sword keeps the spirits of dead kings within its blade.”


    “Good. For, what I’ll tell you is, that is the truth. Therefore, I’ll say it more plainly. When your time is upon you, remember who your ancestors worshipped. The first king, who sat upon the Throne of Atalantyx, didn’t believe in any gods. He only believed in the same Anchali, and the might of his own sword arm. Sounds a lot like someone else I know.” He squinted at me, knowing I must blush.


    “But as he died,” Udyn went on, “he turned to me. To save him.”


    “To save him from what?”


    Once more, he declined to respond. He merely tutted to Himself, and as if not wishing to sound vain (imagine such humility from a god), said, “I’m no more powerful, or worthy, than any other goddess or god. Yet, the truest form of devotion earns redemption. If you seek your soul’s salvation, at the very end, Othrun, don’t only remember the Single God. Don’t forget about the Wanderer.”


    “So, has my…sin been absolved by the gods? Am I forgiven?”


    “For now, I, a god, who has the power to render such absolution, have chosen to suspend a decision. I will be watching your conduct, Mortal. But let me provide a piece of advice. You may lament that I’ve dubbed you as potentially the Destroyer. Yet even a destroyer may do some good. Perhaps what he destroys, should be destroyed. Your friend Hert… He gave you some sound counsel. You’re a dragon. Embrace your nature. Embrace your sigil. Live out whatever is left of your pathetic mortal life, as a dragon. It’ll serve you well.”


    “Father?”


    It was the voice of the Younger. He came out of the cabin with Hiris, Jaint, Thurol and Corult. All rubbed their eyes, trying to dispel sleep. They looked dazed, and confused. But they had their weapons in hand, ready to confront any threat to Sila and me. The Younger also carried Sure-Steel.


    “All is well,” I told them. It took a while to reassure them. I simply explained that Sila and I weren’t tired, so we stayed up, speaking with our host.


    Udyn pointed into the forest’s depths. I noted that, presumably because He had donned some sort of glamour, He had both of His eyes now. No doubt, for the benefit of the rest of my party, who hadn’t seen Him with just the sole eye. “Those who pursue you, will still be searching. It’s time for you to leave.”


    All I could do was nod. I told the rest to ready the horses. They did my bidding, moving away sluggishly.


    “Don’t fear for them,” said Udyn. “As I told you, they’ve only been sleeping. They will remember little, if anything at all, about our encounter here.”


    Sila bowed low before Udyn. “We thank you, Lord Udyn, for bestowing the supreme blessing of your visitation upon us. We’re honoured, among mortals who walk the earth, with your coming. And for your protection, and counsel.”


    “The Mages of Eltnia are a scheming, and conniving lot,” said Udyn. “There are few among them who truly honour the Six, wishing to protect their realms, who yet have good hearts. You are one of those, Lady Sila. Take care you don’t become more like your coven colleagues.”


    The rest came back. All were mounted save Thurol and Corult, holding the horses’ reins for Sila and me.


    Udyn looked at me one last time. To my surprise, He gave a slight bending of His neck. “Farewell.”


    What else could I do? I returned it, “Farewell.”


    Perplexing, infuriating, disdainful, vexing until the last moment in His company, He spared not one more word nor glance, shuffling back into His cottage, closing the door behind Him.


    I stared after Him for a moment. Then I laughed madly, at His inscrutability, and the absurdity of even seeing Him, as Corult, Thurol, Jaint, Hiris, and my son, eyed me, alarmed that I may have taken leave of my senses. Then, after I helped Sila mount, I went to Malintent, and swung aboard.


    We rode off into the lightly falling snow.


  




  

    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    We rode through the forest, and the snow fell harder. But there was no one to be seen. No sound of pursuing warriors, or dogs.


    It was becoming a blizzard. The snow slowed our progress considerably. It would have usually only taken part of a day on horseback, to get to Carthlughe. But we couldn’t make the same speed in the kind of weather we faced.


    “We need to make shelter!” Thurol insisted, shouting over the wind’s fury.


    “We need to get out of this forest!” I returned.


    “Earl Thurol is right!” said Jaint. “We won’t survive a night exposed! Especially if this storm worsens! I know the danger of the climate here, when it turns bad!”


    “A battle is already being waged this day,” said Sila, “between my coven sisters and the druids! They’re fighting over the weather! This day, the druids are winning! We must truly make shelter and wait this out!”


    Frustrated, I relented. We dismounted, and Thurol, Corult, and Jaint got to work. They worked swiftly and efficiently. Within an hour, we had another structure of pine boughs to shelter in, a fire going. Ingeniously, snow was packed around the exterior of our smoky little hut, to keep it further insulated.


    The wind howled outside, past the bare, leafless trees, as I huddled behind Sila, to give us warmth in the cramped abode, and my thoughts swirled.


    Subtly testing the others, Sila and I confirmed they couldn’t even remember ever visiting Udyn’s hut over the past hours. Just as Udyn said they wouldn’t.


    Just more proof, that I’d seen a god.


    And so much had been revealed to me, if I chose to believe it.


    Throughout my life, pieces of the puzzle have been falling into place. I wondered if so much more of that puzzle had been uncovered, because my life was nearly at its end. It seemed logical. The melancholy over my approaching death, didn’t do anything to dampen an underlying sense of relief. And of wonder. I recounted what I thought I knew, of all that had occurred.


    I was indeed sired by an angel. An evil angel, a fallen one. Whose sweet words of seduction, tempting me with power and glory, were all part of a sinister plan. To breed a mortal man, who would destroy the world as we knew it. In order to take his celestial revenge, for being cast out of Heaven.


    And yet, I was by no means the first person ever used by this corrupt angel, in this manner. Centuries worth of mortals, had fallen under the Anchali’s sway. Many of them in my own royal house. Including ones like Glathan’s father.


    My father saw the Anchali, after he lay with my mother. He knew I was never his son of flesh and blood. And though, no doubt, like me, he must have often wondered if he was going mad, he could only believe his eyes. And because of that, he hated me. He hated me, and could never trust me. And he passed that mistrust onto Erthal.


    Uncle Yedwol believed in me, because of what had happened to him, because of his own experience with the Anchali. Instead of shunning me, he embraced me in his crusty, cantankerous way. He loved me, and treated me like a son. Better than he treated his own. And for cause of that, it was easy for the Ready to despise me, eventually turn his cloak against me, and leave me no choice but to take his head for his treason.


    Glathan believed in me because his father, too, had been visited by the Anchali.


    And he also believed in me, because despite the circumstances of my birth, I still showed promise to be a great king.


    The coven of Mages of Eltnia foresaw I was likely the Destroyer, and that I was coming to Eltnia to establish myself. So, they prayed to the Single God to destroy me, in turn. But the Anchali, still needing me for his plans, warned me, and saved me from destruction.


    But it was likely now, that I’d already fulfilled my usefulness to the Anchali. Either because I was the Destroyer, or I’d already bred the Destroyer. Accordingly, he’d discarded me, like refuse.


    


    Anger and sorrow welled in my heart. I wrapped my arms tighter around my wife.


    Sila had been my rock, my stability in all things these past days.


    Long ago, after I’d been stabbed by Nulthe, and she and I spoke while I recovered, I’d admitted to her that little made sense since the night the Anchali appeared to me. She’d implored me then; she wanted to be one of the things that made sense in my life. That I should cling to her, and the Younger, as well as whatever children we would have together, and not focus on the rest of what didn’t make sense.


    That wasn’t an easy task.


    What did my life amount to? A messy nigh forty years, of the peaks of glory, and the depths of despair. Of madness, magic, and inscrutable prophecy. Of shattered dreams, and shattered honour. Of infidelity, tragedy, and loss.


    But whatever the sum of those years had been, and whatever little time I had remaining, I would indeed cling to my wife. She had proven herself to be one of the few things I could count on, and believe in.


    And I’d made my peace. My peace with Hert. My peace with Sila.


    Othrun the Younger, as I’d observed over the past few months, had grown into a great man. He would be a great king. I knew, through my spies, among the Younger’s bodyguard, he’d broken things off with Athen. Making that kind of sacrifice, only solidified my opinion of him. Eastrealm’s second king, would be better than its first.


    Still, did he, among my offspring, matter in the eyes of the gods? Was Othrun the Younger…the Destroyer? Was Arclan? Atalan the Early? Lysifer? Aquiba? Little innocent Zya?


    Should I ask my sons, if they’d been visited by the Anchali, the false angel, Nephil?


    Was one of them the precursor to the Destroyer, and would their seed, not mine, or some progeny down the line, in the distant future, be the fated one? How much faith could I have in Udyn’s predictions, when he readily admitted, the gods don’t know all? That is was ultimately speculation, even by the immortals, if I, or any of my offspring, were the Destroyer?


    I grappled with all this, even as my eyelids drooped.


    


    I must have drifted off to sleep. When I awoke, my sleeping mat was soaked. I heard dripping. Sila wasn’t beside me any longer. I rose. The others were all standing outside, gaping in wonder, except Sila.


    There had been a snowstorm all day and night. Now, all the snow was melting, and the sun was gloriously high in the sky.


    “How has winter lessened its grip this way?” I breathed.


    Sila’s eyes twinkled. “My coven sisters, praise the Six. Their spells are working.”


    I saw the Younger, Thurol and Corult all make the sign of the Triangle and Circle. Jaint and Hiris held hands, and smiled at one another.


    Corult, Jaint, and Hiris took down our shelter, while Thurol tried to hunt for something to eat. He could find nothing. We munched on what was left of our supplies, dried meat and salty biscuits, and only had a little water and wine left, when we’d finished drinking.


    We mounted, and moved on.


    It grew colder again during our travels, but it didn’t snow. Winter and the druids were not ready to surrender yet. But they wouldn’t foil our journey that day.


    As we trotted, Sila and I, riding at the rear, spoke quietly of Udyn, out of hearing of the others. We also spoke of other things, as I asked her abruptly, “Why did you fall in love with me?”


    “Don’t let your insecurity,” said Sila, “Make you doubt my love for you, because of Udyn’s words. As he told you, I love you genuinely and completely. Not because of any magic.”


    “But what made you fall in love with me?”


    “That’s a difficult question. But if I search my heart, I’ll tell you honestly. Your…aura of…danger.”


    “Danger?”


    “Ha! You don’t think of yourself as dangerous?”


    “When we met, I brought you with me to save you from execution from your own sister, who banished you! I certainly wasn’t dangerous to you then!”


    “When I met you, you rode, by yourself, to fight those Ipithyians fighting Lysi’s and Centi’s men. You were so formidable. And yes, deadly. Dangerous.”


    “So, you didn’t love me…for being a good man.”


    “A good man isn’t always safe. A good man can be intimidating. If he’s a man who’s leashed his danger, only to be used against his foes, or to protect those he loves. I…don’t need a man to protect me. Yet, I always wanted it all the same. Didn’t my sister tell you? Your Atalantean knightly code…the chivalry…riding off to the rescue of a woman… It’s intoxicating, no?”


    I stared at her.


    “I only speak truth,” said Sila, “and Udyn’s words to you were harsh. Yet they were laced with wisdom. Still, he didn’t deliver all the messages you need to hear. You’re a great king, husband. No kingdom is perfect. Yet, the law-abiding nature of your realm, where Eltnish and Atalantean live side by side, largely in peace, and both faiths are protected, proves something. It’s true that you didn’t do it all altruistically. Yet, no one is more deserving to be Eastrealm’s king. Leadership is a duty, not a power grab. But if I recall, you never wanted to be a king, did you? Until the corrupt spirit-man tempted you with a crown?”


    “I did always want glory. I don’t deny it.”


    “You wanted to be a warlord. You would have been content to be Laahtre’s warlord, with him as King of Atalantyx, and you as his right hand. Like your Uncle Yedwol was to Atalan Ninth. But things happened as they are. You’ve done much good. You knowingly made sacrifices that could hurt your political standing, but protect your family and subjects, or even simple common folk you don’t even rule. I truly fell in love with you, hopelessly and completely, the day I stood by you while you sat on your horse, after we’d witnessed what had happened in Meridnia. You risked so much to save Meridnia’s people. To save just one Meridnian family, taken by Rupaa and Yimaa, to be sold as slaves. You are a good man, Othrun. It doesn’t matter whose son you really are. You are my husband, and father of our children.”


     “I don’t deserve you.”


    “Yet, you have me,” she teased. “Now it’s time to treasure me, don’t you think?”


    “I swear to you,” I vowed, “I had blinded myself to your worth. You’re the most precious thing in my life. I will never devalue you again.”


    “I know you won’t,” said Sila.


    “What do I do, Beloved?” I asked her then. “About Erthal?”


    “You must face him, my love.”


    “His oldest, Agaath, is around the same age, I believe, as the Younger. The twins Biirisa and Kiinata are sixteen. The youngest, Ulaafa, I think, is about six years old. As ruthless as the future Queen of Norsoon is, I’m sure my brother loves her. They have a family together. Must I kill him, now, a father and a husband, like me, after all these years, thinking him dead? For us to survive? Must I kill his wife? Kill his children, who will fight with him? Must I forsake the only chance I’ll ever have, for us to truly be together as brothers?”


    “There may be no other way, Husband.”


    Jaint and Hiris, who’d led us, halted us for the night. “We’ve taken winding routes,” said Hiris, “to lose possible pursuers. Then, the storm slowed us. Our supplies are nearly exhausted. We can spend one more night here, at the most. We’re at the forest’s edge. We must leave this forest tomorrow, to make it back to Carthlughe. But we could now sprint our horses for the border, and make it.” Jaint looked at me.


    “My instincts, tell me,” I said. “Spend one more night here. Then we easily get to the river tomorrow.” I looked at Sila. She nodded.


    “Very well,” said Hiris.


    Another makeshift shelter, another night in the forest, another night of little rest for me. I took the latter half of the night’s watch, relieving Hiris. The watch was uneventful. I was alone with my thoughts, staring out into the darkness of the woods, under the light of a half-full moon, only nocturnal sounds like a hedgehog bristling, a fox calling to its mate, the screech of a lonesome owl, for company.


    But with the morning and our departure, somehow, I felt strong, and motivated, despite little sleep.


    I was a king. I had a beautiful wife, who was a mage. Wonderful children. Staunch allies and friends like Hert. And I’d succeeded in another impossible mission. I had brought back Hiris from captivity. And it seemed I would live to tell about it. For now, I was alive.


    I’d make the most of my life, no matter what fate loomed over me.


    We came to the edge of the forest.


    Thurol went out, scouting ahead. Within half an hour, he returned.


    “No signs of pursuit I can see,” said Thurol the Quick.


    “So,” I said, “We ride hard! South!”


    And so, we did, finally leaving the forest. But we didn’t make it far.


    


    “Lord King!” cried Hiris urgently then, pointing slightly east.


    I looked.


    To marshal a hundred thousand souls from different kingdoms, feed them, ensure they were prepared, trained, fully briefed on the battle plan, and all the contingencies that could arise, then galvanize their wills, leading them to the actual battle, knowing they’d all likely perish, against hopeless odds, wasn’t an easy task.


    But Hert, son of Hor, Lord of Carthlughe, was up to that task.


    The Grand Eltnish Alliance army marched.


    They had crossed the river over the Fords of Feld, entering Rogonhe.


    I knew Hert drove them.


    Hert had brought the assembled army north, to fight his greatest foe.


    Joyously, we spurred our horses towards the thousands upon thousands of warriors, horses, and standards, colourfully floating in the breeze, as if it were a parade of the grandest order. When the army saw us coming, the cheer was so exhilarating, I felt swept away.


    I had to admit, I always relished the grand stage of committing a ruse. When the ruse was successfully executed, few things were as satisfying. Of course, it was much more than a game. I loved Hiris as a daughter, and would have readily given my life to save hers. Still, I couldn’t help but relish that, in the eyes of many, I was still Othrun, the cunning one. The one who could accomplish the impossible missions. The one who turned defeat into victory.


    Hert rode at the front of the column with the other rulers, the mages, and my sons.


    When we reached them, Hiris flung herself off her horse, running to greet Hert, who had dismounted. They embraced.


    Seldom had I seen the King of Carthlughe weep. But he wept that day, holding his daughter.


    Arclan and the Early left their horses, too, to hug Sila, the Younger, and I. Perhaps for the last time, I held my little family in a circle of love and comfort.


    When I broke away from them, Hert and I also shared an embrace. It was different now, the air between us. It was clean.


    “How did you know it was time to march forward now, Lord King?” I asked him.


    


    “The night you left, Renat advised me, through her mage sight, that you’d succeed in your rescue of Lady Hiris. That was sign enough for me. I sent a bird to Norsoon. Challenging Mag, the self-proclaimed High King, to meet me in the Perilous Pass, with all his power, as soon as he dared. If he dared. The return bird came. But the answer came from the hand of Rupaa, not Mag. Rupaa accepted my challenge, telling me to prepare to meet my Elemental Goddesses. We marshalled quickly, and left Wolflodge. I’ve driven us hard, to get us here now, so quickly, to Rogonhe. And I am glad of it, because we have found you here.”


    “Rupaa’s return bird,” said Renat, “also added, Hiris would pay for the maiming of the Countess Yimaa. That Rupaa would cut Hiris down herself, if Nyrn blessed her with the opportunity.”


    Hert looked at Hiris. “You carved the word, ‘coward,’ in her forehead? That’s what Rupaa’s letter said you did.”


    “Yes, I did the carving,” said Hiris proudly. “She tried to rape me. She got no less than she deserved. And I will gladly see Rupaa on the battlefield.”


    Hert didn’t seem surprised, saying to Hiris, “Beware the anger of the She-Wolf.” Hiris nodded sternly, acknowledging her father’s words.


    Hert turned to me again, “It’s good to see you, and my daughter alive. Thank you for bringing her back to me. I knew you wouldn’t fail.”


    “Lord King,” said the Early to me, pointing north.


    A troop of knights in silver rode towards us. They’d gone out to sight the enemy.


    “Lord Arclan commanded your cavalry, in Lord Othrun the Younger’s absence,” said Hert to me. “He sent out some of your knights yesterday, to scout ahead. It appears they’re returning.”


    When the lead knight drew rein before the front of the army, he bowed quickly in the saddle.


    All he said was, breathlessly, “They’re coming.”


    My heart thundered in my chest.


    “Very well,” said Hert. “We’re ready for them.”


    “How far?” I asked the scout.


    “They might arrive half a day, maybe, Lord King, after us,” said the man. “If that. If we tarry one night, then get to the pass tomorrow.”


    “How many?” asked King Bris urgently.


    


    “Impossible to tell, Lord King. There are so many. All I can guess is more than us. Much more.”


    Hert said, “We camp here tonight. Tomorrow, we give battle.”


    The business of setting up camp for tens of thousands took some time. Late was the hour, when I stood in Hert’s tent, with all the chief commanders, and all the mages, finalizing our tactics.


    “Regardless of what happens,” Hert said as we concluded our final war meeting, “of how many of us fall, we fight until none are left. We only retreat to re-position. We must keep the Sanaavians out of Carthlughe, no matter the cost. Once they get into Carthlughe, they’ll flood Eltnia like an ocean. There is nothing to stand in their way, save my few thousand border troops.”


    “We cannot retreat south of the Twilight Stream,” Eld said. “We must keep them north of that. If they get beyond that, we won’t be able to contain them. Remember, they cannot pass the stream! If they do…”


    “So, tell your commanders to tell your warriors,” I said. “If the stream is at your back, you must hold there. Hold and fight. Even if we’re being slaughtered.” 


    The following day, with the dawn, I readied for what I believed would be my final battle.


    My men had brought my armour with them, when they marched from Wolflodge. Soon, I shone in polished silver mail, overtop my boiled leather. No surcoat.


    But I did don the white wolf’s pelt cloak, as Hert had demanded of me.


    I wore red, supple leather gauntlets and red boots, with metal stitched into both to protect my hands and feet from sword cuts, and slashes. My helm sported dragon’s wings from the sides.


    Sure-Steel, as always, was at my back. Biter and Cutter were at their usual positions, belted at my waist. 


    My esquires carried my shield, a black dragon on a field of red. It was a lesser shield than the one I’d been given as a coronation gift from Wely, years ago. It was a good shield, but still a lighter one than that nigh indestructible one I’d been gifted, which was perfect for the shield wall. For I didn’t plan to fight in a shield wall in this battle, but exclusively from horseback, until I went down. 


    As I went to mount Malintent, while others all around me readied themselves, I looked with pride upon my sons, all outfitted for war. Thurol was with them, now fully armoured, too, along with the Bard and the Aspect. Combined with magnificent warriors such as Hiris, Centi, Eld, Hert, Bris, Nyna and more, no matter if no Grand Eltnish Alliance Army marched back home alive from this battle, I knew we’d make great deeds of song.


    I didn’t know if someone I believed was craven and unproven in battle, such as Bartho, might rise to the occasion. Sometimes, war brings out the lion in a man. Bartho had shown so far to be more pussycat than lion. Still, I’d seen far greater miracles in my life.


    Our army left the encampment, heading toward the pass. Another scouting team of knights were sent out, ahead of us. Two hours into our journey north, they returned.


    “They’re almost at the top of the pass, Lord King,” said the lead scout. “We heard them first before we saw them. That many warriors cannot move without noise. It seemed as if the ground shook.”


    “Haste then!” said Hert. I saw him glance at Bartho, supposedly the overall commander of our host, looking petrified, sitting quietly on his horse, beside Monis on her steed. He would be utterly useless. Less than useless. I prayed Monis could at least keep him out of the way of real generals, when the battle began.


    Hert issued orders.


    We moved.


    There was no time to skirt the Twilight Stream, if we could cross it instead. Taking the entire Alliance Army around it would delay us so much, we’d risk not being in position when we needed to be.


    The stream was frozen. Scouts had already travelled over it to get to the Perilous Pass, to sight the enemy, and back again. But that had only been a few men, and a few horses, putting their weight at one time on the ice.


    We abandoned the baggage trains on the south bank of the stream. They’d never make it down the slope, then up, unless we stopped to make crude planks to slide under their wheels. Besides that, the weight of the wagons was ponderous, and some of the commanders were already concerned about the ice’s thickness. But ones like Jaint and Hiris, who knew this region intimately, assured us that once the ice was frozen solid, it would hold.


    Nonetheless, we had an advanced party that carefully led warriors and horses onto the ice. They tested the thickness. It seemed strong. But snow streamers blew. There could have been covering patches, potentially not as thick, where we’d fall through. Timorously, the testers made their way to the other side without incident. Who no doubt breathed a sigh of relief when they reached the opposing bank.


    We managed to cross with our entire army, praise the Single God. The ice proved as sturdy as any solid ground.


    Then, it took even more time to get to the Perilous Pass, and to order all the ranks into positions initially taken for battle. Morning had fled by the time we were ready.


    Our forces stretched out from past the middle point of the pass, near the northernmost end, the top, all the way down to the southernmost end of the pass, the bottom, where the other mountains stopped, and The Two Sisters rose. Beyond the northernmost end was Norsoon.


    We waited.


    Any such host, even bigger than our own, was exceptionally cumbersome. It was more than two hours until they slithered their way into our view. It was like a giant serpent coming from one end of a spout, squirming forward, to meet another.


    I sat on Malintent, strangely calm. There was nothing more to be done. Against all odds, we’d assembled an enormous army to meet the considerable Sanaavian threat. Against all odds, we had rescued the Crown Princess of Carthlughe from Sanaavian clutches. Against all odds, I’d survived thus far until this moment. The moment of what would be my greatest trial. The moment I’d face my one-time brother, and the army he’d brought to destroy us, to take our lands. The moment was coming soon. I’d likely die.


    I surveyed what was far in front of me.


    It was the broadest and deepest Beetle formation I’d ever seen, in our front shield wall. Ranks of fifty, twenty rows deep, the ends of the Beetle nearly touching the walls of the mountainsides.


    Behind them, directly in front of me, I saw the mounted lords and ladies, and at least a hundred Eastrealmian horses. Then, turning behind me, were more ranks of fifty, stretching many more than twenty rows. And then more knights: the rest of my thousand horses. After them came what seemed like innumerable ranks of footmen, as far as I could see. Beyond that, I couldn’t distinguish the masses, as the grade of the valley dipped and widened.


    I knew the mages, my wife, Monis, Viwa, and Renat, would be at the very utmost rear of our forces. Waiting for their time to play their part in the battle. I didn’t know what that part would be, or what sort of Elemental Magic they had in store. No more than I knew what the enemy druids had planned for us. I shivered. I thought of Udyn. Was Udyn on the side of the druids? On Erthal’s side? Would he lend them the ability to ensure our defeat? Was the Single God still hoping to destroy me here? And would He be willing to obliterate our entire Alliance army to do so? As He’d already destroyed an entire civilization in Atalantyx, for the same cause?


    For the first time since becoming a warlord, I’d brought no priests or priestesses. It wasn’t because I was no longer a man of faith. It was because the war against the Sanaavians promised to be so pitiless. Because we’d so little chance of success, I couldn’t bear the thought of my clergy potentially being slaughtered like cattle.


    Priests also served the purpose of being my chroniclers. To aggrandize my deeds, and continue to enhance my reputation. Yet, I felt this would be my last battle. It would be left to the Eltnish bards, whom the Eltnish rulers among our alliance had brought with them, to memorialize my final fight instead of my own men, if any of them lived to tell the tale. Somehow, it seemed fitting. I was born an Atalantean lord, but I’d die an Eltnish king.


    As I thought all this, their army came into view. The first thing I saw were the great banners of their alliance leaders. The white grinning skull on black for Furfell. The leaping silver fish on blue of Laakmir. The grey iron helm on a snow-white field for Knuljaa. But I only had eyes for the crossed black axes on red of Norsoon, the banner near the very front of their ranks.


    With thunderous commands from many captains, their army ground to a halt.


    I looked around again, taking the measure of our people. As with every battle, soldiers turned aside to vomit with fear and angst. Some quivered slightly in their armour. Spears trembled in hands. I saw some faces under helms that were ash-white. Our army seemed so brave, invincible, and emboldened, when I’d first seen them assembled all together, just the day before. A great alliance from many nations bound together in fealty and glory. Now, they seemed a massive, terrified lot.


    


    It’s one matter when you see the enemy has at least as many warriors as you. It’s an entirely different matter, when you know they have many more warriors than you, at the end of a long valley.


    Battles were rarely won by smaller forces, and never won when those smaller forces feared their enemy.


    I panicked, feeling the collective fear of our army.


    I wondered, though I wasn’t the High Warlord, should I try to give a speech to rouse the troops? Would Hert do so? I couldn’t see Bartho as the one to do that.


    Then, a knight from in front of me moved his horse forward, past the front ranks of our army.


    It was then, that Thurol rode.


  




  

    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    Thurol rode.


    No one commanded him to do so. Nor did anyone give him leave.


    No one stopped him either.


    I knew immediately, once I realized it was my brother-in-law, why he did it.


    Like me, he’d seen the fear in the eyes of all the spearmen from the various Eltnish Alliance kingdoms. He had heard the trepidation in their voices, as they whispered about the fierceness of the Sanaavians in battle, warriors who looked at bloodshed as a sport. And he’d seen and heard enough to know, a warrior couldn’t go into battle thinking they were already dead. Else, they’d indeed be slain.


     They needed inspiration.


    They needed to believe they could win.


    Thurol meant to provide that belief.


    Thurol’s well-scoured chainmail gleamed. His intricate sword belt glistened with the embedded golden swirls and whorls, in the black of the leather. His helm, adorned where the nose-piece met the crown with his sigil of a boar on its hinds, sparkled.


    His cloak billowed, as he spurred his horse fearlessly towards the enemy lines. Riding in all his magnificence, his gold earl’s chain bobbing on his neck, gold-edged scabbard containing Weeper, his famous sword, flapping as he rode.


    Thurol had something every Sanaavian respected. Reputation. The first day I landed in Acremia, I’d killed Hor, one of the continent’s most feared warriors. That had been the start of my reputation as a great warlord.


    On my second day in Acremia, Thurol slew Earl Logis, Battle Champion of Nyrimia, in a fierce duel on a land bridge.


    Later, when we’d fought to take Lynchun back for Wely from his brother Orlu the Usurper, Thurol killed dozens of foes.


    In the battles to come, such as in Ipithyia and Yaden, men had come to know the name of Thurol the Quick. Men had come to fear that name.


    Solitary, carefully, taking his time, my cousin, my brother-in-law, Earl of Arnia, Lord of Forest Hill, Lord Marshal and Commander of Eastrealm’s Armies, rode before his foes. Though among the Eastrealmians, positions as lowly as squire rode horses, including into battle, in Eltnia, and in Sanaavia, typically, besides errand riders, only lords rode.


    A man riding a horse in Acremia was someone important. A man riding a horse as adroitly as Thurol rode, barely touching the reins, his well-trained steed obeying the commands of nudging his knees, was impressive. A great, well-trained lord riding an excellent, well-trained horse, always got people’s attention.


    Thurol paraded in front of nigh two hundred thousand Sanaavian fighters. For those who weren’t so far away at the back of their ranks they couldn’t see him, he undoubtedly had their rapt attention.


    His ride was a blatant challenge. Urging any warrior who dared to face him, to come forth.


    To duel him in single combat.


    “I’m Thurol!” cried my brother-in-law. “Son of Thurol! Does anyone among this Northern host have the mettle to face me?”


    I saw Thurol’s aim. Our men were disheartened. They saw how vastly, stupendously, we were outnumbered by the foe. Even the bravest of hearts would quail, facing the horde of killers we faced. But Thurol rode out to give them heart. A single act of courage, and victory, could always inspire troops. Thurol meant to give that to them. Either through his triumph, or a glorious death. Sacrificing himself to raise our spirits. To urge us to do great deeds of slaughter.


    I was far away. I couldn’t hear all the challenges he uttered to the enemy. But I did hear how he mocked the Sanaavians. He called them craven. Coward, he called them. The name Hiris had carved in blood on her enemy’s forehead. He shouted for someone to come forward to face him in battle.


    A man walked out to meet Thurol.


    


    The warrior was giant, heavily inked all over his face and body. He carried two short, thick-bladed swords, no shield.


    Thurol immediately leapt off his horse. He took his shield from his back, and drew Weeper.


    That didn’t surprise me. Yet what he did next, took me aback.


    He started yelling.


    He flapped his arms angrily, swearing, spinning even. As if seized by some apoplexy.


    I’d never seen Thurol angry in battle. I’d only seen him cold, clinically killing.


    He screamed, stomping his feet in the snow like a mad child.


    I was aghast.


    He ranted, cursing so loud now I could hear him. It was rare to even hear Thurol use foul language. But he swore like a Havenshur dockside worker.


    Then he threw his shield on the ground, abruptly charging the big Sanaavian. 


    Thurol was older now, past his prime. But he was still so fast. So extremely agile. And so skilled. So very skilled.


    It was all a blur, as Thurol reached the man. I saw Thurol leap like a cat. I saw the man’s swords come up to surely cleave Thurol in two.


    Thurol spun mid-air. The man’s swords futilely whistled by. Thurol, even as he spun, sliced Weeper down upon the back of the man’s neck. Then Thurol fell, rolling away in the snow and slush, marring his fine cloak.


    But even as he sprung to his feet, his foe already dropped dead.


    Our men were silent, as were the Sanaavians. There was no hammering of weapons on shields. No cheers. No groans from either side. Just stunned silence.


    Thurol wheeled back to the Sanaavians again. He resumed shouting at them, challenging them to send forth a champion. In his ranting, he called for a real champion.


    Another warrior came forward.


    This man, who was far slimmer, walked with the same effortless grace Thurol had. He was no brute like the dead warrior who’d preceded him. This man was slight like my cousin. But like my cousin, I knew this man was a deadly warrior. The man carried a shield with a white grinning skull on black for Furfell, a spear, and a short sword on his hip.


    But once more, Thurol’s seemingly meaningless anger shocked me. He screamed and screamed. He cursed the Sanaavians. He uttered a plague upon all their houses. He called for the sky to fall upon them. For worms to eat their faces. He uttered all sorts of vile epithets, as he danced in a little mad circle.


    Right before, he ran at the new challenger, just as he had the first.


    The challenger, like lightning, threw his spear. It was a good throw. It was an accurate throw. Yet Thurol contemptuously dodged the spear as it whistled by his head. He kept coming like a deadly missile. He ran for the man.


    Thurol engaged his opponent with a deadly sweep of Weeper at his face. The man nimbly shuffled his feet, coming with a thrust that should have skewered Thurol, all his forward momentum making him off balance, vulnerable. Still, Thurol simply shifted his body, spinning away, keeping his feet.


    The Sanaavian thought he’d finish Thurol then, before he’d recovered. For Thurol appeared to be still righting himself from his charge, as he turned back to face the enemy.


    It was all a feint. The Sanaavian attacked, a cry of triumph escaping his lips as he thrust again, this time downward. Nimbly, Thurol had moved away, coming up with his own thrust, slipping beneath the man’s arm. Weeper went home. Right into the man’s armpit, breaking leather, shattering bone, ripping tissue.


    Thurol left his arming sword embedded in the man, who fell, gasping, shuddering. Still alive, the sword sticking out of his body, the snow stained with heavy blood around him.


    As his fallen victim lay in agony, Thurol stalked all the way back to our lines. He took his time. He went to one of the astonished footmen in the front ranks, snatching the footman’s spear out of his hand.


    He returned to his vanquished enemy. He hefted the spear high, bringing it down with such force, and such a vicious, blood-curdling scream of vengeance, that the body flopped violently on the ground, impaled. The spear went deep, straight through the man’s mouth, piercing through the back of his head, pining him like a fish on a hook to the ground. The man made a horrible choking sound. Then, after an initial flopping of limbs, the man stilled quickly.


    


    Thurol put his booted foot on the body. With effort, he wrenched Weeper free and once more called out to the Sanaavian lines.


    “Fucking deceivers!” yelled Thurol. “Knaves! How dare you? How dare you?”


    For all of the thousands upon thousands of warriors assembled, all the horses, the wind, all the noises that could have drowned out anything else, even before any battle was engaged, one could’ve heard a pin drop on the place of battle, for the silence, when Thurol screamed.


    “You dare put forward these louts as your best? They are worm fodder! Cravens! Show me your true champion!”


    “How about me?” came a high-pitched cry, from among the depths of the Sanaavians. “Is the Queen of Furfell and Knuljaa good enough?”


    It was then that Vildaa, called the Red, appeared.


    Thurol said, sounding almost relieved, “Finally! You send me a real champion!” He seemed to have miraculously calmed, the anger drained from him. He bowed courteously to Vildaa.


    “Lady Queen. I’m honoured.” He sheathed Weeper. For Vildaa had not drawn a blade.


    When I first met her, Rupaa once scornfully boasted that Atalantean knights were pretty, but for all their shiny armour and good steel, they needed to train more with the sword, before they thought to fight any Sanaavians.


    Thurol proved otherwise that day. He’d proved it not just to Rupaa, who surely witnessed his feats of arms, no doubt from somewhere near the front of her armies. He’d proved it to the whole Sanaavian host.


    Now, he’d have to prove it once more —against a warrior with a reputation at least equal to his own. A woman to be utterly feared.


    Vildaa didn’t earn her moniker of ‘the Red’ for nothing. That moniker was a testament to the colour of the multitude of victims’ blood she left behind her, whenever she stalked a battlefield.


    Thurol didn’t attack that time. Nor did Vildaa at first. Carefully, the two foes circled one another, hands empty, weaponless. I balked. Would Thurol face this beast of a woman, without a sword? It was suicide. Vildaa had the bulk and, no doubt, the superior strength. If she was skilled, or more experienced than Thurol, with a blade… But I didn’t have time to ponder what I believe would be Thurol’s fatal folly longer.


    For it was Vildaa who suddenly leaped at Thurol.


    


    She pounced like a wolf.


    She took him to the ground, even as he grabbed onto her.


    They went down together in a heap.


    The Queen pummelled Thurol’s ribs with her fists. He latched onto her leg amidst the flurry of blows, flipping her.


    I didn’t think he’d be strong enough to move her bulk. But Thurol had an unfathomable, sinewy strength, belied by his slight appearance.


    They rolled, tangled. I saw fists flying from Vildaa and Thurol in kind, in a savage ground fight.


    Next thing I knew, Thurol’s back was pressed to the ground, Vildaa on top of him.


    But her back was against his chest, his legs pinning her arms, his long dagger pressed against her throat.


    I knew he whispered in her ear to yield. For a moment, I thought she wouldn’t and Thurol would end her life.


    I held my breath, waiting for Thurol to stab down with Pincher, expecting Vildaa’s death.


    Instead, Thurol stayed his hand.


    I saw him release his grip around Vildaa’s arms.


    Slowly, she rolled off him, arose, and stepped back.


    She looked down at him, he, with his dagger still drawn.


    “Rise!” she barked at her victorious opponent.


    She lowered a hand. She grasped the one Thurol extended, helping to bring him to his feet.


    Thurol sheathed his blade.


    Vildaa must have been wroth beyond accounting, at being beaten. But she bowed to Thurol. He returned that bow.


    Then, walking as if she’d just lost the most precious thing in her life, she returned to her ranks.


    Because it was far worse for a Sanaavian to be humbled in battle and live, than to perish.


    Thurol had, by defeating one of Sanaavia’s best, still sparing her life, humiliated the Sanaavian host.


    Thurol took the reins of his mount, leading it, sauntering back to us on foot amidst cheers. But I knew despite winning, he was hurt.


    


    Thurol’s eyes, green like mine, were the only thing of his appearance, except that he always appeared coiled, ready to explode like a spring, betraying he was one of the greatest fighters in Acremia. That he was predatory, feline, ferocious. Those were the eyes the Sanaavian slave traders rightly identified, as the eyes of a killer.


    Those eyes, usually intense, were glazed over with pain. His face was starting to bruise. One eye was swollen. If he survived the upcoming battle, the eye would most certainly be black. When he reached me, the strut disappeared. Instead, he looked like he wanted to hunch over in pain.


    “Remind me never to wrestle you either,” I told my brother-in-law. “I’ve already learned I can’t best you in a swordfight.”


    “She broke my arm, I think,” he muttered glumly, in response to my jest. “Broke a few ribs too, I’m guessing, for good measure. I doubt I did more than scratch her.”


    “But you shamed her,” I said, even as, worried for Thurol’s health, I signalled for men to get surgeons, to attend to my cousin.


    “Small payment,” he mumbled.


    I was alarmed.


    I knew why Thurol did what he did. He’d gambled his life. In doing so, he’d won much-needed morale for our troops. Still, his wounds had taken him out of the fighting to come. That was a humongous loss for us.


    Bad odds become far better odds with Thurol on one’s side. But his value as a warrior, was equally important as his value as a general.


    With Thurol wounded, my best commander, the best warrior in Eastrealm, unable to fight, we were in even more trouble than before.


    I told him as much. But he replied, “I can still lead.”


    “Then it must be from the back,” I ordered. “You’ve done enough fighting for today, Brother-in-Law. Though, I thank you for it.” I smiled, “You’ve given our army hope, and taken some of the mystique out of the enemy.”


    “Would that I could’ve reduced their ranks,” Thurol said miserably, as the surgeons came to examine him, “by more than two. But I had to do it. They outnumber us ridiculously. And they think we can’t fight. They think they’re so far better than us at war.” He grimaced. I knew the pain in his arm and ribs must be considerable. “I’ve never been happier that my son and daughter will be clergy. War is for fools like me. My children will stay safe, grow old, and die abed. Without all the suffering and death.”


    I recalled when I’d ridden to Meridnia, in the wake of Nightsoul’s destruction, I found Rupaa, Yimaa, and their pirate crew had kidnapped a Meridnian family. Then, they’d left to take them into slavery. After we’d pursued and found the pirates, Rupaa bargained to have one of my knights fight Yimaa to decide the fate of Rupaa’s Meridnian hostages.


    Earl Cantic, now long dead, had been selected to fight Yimaa. Yimaa made short work of Cantic, who had a good reputation as a warrior. But that reputation was shattered that day, as Yimaa first disarmed Cantic, then knocked him nearly senseless with her sword butt.


    However, Yimaa spared Cantic that day. And I kept my word, perforce, allowing Rupaa to take one of the Meridnians—the male father in the family—back as a slave while she generously freed the rest of the family, the wife and children.


    Rupaa had been merciful and outsmarted me. And Cantic never got over the besmirching of his reputation as a fighter. It led him to be rash, to try to prove himself. That rashness led to his death later, when we encountered Plas of Ipithyia’s trap to try and kill me. 


    Reputation. As warriors, we chase it relentlessly. All the way to our deaths.


    “Why were you so angry?” I asked my brother-in-law then. “When they sent out the first two challengers? How did you know they’d be unworthy tests of your skill when you saw them? Just by looking at them?”


    “They think little of us,” replied Thurol. “For them, war is their sport, but all the opponents are always inferior. So they sent mediocre competition to face me, thinking I was only up to a certain calibre despite my reputation. When I showed them my true worth, they were forced to send better. Until they eventually sent a real challenger, in Vildaa.”


    Thurol shrugged. “Beyond that, it’s been that way all of the time I’ve been fighting. Always underestimated. People look at me, and they don’t see a big man, or one looking particularly fierce. They think I’m easy prey. I never intend to be.”


    It was true. And the Sanaavians had learned, underestimate Thurol the Quick, at your peril. I’d spent a lifetime seeing him fight. I was one of the few people in the world who knew how genuinely formidable he was.


    I figured, with the opening duels, the product of bravado done, there seemed nothing left to do but fight and die. But the preliminary acts before the real fighting commenced weren’t yet completed.


    Thurol looked forward, even as the surgeons began removing his armour to tend to him. “The Sanaavians are sending someone else out.”


    “Another challenger?” I asked, turning. My eyes were not as good as Thurol’s. “Or parley?”


    “Parley,” said Thurol. He pushed the surgeons away, ordering them to leave him be for a moment. He stood on his tiptoes. He was not nearly as tall as me, but far-sighted. Even at his age, he squinted with some of the keenest eyes I knew.


    And, as recognition set it, he grimaced, “And no ordinary parley.”


    I remounted Malintent, so I could easily see over the crowd. I discerned a solitary rider coming forth. That rider, as Thurol had, rode expertly. By that riding, I knew who it was, simply by how he sat astride his horse.


    I’d watched him as he first learned to ride. As a matter of fact, we had learned to ride together.


    When we were boys, just having learned to ride, that rider would dare me to ford the Elynlyr River in Atalantyx, along with him, in the deeper parts beyond the shallows. Our royal bodyguard forbade us. But that rider, then a young prince, unheeding, would dash away. Of course, eager to prove myself, and for the fun of it, I’d dash after that rider. Both us princes laughing, nearly drowning with our horses in the foam.


    That rider was still the picture of arrogance. He was still tall and muscular, though much leaner than when I’d last seen him.


    He still had those cold green eyes, wont to peer contemptuously at those displeasing him. He still had that proud hawkish nose, always seeming to sniff distastefully at those he found contemptible, as if they were something to be found in the privy pit. That nose was like a rudder, steering those who followed him unerringly toward whatever destination he set for them. The square, dimpled chin, was still set brutishly. That hard jaw, tending to clench in disgust in the presence of those who failed him, was still tensed.


    But he had changed in so many ways from when I knew him.


    The last time I saw him, he was bedecked in finery. Silver ringmail, and gold links interspersed throughout the armour. Back then, over his mail was cast a regal red surcoat, trimmed with gold, emblazoned with his sigil. That emblem depicted his long-dead favourite steed, Aresth, rampant. And for that reason, the rider had taken the moniker of “White Horse” to go with his many titles.


    He wore no such splendid armour this time. He was barely clothed at all.


    I couldn’t believe he was bare-chested in the frigid air, with only a heavy white cloak, draped around his broad shoulders, pinned at the throat, by a broach bearing two crossed axes, for Norsoon. A necklace made of the finger bones of children encircled his neck. His breeches only came up to his calves. Though he wore long boots, I knew those thick calves would be painted in blood.


    He’d shaved his head, his glorious golden locks long gone. Only greying stubble remained, and a long, greying beard twisted into plaits.


    Rings adorned both his nose and cheeks.


    Two cruel-looking serrated knives were tucked into his belt.


    He also bore two weapons no other druid would wear. A dagger, and an arming sword, both sheathed in expensive scabbards, both of priceless Atalantean Steel, forged from the ingots of Althat, in a kingdom long drowned beneath the waves. I knew those blades well. The dagger was named Slit. The arming sword was Taker.


    He was a druid.


    I hated druids.


    He was the most fearsome druid I’d ever seen.


    But he was no ordinary druid.


    He was my one-time brother.


    Erthal, now called Laahtre. Once King of Atalantyx, now Crown Prince of Norsoon.


    And Second Druid of Norsoon.


    Thurol looked up at me bleakly. “Lord King—” he began.


    “I’ll deal with him alone!” I barked.


    Without another word, I pushed Malintent forward.


    Our host parted for me.


     It took some time for me to navigate our men, as I went to meet my one-time brother.


  




  

    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


    That ride seemed the longest of my life, as I nudged Malintent through our ranks.


    I pranced her another hundred paces, until I came face to face with Erthal on the back of his horse.


    I curbed Malintent, glaring at Erthal. He had that sardonic, mocking look on his face I loathed and knew intimately. He waited for me to speak.


    “What’s this?” I spat, looking him up and down, my insinuation at his appearance before me, clearly as insulting as his presence was.


    The last time I saw him, he was an Atalantean king, adorned as such, in all the pomp and glory of that role. Now he was…


    “What are you?” I went on. “I didn’t want to believe what I’d heard about you. What you’d done to yourself? Now I see it with my own eyes, offended as these balls in my head are by the sight of you! You’re REALLY a fucking druid now?”


    He smirked that smirk I always hated him for. In the same way, I hated Cahr’s smarmy grin. But I’d always detested it when Erthal smiled condescendingly at me, far more than any smile from Lysi’s husband. More familiarity, I suppose. And Cahr could never have wounded me as deeply as Erthal had.


    Yet all he said was, “Greetings to you too, Brother.”


    I roared, “That’s all you have to say? Greetings?”


    “Should I say greetings, Traitor? Mutineer?” When he said it, the coldness could have frozen the sands of Berefet. That’s the Erthal I remembered. When he wanted to be cold, as was his wont, little could unfreeze him.


    I needed to remember, this was my one-time brother. Someone who knew me as a boy. But I was no longer the boy I once was, any more than he. Still, he was the enemy. And he had the advantage. His army outnumbered mine twice over. I needed to negotiate with him, if I could. Even though the likelihood of all these lusty warriors standing down from any battle, was utterly remote.


    Yet, it was more than that.


    He was still my brother.


    No matter all I’d done to bring him to a position where he’d lose, I didn’t want him dead. I was still, as I knew he saw me, vain Othrun, who thought he could talk or fight his way out of any situation, including one where his own brother sought his death.


    But I didn’t want to die. Though die, I knew I must. And I didn’t want Erthal to die. Because now he faced me, as incensed as I was with him, my sibling’s love for him couldn’t be denied. Much as I wished it could. And if I was to die, I still wanted him to live.


    He was my brother. He would always be my brother. I’d missed him dearly. All I wanted to really do, as foul as he was now, as a druid, as much as he was an enemy Sanaavian lord, and as much as he came to ensure our Alliance army was eradicated, was to embrace him. I wanted to fall weeping into his arms, beg his forgiveness, his love. I wanted him to tell me we’d repair all that had gone before. That we’d be as a family was supposed to be to one another. Before it was too late. Before I died in this battle, which was predestined.


    I’d raised a rebellion against him in Atalantyx all those years ago. Still, I hadn’t actually wanted him deposed. I’d raised arms against him, but I hadn’t wanted him dead. Now he’d waged war against me here in Eltnia, but I didn’t truly seek his utter destruction.


    And I knew, somewhere inside me, he felt the same. I’d revolted against him, but he didn’t want me executed for it, as was his right as king. So, he banished me for it instead. He’d brought his army south to conquer Eltnia. But not to kill me. He wanted me defeated, not slain.


    But I had to make him admit that. I had to make him see sense. I had to find some peaceful resolution to the conflict that had waged, largely unspoken, between us. The issue was, that I was born of some kind of monster. He could never trust me. Since we were barely old enough to mount a horse, carry a sword, or understand our places in the world, that issue drove us apart. Even though we were supposed to be inseparable. He, as future king, and I, who was supposed to be his future right hand.


    Because if we couldn’t come to healing, forgiveness, finding the brotherhood we’d never had, but secretly always sought with one another, then most of those following us would die. But he and I could ensure all that was avoided.


    All that mattered, in the end, was he and I.


    I needed to make him see that.


    “I did what was my duty,” I breathed deeply for calm, lowering my voice, praying for composure. “My duty to my vassals, my kingdom, and the Single God.”


    “But not to your sworn liege-lord.” It wasn’t quite a snarl. He was still too cold for that. It was more like the slightest upturning of a straight-lined, pursed-lipped mouth. The words escaping via the upturned side. “You rebelled against your lawful king. I should have cut off your head.” He added maliciously, “As I heard you did to our cousin, the Ready, for the offence of plotting against you.”


    I wished I could prevent him from angering me. It was nigh impossible. We’d always been like this. My heat to his cold. Opposing elements not meant to mix. “I’m the rightful Lord of the Last of the Atalanteans,” I said haughtily. “You gave up that right, when you betrayed your people, unlawfully executed your subjects, turned away from your God, your Temple, and your oaths.”


    “Two decades have passed since then,” said Erthal. “Now, no matter what you say, the facts remain. I was the lawful King of Atalantyx. You raised a revolt against me. You took exile for it. You came here to Acremia. You established a realm in exile, thinking me dead, drowned beneath the waves. You were thought to be the Lord of the Last of the Atalanteans. You made yourself a king of what remained of our people, on that presumption. But I live. Therefore, you cannot keep the title of king. For all you wish to change that, until you kill me, and all the heirs of my body, you cannot. I’m the lawful King of Eastrealm. And I claim Eastrealm as my own.”


    “W-what?” I spluttered incredulously.


    “You shall face exile again, or death,” said my one-time brother imperiously. “Order your army, all of it, to lay down their arms. If you do, I’ll permit you to abdicate your throne gracefully. Pack up the entirety of your household, your wife, your children. Leave Acremia, forever, the way you left Atalantyx. I will assume the rule of Eastrealm, and all its subjects in your stead. I offer you life, and this one chance at it. It’s far more than you deserve.”


    “I will not abdicate! Are you mad?”


    Erthal shook his head, his look one of pity. “You can’t win, Othrun. You can’t defeat us. Surrender and abdicate. Or, die.”


    “I’m the King of Eastrealm!” I hissed, “I shall die the King of Eastrealm! I swear by the Single God, and all that’s holy, Erthal, if I have to see your stinking, foul, druidic carrion-ridden corpse lie before me to ensure—”


    “My name is Laahtre now,” he interrupted me sedately, in contrast to my ire.


    “I don’t give a fuck what you’re calling yourself!” I screamed at him. “You’re Erthal! Son of Atalan!”


    “And that means if I am,” he said coldly, “I’m your king, you miserable excuse of a lord! You wastrel! You less-than-dog! You should get off your horse, down on your knees, and beg of me the mercy you’ve never deserved.”


    “So, you’ll fight me? You’ll fight your nephews? Your cousins? Me?”


    He gave me a strange look, when I said “nephews” and “cousins.” I’d said it with the emphasis on purpose. I wanted to see his reaction, knowing what I learned from Udyn about what Udyn said. Erthal knew of who, and what I was.


    Did Erthal still think of me as family, as I believed he did? Much as he didn’t want to? Just as I thought of him? This was the test. His answer would tell me if he’d really kill me. Or if he, like me, would avoid it, if at all possible.


    If he cared about my children, as I cared about his, his response would be one of more restraint. But is this the way it was all supposed to end? Me dying at Erthal’s hand? It would be somewhat poetic, in a way. Save, I couldn’t contemplate or fathom it.


    “You won’t see sense, and surrender,” he insisted. Then, I caught some pleading there. Only a little. Still, it was there. Despite all, he tried to conceal it. “What choice do you leave me? And what of you? My child stands on this frozen field of combat as well. Will you kill your niece, who’ll be beside me in the shield wall?”


    


    Niece. It sounded strange to have nieces. I’d always thought of Hiris as being like a daughter. But that was different. Even though, if all I believed was true, any of Erthal’s offspring were hardly more true blood to me than Hiris.


    But I had my opening, my chance with my brother.


    “I don’t want to see her, or you die,” I begged. Yet added, stubbornly, “But I won’t abdicate my throne to you. Don’t you see there’s another way? Let’s arbitrate for peace between your kingdom and mine and, overall, between Sanaavia and Eltnia.”


    “How can there be peace?” Erthal wanted to know. “When you’ve trespassed into Rogonhean territory rightfully seized by my king, cruelly maimed one of my most important vassals—”


    “You fucking invaded an entire region!” I cried. “You are threatening to wipe out an entire people! A way of life! A whole culture! You kidnapped the daughter of my overlord, friend, and comrade-at-arms! Hiris is my naming daughter! And for what? Because you wanted to? Because Sanaavia was dying, and has been dying for years? Its resources drying up like a riverbed in a drought? Because the people you lead are all born marauders and invaders? Because you want to convert the Eltnish to the faith of Udyn, Thyr and Nyrn? Why Erthal? What gives you the right—”


    “Right?” balked Erthal. “Right? Hypocrite?” He sneered at the accusation. “I stand before Othrun the Great. Aspiring Imperator.” By the Single God, he was no better than the damnable mages. Fucking knowing everything, including my most secret desires. “Whom some call the greatest warlord Eltnia has ever seen. Who’s conquered Ipithyia, Celtnia, Meridnia, Yaden, Anglania—”


    “I never conquered half those kingdoms,” I corrected him sharply. “Meridnia fell to me after Nightsoul ravaged it.” I couldn’t help but make the sign of the Triangle and Circle, mentioning Nightsoul’s name. “Yaden and Anglania became part of my territories, after the Pact of Nagre was negotiated with the Anib. I fought at the behest of my overlords to subdue Ipithyia, after they waged war on me and Lynchun, over a land dispute! I fought Celtnia, after they attacked vassal states I was sworn to protect, as their feudal master! I am not the rampaging conqueror you insinuate I am!”


    I paused, sighing. “You’re…someone with…foresight. Do I aspire to be…” I finally gave it utterance to someone other than the Younger. “Imperator? Yes. I confess, I do. But that aspiration doesn’t overcome reason. Nor have my desires for territory ever overcome my vows to my overlords, or chivalric codes. I’ve dishonoured myself.” I struggled to admit it, but no point in denying it, least of all to a man who knew me, and all about me, so well. “In so many other ways, yes, I am without honour, but not in that.”


    “So it may be,” allowed Erthal, “but you came to these shores with the original intention of conquering and subjugating its leaders under your heel. A dream that was originally our father’s dream. You keep that dream alive, still in your heart of hearts. The only difference is, you don’t feel you need to kill everyone, to get what you desire. Now you use diplomacy, coercion, and scheming, to ensure you’re the greatest warlord in the land.”


    “I didn’t leave Atalantyx of my own volition, to come and be a conqueror. Even though, yes, that’s my desire! You cast me, my vassals out! Now you want to claim us back! You cast us aside like refuse! Now, the garbage you disposed of, means something to you? What right do you have to us?”


    “What gave our Atalantean forefathers the right to conquer half the known world?” asked my brother condescendingly. “What gives any empire the right of conquest? If you win a military victory over another nation, do you not have a right to rule it? Does it matter why you wanted to rule it in the first place? Kingdoms invade one another for land, for resources, for glory, for fucking boredom, ofttimes! For a myriad of reasons that don’t matter! You conquer, impose your sovereignty, and are entitled to all the benefits of being the victor! The world has made it so! For as long as mortals have striven in combat against one another! It shall never change! Until the world ends! And in our case, we, the Sanaav, deserve to be the true power on this continent!”


    He softened suddenly. The coldness melted, seemingly spent with his tirade.


    “But heed me. What I sought in Atalantyx…” He paused and couldn’t hide the tear welling in his eye. I felt the same coming to mine. “I sought to make a better world,” he said, “where the true Sanaavian heritage was acknowledged, and revered. But not superlative to any other heritage. I wanted Udyn, Thyr, and Nyrn to be worshiped with equal eminence alongside the Single God. Where druids and prelates would share eminence as spiritual leaders alongside one another in harmony. And I want the same for Eltnia! The mages of Eltnia, the prelates and priests and priestesses of the Single God, the druids of Sanaavia! All would have a place! All will still be shepherds, and have their flocks! None shall supersede the other, though…though Sanaavia and Norsoon will rule over all.”


    I needed to be cruel then. I needed to make him see his folly. “You failed,” I said brutally. “You ripped the kingdom you ruled apart. A kingdom that had been the greatest civilization on earth for the past five centuries. You destroyed us, when you intended to correct our course, and make us ascend even higher, via an alternate route. You wanted to take us into the light. Instead, you condemned us to darkness, despair, and rebellion. You consigned us to confusion, and chaos.”


    “Chaos?” laughed Erthal with no humour. “Nay. That’s who you are. You are chaos.”


    He might as well have said, That is what you did. You, Othrun, wrought Atalantyx’s destruction. Not I.


    “You speak of…how I was born, don’t you,” I said. “You knew all along. Because Father told you. Told you what I was.”


    He raised an eyebrow. “How did you…?” He trailed off, pondering.


    “Udyn,” I said. “Udyn is how I know.”


    For the first time, I could see my words rocked him.


    “Udyn? Where? Where did you see him? In the Forest Dangerous—”


    He stopped as if he’d said too much.


    It was then I knew.


    “You’ve seen him too. Haven’t you?”


    All he would give me was a slight nod.


    “Yes, Udyn visited me too,” I told him. “Or rather, I visited Him in the Forest Dangerous. He told me, you knew…about the Anchali. About…what he did with Mother. In Father’s guise.”


    “You are chaos,” said Erthal acrimoniously. “You were born of a mortal woman, deceived by an evil spirit who laid with her.”


    I would’ve broken then and wept. I would’ve submitted to him, for my shame and horror. At who and what I was. He might be a foul druid. Yet, I was some kind of half-breed human–angel monster. Who was worse? Erthal may have ripped Atalantyx apart at its social and political seams, but my very existence unwittingly, yet literally, destroyed it.


    Still, as I’d always admitted to myself, pride was ever one of my weapons. And I cared not if it cut me as deeply as my enemies. And at that moment, I had to remember, though I might try treating with him, my brother was my enemy.


    “All those years,” I said hushedly, “you hated me. Father hated me. Because you knew. Father knew. You both knew, and you gave me your hate. You never had the courage, or decency to tell me who and what I was! You treated me worse than refuse floating down the Elynlyr! Worse than excrement waste from the privy!” My voice rose again to almost a wail. “It wasn’t my fault! I didn’t make me! And I didn’t know! Do you hear me! You didn’t tell me! How was I supposed to know?” I was weeping openly now, feeling a hysteria grip me. “Couldn’t you have told me? Couldn’t you’ve found a way to love me, despite it? Couldn’t you have found it in your heart to see who I was? Not a monster! Certainly not one of my own making! I was just a lad! A child! You were supposed to be my elder brother! My lord and protector! You and Father, both, my lords! Did you protect me? No! You cast me aside! I’m not just a monster! Half of me was part of one of the most wonderful women ever to grace the Royal House of Atalan! A woman who, for part of her short life, was also a mother to you! Who loved you unconditionally, as her own! And you hated her for bearing me! Despite her kindness, her gentle soul! It wasn’t her fault! She didn’t know any more than I did! What of all that?”


    Erthal almost broke then, too. The block of ice who was my brother. I saw his cold mask of a face crumble. His bottom lip trembled; his eyes grew watery. I knew it took all his might to hold back his tears.


    Then, as I’d seen him so many times over our past life together before he betrayed our realm, and I, in turn, betrayed him, he hardened. His words were hollow, empty of genuine remorse. Words that promised war and retribution. Not reconciliation, and acceptance of responsibility, or forgiveness.


    “While I…am not proud of…what passed between us, as we grew up as brothers…not proud of how…I treated Princess Merin while she lived, or how I…dishonoured her memory, after she was dead, it’s too late for all that.” His ultimatum: “Surrender and live. Fight and perish. But before you decide what you must do, I must do what I must do.” He added, and I could see the regret in his eyes, though the rest of his countenance was stone, “Forgive me for it.”


    “And what’s that?” I didn’t move. If he meant he might fight me, duel me, right there, indeed kill me, I was ready.


    


    But ready for what? Ready to kill my brother? Ready to die at his hands? Instinct told me I didn’t need to grasp at any of my weapons. Prescience? I didn’t think fighting me in single combat, was ultimately what Erthal had planned. Besides, fearsome druid though he might be, I still—though it might be by vanity—didn’t think he could beat me in a fight. I was the better swordsman. If he challenged me, he’d lose. And I think he knew it too.


    Yet if he did, could I kill him? Could I kill my brother? My stomach soured. I had a moment of panic that it might indeed come to that.


    But that was not what the Prince Consort, and Second Druid of Norsoon, former king of Atalantyx, intended.


    He had something else in mind.


    When he wheeled his horse away from me, and rode towards the front of our Alliance ranks, I knew I was right.


    And I was more distraught for a moment, than I would’ve been had I been forced to duel him.


    Fearing for what was coming next.


    “I hate fucking druids,” I muttered to myself as I kicked Malintent’s flanks, trepidation in my soul, trotting after my one-time brother.


    Erthal pranced his steed, halting just a few paces from the Alliance front ranks. I reined a few paces behind him.


    In the saddle, he drew himself up to his full height. Erthal was tall, taller than me. He took full advantage of that stature. To intimidate. He used the frightening appearance he possessed as a druid, combined with the majesty he once held as a king. I saw most of our Eltnish footmen, some hardened among them warriors, shy away a bit from his presence. Many warded themselves with their unique native signs, like rubbing their noses three times, or holding six fingers in front of their chests. Or turning their palms backwards. All to protect against any evil Erthal might cast upon them. They feared him, it was plain. I didn’t blame them.


    Though only so many would be able to hear him, he raised his voice as high as he could. There was power in that voice. It was a commanding voice, one of someone who was once a confident king. A king used to being obeyed, who expected to be submitted to, without question. He addressed our massive host without hesitation, or stumbling over his words. He was a man with natural oration skills, a man of convictions. Wrong though they be.


    


    Yet, he had never sounded so sure of himself, as he told them, “I speak to the lords and men who came to these lands from the Drowned Kingdom! I, Laahtre, Crown Prince of Norsoon! But many of you know me as Erthal, Sixth of that name, son of Atalan, Ninth of that name. You know me as Lord and King of Atalantyx, Lord and King of Berefet, Lord and King of Chanon, Lord and King of Lifren. I was Atalantyx’s last king, before it fell beneath the waves!”


    He pointed a long finger, like an indictment, at them. “And you! You’re all traitors! Who raised an unlawful rebellion against me! Who conspired to depose me! Those among you, acquainted with the laws of old Atalantyx, know your heinous crimes warranted death! You should hang your heads in shame before me, your king! For the odious, disgraceful, execrable, most unforgivable treason you enacted!”


    Erthal’s glare was frightful. I saw some of the men quail. I even saw some of my earls, those elder ones from Atalantyx, look sheepish. Doing all they could, it seemed, not to lower their heads guiltily, in the face of Erthal’s recrimination.


    “But in my great mercy, as your sovereign,” Erthal went on, “I pardoned you rebels! Beginning with my brother, Othrun, who led your unrighteous revolt against me! I forgave your vile treachery! I spared your miserable lives, those of your households! I optioned to banish you! To send you away from Atalantyx!


    “And so, you left my kingdom! You landed here on these shores! And under Othrun, you established a realm in exile, with Othrun as your king! But that kingship was based on a lie! That lie: Othrun was the eldest male heir living from the Royal House of Atalan! That as former Second Prince of Atalantyx, he was the highest lord remaining, from the Drowned Kingdom! As you can see with your own eyes, that’s untrue! For I, the rightful King of Atalantyx, live and breathe!”


    Erthal stared, with all his scorn, at the Eastrealmians. “I’m by rights, your king! Not Othrun! So, I offer you life! You needn’t die here! Bow to me, your lawful sovereign! Denounce the false Othrun! Do so, and I shall spare you! Bend your knee to me, as your rightful monarch, and I will allow you all to live! Join me, fight for me, and you’ll be on the winning side! You cannot hope to survive this battle! I give you my clemency again, one final time! Do what’s honourable, and right! Join me!”


    I fumed, but at Erthal’s back, I remained silent. There was nothing I could say my men didn’t already know.


    There was no response from my men. Were they deliberating? Were they considering betraying me? For the younger footmen, the bulk of my forces, the ones born in Acremia and of Eltnish origins, Erthal’s title as former King of Atalantyx, I presumed, would mean little to them. Their positions, their livelihoods, they owed all to my reign. But would my lords and knights of the Old Guard—those to whom Erthal directly appealed—stay feal? Would they interpret Erthal as right? That it was he who was entitled to the rule of Eastrealm? That I should be cast down? Few of them, among the Old Guard, had love for me.


    Then it was one who I’d wondered if he’d be true, pushed his way forward on his own horse, until he was before Erthal.


    It was Yedwol the Bard, High Earl of Eastrealm, son of Earl Yedwol the Ready, who was the son of Prince Yedwol the Old, Prince of Berefet. He held the reins with one hand, his helmet under the other. Like Erthal, his pate was bald, shining in the winter sun.


    Erthal was cold, but the Bard was absolutely frigid as he said, “I speak for all the lords and men of Old Atalantyx, who came from over the sea, now men of Eastrealm! Begone, foul druid! We don’t recognize any authority, or royalty you have in our lands! You betrayed your subjects! You murdered innocent citizens! You violated your oaths, and your place as head of our sacred faith! Thus, my grandsire, my father, and I, and all those sworn to us, rose up under the leadership of Lord Othrun, rejecting your tyranny!


    “And now we reject you again! We’ll take the better bargain than being ruled under your thumb!” The Bard took his helmet, stuffing it onto his head, glaring at my one-time brother. “Even if the better bargain is death!” He looked at me, giving a little bow of his head. “Othrun is our king! None other!”


    With that, he wheeled his horse, returning to our columns, even as a thunderous cheer of his defiance arose from our troops. “KING OTHRUN THE GREAT! KING OTHRUN THE GREAT! KING OTHRUN THE GREAT!


    I wanted to weep with gratitude, and pride.


    Three years before, on the eve of another battle, I had, in a fit of madness, contemplated stabbing the Bard. Because he revealed that he suspected the secret I cared the most about in all the world. The secret I was concealing from most of all, my Eastrealmian subjects. The secret was that I was visited by the Anchali, who told me I was conceived by him. Just as the Bard admitted that day, his grandfather Yedwol the Old confided in him, that Yedwol the Old was visited by the Anchali, who told him the same thing. That day, the Bard successfully extorted influence from me to conceal that secret. In return for silence, I’d made him High Earl of Eastrealm.


    I had no reason to suspect the Bard had ever broken his word, and told anyone about what he believed.


    But even if he had, this day, he proved his fidelity to me. Perhaps it was because he wagered that he’d never have the same prominence under a realm ruled by Erthal, if the Sanaavians triumphed in the coming battle, and the Bard managed to survive, and be spared. Perhaps it was out of sympathy for me. Though I was the man who had cut off his father’s head for treason, and disinherited his grandfather. Maybe it was because our houses were now bound by marriage, and the Bard hoped our mutual grandson would one day sit on the Throne of Eastrealm. Perhaps it was the pure loyalty I wanted to believe, motivating a man who, by every account, should be my bitter rival. And who I still considered, in many ways, to be a rival. Yet, someone could be a competitor or an adversary, and still have honour.


    I’d always thought, as Glathan had always suggested, that as great as his grandfather was, and as clever as his father was, the current Lord Yedwol, despite his flaws, was the most honourable patriarch to ever lead his house.


    Whatever his motivations, I was grateful for the Bard’s words that day. Even as Erthal blustered with undisguised fury, turning away from our men, back to face me, having been repulsed by the High Earl.


    Who knew, if Erthal had come before our army that day, attired as he had been, the last time the Bard and my lords who hailed from Atalantyx had seen him, accoutred as the King of Atalantyx, in all his steel and mail and glory, the white horse on red on his surcoat’s chest, would the result have been different? Would Erthal have made a different, more compelling impression? One that might have swayed the Bard and those like him to flip their cloak, turning against me, to follow Erthal?


    It was far easier for a privileged, naturally prejudiced, prim lord, born of old Atalantyx to express their contempt of who they would view as a foul, heathen druid, rather than a pristine-looking high lord, in all his pomp and grandeur. No proud noble of the Bard’s pedigree would bend his neck to a king who didn’t look the part, in an Atalantean lord’s eyes. No matter how strong his claim may or may not be.


    Regardless, that moment, for however short the remainder of my reign might be, I felt immense affirmation. The Bard, leader of the Old Guard, had confirmed the allegiance of the Last of the Atalanteans to me, and me alone. I was their king, for good or ill. I was the one who had brought them over the sea. I was the one who’d saved them, raising a new, glorious realm for them from the ashes.


    Erthal wasn’t.


    He was the enemy.


    That enemy’s fierce stare at me was full of disdain. “We grew up as brothers,” he said. “And princes. Your place was to be at my side. But this is what it’s come to. Your treason.”


    “My place,” I told him, “was as leader of a revolution against your tyranny.”


    “So, you’ve done that twice now. You’ve betrayed me. Resisted my rightful sovereignty. First in Atalantyx. Now in Acremia. Do you think I’ll let you live, so you may do it a third time?”


    I said, “No. Therefore, you will have to kill me.”


    “So be it,” said Erthal. “I’ve no more patience for your specious words. We shall extirpate your army. Down to its very bones.”


    “So be it then.” I asked then, “Magic?”


    “We’ll strike first. You’ll strike last.”


    “Agreed,” I said. I didn’t even know what the mages had planned. They insisted on keeping their plans secret, even from the commanders, until they were unleashed. I hoped whatever they did would have some effect. “So, it’ll be you who wields pagan magic, the magic of Udyn, Nyrn, and Thyr, against us?”


    “Me, and the other druids. Prepare to face the might of the gods! And meet your fate. Die well, my one-time brother!” Before he rode away, he added, “By the way, I do like your taste in cloaks.”


    Only then did I realize, our cloaks were wholly identical.


    Made from the pelt of a white wolf.


    


    That was the last thing he said to me. He returned to his army.


    I turned Malintent to watch him go, unsure if it would be the last time I ever saw him.


    I stuffed down all the words I wanted to say to him, the urge to call after him.


    He was gone.


    And with that, the posturing, the talking, the hesitation, was over.


    And the biggest, most horrific battle Acremia had ever seen, was ready to begin.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


    I rode back to my own army, and took my place.


    I put on my helm. My squire handed me my shield. I slung it over my left arm. I received my spear, gripping it in my right hand.


    I turned back over my shoulder, looking at all the knights behind me, obscuring my view of the seemingly endless lines of spearmen behind them. Then I looked forward, at the front of our ranks, the front of our shield wall.


    Our best young fighters, from all the different nations of Eltnia marching forth to war, would be in that wall. Warriors of Arn, of Brotan, of Carthlughe, of Eastrealm, of Lynchun, of Ipithyia. They’d be caught amidst the heaving, the shuffling, the shoving, the clanging of weapons. They would strive to live amidst the pissing, the shitting, and the dying. The horrible slaying that was only known by a sudden cry of pain and terror, then silence, as the blows rained down and the savage cuts from weapons found the unexpected, exposed places. As blades came beneath shields, cut into ankles, knees, and thighs. Goring and slashing, severing tendons. Maiming and incapacitating.


    A shield wall is a horrible place. A killing place. Some of the worst I’d been in included the fight to take the Goldhall back from Orlu the Usurper. The fight to take Ipithyia, at the Battle of Arbourlene. The defence of Yaden, at the Battle of Induby. But those shield walls had been tiny compared to the tens of thousands of fighters who had taken to the snow-covered field of battle that day, in the pass between the mountains, on the border of Eltnia and Sanaavia.


    The mail shirts had long since been heaved on. The leather harnesses had been tightened. Sharp blades, long since set to whetstones, had been strapped on. The cloth covers on the spear points, long since lifted off, and stowed.


    


    It was time to kill.


    It was time to die.


    I prayed for us to the Single God, who had wished me dead.


    Old habits were slow to fade.


    Yet, new ones I’d thought for years were pure heresy had formed.


    And I also prayed to Udyn, for his wisdom, to guide my Alliance’s battle strategies.


    Single God help me.


    I noted, all around me, as I’d seen earlier that day, when Thurol rode out to give us hope, and every time, in every battle, men continued to either vomit with fear or from all the mead or wine they’d consumed to bolster their courage. Elsewhere, commanders barked orders. In our crowded ranks, nearly everyone around me kissed or held whatever amulets of faith they wore around their necks, prayed, swore oaths of loyalty to the death, hugging comrades. Some were weeping quietly. Others were boisterous, bragging of the deeds of red wrath they would do that day.


    Then Hert came to the front ranks of our army.


    It wasn’t the first time I’d seen Hert dressed martially for battle. But he looked his most impressive then that I could remember.


    His sword belt was studded with gold. His sheath had bronze strappings, and a gold tip. His wolf’s tail-crested helm was polished to a high sheen, so it shone in the winter light. Overtop the eyeholes was more gold. His massive frame was wrapped in two layers of supple black leather, the white wolf’s head etched into the breast.


    He had shouldered his way through to the very front of our foremost ranks of fifty. Finally, he stood to address the entire army spread out before him.


    This was Hert’s battle speech to give. Bartho might have been the High Warlord in name, but this was Hert’s army. He’d summoned all his feal vassals and allies to the north, in defence of Eltnia. And his vassals and allies, such as I, had answered the call, bringing all their power.


    All became hushed once more.


    “They’re going to hit us with everything they have!” snarled Hert. “Show them it’s not enough! Make them regret it!” He stabbed his finger at the flags of those assembled in our Alliance. “Show them you’re lions! Show them you’re eagles! Show them you’re unicorns! Show them you’re dragons! Show them you’re wolves!”


    And many men, in unison, mimicking the sounds of the animals on those flags, roared, howled, barked, or screeched in answer, then silenced again when Hert spoke once more.


    “We shall set upon our enemy,” cried the King of Carthlughe, “like a pack of wolves! We will tear them apart! Limb from limb! When we’re finished with them, there won’t be enough left to serve as offal for my hounds!”


    Our warriors yelled deafeningly, as the Carthlughean contingent among our forces began to pound their notorious war drums, their infamous chant arising: “Death to the Sanaav! Death to the Sanaav! Feed their bones to the Fire Goddess! Tear them limb from limb!”


    Soon, the entire army, more than a hundred thousand strong, shook the valley, as they took up the same chant.


    And since there was no greater sign, that one didn’t fear an enemy, as when one was the first to advance, Hert turned his back to us, facing his foe.


    He bellowed, “ATTACK!”


    “KING HERT!” came the cries then. “KING HERT! KING HERT!”


    The Carthlughean sonorous horns boomed their challenge, sounding of snowy hills, burning hearths, and mighty steel. The final signal to advance.


    And the most incredible Alliance host Eltnia ever assembled, surged to meet the Sanaavian spear points ready to welcome them. Then, the Sanaavian commanders gave their own orders, and they came forward, too.


    Neither side rushed. It was a steady, relentless, forward march. I could hear the harsh orders from generals on either side, extolling to kill their enemies, as boots pounded in the snow. I gave the nudge, and Malintent went onward with the rest. I gripped my shield tighter, ready to raise it at the first sign of an incoming arrow volley.


    Finally, after it seemed like an eternity, there was only a distance of ten yards between the two immense armies. Neither opponent could wait any longer. Restraint gave way. The steps quickened so foe could greet foe. My ears rang as the shields finally clashed.


    The opposing forces were too massive to damage each other at first. There needed to be more blood spilt, more fighters lying dead or maimed, moaning in the snow, before any actual killing began.


    At first, it was just two massive Beetle walls, locked together, futilely pushing against one another.


    Until, inevitably, blades found purchase beneath shields, legs and groins were pierced, the debilitating injuries putting down screaming men to the earth. Who then fell prey to merciless spear thrusts to finish them.


    It was all about gaps. Whenever keen-eyed, lighting-quick warriors from either side saw a slight opening, spears, swords, and daggers came forward, seeking flesh. Sometimes, the blades were thwarted by armour or helms, and corresponding thrusts came back to slay or wound the attacker. Sometimes, when they struck true, brave attackers fell.


    All the advantage of the Sanaavian host’s numbers, twice our own, was neutered, at first, by the narrowing of the valley. Warriors of both sides fought and died brutally, hemmed in by the sheer cliff walls of the mountains. The stabbing and cutting were without pity. Irrespective of birth, rank, or station, valiant warriors breathed their last, while others howled in triumph, some only momentarily, until they perished.


    The Sanaavians would have propelled us back more quickly, without question, by the sheer weight of their forces. But they were no match for heavy, armoured horses and heavily armoured knights riding atop them, with bitter spears.


    Our army had rehearsed to ensure we could sustain ourselves, and use the great advantage of my knights, to help keep our Beetle formation intact.


    Whenever our lines weakened, captains would yell, “HORSES!” When that happened, with as much precision as they could, in the middle of the frenetic fighting and killing, our footmen would split ranks, trying to avoid being trampled under hooves, so there could be space for my vaunted mounted men.


    Every time our footmen had to give ground, my knights pushed forward, plowing through the crush. The footmen hoisted shields high, to provide additional protection for those solid, hardy steeds, from the missiles of our foes. Whenever inked warriors retreated momentarily from my knights’ spear thrusts, they fell prey to the spears, swords, and axes of our front ranks. Then, more footmen would pour in from the rear ranks, to firm up the lines, replacing those who’d fallen.


    Whenever it appeared our Beetle would cave, my son had the knights move up through the rear ranks, catapulting themselves into the fray. They gored and spitted men from horseback with their spears. The fighting was fierce and brutal. We were taking heavy casualties among the footmen. Yet, largely thanks to my mounted men, I thought proudly, we were holding. But it was an unthinkable bloodletting.


    I saw one Sanaavian pressed against the snowy rock face on the valley’s margins. I saw him stabbed, over and over again, by Eltnish spears. His wide-open mouth was full of blood. He left a red stain on the rock, as he slowly slid to the ground.


    I saw a poor footman, an Eastrealmian, who I knew hailed from Pauper’s Point, barely more than a lad of sixteen, eviscerated by a heavy Sanaavian axe.


    Everywhere, the dying accelerated.


    The warriors of the Eltnish Alliance were killers who trained together, just like the Sanaavians. They practiced how to distract an enemy, hack at a foe to force them to parry a blow, or to raise a shield, whilst their partner slashed viciously at their legs.


    And amid this horror, I finally saw Hert, son of Hor the Horrific, King of Carthlughe, fight. He fought in the front ranks. For a moment, I held my breath, as I feared for him. But I also couldn’t help but take a moment to witness his skill.


    Blood was thick, running in rivulets in the snow. Men cried out for their mothers, as amidst them, stalked death itself, and his name was Hert. He was a feral wolf, tearing throats, and carving hearts with his blade. He was a snarling, utterly savage beast, who could only be satiated by his enemies’ blood. He brought carnage everywhere. He seemed indestructible. He never ran out of men to slaughter. An endless stream of enemies came for him. He killed them all. His bodyguard seethed around him like fierce hounds, covering and protecting him where they could, freeing him to slay at will. Hiris and Jaint fought near their lord with great skill. The Royal Family of Carthlughe slew and slew, finally able to strike at their long-time foes from the North. But I only had eyes for Hert’s performance.


    Not since I’d first witnessed Ingersa, now Sultan Consort of Yaden, fight, had I seen a display such as the one Hert put on in the dance of death.


    If I’d had any doubt before that I could defeat my friend, Hert, that doubt was removed. I could not.


    The foe had felt Hert’s claws, and in the face of them, they drew back for a moment. The vale was littered with so many dead, the foe had to pause. Men behind them had to step or clamber over bodies, to advance.


    But inevitably, the Sanaavians came forward again, incrementally forcing us back. As long as we fought in the pinched-in valley, we could fight them for an eternity. But the moment we were pushed out of the valley, things would become desperate. The mountains protected us on both sides, hemming them, and us, in. But once we lost that protection, and had to fight them in the open field, it would be nearly impossible to defeat them.


    That was the issue. Their numbers. We killed as much as they did. Still, for every man we lost, we didn’t have one to replace them. They did. As soon as we were pushed out of the valley, it would be like a dam bursting. They could drive their numbers with a huge wedge, shattering our shield wall, no matter how thick.


    Our only chance lay in our knights. Who could circle around shield walls, and cut enemies to ribbons. Still, right now, my knights were hemmed up, protecting our footmen. The fear that Bartho, of all people, who knew nothing of war, had rightly raised. And I was losing some of those precious mounted men and horses. Not many yet. Still, they were more valuable than all the gold in the world in such a battle. Every loss courted complete disaster, if I didn’t have enough of them left to give our side a chance, once the battle left the pass between the mountains, and pushed out into open fields.


    But we had a momentary respite. I surveyed the gory piles of bodies littering the valley. I allowed myself to weep a solitary tear for the slaughtered. Ankles had been shattered, legs sliced apart. There were dead and dying warriors everywhere. A few Sanaavians, shields raised, moved forward to the piles of bodies. They grabbed some of their wounded, dragging them back behind their stationary front ranks.


    Then, some of our men did the same, retrieving those who still lived but had fallen. Both armies allowed this to happen, in a show of what I would term chivalry. I saw some of the terrible wounds of those who had been rescued. I heard the whimpering, the sobbing, the horrendous cries of excruciation. I shuddered. Many of those saved would shortly die anyway. Merely rescued only for some comrade to utter a final prayer over them. They were passed down, through the long ranks, to the very back of the lines, where the wounded were cared for.


    


    Next, I heard that whine and whiz I knew so well. Even as I raised my shield, I was one of the ones bawling warning. For the arrows had come. The Sanaavians had, courteously, waited until the wounded had been recovered on both sides. Then they let more death rain.


    From the middle of the Sanaavian ranks, the quarrels flew. Thousands. They found all the exposed places—eye-slots, necks. Horses died, too, their riders falling from their backs as they went down. Shields were screamed for. Like porcupine quills, arrows were stuck into the willow boards of shields. Those at least, that didn’t found their mark in mortal flesh.


    I vaguely heard, huddled behind my shield, on the back of Malintent, even as I shouted orders, the Younger calling for our own archers to respond in kind. Like the whining of hundreds of wasps, I heard our arrows fly before I saw them. I didn’t see how much damage they caused at first. But as some time passed, lowering my shield, I could see Sanaavian warriors down on the other side, feathered by shafts.


    Then, many arrows spent on both parts, the Sanaavians sounded their trumpets, coming forward again, in great waves of armed humanity.


     This time, our battered troops didn’t move to meet them. They simply braced for impact.


    I could see the pressure was galling, a living thing. Some men were literally crushed between shields or trampled, dying horribly, crying out for a moment. Then their voices went quiet. Forever.


    I caught sight of King Iver, Lord of Middlinia, and his guard, rallying more footmen to the front lines. His wife, Queen Rurli, fought with him, as they used their troops to reinforce the sagging foremost line of Eltnish Alliance spearmen.


    Then, the mighty Hert was down.


    He took a spear to his shoulder.


    I held my breath, as an enemy axe hewed down at him where he lay.


    But his men’s shields came up to guard their lord until, with effort, they could drag him back away from the meat of the fighting. It was as if a collective groan could be heard from our forces. With the valiant king, who’d been fighting magnificently, taken out, it seemed we were losing heart. Meanwhile, the Sanaavians were gaining boldness, and poise.


    I looked around desperately. We kept giving more ground. More men came forward to fill the ranks of those who fell, but our footmen continued to thin. We’d had so many men when the battle started. Now, our numbers seemed precariously low.


    We were in grave peril, with no Hert up front, motivating with his courage, leadership and deadly skill, and no one of Thurol’s calibre able to take Hert’s place. We’d been pushed back far. But we couldn’t give up the pass so easily. We needed to make the enemy pay dearly for the strip of land between the mountains, the access to Eltnia.


     The footmen needed help, a general on the ground. Fighting at the front.


    I yelled in frustration, calling for my squire. He took my spear. I slung my shield over my arm, and swung down from Malintent’s back. I began to move. But Corult thrust himself in front of me.


    “You can’t go, Lord King! We need to be able to protect you!”


    “Then protect me!” I yelled, moving forward, savagely drawing Cutter as I went. Cutter was the proper blade for a crammed shield wall.


    My bodyguard, arrayed in front of me, dared not intervene once I pushed past them, with their commander.


    Corult yelled at them, his axe at the ready, “Dismount! Dismount! Daggers or axes! Forward with the King!”


    I reached the second rank, Corult and my other men, a hundred strong, weapons and shields in hand, on my heels.


    As I reached the front, one among the footmen, amidst their ragged breaths, fighting the enemy, cried, “The Silver King! The Silver King joins us! Fight for the Silver King! Fight! Fight! Fight!”


    Miraculously, it was as if new life had come to the troops, and they shouted my name. I, too, was inspired, as I joined the press. Just as one of the Celtnish footmen, in the very front rank, fell with an axe in his brains, I stepped over him to take his place, and to avenge him. In the very corner of the shield wall. The most dangerous part—the most horrible killing part.


    I was born from a monster in the skin of a man. So, it was time to play the offspring of a monster once more. It was time to become the dragon, the Destroyer whom I might be, a terror to my enemies.


    Instinctively, as always, I fought. I slammed Cutter blindly forward, hard. She pierced leather and flesh. I heard that sickening sound, the sudden scream. I wrenched Cutter back. As I’d retracted it, an axe came down, just missing my arm by a hair. But Corult, wielding his axe, came over my back, striking true.


    The face of the axe-wielder exploded into blood, bone, teeth flying everywhere, all over me. As he fell, another came, thrusting with his spear.


    His thrust came left. I’d already anticipated that. My shield was there to meet it, even as Cutter sliced through his neck. I felt the impact shiver my arm. I wrenched the long dagger back, sawing, arterial blood spraying.


    Another axe swept for me. I ducked, hammering my shield forward into the wielder to push him back off me. As he fell back, Corult, beside me now, swung again, down. The man cried out piteously, staggering back, belly and guts slashed open, a huge diagonal tear, from bottom of breastbone to nigh groin.


    Then it was my turn to cover Corult, as his swing left him exposed. Another Sanaavian used his short stabbing sword, trying to get to my guard commander. In turn, I deployed my shield to thwart his blade.


    Corult came with a backswing then. He tore part of the man’s face off with one slice, right at the helmet cheekpieces. That man gave way, screaming, chortling, a vast gush of blood spewing.


    The war joy had taken me. I shouted in battle-ecstasy as I fought. Udyn and Hert said, embrace my nature! Embrace the dragon! And so, I would! If I was indeed the Destroyer, I would destroy!


    I shouted at my enemies: “Your hopelessness sustains me! Despair recreant and die!”


    I stabbed another man in the nose, Cutter breaking his nasal bone, driving deep into a brainpan.


    “You gnat!” I shouted boastfully at another, laughing, as we traded blows, shield to shield, until I finally killed him.


    “You’re an ant fighting a dragon!” I screamed. “You don’t even matter enough to annoy me! Die, you fool!”


    Then, suddenly, the Sanaavians fell back, those in their front ranks commanding their men to give way. Our exhausted men paused, catching their breath rather than advancing. The fighting ceased for an instant. Then, a few shields in our enemy’s fore parted. A short but massive man emerged from them, drenched in blood, but crowned on his helm.


    His long snow-white braided beard, falling to his chest, streaming out of his helm, was blood-soaked. A gore-splattered black metal breastplate covered his broad chest, over his black leather armour.


    It was a man I’d not seen for many years. I’d met this man the first time I set foot on Acremian shores.


    I, a king, had come to the front of my troops to fight. That action had, correspondingly, drawn out a king in response.


    Mag, Lord of Norsoon.


    He’d come out from among his men, to kill me.


  




  

    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


    Mangled bodies were lying all about, separating us. Mag picked his way carefully, but steadily, through the blood, guts, and snow, toward our ranks.


    I wordlessly signalled Corult to stay back. I went out to greet Mag, king to king. I sheathed bloody Cutter, drawing Biter. We halted a few paces from one another.


    Mag must have been around seventy then. But I knew this was a man who was still strong like a bull, nasty as a cobra. On his hip was his sword, Harm. His war-axe, Envy, was huge, an absolutely brutal-looking thing, yet he wielded it with ease. He spun it in his meaty grasp, then gripped it tightly, ready to face me.


    “Years ago, Lord King,” he told me. “When you first came to these lands, I gave you a gift. A golden torque. Do you remember?”


    “I do, Lord King,” I nodded. “I still have it.”


    “I took it from the neck of a dead chieftain I slew in battle,” Mag said.


    “I never knew its origins,” I said, “but the bloodstains on it remain.”


    “Do you know what the gift meant?”


    I shook my head. I was already tired, winded, and admittedly frightened, to face this beast of a man, old though he be. “I have no time for riddles,” I said harshly. “Only time for killing.”


    “The gift was meant to tell you, a blood price must be paid for triumph.” He scowled at me. “You came in all your finery from Atalantyx, to my kingdom. Looking down upon us of the Sanaav, as savages. As killers. But now, you have plenty of blood on your hands, don’t you? Othrun the Great. Listen to you now! Most bloody warlord in Eltnia, eh?”


    “I’ve been taught, yes,” I admitted, “the price of victory is blood.” I brandished Biter. “Now it’s time to pay the price again. This time, the blood shall be yours.”


    “Rupaa wanted to kill you. She sought your life for many years because she felt you were the key to your Alliance. No matter how many other so-called great warlords marched in your armies. Still, you refused to die. A man can only live for so long. Neither you, nor I, will survive this battle. But you shall die first, at my hand, right here. You’re mine.”


    Mag was the architect of so much pain. With the trap he set, with Dira as irresistible bait, Erthal had upturned a society. I’d rebelled against him for that. In many ways, Mag was as responsible for Atalantyx’s downfall, as much as I was.


    But none of that mattered anymore.


    There was no need for more words.


    It was time for someone to die.


    He snarled, hefted his axe and attacked.


    His first swing came down to pulverize me. I barely jumped aside, stumbling and nearly falling. His axe struck, spraying snow, but I’d recovered when his savage backswing came.


    The blow struck my shield like thunder, splitting it, knocking me back, even as I swung a weak forestroke at him. I say it was weak. Yet it still hit off the side of his helm, making him stumble.


    We both drew back, panting.


    I threw my riven shield aside, my arm almost numb, so great was his blow. I knew then, that if I survived that fight, the moment Mag struck my shield and destroyed it, there would be times when my left arm would tingle, go numb and be useless. I prayed that if I lived past this fight, for the rest of the battle, until I fell, I could summon the nerves in that arm to my will.


    I couldn’t show he had hurt me, though I couldn’t help wringing out my hand.


    Then he came for me again.


    His challenge was a mighty roar. He put his prodigious strength into a swinging cut of his axe. I managed to evade him once more.


    He swiftly attacked me again, as sweat ran down under my helm, into my face, stinging my eyes. I ignored it, as I sprang aside. His axe whistled by my ear.


    


    He was a big monstrosity, and quick. He was heavier and stronger than me. For his age, Mag was still bear-like strong. But while still fast, he was old. I wondered later if I could ever have bested him when we first met. At that time I, still not much more than a boy, but lightning-fast, and he, a grown man, already tested in the fires of fierce battle.


    The answer was, of course not. But that wasn’t the juncture in life where we now faced each other, in a dance to the death.


    Much time had passed since I’d first met Mag. Since then, I’d tested myself with the sword, spear and shield every single day of my kingship. Pitting myself against the very cream of my warriors. Ones such as Thurol, Ingersa, Corult, the Bard, and my eldest son.


    Mag continued to fight real skirmishes and wars, as he grew mighty in stature, as both a pirate commander, and a general in land battles. Meanwhile, I fought more and more as I, too, marched to battle as the warlord for both Lynchun and Carthlughe, and I rode forth to deadly combat in my prime. Now, we were both nigh equal in war experience. Still, he was the more experienced and, regardless of his age, the stronger. But I was younger, faster.


    I wouldn’t be able to parry his blows, sword to axe. He’d sweep my blade aside, likely knock it from my grip. Or cleave my sword arm from my body. So, I dodged, evaded his strikes, and watched for feints.


    One such feint almost succeeded. As Mag came with a backswing that would have likely decapitated me, I’d ducked, coming back with my own lunge. But indeed, the old king was swift and just as practiced as me, as he twisted his body away.


    He was good, better than good. He was confident. But he was also old, and I sensed his anger. Perhaps angry, he hadn’t vanquished us quickly, that my beleaguered footmen were fighting with the ferocity of cornered wolves. Perhaps angry, that my presence had encouraged and emboldened them.


    But blows struck in anger oft go astray, so it was said in Atalantyx. Battle required anger, yes, even joy. But what it truly required was the cold, clinical bloodlust, the clear, quiet anger and determination, to slit your enemy’s throat.


    An axe is a weapon that, once you swing downward, makes you committed. It is not easy to recover once you do.


    I taunted him, “I thought the Sanaavians were vaunted in war? When will you show you can actually challenge me?”


    


    “Shit-stain!” he spat. With speed, he raised his axe, bringing it down at me. I moved left. He’d anticipated that. He deftly reversed his grip, spinning his weapon. He came up with an efficient, deadly underhand of the back handle of his axe, meant to knock me senseless. But I had already leaped on my other foot to my right.


    I didn’t counterattack. Mag was skilled. But he was far older. I needed to tire him.


    “Too old to put up a decent fight anymore?” I laughed when he’d missed me, drawing back, breathing hard.


    “Smug bastard!” he whispered harshly, charging again.


    He knew he had to end me quickly. If I outlasted his attacks, and he grew weary, I’d all the advantage. He needed to land a killing blow, and he needed to land it swiftly. That urgency would cause him to err. If I could survive his onslaught, he’d play into my hands. Mag was used to killing men quickly. But he had not fought a man like me. I wouldn’t die that fast.


    I let him come, let him get closer.


    It took a powerful man to spin such a heavy war-axe one-handed. Still, that’s what Mag did as he advanced. Then, with a twist of his wrist, he put all his might into slinging his axe forward with a sideways sweeping motion.


    It was a great swing. Had it connected, I wouldn’t have survived. All of Mag’s weight was behind that swing.


    But I saw his eyes widen even as he realized his mistake. For his stroke would have smashed in my breast, caved in my chest, broken every rib and stopped my heart. But I had contorted my body backwards. That mighty sweep missed by a hair. His momentum had carried him forward too far. As it did, even with me off-balance, Biter came up. Hard.


    Biter sliced off his hand, axe and all. He gasped, in too much pain, too breathless to scream. Then my sword was slashing across his mouth, opening him from jaw to jaw. He could make no sound but wheeze. I finished him with a punch of Biter to his throat, deep into his neck, just below the edge of his helm. I twisted, I tore, I ravaged flesh, and bone. I ruined his throat. With a crash of his massive body, the King fell, blood spewing bright into the snow.


    He still lived, but couldn’t breathe, as more blood bubbled up out of his mouth. I stood over him, exhausted but triumphant. Desperately, with his last strength, he tried uselessly to mumble something, from his savaged mouth. I stooped down, to attempt to listen to his final words.


    But he was unable to speak.


    He expired with a sob, eyes wide open, a tear on his cheek.


    I unbent my knees, straightening. I felt ancient. But, I lived.


    And so, I ended Mag, killer of hundreds, maybe thousands of warriors, feared pirate, self-proclaimed High King of Norsoon. As I returned to my ranks, the victory shouts from our side were ear-shattering.


    I didn’t know if I’d given our host the boost they needed to fight for their lives, to win this gruesome battle. I hoped I did, as I wearily re-mounted Malintent. But my killing of Mag had negative consequences, too.


    For the cries for vengeance rose on the side of our enemies. They swelled forward once more, with renewed ferocity. We had killed the leader of their alliance. That demanded they exact their price, their wergild, from our skins.


    We had our last chance to keep the enemy within the pass between the mountains. Drawn back to either side of the end of the pass, most of our knights prepared to do more slaughter. As our footmen were finally being forced out, our knights pinched in from both sides. The Two Sisters loomed implacably overtop of us, witnessing the butchering.


    Our knights waited until our footmen cleared, retreating as slowly as they could, and then the knights speared all the Sanaavians emerging from between the mountains. They speared and speared, and hundreds of Sanaavians fell. As they tried to turn their shields to face our knights, they had to open themselves to our retreating footmen, who tried to advance once more. The Sanaavians were caught between a hammer and an anvil.


    But even this tactic couldn’t stop the unadulterated heft of the mass of Northern warriors. Then, as the Sanaavians realized the trap they had marched into, the rear ranks began to loose arrows.


    With only their shields to protect them, our knights had to stop attacking, trying to defend themselves. That left them exposed. Their prey turned on them, and became the hunters.


    Our spearmen had to give way to the mounting pressure. Then, finally, that moment came, like a dam bursting.


    And all our Alliance footmen, were given the dreaded command by Thurol.


    “FALL BACK!”


    


    “RETREAT! RETREAT! RETREAT!”


    “PULL BACK!”


    Our knights peeled off, giving up their position, riding away to regroup, the footmen finally relinquished their ground, and the Sanaavians spilled out into the snowy fields of Rogonhe.


    I fell back with my household troops, only drawing rein when I once more had a mass of Eltnish spearmen behind me. I spun back to face The Two Sisters.


    A frightening sight.


    The sight Wely—who hadn’t lived to see it—Hert and I had always feared the most, all the years since our Alliance formed.


    As, curling out from either side of the mountain base, thousands upon thousands of inked fighters screamed with triumph, and the tremendous Sanaavian invasion force finally stepped foot on Eltnish soil. They had driven their enemy back out of the pass. Now, their overwhelming numbers, surely, would win the day.


    Rows upon rows of enemy warriors simply ran forward, undisciplined. Yet behind them, an enormous, solid wedge of Sanaavian soldiers marched. These particular soldiers were in poorer leathers than the others. None of them had spears, only shields and seaxes. But they were coordinated, marching as one.


    The great slave army of Sanaavia. Forty thousand strong.


    Row upon row began emerging from the pass.


    But they halted, staying to one side. No doubt, they were only to be used as a reserve force.


    Legions of other warriors, properly inked soldiers, marched past them. Among the many banners, I saw Norsoon’s flag still raised high, black crossed axes on red.


    Time to make our last stand.


    We had planned for this eventuality. Now, we had to try to turn the Sanaavian numbers against them.


    We needed to divide their forces and attention, hoping we could triumph over them in small groups, rather than face the army in its entirety.


    The frozen Twilight Stream wasn’t far. It was our last line of defence. Should the Sanaavians manage to smash all our forces completely, crossing the Twilight, they’d have no impediment to making their way south, toward the Carthlughean border, into the heart of Eltnia.


    They could ignore us, simply bypass us, go south and east, around the Twilight. But I knew they wouldn’t leave us unfought. They wanted to destroy us.


    What was left in terms of spearmen, was a mixed group of foot soldiers from various nations. However, the bulk of our remaining army, primarily intact, were the Lynchunians. Nigh thirty thousand long spears.


    Eld and Bartho were on horseback. Their bodyguard was with them, and those thirty thousand troops. Old Donc, the Earl Chieftain, and Battle Champion of Lynchun, was unhorsed, at the very head of the footmen.


    I thought for a moment, it might be better if we could draw the enemy off to the north and west, closer to the forest and the Scanna River, and perhaps make a last stand there. But the momentum of our armies was all south, and we were being pursued.


    Bartho was with the Lynchunians. As were Sila, Monis, Viwa, and Renat.


    I knew we needed to form a wide but not deep shield wall to the south, right in front of the Twilight Stream. If the Sanaavians wanted to break through and reach Carthlughe, this shield wall would be the only thing between them, and complete victory.


    Beneath the banners of the great lords, some of the most renowned warriors of the continent were gathered. Ones who wouldn’t yield or flee, but who’d die on the field before surrendering. But the Sanaavians knew this. It was time for them to unleash their remaining arrows, and take them down.


    I had been proficient with a bow once upon a time. Proficiency with a bow is challenging. It takes strength to master the taut string, and bend the yew back, and accuracy to strike a target. Especially a moving one.


    But a volley like hail darkened the sky, as the Sanaavian loosed their arrows, bringing ruin. They didn’t particularly need much skill. They had so many arrows.


    Bodies, filled with quarrels, were trampled underfoot, as skulls were stomped on, and men pushed relentlessly forward. That volley was crippling to our ranks.


    Then Kiaf, brave Kiaf of Frawon, seeing this, tried to make a difference.


    Kiaf still had several thousand spearmen. He rallied them and, in a desperate charge, cut into the rampaging main ranks of the Sanaavians. It was a gallant, horrible sight, as Kiaf’s vanguard marched past the immobile slave troops, who did nothing to intervene, and rammed into the side of the Sanaavian vanguard. Seeing his fellow king’s attack, Bris brought his spearmen behind to support. Centi did the same, with what was left of his thousand spearmen committed to the fray. Then came Thurol, and our Eastrealmian foot soldiers.


    I saw the banners of the Bard and Aspect, harp and owl, and their knights, continuing to slice through where they could, then fall back again.


    Then Hert’s Carthlugheans joined the counterattack, and the melee became chaotic.


    For a moment, it looked as if it could work. The Sanaavian vanguard was momentarily surprised, and overwhelmed. I found myself fearing for Erthal, if he was there.


    This wedge temporarily upset the Sanaavian onslaught. But the end result was rather like a boulder slamming into a mountain.


    I saw Kiaf briefly at the fore of his troops. Then I saw him go down.


    I didn’t see him rise. But the press was too thick to confirm if he’d been killed.


    We had to capitalize on the moment of confusion and disruption amongst the Sanaavians. I looked into the pass. I saw thousands of their troops, still positioned there, being held back. I knew it was hopeless, for they had so many more soldiers to throw against us. Still, if we could kill Rupaa, Vildaa, or some of their top commanders…


    I found the Younger, with Arclan, and the Early.


    I drew up beside them.


    “Who are you?” I yelled angrily at the Younger as his brothers looked on, gaping.


    “I’m a prince, Lord King! And your son!” said the Younger.


    “Which Prince?”


    “First Prince, by the grace of the Single God!”


    “And what does it mean that you’re First Prince?”


    “It means I’m the heir to your throne!”


    “No! It means you’re a king in waiting! A king in training! Time to act like one! The hour of your trail is upon you!”


    “I’m ready!” said the Younger resolutely.


    


    The Bard and a few hundred of his knights were lost in a sea of thousands of enemies on foot, and cut off from the rest of our mounted forces.


    Then I saw the great banner of Frawon fall, the standard-bearer beheaded. I knew then, in my heart, gallant Kiaf was dead.


    Simultaneously, the Sanaavians began to regroup, driving the Allied Eltnish footmen back towards us.


    The retreat would turn into a hopeless rout, unless something was done.


    As my sons gathered around me, I looked to our comrades, in rusted blue and gold.


    I observed the Maneprince of Lynchun, horsed, surrounded by his bodyguard, amongst the masses of Lynchunian footmen. The Lynchunian forces still possessed numbers enough perhaps to turn the tide, of our running from the enemy. Eld had already dismounted, standing with Donc.


    Clearly, as always, brave Eld would fight alongside his men.


    It was folly.


    We were all getting old. Donc was now quite old. Yet, every general needed to be a true warrior and commander, in this madness of fighting from the front.


    Bartho wasn’t that.


    I knew he hadn’t struck a blow yet in the fight. But it was time for him to prove the blood of Wely Lioncrest, famed battle commander, ran in his veins.


    “Lord Bartho!” I shouted. He swivelled his horse towards me.


    “Send your men forward! We’ll reinforce you from the front, and sides!”


    Bartho nodded. He tried to play High Warlord, moving, shouting directions at Eld. But Eld needed no such orders. With Donc, his captains had already begun reforming his men into a wide shield wall.


    Bartho’s bodyguard moved to the back of the shield wall to join us, and Bartho returned to me.


    “What do we do next?” asked the Maneprince breathlessly.


    I could see the terror in his eyes. But to his credit, he had his sword drawn in his hand, looking ready to fight, as he pivoted on his horse.


    “Stay right behind the end of our horse ranks!” I told him. “You and your men are the last line of defence! You must hold!”


    Bartho nodded again. I turned away from him,


    Othrun!” I cried to the Younger. “Take your household troops right flank!”


    


    To my second son, I commanded, “Arclan! Take your men left flank!”


    To Atalan, “Stay with the Younger, Atalan! I’ll keep my knights in the centre, in front of the Lynchunians! Othrun and Arclan, when you curl into their flanks, hit them hard! Then peel off! Give the other Alliance footmen, and the Bard, a chance to draw back! Keep hitting them! Then hit them again and again! Show them no mercy!”


    “Father!” cried the Younger urgently as he turned about, pointing in disbelief.


    “Fly! Fly for your lives!” I heard Bartho screaming like a terrified child, even as I spun, incredulous. “Save yourselves!”


    I wheeled my head around.


    It was then I saw a sight I had never thought I’d see.


    Even though so little, did I think of the Maneprince of Lynchun.


    Bartho rode hard away from the battle, his bodyguard trotting far behind him.


    When my shock wore off, the facile Bartho’s retreating back completely enraged me.


    I vowed he would pay for his cowardice. With his life.


    He was no incumbent king. He was no prince.


    He was a feckless, worthless piece of shit, a cowardly excuse for a lord.


    His father, who faced shield wall after shield wall, would be rolling in his grave, had not his ashes been long burned and scattered to the Wind Goddess, to know his eldest son was such a craven.


    Queen Nyna rode up to me, bloody spear in hand. Under her helm, her scalp bled from a wound.


    “What the fuck is he doing?” She pointed her spear at Bartho.


    I felt horrible.


    Arn’s small forces had already suffered terrible losses for the size of their army. And their queen had fought valiantly thus far.


    Meanwhile, the so-called High Warlord, who was supposed to be leading Arn, and all the rest of us, had run with his tail between his legs.


    King Bris came up. His sword was covered in gore. “Bartho flees! He’s abandoned us!”


    And many of the Lynchun spearmen, thinking their acting king and their army were fleeing, wanting to save themselves, joined him.


    


    Eld and his captains, along with Donc, ran madly amidst their troops, trying to keep the whole of their ranks from running away, before it became a full rout.


    Eld screamed epithets. Donc grabbed men by the shoulders with his bull-like strength, hauling them back. What courageous captains those two had, who lived and died on their every word, joined their efforts to coral their soldiers.


    It was too late for them to stop them all, however. Even as the fleeing ceased, more than a third of the Lynchunian army was in a calamitous retreat, back towards the Twilight.


    “What do we do, Father?” cried Arclan. “Bartho has abandoned us! The largest part of our army flees with him!”


    I snarled, “We don’t need him! Eld and Donc still lead Lynchun’s footmen! They will reform them and follow us! You have your orders! Forward!”


    My sons bent their necks quickly to me, then pranced off.


    They led their men in a frenzy, riding on either flank of the enemy, then turning in to do what damage they could.


    “King Bris!” I shouted next. “Queen Nyna! Form your warriors up in front, behind my bodyguard! When order is restored amongst the Lynchunians, they’ll come behind you!”


    The two royals nodded, barking their orders.


    I looked back once more. Thousands of Lynchunian soldiers were already across the frozen Twilight Stream.


    I swerved to assess our standing. I could see the Younger, that marvel in combat, fighting amongst his knights.


    “PROTECT!” I heard my eldest son screaming, even above the clamour. “PROTECT THE RETREAT!”


     Something made me turn back a final time to see what was happening, closer to the Twilight Stream.


    Bartho, his bodyguard, and numerous other Lynchunians safely made it to the other side. But as hundreds of other men of Lynchun went down the banks, onto the frozen river…


    Suddenly, broken chunks of ice shot up. Warriors plunged beneath the ice. They screamed only short, blood-curdling screams before they went under.


    Single God help us.


    


    More warriors, running behind them, tried to stop at the edge.


    Others tripped, falling into the frigid water. Or were pushed in by the crush of their comrades desperately trying to escape.


    I watched in horror.


    Eventually, the stampede ceased.


    Men stared helplessly at their drowned and drowning companions below them.


    Along the long line of the river, hundreds must have been lost.


    Maybe thousands.


    “Six preserve us!” I heard my wife cry, sounding as if she’d weep. “The druids have struck their blow!”


    I then realized what had happened.


    That ice had surely been solid.


    Our entire army of tens of thousands crossed that same stream, scant hours before.


    It had borne all that weight, nary a crack to be seen.


    Erthal and his druids had used their magic to break the ice.


    Eld and Donc were gaining mastery over their ranks. They were reforming. But in the meantime, they were exposed.


    The Sanaavians were coming.


    We had to protect them.


    “FORWARD!” I screamed to my men.


    My bodyguard’s horses began to move, with me at the rearmost rank of those knights under my direct command.


    I heard Nyna and Bris hollering their own forward march, trotting behind us.


    The Sanaavian spears lowered as they moved forward to gut us. A few spears also flew overhead from their rear ranks, as they had spears to waste. For the most part, they only struck our knights’ shields. Yet a few reached flesh. My heart sank to hear the piteous screams. Men fell from their mounts. Still, we shielded the foot soldiers from Brotan and Arn coming behind us.


    Their Sanaavian shields were touching, edge meeting edge. Their formations were tight as can be. They advanced inexorably. From horseback, I watched, knowing there was no hope to keep them from overrunning us for long. Yet Nyna, Bris and their footmen would give their lives to the last warrior, to the last breath.


    In a killing delirium, eager to destroy us, the Sanaavians thumped their blades on their shields, chanting their war cries. I barely dared breathe, as I heard the gutturally harsh commands, urging the enemy forward in their savage tongue, and the insistent calls from Bris and Nyna at my back, to hold the line steady.


    I could see enemy eyes glowing, anticipating our slaughter as they neared.


    “Wide! Wide!” I shouted. My bodyguard split with precision, dividing off to either side of the footmen behind us, then holding position.


    Then, from ever-stouthearted Nyna: “FOR ELTNIA! FOR ARN! FOR BROTAN! KILL THEM!”


    Nyna and Bris’s warriors, smaller force though they were, charged the few remaining steps between them and the massive enemy, as there was a thunderous boom of shields.


    I saw Bris at the fore, heaving against another man. Then, he was swallowed by the press. I saw an axe fall viciously at Nyna, but miss her by inches. Then I saw Bris remerge, and his dagger lunged as he fought beside his fellow royal, skewering Nyna’s attacker. Then I lost sight of them completely.


    I ordered my men to move in.


    Once more, whenever the cry of “HORSES!” came, and the foot soldiers of Frawon and Arn were sparse, my knights filled the breach. They speared and speared.


    Our foot lines, so thin yet reinforced by my knights, fooled me into the impression, for a moment, somehow, we could withstand. But then I saw the edges collapsing, the sheer numbers of the Sanaavians literally enveloping the ends of our wall.


    If they encircled us completely, we were done. That encircling was inevitable.


    We needed the Lynchunians to hold out any hope at all.


    Though Eld and Donc had managed to get them back into ranks, and I could see them coming up quickly, it would be too late.


    We’d be overrun.


    But then Othrun the Younger saved the retreat.


    “FORWARD, THEN HOLD! HOLD! SPEARS DOWN! HOLD!”


    And in a massive effort, rather than pick away at the enemy flanks, all his horsemen went forward, slowly, at once, striking either side of enemy formations. The horses wouldn’t charge into shields at speed. But a steady trot right up to the shield wall, then holding position, our knights with spears down, at least for brief intervals, before they were forced to pull back again, could devastate the enemy ranks.


    With his men arranged in two separate groups, his knights came from the right, Arclan’s knights surged from the left, and the Younger’s cavalry cut into the sides of the massive army.


    The Sanaavians had left themselves open to a massive pincer move from our horsemen.


    But now, our horsemen’s mobility was compromised, sacrificing their advantage to save our footmen. The knights fought like foot troops, almost like soldiers in a shield wall. But they were such a small number, and the closer to the enemy shield wall they came, the more static they remained, without breaking off when the press became too much, the more they risked being caught there, the horses slain by proximity to Sanaavian spears and throwing axes and arrows, and riders and mounts crashing to the ground, to their deaths.


    I couldn’t help but fear for my progeny’s safety. I watched as a man charged at my eldest son, trying to kill his horse. Othrun merely moved his shield down, and his spear came up. Though the man tried to jerk away, he wasn’t quick enough. Othrun’s spear caught him in his face.


    Another man ran at Othrun’s blind side. One of his bodyguards swung a huge poleaxe. The ruptured sack of Othrun’s attacker’s intestines spilled out into the snow, without the attacker managing to touch my eldest son.


    But the numbers of our vaunted horse were too few. Two other colossal enemy shield walls formed, and turned to the side, to protect the Sanaavian flanks. Once they did, they’d be impervious against Arclan’s men on one side, the Younger’s on the other. And our horses still wouldn’t willingly move forward deep into such a wall, and they’d be forced to break off again to save themselves.


    Then came more Sanaavian arrows to keep the horse-soldiers off their positions. 


    From the other side, I heard Arclan crying, “WARE ARROWS! SHIELDS! SHIELDS!”


    Then I saw the arrow take his horse in its eye.


    


    The beast screamed madly, rearing. Arclan fell backwards, tumbling off.


    I yelled with impotent fury.


    I couldn’t see him on the ground amidst all his other horsemen.


    I searched unceasingly and, at last, saw the Second Prince.


    He was up, horsed again, on a different mount, his men about him. I managed to breathe again.


    I looked for the Early. I found him.


    Sometimes, the mad joy of battle liberates one from all fear, and battle joy had taken my son, the Early.


    The novice fought like a true prince, inspiring his men, and pride filled my breast.


    But we were far too few.


    Mages, the witches of Eltnia, told me Sure-Steel was haunted by the spirits of dead kings. Possessed. Uthlen had always believed the sword was cursed. All I knew was there was magic in Sure-Steel, but I didn’t care if that magic was evil. I wasn’t there centuries ago when the blade was forged. I didn’t know what spells, if any, were cast upon it.


    I was ready to die, holding Sure-Steel. I’d given my oath to Hert. I would keep it. I prayed, somehow, that the Younger, Arclan, and the Early could live.


    It was unlikely.


    Eastrealm’s kings would start and end with me.


    I desperately searched and felt a huge relief, as I saw my eldest son’s helmed and crowned head bobbing, as he rode back with his men, after yet another charge.


    And he prepared to do it again.


    I couldn’t wait to see further of my sons’ welfare. For our situation had become too desperate.


    I didn’t know who lived and who died, in the tumultuous fight.


    Thurol was trying to bring his troops back, to get what was left of the Eastrealmian, Frawonian, and Carthlughean footmen to reform another shield wall. They were separated from the rest of our army. I saw Thurol’s intent to harry the rear formations of the Sanaavians. I could see him on horseback at the back of those troops, his herald still holding the standard of the boar on its hinds.


    But it would be like a flea biting a cow. Thurol and whichever commanders with him who lived, didn’t have the numbers to turn the main enemy army toward them. They were separated from the Lynchun troops. Alone, their numbers were insignificant.


    I didn’t know if Hert, Hiris, or Jaint lived, and if they were with Thurol.


    I could no longer see my sons. I prayed they were alive. They could be dead. I couldn’t see their standards. The Bard and the Aspect could have been slain, too, as I couldn’t see their banners either.


    It didn’t matter.


    We were trapped on the north side of the stream. The enemy poured south and east, encircling us, cutting us off. We couldn’t even flee down the length of the Twilight if we wanted to. We couldn’t retreat back across the stream, because the ice was broken. Bodies floated there. Bodies of cowardly Lynchunian soldiers, who’d thought to follow their cowardly acting king, and save themselves. Instead, they had perished.


    The Lynchunians blew their war horns. They finally joined our shredded ranks. I didn’t know if Bris or Nyna lived. Their forces were decimated.


    I tried to count how many of our troops were left. It was nigh impossible. But the Sanaavians still outnumbered us by many thousands.


    We were surrounded, with only my knights, the small force with neutered Thurol, what little was left of Nyna and Bris’s forces, and the Lynchunian spearmen left.


    I looked back for the mages, but couldn’t see them either, in the press.


    Unless those mages had some magic planned to save us, we were doomed.


  




  

    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


    Rupaa had always felt herself lucky. That the gods favoured her.


    And now, thanks to the gods, she experienced the feeling of true glory, as warriors of the Sanaavian Alliance flooded out of the pass, unchecked, in massive numbers. Triumphantly, she stood just behind the vanguard, consisting primarily of Norsoonian troops. But the elation of feeling victory, nearly broke the discipline of her soldiers. Hundreds deviated from the formation, pursuing their foes like mad hounds.


    She was angry, and vengeful too, but she needed to maintain focus.


    Rupaa kept her wits on foot, marching forward among her warriors. She issued harsh orders to her commanders, to halt momentarily, to keep the remaining ranks tight.


    To one of her earl-generals, she ordered: “Send forth the slave army! Not directly into the fight! Have them stationed to the southeast! Ready them to cut off the enemy’s retreat, if they try to flee down the length of the Twilight Stream, instead of going across it!”


    The earl-general saluted, calling to his captains as he moved off. Within moments, forty thousand slaves were marching past and away from Rupaa, off to her left, to take up the positions she ordered.


    Rupaa surveyed the battlefield. Her main focus, she quickly gleaned, had to be the Lynchunian spearmen who seemed to be largely intact, to the southwest of her, near the Twilight Stream.


    The Eastrealmian cavalry was still wreaking havoc. But they could only do so much damage, and all that damage would be on the flanks of Rupaa’s forces. If she could destroy all the spearmen remaining in the scattered Eltnish army, she could deal with the cavalry at the end, with force.


    


    Behind her vanguard, tens of thousands—maybe a hundred thousand all told—of Sanaavian troops remained in the pass. They were led by King Foraa. They would hold their position until required. When the time was right, Rupaa would keep them back, to overwhelm the Eastrealmian cavalry. And when that time came, she would achieve total victory.


    Then, the gods seemed to turn against her.


    A sudden counterattack from the side, came at her vanguard.


    Banners of the green eagle on red streamed, as the Frawonians recklessly hurled the last of their strength at Rupaa’s warriors. Soon, with them came spearmen from Brotan, Eastrealm, and Carthlughe. And Eastrealmian knights, weaving their steeds in and out of the melee.


    A spear was flung from somewhere in the ranks of the Eltnish. It thumped into her shield, falling away, because Rupaa instinctively raised it in time, as she saw the flash out of the corner of her eye.


    At the front of the mass of writhing bodies, killing one another, the now Queen of Norsoon then blocked a sword hack, viciously coming down at her. She pushed upward with her shield. Rupaa struck a body with her shield boss, supporting that body, even as she thrust up with her short blade. The man grunted, as the blade ripped up into him, and Rupaa let his weight fall, as she moved the shield aside. Another snarling mouth was before her in an instant. She rammed her sword into a groin.


    Warriors were down everywhere, others tripping over them. Blood splashed, bright and thick in the snow. Yimaa raged beside Rupaa, striking down anyone who came near her overlady.


    Then, a youngster, in the expensive livery of a great lord of Frawon, but barely any fuzz in his beard, made a lucky slash, as Yimaa’s axe was lodged in the side of one of her victims. Even as Rupaa shouted a warning, clouting her shield hard at the youngster’s head, and another one of Rupaa’s guards thrust their spear into the youngster’s belly, the youngster’s longsword found purchase in the side of Yimaa’s neck, just below her helm. Yimaa fell, her blood draining in the snow, as Rupaa screamed in rage, and the youngster folded over in the pain of the death blow he received from the spear, falling, his brains already half-bashed in by Rupaa’s shield strike.


    In her rage, she realized the youngster must have been Kiaf, the young King of Frawon.


    


    The pup who had killed Yimaa.


    Mag’s death had made Rupaa nearly compromise her ability to command. Her rage and grief had consumed her. And to know it was the hated Othrun who killed her beloved adopted father…


    Mag had given Rupaa everything. Making her a favourite of his court, as merely a pirate chieftain. Legitimizing her bastardy and giving her, successively, the title of Countess, then Crown Princess. Giving her Laahtre, who, in turn, gave her happiness, and four wonderful daughters. And the chance to be the most powerful woman in the continent. Mag was the main reason, perhaps, in her life until she met Laahtre, and she felt the gods indeed looked kindly upon her.


    When Othrun was sighted, fighting like a real king, at the front of the shield wall, Rupaa wanted to challenge him. But Mag, more assertive than he’d been in recent years with Rupaa, forbade her. And insisted on fighting Othrun himself.


    Rupaa, despite Mag’s age, never thought Othrun could kill her adopted father. He had seemed invincible.


    But Othrun’s fighting reputation, Rupaa learned to her sorrow, was well-earned. 


    Rupaa vowed to Udyn, that she would see Mag avenged.


    Now Rupaa was once again distraught, to see Yimaa fall.


    Rupaa had left Arget the day after Laahtre and Vildaa departed for Norsoon. She couldn’t stop thinking about how she’d spurned her husband. She had a right to be angry with him. But only a foolish general ignored her captain’s advice. Especially if that commander was her husband, and a druid.


    Laahtre was right, she decided, about a lot of things.


    She had ridden back with her bodyguard to the Iron Hall. To see Laahtre, Mag, Biirisa, Kiinata, and Ulaafa, not long after Laathre and Vildaa departed. She had an army to organize, a war to fight. And, only a short time to spend with her family all together, before some of them might fall in battle.


    She and Laahtre made some measure of amends, the way they knew how to do best.


    Upon her return to Iron Hall, she said nothing to her husband, surprised by her appearance. She simply wordlessly grabbed his hand, and took him to bed.


    


    They didn’t leave their chambers for a day.


    Yimaa eventually rode back to Norsoon, too, a broken, disgraced woman, soon after Hiris had made her escape. Yimaa had been shamed. Defiled by the very She-Wolf she’d helped capture. The hound had turned and bit its master.


    Because once more, the hated Othrun had somehow, unbelievably, managed to mount a rescue mission, snatching Hiris from Yimaa, then disappearing into the Forest Dangerous. Somehow, he and his party, had managed to evade the capable warriors and savage hounds, dispatched to track them down.


    And Hiris had taken a revenge for her imprisonment far more horrible, than simply killing Yimaa.


    Rupaa had never seen Yimaa cry, in all the long years she’d known her. But Yimaa broke down, sobbing, to Rupaa’s shock, beyond surcease, in her princess’ arms, upon her arrival at the Iron Hall, where the Sanaavian horde was being marshalled. After, Yimaa removed her helm, showing Rupaa the torture done to her. Rupaa had raged.


    There was no one was left to punish. Othrun, Jaint, and those who had accomplished Hiris’s rescue, were long gone. Yimaa had already hanged half her bodyguards who’d been on duty, when Othrun and his rescuers had managed to succeed in their audacious mission. Including Driig, cousin of the slave trader Traaw.


    Traaw had been complicit in Othrun’s rescue mission, it was learned. He and his crew were outlaws. To be slain on sight.


    But they too, had disappeared.


    Traaw’s cousin, Driig, was the one whose incompetence, or perhaps collusion, had allowed Traaw to bring Othrun’s rescue band to get near Yimaa. Driig had been a trusted subordinate to Yimaa, the way Yimaa had always been for Rupaa. But what he’d done, or failed to do, could not be forgiven. So he was the first of those held responsible among Yimaa’s bodyguard, to swing from the rafters of the Brothel of Many Doors.


    Afterwards, at Iron Hall, stunned and outraged, Rupaa had cradled her friend in her arms, comforting and stroking her hair. In her heart, while she knew Yimaa had wrought her disfigurement upon herself, in many ways. And that Yimaa, too, had miserably failed Rupaa, and deserved punishment. Still, Rupaa immediately forgave her, although she had lost the prize Rupaa had risked so much to attain, in Hiris. Rupaa would always love Yimaa like a sister. And, of course, once upon a time, they’d been even closer than that. There would always be a very soft spot in Rupaa’s heart for her long-time comrade.


    Rupaa had hated the look in Laahtre’s eyes as Rupaa held the inconsolable Yimaa. The look said, had Rupaa heeded Laahtre’s counsel on Hiris…


    It was too late for that. There was only time for vengeance. Rupaa would carve more than Hiris’s forehead, if she saw her on the battlefield.


    Rupaa was so upset at her friend’s death, in her reverie, that she missed the stumbling man coming with an axe, to cleave open her skull.


    She turned a moment too late.


    But a shield had been punched up to intercept that axe, and the back of that shield partially struck Rupaa in the face, momentarily stunning her.


    She heard, rather than saw, the piteous sound as that stumbling man was gored in the leg, falling backwards.


    Dazed, she looked up, even as more of her guards surged forward in front of her, to protect her, and she saw the standard-bearer, carrying the proud eagle flag of Frawon, cut down.


    She found herself staring into her husband’s angry face.


    Quickly, she beheld he was shirtless, covered in blood, with no more wolf cloak. He had been the one who had blocked the axe with his shield.


    “Must you always fight in the front?” Laahtre spat at her, amidst the chaos.


    “Of course I must!” she said, still feeling in a bit of a stupor. 


    “Our king is dead! You are our queen! Our High Queen! You must live!”


    As she shook the fog from her head, despite being grateful to her husband for having saved her, she said just as angrily, “Yes, our king is dead, you fool! But Norsoon leads this Grand Alliance! And our Norsoonian warriors, and all the Sanaavian warriors here, must see the new High Queen fight! As Mag did!”


    “And liken to die as Mag did!” Laahtre snarled back. Rupaa could see he’d been weeping. “I mourn for him, too, Wife! But I refuse to mourn for you! If someone’s to fight in the first rank, let it be me!”


    Rupaa looked miserably to the side, her former guard commander’s body only partially visible, piled beneath others who had fallen.


    “Yimaa’s dead, too?” Laahtre said sadly, following his wife’s gaze.


    


    “The King of Frawon killed her! Before he, too, was slain!”


    Laahtre held his wife’s gaze. “I’m sorry, Rupaa!”


    Rupaa acknowledged with difficulty, “You were right about her, Husband! And right about me taking Hiris! I should have never taken that She-Bitch, nor given Hiris to Yimaa! Look at what disaster it’s wrought!”


    “I regret Yimaa’s death, too, dear Wife! But now isn’t the time to blame yourself!”


    “She had no wish to live anymore, anyway!” said Rupaa mournfully, her bottom lip trembling, as the grief set in. “She couldn’t countenance the shame of having the word ‘coward’ carved into her forehead! She died like a warrior! We’ll see her in Udyn’s feast hall one day!”


    “It’s not time for you to join her!”


    “Agaath, Kiinata, Biirisa, or Ulaafa, will rule if I fall! Now let me fight! I must find the She-Wolf, if she lives! She who maimed my countess! And I will carve her a red smile, in return for what she did to Yimaa!”


    “No!” insisted Laahtre. “Get back! You’ve done your part! It’s time for me to play mine! A druid is blessed in battle, by the spear of Mighty Thyr! Time for the powers I’ve been bestowed to be used!” He shoved his wife a pace back, no room among the press to move her more. “Get back! You’re the overall commander here! We need you alive!”


    He didn’t wait to see if she obeyed. He cast aside his shield. He drew his two long serrated daggers, menacing-looking blades, leaving his Atalantean steel blades at his hips, and turned to fight.


    Almost immediately, Rupaa saw a sword slash his bare arm, and she shouted in alarm. It seemed Laahtre didn’t even feel a sting. He pushed one dagger into a man’s stomach, ripped it up, and dragged out the man’s guts.


    “Kill them!” Laahtre raged in a terrible voice. “Udyn, Thyr, and Nyrn are with us! Kill them! Kill them all!”


    Many marvelled that day, including his wife, at Laahtre’s bravery and savagery. He fought shirtless, seemingly impervious to the cold, displaying his still-impressive physique, chiselled pectorals, and taunt abdominal muscles. Otherwise, all he wore was short black trews, exposing his long calves, tied with a cord at the waist for a belt. He’d removed his boots; his feet were bare, but so calloused, he could walk on the frozen, debris-covered ground, without footwear.


    


    Silver was beginning to encroach on the long beard twisted into plaits. But the piercing green eyes were still bright, keen, and absolutely cold as he stabbed and stabbed with his two daggers, no shield, as the Norsoonian bodyguard covered their lord as best they could, while he unleashed his savagery at the enemy.


    More than three years ago, as part of his druid initiation rights, the middle finger of his left hand was severed in one clean slice from Puutha’s knife. But missing a digit didn’t make him any less deadly, and Rupaa, though she felt useless, stood among her army in wonder, being jostled as other warriors fought around her, catching her breath, watching her husband in amazement.


    For no other blade touched him, other than the one which had cut his arm, though he wore no armour. Warriors shrank with fear before him, a druid, turned pitiless killer in battle, a fearsome sight.


    Inspired by her husband, the counterattack was beaten back.


    Rupaa turned.


    Then she heard something that was music to her ears, and brought joy to her eyes.


    The Lynchunians, who were most of what was left of the Alliance army, were fleeing.


    Their courage had broken. They ran for the Twilight Stream.


    She saw hundreds of men going over the ice, some scrambling on foot, slipping, rising, and continuing to flee. Some had already reached the other side. Many were still trying to navigate the slickness. She saw the big banner of the golden lion on blue, the banner of the King of Lynchun, making it to the south bank of the stream.


    That meant Bartho, feckless acting king, had abandoned the field. His troops were following him. And with them, the last hope for any real resistance to Rupaa’s army.


    But Rupaa could see the retreat was chaotic. Commanders among the Lynchunians were trying to abate the fleeing. But they couldn’t completely stop the tide of warriors who elected to cowardly run for their lives, like their craven lion king.


    Then Puutha, First Druid of Norsoon, and Sordaa, First Druid of Furfell, with Mabaa, Sordaa’s second, were beside her.


    “Lady High Queen!” implored Puutha. “We must act now! The power of Udyn provides all we need for victory! We need Lord Laahtre, to combine the power of all four druids on this battlefield!”


    Rupaa pointed. “He fights!”


    Puutha went forward, and retrieved Laahtre from the front of the battle. Laahtre returned, panting, but Rupaa could see no wounds on him, other than the bloody gash across his upper arm.


    “A scratch!” he dismissed her when she asked. He swung to Norsoon’s First Druid. “Is it time, Puutha?”


    “Yes, Lord! Let us go, and do what we must!”


    Laahtre nodded to his wife, and the four druids pushed their way back. They disappeared from Rupaa’s sight.


    The savage counterattack had been beaten back. Rupaa’s army was still winning. The Eastrealmian knights charged again and again, but their effect was waning, as were their numbers. She could almost taste victory. The druids had kept closely guarded whatever magic they planned to employ against the Eltnish, even from Rupaa, Vildaa, Eveeh, Foraa, and all the top warleaders. But whatever the druids could do, if they could do it, would hopefully seal the Sanaavian triumph.


    The Alliance’s resolve was mostly broken. Many of the Lynchunians had abandoned the cause, and fled. But there were enemies still left to fight. The hated banner of the black dragon on red, was the focal point of a rally led by the reviled Othrun. Hundreds of knights fronted another shield wall, made up of foot troops of Arn and Brotan. Rupaa respected the reputations of both Queen Nyna and King Bris. Like the detested Othrun, she knew that, unlike the even more despicable Bartho, Nyna and Bris wouldn’t abandon the field. They would meet their end like true warriors.


    More Eastrealmian knights continued to assail Rupaa’s forces from the flanks. But her commanders were savvy to their tactics. They’d formed shield walls facing outward, to protect those flanks, while Rupaa’s main wedge drove forward toward Othrun’s position. Arrows flew at those Eastrealmian horse-soldiers, to try and repulse their persistent attacks.


    Suddenly, Laahtre was at her side again, alone. His face was bright with transcendent ecstasy.


    He shouted to her, “We shall be victorious!”


    “Husband, what—?”


    


    “The power of the gods cannot be denied!” screamed Laahtre suddenly, louder than before, even while he fought. “Udyn has given us victory! And our enemies shall die, drowned, in freezing water!”


    What?


    There was a noise like a million panes of glass shattering, a thunderous cracking.


    “BEHOLD UDYN’S POWER!” screamed Laahtre.


    Rupaa looked to the Twilight.


    The ice of the stream cracked.


    There was a terrible shrieking and wailing from those of the Eltnish Alliance who witnessed the awful sight of hundreds of their fleeing Lynchunian comrades, plunging through the ice that seemed so thick and so sure, a moment before.


    Rupaa gaped in awe, and touched the Udyn’s eye amulet hanging from her neck.


    Laahtre and the druids had done their part.


    Suddenly joyous, Rupaa shouted! “We’ve won! Our holy druids have summoned the power of mighty Udyn!” She would have danced a jig with elation, had she room amidst her troops. “Drive them into the river! Drive them into the abyss! Kill them!”


    The Norsoonian war drums thumped a faster beat. Sanaavians cheered, and pursued their enemy with barbaric glee, along the river’s edge.


    “Lady Queen!” cried one of their best fighters, to get her attention, and that warrior pointed urgently with her sword.


    Part of the Eastrealmian cavalry had rallied what was left of their horse-soldiers, trying to keep the Sanaavian pursuers off the vulnerable Lynchun soldiers. They galloped along the river’s edge, spearing ruthlessly as they went, plunging among their enemies. Their leader bore the banner of a golden harp on red. Rupaa knew this was the famous knight, Yedwol the Bard.


    Sanaavians, mostly from Knuljaa and Furfell, were the ones dying now. They had run forward, too, eager for their enemies’ death, breaking formation. Now, they were being killed by part of Othrun’s famous cavalry.


    Gods damn the lack of discipline of those troops! Had they not run forward and broken formation… If Vildaa lived, she would be among them. Either Vildaa, or some competent commander should eventually be able to get a good portion of the Sanaavians chasing the fleeing Eltnish, to turn and form a shield wall, to thwart the oncoming horse charge.


    There were still many challenges, even as total victory loomed tantalizingly closer for Rupaa. Nevertheless, Rupaa had never been nearer to destroying the entire Eltnish Alliance army.


    The enemy had formed to make a stand. The pursuit had been abandoned, as the Eastrealmian cavalry section under the Bard’s command, came in full force once more.


    Blasted horses! Rupaa wished she had listened to Laahtre, and bided their time to build up their mounted forces. Another piece of sage advice from her husband, she’d ignored. But there was no time for regrets. It was time to seize victory.


    But victory still wouldn’t be easy.


    The Alliance made a tactical and strategic retreat, and then made a final stand, in order to survive a bit longer.


    Though once they’d lost their position in the valley between the Two Sisters, surely they must have known, it was over.


    They had taken a chunk out of Rupaa’s army. Though Rupaa’s army had also taken a considerable chunk out of theirs. And Rupaa had the warriors to lose. The Eltnish Alliance didn’t.


    The Eltnish forces were scattered. But so were Rupaa’s.


    Tens of thousands, maybe a hundred thousand, all told of Sanaavian troops, held back in reserve, remained in the pass. Thousands of her fighters, were now battling Eastrealmian cavalry near the river, and her wedge was driving forward to deal with Othrun, Nyna, Bris, and the Lynchunian spearmen.


    She instructed one of her countess-generals, “Our vanguard, and a single legion! Send them forward first! Keep the walls at the flanks intact! When we engage those with the black dragon banner, peel off, and turn their pincer move back on them!”


    “As you command, Lady Queen!” was the reply, as that woman hurried north. 


    “Daughter!” Rupaa shouted then to Biirisa.


    “My Queen!” cried Biirisa, and Rupaa could see she held her emotions in check, as she was grieving for both Mag and Yimaa.


    “Take a whole legion east!” ordered Rupaa. “Reinforce our fighters against the Eastrealmian cavalry harrying our flanks!”


    “As you command, Lady Queen!” Biirisa was young. But she had great captains to guide her, and a natural flair and skill for generalship. Pride filled her heart, as her daughter issued her commands, moving off, and behind her, ponderously, nigh five thousand troops following her.


    Rupaa turned to Laahtre, who was now serene. His bleeding arm was being bound up by a warrior. Still, he looked utterly exhausted. Pale and spent. And his nose bled. He wiped it carelessly, with the back of his free hand. Rupaa assumed he must have been struck in the face, perhaps with a sword pommel. Still, he seemed otherwise whole.


    The warrior working on Laahtre stepped aside, and the husband and wife embraced fiercely. She pounded his back. “You’ve fought like a High King this day!”


    “As is my duty to my High Queen, and her queendom,” he said softly in her ear.


    “And you’ve wrought us a great victory by Udyn’s grace! With your dread magic!” She whispered in his ear, choked with emotion.


    He pushed away from her a bit, sounding weak but still resolved. “Not yet!” he disagreed. “We’ve struck the magical blow we can! But the Eltnish mages will have their response! They will have the last say!”


    “It won’t matter!” cried Rupaa. “They shall be defeated!”


    “Time to bring forward our reserves!”


    “Not yet!” insisted Rupaa. “Let them stay in the pass! I’ve sent word to Foraa, to keep all of them back! We will need them fresh and whole, to end this battle, and occupy these lands once we finish! We will spend the slave army first! They’re expendable!”


    “Rupaa—” began Laahtre.


    “They stay where they are!” said Rupaa firmly. She grabbed his hand. “Come! We go further west to fight! They’re almost broken! I saw the royal banner of Lynchun flee over the river, before you caused the ice to crack! The incumbent Lioncrest has abandoned the field! Coward! His troops will be demoralized!”


    “Eld still lives!” warned Laahtre. “As does his brother, Centi, Prince of Ipithyia! The lion still has sharp claws!”


    “Time to tame that lion!” said Rupaa. She looked at him, concerned. “Are you well?”


    “What we’ve done with the ice on the river,” admitted Laahtre, “has sapped my strength severely!”


    “You must rest then!”


    “No!” he refused. “I’m still strong enough to fight! I just need ale or wine!”


    Rupaa barked. A wineskin was passed. Laahtre gulped greedily, seeming to regain some colour.


    “I’m fine!” Laahtre insisted when he’d finished drinking.


    “Then we still have killing to do!” said Rupaa sternly. “Othrun lives too! I see the dragon banner, still aloft! Come! This battle isn’t over until Othrun, Eld, Centi, Hert, and all the chief lords and captains among the Eltnish, are raven food!” She added pointedly, “You should have challenged Othrun to a duel. Not made love eyes at him, when you went out for that useless parley. Look how well you fight! You would’ve made short work of him! Nevertheless, you will have your chance again, I hope! If I have my way, you shall kill Othrun yourself, and avenge our king!”


    She seized Laahtre, kissing him lustily.


    Then she released him, promising, “After our victory feast, we’re going to fuck like rabbits!”


    That brought a smile to the fearsome druidic features, “We had better get on with our victory then!”


    She led her husband back to battle.


  




  

    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


    The back of any Beetle formation, was a place for the dying and wounded. It’s where the surgeons plied their trade, where spare horses were kept. It’s where what archers remained, prepped arrows for final volleys. It’s where high generals on horseback often set up their command posts, so they could survey the battlefield, issue orders, send messages forward, and receive messages in return.


    It was there I found myself, as our army collapsed.


    I didn’t know if Hert, as the High Warlord, lived. I had effectively taken command of the bulk of the last of our main troops.


    Bartho had fled, discrediting the titles of Maneprince and Lioncrest, perhaps beyond repair.


    It enraged me to see him, on his horse, just sitting there, watching, surrounded by his bodyguard, near the abandoned baggage wagons. On the other side of the Twilight Stream. The safe side. Momentarily out of any possible danger, away from the slaughter of his own forces.


    But there was nothing I could do about him now.


    In a fit of madness, I nearly grabbed a bow and quiver, to try and take him down. He deserved to die immediately for what he’d done.


    I was surprised he hadn’t flown all the way back to Lynchun, like a frightened bird. He could have. But how would he explain that he, as the High Warlord, had survived the field, while the entire Eltnish Alliance army had been wiped from existence? Instead, he sat there, watching our demise. I hated him with an enduring passion I knew would survive even my death. I would haunt Bartho from the afterlife.


    


    In the meantime, the exceedingly brave and competent Queen Nyna, was dead.


    Nearby, King Bris was wounded, being tended by healers.


    What remained of their armies still battled on with the Lynchunian footmen. But they wouldn’t be enough.


    Renat, Viwa, Monis, and my wife were with me.


    Their horses were held by squires, near where I sat on mine, while those four women helped surgeons tend to the wounded. I dared not interrupt them to ask if they’d already delivered any magical counterattack to the enemy. Perhaps they had, and it was simply less dramatic and destructive, than what the druids accomplished by breaking the ice on the Twilight Stream. Perhaps the mages still had their trick held in reserve. If they did, they needed to use it quickly.


    But as much as it was my right to ask, I let them be. Those were four women I trusted with my life. They would do what they must. If all they could do was spend their last strength to care for dying warriors as the best use of their time, then I left them to it.


    Our once proud Alliance army was scattered, entangled in the desperate final combat of their lives, in the snowy eastern fields of Rogonhe.


    I had seen my sons, still alive, with our cavalry, flying about with their men. They were protecting Thurol’s portion of the Alliance footmen. Who were vainly trying to join up with me, and all those with the Lynchunian spearmen. But a sea of enemies separated them from our position.


    My brother-in-law lived. I could see him on his horse.


    It must have pained Thurol, not to be able to fight alongside his men with his injuries. But if we had any chance, his generalship needed more than his peerless fighting skills. I didn’t doubt that when the end came, injuries or no, he would dismount, fight as best he could, and die on his feet, Weeper in hand.


    Either Hert, Hiris, or both were with Thurol, and alive. For the most prominent banner of the white wolf head on black, carried traditionally by the standard-bearer of the ruler of Carthlughe, still flew, nearby my brother-in-law.


    The Bard lived. As did the Aspect. At least, their flags remained aloft among their knights. They were the only reason any soldiers were left in front of me. They kept their men charging, retreating, and charging again at the edges of the humongous Sanaavian shield wall. They galloped anywhere they saw a fatal weakness in Thurol’s foot ranks, which at this point was everywhere, to try and plug the breach.


    Meanwhile, I was with the main part of our final consolidated strength, comprised primarily of those Lynchunians who hadn’t fled with Bartho away from the fighting. We faced a mighty shield wall of foes. We were all that was standing between the Sanaavians, and their ultimate victory.


    I kept glancing all around me. I considered ordering a small part of our forces to the southeast—my right—to protect the surgeons, injured, and the rest of the forward-facing troops, from a sideways attack.


    For, like statues, immobile, the great slave army, forty thousand strong, stood, blocking any potential retreat along the line of the Twilight Stream. They could easily advance and crush us.


    Instead, they merely barred a way to flee.


    In some ways, knowing the option of running away was fruitless, was comforting. We were hemmed in on all sides.


    Still, I was reticent. I didn’t wish to take any soldiers from the front of the horrible fighting. We needed them all, and so many more besides that we didn’t have.


    If the slave army were instructed to assail us, it would all be over quickly. We’d be scythed like wheat.


    I saw the Perilous Pass, still teeming with Sanaavians, in the tens of thousands. Waiting to be unleashed.


    Rupaa and her generals had planned well, I had to grudgingly admit. She’d expended her troops wisely. If she’d already lost a hundred thousand, she still had more left, untouched, fresh, eager and ready to fight, between what remained in the Perilous Pass and her slave army, near us. Those troops she had already lost were committed to the destruction of the Eltnish Alliance army. The rest, still held back in the pass, combined with the slave army, would be the ones who would sweep down into Carthlughe, Lynchun, Eastrealm, and all the Eltnish kingdoms.


    And there’d be no standing, cohesive army assembled to challenge them.


    They would drown Eltnia, under the weight of their numbers.


    As I sheltered behind the rearmost rank, sitting on Malintent, watching the bloody battle happening in the front ranks, I thought, for the third or fourth time that day, far too optimistically, we could hold. Eld, with Donc beside him, was fighting valorously. The Prince and Earl Chieftain, covered in glory from many battles, urged our troops. Great deeds of arms took place. Regal Lynchunian battle horns sounded, invoking images of grand cities, green valleys, and their proud warriors in their traditional rusted gold and blue leathers. As men like Eld and Donc kept their oaths, fighting to their last strength.


    Even though their acting king had deserted them.


    Besides their allies, the Lynchunians who fought acquitted themselves manfully.


    But Eastrealmians, Arnians and Frawonians, with their Lynchunian colleagues, were killing, yet mostly, dying. The Sanaavians fought like creatures of the underworld. They were so strong, so primitive, so brutal. Yet, the Eltnish were skilled, and determined. Leading them were Eld and Donc, with their punishing axes, all their girths behind them.


    Those two heroes fought on, knowing death would come soon.


    The leathers of those famous nobles, Eld and Donc, were coated in Sanaavian blood. Their shields were partially split, their helms dented. But they fought on, welcoming death, and I nearly wept for how magnificent they were, how lordly in their comportment, how courageous in the face of our annihilation. The enemy strove for their death, for to slay those two leaders would likely cause the fragile shield wall to collapse. Completely.


    I grimaced.


    I didn’t doubt, as the vanguard of the Sanaavian army, led by Rupaa and Erthal, pressed down on us, that the time might come to face my one-time brother, sword to sword.


    I still marvelled at the power of the druids, whose magic caused the ice of the stream to crack. That ice was supposed to be as sturdy and reliable in winter as stone.


    Mages were saying prayers over dying warriors. Wounded fighters were weeping, or whimpering with the plight of their injuries. Physicians worked frantically, to administer to those hurt. The smell of the blood, the feces, the piss, I knew it well. The smell of death.


    I sensed my own death had finally come. I had cheated it so far, since coming north from Eastrealm.


    That could only last so long.


    I clutched my Triangle and Circle amulet, still a believer. But I wondered if Udyn himself would harvest my soul in the end. I thought back to his words. Sure-Steel rested on my back. I resisted the urge to reach over my shoulder, and touch her hilt.


    It was then death came to call.


    Something told me to turn Malintent to my right, away from the fighting, toward the slave army.


    It felt like a chilling wind, blowing directly at my spine.


    The air then became still and cold. My blood froze at what I saw.


    A hundred yards away, two solitary riders sat.


    At the same time, a flock of birds flew overhead, squawking as if fleeing the malevolent presence of the two riders.


    They sat utterly, preternaturally still, on their horses.


    How did they come?


    The only way could have been through the slave army. But those ranks looked as undisturbed, and cohesive as ever.


    It was as if they had just appeared through dark, portentous magic.


    The riders were spectres, out of my nightmares. Both were hooded. One clad in all white, mounted on a white horse. The other in all black, on an equally coal-black steed. The one in all white was slenderer. The other in black was brawny, a huge, foreboding presence.


    Both figures on those horses radiated death.


    Terror had become living, breathing things.


    There was only one possibility, who they could be.


    I’d heard too many tales not to know their identities.


    Barbis in white.


    Nightsoul in black.


    I was a fool.


    And because of my idiocy, soon, finally, I would be a dead fool.


    Sila once told me Nightsoul would come for me when I least expected it. That the ruler of Borenia would assail me, when I was the most vulnerable.


    That is precisely what came to pass.


    I had ignored my instincts, to have more men watching our rearmost flanks, especially to the east. Accordingly, I’d failed. I would now pay for that failure with my life.


    Everyone I cared about, would pay too.


    For now, Nightsoul and Barbis had come for me.


    Some pathetic excuse for a warlord was I.


    Decades before, I’d failed to order a watch set, when I first came to Acremia’s shores after my great victory over King Hor the Horrific. As a result of my inadequacy then, I’d allowed scouts of Lysi’s father, Ina, to sneak up on my camp, and observe us.


    I remembered how Uncle Yedwol had berated me for my oversight. The crotchety old man had remonstrated me that day without mercy.


    “Too busy killing giants?” he’d said. “Basking in glory? Worrying about alliances? Too occupied to remember to have your captains set guard!”


    Yedwol the Old had been right then. Doubtless, Uncle was cackling somewhere now, knowing all his idiot nephew was capable of, was repeating that idiot nephew’s greatest mistakes.


    Our army in front of me was fighting for their lives. I couldn’t order any of them to try and turn around to face Nightsoul. Surely, they would be slaughtered, if they turned their backs on their Sanaavian enemies now. Though, for all I knew, Nightsoul had come to kill all the Sanaavians too. Nightsoul would probably kill everyone, leaving us all for worm food. Three hundred thousand warriors—a feast for carrion.


    So, for my folly, I alone must face the ultimate enemy, come to end us all.


    I had ignored my better instincts, failing to have sentries around our army properly.


    Still, what could they have done? Even if they had long sighted Nightsoul and Barbis?


    For who can fight death itself?


    That is who Nightsoul was. The embodiment of death.


    I was resigned to my own fate. I’d lived too long already, for all the chances I took with my own life. But must my wife, my sons, my cousins, all of my hosts, my allies, even my enemies, all die, too, that day, in the snow, paying for my idiocy?


    As I pondered this morosely, steel rang out all around me.


    I looked to each side of me.


    


    The mages were with me. Facing Nightsoul and Barbis.


    Sila and Renat were on my left. Viwa and Monis, to my right. They had mounted their horses.


    And the mages had all drawn their swords.


    I felt myself weeping with sadness. And with pride.


    Barbis was a mage. One of their order. Yet she was the creation of evil. Still, she was one of them.


    And mages could die. After all, I had Glathan cut Syda’s head off. And I’d stabbed Nulthe to death.


    They were not easy to kill. But they could die.


    New hope foolishly bloomed in me, momentarily, as I remembered this.


    But what of Nightsoul?


    I couldn’t be sure what he was. Demigod of death? Warlock?


    Then I remembered what I’d seen in Meridnia. All that destruction.


    And I consigned myself to the reality that, regardless, we would all die trying to kill Nightsoul and Barbis.


    Hope was snuffed like a candle.


    It was only Sila, Viwa, Monis, Renat, and I, against Barbis, and Death Incarnate.


    But we would die together, valiantly.


    “Queen Sila?” I whispered to my wife. “Am I your husband and lord?


    Her voice breaking, Sila said, “To the death, beloved Husband, Lord King Othrun.”


    A bit louder, I asked Renat, who was beside her, “Am I your friend and ally, Princess Renat?”


    “To the death, Lord King,” said Renat sorrowfully. I was grateful for her.


    On the other side, I asked Monis, who had been my lover, and had borne a child from me, “Do you believe in me, Maneprincess Monis?”


    Her voice was soft but sure and clear. “To the death, Lord King.”


    I could barely get the words out as I choked on tears, asking my former ward, “Do you trust me, Princess Viwa?


    “With whatever comes to pass, Lord King,” came the clear reply. “I’m in your hands.”


    I nodded and sniffled, humbled by their faith and trust I could never deserve.


    “So be it!” I cleared my throat. I gathered my resolve as I spoke to them. Sure-Steel left her scabbard, and my voice became steel, too. “Hear my last words! You four mages all, with your combined powers, deal with Nightsoul! I will deal with Barbis! If I live, or you live, whoever survives helps the other kill whichever foe is left standing! Go!”


    Then, before I lost the mad courage that I found swelling in my breast, without another word, I screamed, kicking Malintent’s flanks. Not waiting for an answer from the mages, my steed and I launched forth, like an arrow.


    I heard the cries of mages screaming behind me.


    “Wait, Lord King!”


    “No, Lord King!”


    “Lord King! Lord King!”


    “Othrun, no! Husband!”


    I didn’t heed them.


    I resolved I’d meet my fate before Barbis, as I plunged forward on Malintent. While the mages must meet theirs, before Nightsoul.


    Malintent, brave beast, galloped fearlessly towards doom.


    But how would that doom manifest? No one knew the extent of Nightsoul’s dark magic. 


    Would creatures, nightmares spawned from the pits of the earth, abominations of the underworld, emerge, clawing their way up from the snow, to tear our flesh apart?


    Would fire rain down from the sky?


    Nonetheless, Malintent charged, I believed, knowing she charged toward her death. But she was a loyal beast. She wouldn’t forsake me, her master, in the end.


    I bore down on Barbis. Behind me, I heard the horses of the mages at last dash forward. I pointed Sure-Steel at my enemy.


    I cried a joyous battle cry. For I was a king, a knight. I’d make one last ride to death and to glory. I would die with sword in hand.


    And if I could, I would kill before I died.


    For so much of my life, I’d lived with the haunting presence of Nightsoul’s, Barbis’s and Nulthe’s spectre hanging over me. Ever since Hert told me of them, the first day I landed in Acremia, I had learned to fear the name of Borenia.


    Brave warriors quivered with fright, reaching for their religious amulets, to ward themselves at the mere mention of any of the names of that trifecta of terror.


    But I’d managed to kill one of that trio. I had nearly died doing it. I knew I could never be so fortunate again. Yet, it was liberating to finally be able to strike at a shadow, face my mysterious enemy, and confront that which supposedly couldn’t be confronted.


    Barbis didn’t move an inch. While that unnerved me, deep in my soul, at the same time, an irrational hope arose. That I might kill her. And, if the mages could manage to somehow kill Nightsoul, we might, unbelievably, triumph.


    Then Malintent screamed.


    A horse’s scream is a terrible thing.


    Malintent’s petrified cry rang in my ears, as she skidded to a sudden halt, almost falling, nearly taking me to the ground with her. Then, she reared. It was all I could do to hold on, and stay on her back.


    When she slammed back down, snow spraying, she wouldn’t move another inch. No matter how I tried to cajole her.


    She was frozen, her ears laid back in terror. She snorted fearfully. She wouldn’t turn one way or another and shied and fretted.


    I am ashamed to say, I kicked her savagely in her sides. It was of no use. She wouldn’t budge.


    I panicked as the spectres, one in white, one in black, both horsed, trotted closer.


    Barbis wasn’t fifty feet from me.


    Nightsoul was a few yards behind her.  


    I leapt from Malintent, sword in hand. I ran at Barbis. My boots felt leaden in the snow, the blade heavy, as I raised it above my head, giving my battle scream.


    A colossal shape swooped in front of me. I was struck to the ground. The breath left my body for a moment.


    Sure-Steel fell away from me. Still partially winded, I struggled to my feet, dazed and confused.


    Sila was in front of me, on her horse.


    She had used her mount’s rump to graze me, and the force of that grazing was enough to knock me aside, forcing me to the ground.


    


    “Husband!” she cried breathlessly, having circled back, reining in before me. “Stay your hand!”


    To my amazement, the other mages dismounted nearby, and in the snow, all went to one knee, before the malevolent rider in white. Then, my wife did the same, joining them.


    They put their drawn swords on the ground before them.


    In pure supplication.


    I nearly lost all hope, then. For I had witnessed, in this moment of greatest need, the ultimate betrayal. It hit me like the side of a mountain.


    The mages would acquiesce to Barbis and Nightsoul. Thinking to save themselves. Maybe thinking to save all of us from destruction.


    But that was the purest act of cowardice. Even more cowardly than Bartho’s flight.


    I wouldn’t bow to evil and malice. My blood boiled.


    “You craven witches!” I cried, even as I drew Biter. “You bend knee to these monsters? You dare bow to Barbis, and this ghoul who is her mate? You bow to save your own miserable lives? They will destroy us!” I sized up Barbis, who had stayed where she was, mounted, head bowed slightly, looking at the mages prostrating themselves at the feet of her mount.


    Nightsoul, malevolence made corporeal, was a few paces back. Watching.


    “Fools!” I shouted helplessly at the mages, not knowing what to do next.


    Should I attack Barbis, who was still on her horse? Where I would be severely disadvantaged, even were she not a powerful witch?


    Or should I charge Nightsoul, who was further away? If I didn’t act soon, for certain, all would be lost! Still, I wavered.


    “Fools!” I repeated. “Your grovelling won’t save you!”


    This drew the attention of Barbis. Came the cold voice, “They should indeed bow, in obsecration, Lord Othrun. As should you.”


    That voice coming from the figure on the horse, couldn’t be the voice of Barbis.


    For it was a voice I knew all too well.


    It was then I smelled it.


    Among the scents of the other mages.


    Almond oil. Lemon.


    “Because I am their and your superior,” the figure continued. “I’m both Great Wika, and High Queen of Middle Eltnia.”


    She cast back her hood, revealing her unforgettable face with high cheekbones, painted stark white, beautiful and terrifying, framed by red hair. Her pale blue eyes blazed with an unholy, triumphant light.


    Lysi.


    She turned briefly, to beckon the other figure I had taken to be Nightsoul, still mounted, who’d hung back.


    That figure urged their mount forward slightly, then halted, swinging lithely from the saddle.


    As he strode up, I recognized that bulk, that strut. I knew that hulking physique, too, the same way I knew Lysi’s voice.


    The hood was removed.


    As I expected, the visage revealed was dark and handsome. The bald pate was circled by a thin coronet.


    It was Ingersa, Sultan of Yaden, my former ward, my vassal, and son of my former lover, Undala, Queen of Southronland, First Among the Anib.


    I barely registered the respectful nod of Ingersa’s head toward me. Even with the cries of battle and sounds of death all around us, that wasn’t what I was focused on. Because the mages remained in their obedient posture before Lysi’s feet.


    “You bow to her?” I bellowed. “She’s allied with the enemies who even now destroy us!”


    But it was then Lysi said, in a terrible voice, “Get down on your knees, Othrun of Eastrealm! Get down on your knees before your High Queen!”


    I cannot lie. That voice made me tremble. The power in that voice nearly broke me. But I made no move to genuflect before her. I stood, Biter grasped in my hand.


    “Insolent fool!” she spat at me. “I know what will make you bend your stubborn knee! Power! Power, Othrun, is what you respect! And little else!”


    “What?” I asked, too flabbergasted to be relieved she wasn’t Barbis.


    “You shall see today,” cried Lysi, wheeling to the mages, “I am truly your Queen! First, last, and always, I’m the shield of Eltnia! I’m the Stewardess of the Six Elemental Goddesses! I will not suffer Eltnia to be destroyed!”


    I never had such a tremulous feeling in my heart. I could feel raw power, elemental power, surging in the ether. I remembered when I’d gone to the mage’s coven, concealing myself, I’d felt power that day, too. The elder powers from the Six Elemental Goddesses. Powers borne on the gusts of Wind, the licks of flames of cleansing Fire, the harsh rays of Sun beating down upon the unyielding Earth, the endless Water spraying from the ocean waves, the vast and limitless Sky.


    I had met a god. Who had told me that all the gods were real. That day, I finally came to believe definitively that the Elemental Goddesses were no farce. And that those who could channel them, wielded true power.


    And no one was mightier in channelling the power of those Goddesses, than Lysi, daughter of Ina.


    “Mages of Eltnia!” said Lysi. “You haven’t made your magical strike today! Instead, you’ve let the enemy strike you, and not yet answered druidic magic, with Elemental power! You haven’t answered death and ruin, with death and ruin! Yet it is now your turn! But I shall make that strike on your behalf!”


    I was shocked and scared, to hear Sila weeping and begging Lysi, “No, Sister! NO! You cannot!”


    And then I heard Renat insist, “No, Great Wika! You shall die! No one can survive wielding the power you contemplate!”


    But Lysi only hissed savagely, “Fool! I shall not perish!” She shouted triumphantly, “I shall live, and rule!”


    It was then I dropped Biter in petrified fascination, as I saw Lysi bleed tears of pure crimson, as blood poured from her eyes, a dribble of blood escaping her beautiful lips.


    What in the name of the Single God? The mages seemed to know what Lysi was doing.


    Was she dying?


    Renat said, “No one can survive wielding the power you contemplate.”


    I heard the clap of thunder.


    The earth trembled.


    I swung my gaze to the mountain tops of The Two Sisters. There was a crack.


    Mighty rock, the very tips of the Sisters themselves, and snow, more snow than I could imagine, all the snow capping the mountain peaks from both sides, began to pour down into the Perilous Pass.


    The screams were something I would never forget, as long as I lived.


    


    As the only thing that could have possibly paused the fighting occurred, and anyone in proximity to the two tall peaks, fled as fast as they could, from the shocking catastrophe.


    “By the Single God, and all that’s holy,” I whispered to Lysi, “What have you done?”


  




  

    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


    Later, I would contemplate, never before in the history of any battle of that magnitude, did the fighting stop as abruptly, and as completely.


    As if the world ended.


    Everyone who wasn’t running away from the base of The Two Sisters, faced those mountains, as I did. Unable to tear my eyes away.


    Some of those near the fore of the Sanaavian forces inside the Perilous Pass, when the mountaintops and the snow came down, just managed to make it away from the doom. Barely. They were few who escaped the trailing edge of the avalanche.


    The screams of those trapped in the main part of the Perilous Pass, who saw their end come hurtling toward them from above, still reverberated in the air. Once the avalanche had finished its destruction, a vast cloud arose, covering the sky. It became dark, momentarily, as if it were late evening.


    I couldn’t believe it. All that snow, soil, and rock slid down the mountainsides. Like the Single God’s vengeance, called down from up high in Heaven, coming down on tens of thousands of enemy warriors.


    How could those warriors have felt in their last moments? Like being hit with a thousand anvils, as they were crushed. Suffocated. Then buried. Their last moments, looking up helplessly, as the darkness came down upon their heads.


    The massive cloud of snow and dirt became blinding. Like a storm.


    With my distance from the Two Sister’s peaks, my vision couldn’t penetrate the density that covered the sky. I couldn’t see those mountains anymore. I coughed and spluttered, as the noxious haze seemed to fill my lungs. I heard those around me hacking, too.


    


    Then, miraculously, as quick as it had arisen, it was gone.


    The sky was clear and blue. The winter late afternoon sun shone wanly.


    Silence. I couldn’t hear horses. I couldn’t hear warriors. I couldn’t hear bird, nor beast, nor any living thing. No one spoke, and no one moved, among who remained alive on the field of battle.


    I couldn’t see the Perilous Pass anymore. A huge wall of snow, mingled with rock, stood at the entrance, almost as big as a mountain itself. It sealed off the pass. Sealing off Sanaavia, it seemed. Marking the burial site of the massive Sanaavian army.


    Even though they were our enemies, as a witness to the horror of nearly a hundred thousand souls perish, covered under the snow, I wept. First, with grief for my enemies. Then, with relief.


    The great horde couldn’t threaten Eltnia any longer.


    The silence soon ended. Cries of shock and utter terror came from the Sanaavians left alive. Cries of victory from our Alliance.


    Then, cries of battle, once more, as the fighting began anew.


    I turned back to Lysi, the mages, and Ingersa. Still stupefied from what I’d seen.


    All of them remained quiet. Lysi stood placidly, the blood that had leaked from her orifices moments ago, drying on her cake-white face. Making her look macabre, even in her beauty.


    What kind of creature was she, who could enact such destruction?


    What level of power did she truly possess?


    Ingersa stood stoically by her side. The mages slowly came to their feet, all looking grim.


    “It is over,” Lysi spoke first. “We’ve won.”


    We?


    I didn’t know if I was utterly repulsed, or worshipful of her. “You just killed…tens of thousands of people.”


    Lysi replied brutally, “So be it. I just saved Eltnia. I’ve ended the Sanaavian threat. Once and for all. We’ve won, Lord Othrun.”


    “At what price, Great Wika?” asked my wife, her voice trembling, as the magnitude of what had happened, sank in for all assembled.


    “At the price required,” answered Lysi, with no regret in her cold voice. She then said imperiously, “Wait here, all of you. I will end this futility. It’s time for those Sanaavians who still resist, to surrender.”


    As lithely as if she were young Hiris, Lysi leapt onto her horse. She trotted back toward the battle as I watched her, still in amazement.


    None of us said anything to one another. As if there was nothing more to say. Sila came over, wordlessly holding my hand. I grasped it back. Staring at the fighting.


    I saw Lysi briefly, galloping amongst the fray and heard her loud voice. Then I lost sight of her.


    Yet, slowly, it seemed, the fighting began to subside. Eventually, once more, it ceased. Warriors simply stopped killing one another, letting their weapons and shields fall to their sides.


    Lysi came back to us. “Come,” she commanded from horseback. “The Sanaavians have agreed to stand down. We will go meet their leaders. Who’s left of them, that is.”


    Dazed, what could I, or any of us, do, at this juncture, save obey her?


    I picked up Biter, retrieved Sure-Steel.


    A moment of fear gripped me then, as I wondered if Erthal still lived. I pushed that fear down, and obediently mounted Malintent, following the rest, as we rode back toward the two hosts.


    What was left of both armies took some time to conglomerate. After the avalanche, all had moved away from the site of the disaster.


    We were now all positioned south of the end of the now-sealed pass.


    The two opposing sides stood across from each other. The stream was at our backs. The forest was to the west. The mountains were to the north, and to the east. I took stock of our armies.


    I couldn’t count how many of our Alliance remained. Yet, there were still thousands. There were still thousands of the Sanaavians, too. But as I neared both armies, and could better assess, I could see, of all wonders, that we outnumbered them. I tried to calculate. It appeared to me, by rough estimate, that most of the remaining Sanaavians were what I gleaned to be their slave troops. Their ranks were still close to us, as we arrived for parley.


    Thousands of heads turned, as our party rode between the two armies. We dismounted, and some knights took our horses. From the Sanaavian side, came Rupaa.


    And to my ashamed relief, Laahtre was by her side.


    


    With them were Vildaa, the druids, Sordaa and Mabaa, and another druid I remembered from long ago when I first came to Acremia with Erthal and met Mag. He could only be Puutha, First Druid of Norsoon, Erthal’s mentor.


    They were all gore-splattered, but appeared unharmed. With them was a tall blonde young woman, also bloodied from battle. By her looks, I knew immediately it was the one of Rupaa and Erthal’s children who had come with them to battle. One of the twins, Kiinata or Biirisa.


    Then Hert approached from among our troops to stand beside me. His shoulder was bandaged. He looked immeasurably weary. But he was still the victorious wolf, who had torn his enemy apart on the battlefield.


    There were curt nods all around. Nothing more. No one said anything. Yet all looked expectantly, and with not a little trepidation at, Lysi. Waiting for her to speak.


    Lysi’s blood-ruined, painted face, was set in a mask of calm. Her voice was composed, even courteous, as she addressed the Sanaavian nobles. “Lady Queen Rupaa. Lady Queen Vildaa. Lord King Laahtre. Lady Princess Biirisa. Druids of Furfell and Norsoon. I greet you.”


    “I don’t know if I should call you ‘Lady Queen’,” said Rupaa, “or some…thing…emerged from the underworld itself to doom us.”


    “Lady Queen Wife,” said her husband, my one-time brother, warningly at her tone.


    “I take no offence, Lord King,” said Lysi sedately. “Much has transpired since we were once allies. Yet, I warned you that once you became my enemy, things wouldn’t go well for you. You see now, I meant what I said.”


    Vildaa literally trembled with rage and sorrow, barely able to speak. But she got out the words, “You…just murdered thousands…more than thousands. You fucking monster.”


    “Lord Laahtre and his druids murdered thousands,” said Lysi, “when they caused the Twilight Stream’s ice to shatter. That’s the cost of the magic used, and the cost of the magical response. People die, Lady Queen, in war. But now, there can be peace.”


    “Peace?” spluttered Rupaa. “How can peace be salvaged from…this day of death?”


    “A new age has dawned,” said Lysi with a flourish. “Sanaavia and Eltnia, with the sealing of the Perilous Pass, are essentially walled off from one another. Because the only way any large army can practicably come south now, is to attempt to invade Nyrimia, and its mountain fastness. Which would be suicide. So, never again, in our lifetimes, or those of our children’s children, can an army of the Sanaav be marched south to imperil Eltnia.”


    “But we still have an army here,” spat Rupaa.


    “Scanty, compared to what you had, before I destroyed the rest,” said Lysi. “Queen Eveeh is dead, slain on the field of battle. King Foraa is dead, killed by the power of the Six I brought to bear, bringing down two mountain tops on his head. With him, died the bulk of your armies. You’re outnumbered, Queen Rupaa. And you are cut off from your homeland. Forever. You are trapped in Eltnia.” She sounded pitying. “See sense, I pray, and surrender.”


    I could see Vildaa’s broad shoulders sag in defeat. Just a moment ago, she was so feisty, like an unleashed rabid dog. Now she was cowed like a whipped one, as she admitted, “She’s right, Queen Rupaa. We’re vanquished. The bulk of our forces were destroyed. Cut off from our people.” I could see she struggled not to weep. “Will we never see our realms again? Our families?”


    “I don’t see how that’s possible, Lady Queen,” said Lysi, not without sympathy, “for many reasons.”


    “But you clearly laid out the only real way back home! As such, I’d beg your leave, Lady Queen, to pass through Nyrimia. With what’s left of my forces here. We can go up through the mountains into our ally here, of Norsoon, then over the mountains again into Furfell—”


    “That wouldn’t be possible,” said Lysi. “Because Glamstaad, Norsoon and Furfell were invaded, almost the moment your Sanaavian Alliance army went south, by another Sanaavian Alliance army. Made of kingdoms from Rhuunvik, Trinkvaar, Vikoon, and Threeyvik.”


    “Udyn preserve us,” whispered Rupaa, clutching at Laahtre’s hand. “My daughters—” 


    “Are safe, Lady Rupaa,” assured Lysi with a self-satisfied smile. “Your elder daughter, Kiinata, who you left as Regent of Norsoon, was no fool. She took her younger sister, Ulaafa, and, with her bodyguard, fled south, when the enemy neared Iron Hall’s gates. The only direction in which she could flee was south. But she was pursued to the waters of the Aneel Delta. She had to cross over them, losing much of her bodyguard in her escape. And, of course, she was forced to flee directly to Nyrimia.”


    


    “Nyrimia?” exclaimed Laahtre.


    “Where else could she go?” smiled Lysi. “Fortunately, my border forces intercepted them as they attempted to enter my realm, saving your daughters from the swords of a group of merciless, ravenous pursuers. My warriors chased those pursuers off. Now, Lord Laahtre and Lady Rupaa, your daughters should be on their way to Eagle’s Mount. As my guests.”


    “You mean your fucking hostages!” breathed Rupaa in disbelief. “My daughters are your prisoners?”


    “Guests,” insisted Lysi. “They will be quite safe, and treated in accordance with their station. As the Princesses they are. They sought sanctuary in Nyrimia. Accordingly, sanctuary was given.”


    Lysi turned back to Vildaa. “Your territories of Furfell, distant from your main realm of Knuljaa, have been conquered, Lady Queen. The regents you left ruling Furfell while you went on campaign are either slain, or prisoners by now.”


    Vildaa was red with fury. Then, she paled, “And Knuljaa? Do you know if Knuljaa has been invaded as well?”


    “You know better than anyone,” replied Lysi, “Knuljaa is far harder to take. The mountains, the Forest Dark, your savage neighbours to the north and south, the Sanaavians of Hillhyla, and the Eltnish of Thostsia, make Knuljaa well protected. It may be some time until those other kingdoms which successfully overcame Glamstaad, Furfell, and Norsoon, turn their eyes toward Knuljaa. If they ever do.”


    “Then I must return there, and I will,” vowed Vildaa.


    “That’s virtually impossible, Lady Queen,” said Puutha.


    “We could go through Thostsia,” said Vildaa hopefully.


    “Those snows are impassable,” Sordaa said, shaking his head. “And the tribes will never let you pass into their lands. Even if you could get through.”


    “What mother wouldn’t do anything to get back to their children?” cried Vildaa. “I’ve two daughters and a son! What queen wouldn’t do anything to get back to her people! I have to try!”


    “You have leave, Queen Vildaa,” said Lysi, “to do as you wish. To try to get back to your people and your family. If you stand down your armies, and put up no more fight here today, on this field. Still, I agree with Lord Sordaa. A fool’s mission. You know the Thostsians, Lady Queen. They would kill you, soon as look at you.”


    “If I had leave,” said Vildaa then, trying to think of every avenue to return to Knuljaa, “I could enter Carthlughe, cross Frawon, into Primania, then go up through the mountains—”


    “Even if that leave could be granted from Carthlughe, Lady Queen,” said Hert, “and from Frawon, Primania isn’t our ally. We can provide no guarantees from them. They, too, jealously guard their borders, and their sovereignty. And as Queen Lysi says, the same as if you tried to enter Thostsia, it’s far more likely the Primanians would kill you, than have you cross into their domains.”


     Vildaa said grimly, “So be it. I’ll try to pass through Rogonhe, follow the river, past the hills, up into Thostsia. It’s still the swiftest way home. It is a treacherous route. But, I’ll gain my homeland, else die in the attempt.”


    “You will abandon us?” fumed Rupaa. “No longer fight alongside us?”


    Vildaa laid a hand on Rupaa’s arm. Though she trembled with fury, Rupaa didn’t fling the hand off. “The fight’s over, my friend. We’ve lost. It’s time to surrender. And I’d live to see my queendom, my family again. Perhaps, yes, a fool’s hope. Still...”


    “You could be a guest of Nyrimia, Lady Queen Vildaa,” Lysi offered.


    Vildaa politely inclined her head. “I thank you, Lady Queen. Yet, I am of the Sanaav, in every part of my being. I will die as such. I must try to return there, while breath is left in my body.”


    Lysi nodded. She looked pleased. If Vildaa was to depart, that lessened the Sanaavian army even more. Any prospect of successful further aggressions would leave with them. “You have my permission. Go, with the blessings of the Six. Take your warriors, and go.”


    Vildaa turned to Sordaa and Mabaa. “Lords, you’ve been druids in Furfell, my secondary kingdom. One I inherited from my adopted father and cousin, King Vrag. But now, that queendom is no longer mine. So, I release you from your service, if you wish. The world…has changed. I may never return to Knuljaa. I wouldn’t refuse the company of our holy men, as a blessing on the journeys ahead of us. You, of course, are welcome to join me in my attempt to get back home. Still… If you wish to find your way in the world, you may. If I do ever reach Knuljaa, Lioos remains First Druid there, to serve me.”


    “We thank you, Lady Queen,” said Sordaa. “If you release us, we’ll stay with Lady Rupaa, and Lord Laahtre. We believe…that as difficult whatever trials await you, theirs may be more…challenging. And if they won’t surrender to Queen Lysi, we will fight alongside them, and fall if they fall.”


    “If there’s some battle still to be fought,” added Mabaa, “and magic plays a part, and Queen Lysi will remove herself from further action, four druids will remain to oppose four mages.”


    “Very well,” said Vildaa. “You’re released. May the blessings of Udyn remain upon your staffs.”


    The druids bowed low to Vildaa.


    Vildaa then wrapped Rupaa in a reluctant embrace. Somehow, I knew Rupaa would understand Vildaa’s decision. They seemed kindred spirits. Vildaa bowed her head to Laahtre, who returned the gesture. Then Vildaa nodded to the rest of us, and strode towards her troops. Within moments of her speaking to them, they were moving north and west, carrying their wounded with them. Leaving their dead upon the field. Singing mournfully in Sanaavian, what sounded like a lament for all their lost comrades, and being separated, perhaps permanently, from their lands.


    “How now, Lady Queen Rupaa?” asked Lysi. Rupaa seemed undecided. Struggling with what she must do next, and her losses.


    “Lady Queen,” I spoke then directly to Rupaa, “it’s time to spare what is left of our armies. Time for you, your husband, your daughter here, your warriors, to find a new way forward. A new life. All I want to do now is return to Eastrealm, and do the same.”


    Rupaa said spitefully, “If you live to return to Eastrealm, you’d be returning to ruin.”


    “Would I?” And the way I said it, because I couldn’t help the sympathy tinging my voice, and the surprise at me seeming to know of what she spoke, I could see, made her pause.


    But I hardened my heart, and scoffed, “You think you’re fighting some green boy? I figured out your plans, Queen Rupaa. As much as you brought a horde to Rogonhe, only half your forces are here. Half of what you should have. You sent the rest somewhere, didn’t you? Somewhere dangerous. Still, if they succeeded, you would score a mighty victory.”


    Rupaa betrayed nothing. Save a slight tick, in her eye.


    I told her, “That first day I met you, after Meridnia’s destruction, you found the perfect landing point to invade Eastrealm. A landing point. Where no one else would go. Save the most foolish. Or, the most intrepid.”


    I shook my head sadly. One couldn’t help admiring her. She was fierce, and brave. Ruthless, conniving. Still, fierce, and brave. I could see why my one-time brother fell for her, and wanted to be her husband. “But you are one who would dare. You landed by the shores of what would be Borenia, bringing your troops inland. Then, after seeing Meridnia’s destruction, kidnapping a family for slavery, and later encountering me, you went back to your ship. You sailed back to Norsoon, living to tell the tale. A tale you told to Mag, your king. Who’d dispatched you to Eltnia, with that very purpose. To find that perfect landing point. So you might invade my kingdom, and put my people to the sword!”


    Still, Rupaa admitted nothing.


    I continued, “So, having found that landing point, you thought you could invade Eltnia, from both north and west. Here, via Rogonhe, from the north. Via Borenia, from the west.”


    At that moment, I felt most sorry for Erthal. I sensed he’d have warned against the course that Rupaa had committed them to. Now, it was too late.


    I said, “You thought while we fought you here, from the front of Eltnia, you’d also come behind with more troops, from the rear of Eltnia. That you would take Eastrealm, and the South, while our greatest strength was away, meeting you here, in the North.”


    “But they have failed in that,” said Lysi. So, Lysi knew what happened, too.


    Even I didn’t know exactly what the outcome of what happened was.


    Yet, Ingersa’s presence provided me with a strong indication.


    “Yes,” I said confidently to Rupaa, at Lysi’s words, though I didn’t know what other disaster had befallen yet. “You have failed! And I’ve someone to vouchsafe of that failure.”


    I called out, “Sultan Ingersa?”


    The huge Anibian came forward. He inclined his head slightly to Rupaa and Erthal. “I am here, Lord King.”


    “How came you here, Sultan Ingersa?” I asked him.


    “I rode with all haste,” said Ingersa, “alone, changing horses three times on my journey. I rode north from Eastrealm, through Lynchun and Carthlughe, into Rogonhe. And as I approached this battlefield, I unexpectedly met Queen Lysi, riding west from Nyrimia.”


    “And why have you come, Lord Ingersa?” I inquired next.


    Ingersa turned from me, fixing his placid gaze on the titular Queen and King Consort of Norsoon. “Lady Queen. Lord King. I offer you condolences.”


    “No,” whispered Rupaa.


    “I regret to inform you,” said Ingersa, “prior to my arrival here, I had marched forth from Wyrmshoard, with troops from Eastrealm, Yaden, and Anglania. I led them west. Over the Stonewater River, into Meridnia. I led them to the very border of Meridnia and Borenia. Near the banks of the Brotan River, near the cursed place known as Dead Valley, which marks the entry into Borenia. There, we halted. I had marched forth, expecting to encounter your army, coming east, in an attempt to invade King Othrun’s territories. But what I found instead…”


    “By Nyrn,” swore Rupaa softly. She looked piteously at Laahtre. Who would only grasp her hand. My heart nearly broke, as he began to silently weep.


    “What I found instead,” continued Ingersa grimly, “on the border of Meridnia and Borenia, was a horror-slaughter. On the Meridnian side, of the east banks of the Brotan, had taken place a terrible carnage. The air was filled with carrion of every measure. They descended to feast on the corpses of nigh fifty-thousand warriors. All of Sanaavian blood. Who lay dead upon the field.”


    Rupaa dropped her husband’s hand, screaming. Even as I winced.


    As if unaffected, Ingersa said, “The entirety of your host was destroyed. One who could easily be identified as your eldest daughter, Princess Agaath, among them. She had led that host. I found her body, deported as only one of her rank would be, in what was once rich armament, separate from the rest. Forgive me, Lady Queen… She was made an example of. Her body…was dismembered. Horribly.”


    “You lie!” spat Rupaa, enraged, as she wept.


    “No,” gasped Erthal, “he doesn’t.”


    “And an Anibian,” I said, “especially this Anibian, does not lie. No criticism of the character of the Sultan of Yaden can be justified. His integrity is beyond reproach.”


    Rupaa swung back to her husband. Her eyes became wild for a moment, as if she would attack him. Then, there was only defeat in those eyes. Biirisa too, started to weep.


    “I saw it,” whispered Erthal. He looked so forlorn then, I wanted to embrace him. I feared for the lives of my sons in battle. But his eldest daughter was already dead. Cut down by malevolent, sorcerous power.


    “I do not lie, Lady Queen,” said Ingersa, quietly, insistently, with regret, confirming what I’d long guessed. “I am sorry. Terrible magic destroyed your army. None of the warriors I led as much as touched them. We found them all dead. I could see few physical wounds. Other than those caused by the crows feasting upon them. Except for the Princess Agaath.”


    He stopped a moment, and told Rupaa, “And written in blood, on what remained of the torso of your deceased daughter…were the words in Eltnish…Nightsoul.”


    Part of me wanted to weep for Rupaa. Even though she’d been so bent on killing me. And I surely wanted to weep for Erthal. It was worse than I’d anticipated. 


    “Thus,” finished Ingersa, “I came here to find King Othrun, my liege-lord, to bring news of what I seen. And that Eastrealm, and Southern Eltnia, was safe from invasion.”


    I’d thought, initially, with Ingersa’s appearance, that he had met Rupaa’s invasion force, and triumphed. But that had never happened. For Nightsoul had met them first. Far worse for them. 


    I inserted, “You outsmarted me once, that day in Meridnia, Lady Queen Rupaa. I’d been foolish and careless. I’d ventured too near to Borenia. I’d tried to rescue those you took, letting my anger and outrage at your slavery, get the better of me. I didn’t see your true intent, though I guessed it. But fools fall for tricks, then fools fall, so it is said. And a fool fallen twice, isn’t a fool I intend to be.”


    I looked at my one-time brother. “You knew, Erthal. Didn’t you? You saw it. You counselled your wife against it. She wouldn’t heed you. Well, see now the fruits of what you’ve wrought. Nightsoul…has struck. You’re…a druid. You’d be wary of Nightsoul’s dark sorcery. You wouldn’t risk your forces, your eldest daughter, in that way.”


    Rupaa dropped to her knees, sobbing. Erthal went to his knees with her, holding her.


    “You landed your troops in Nightsoul’s realm,” I said. “You thought, since you’d landed there before, you had escaped any repercussions. But, I doubt Nightsoul would ever forgive a trespass. Certainly not of fifty thousand alien warriors, trampling through Borenia.”


    Rupaa shuddered in Erthal’s arms for a moment longer. Then, with his help, she came to her feet, him coming with her. She stared balefully at me, then turned to Lysi.


    “I knew it,” said Rupaa. “Part of me…knew it. Long ago, when I went to Meridnia…and saw the destruction there…the symbol of the old royal house of Meridnia…a red fox on green. I wondered then if it was some sort of coincidence, some sort of omen, that the sigil of my trueborn father Grupaa’s house was a brown fox on red? Was it some premonition? An ill portent? Something told me then, never go back there. Stay away from there. Now, I know it was a warning of disaster! I’ve killed my daughter!” She broke again, sobbing uncontrollably. Laahtre held her once more, as the rest of us looked on in pity. But soon, she gathered herself. Renewed anger, set in.


    “And now,” spat Rupaa, tears still pouring down her face, at Lysi, “I must bow to you? A witch who…brought a mountain down atop tens of thousands?”


    “Surrender, Lady Queen, and Lord King,” Lysi warned her. “Your endeavours have failed. Your army is destroyed. Either lying buried here, or lying torn apart, in the south, by Nightsoul. You no longer have enough warriors remaining to challenge us. Your queendom, in Norsoon, is overrun and conquered. There’s nothing left to fight for. See wisdom. Surrender.”


    Rupaa shook her head stubbornly, even as Erthal tried to persuade her.


    “Perhaps,” said Lysi, “if you realize you have far fewer troops than you believe...”


    Lysi swung onto her horse again, trotting over to where the slave ranks stood. She stopped before the front rank and called out, “NYRIMIANS!”


    And to my utter shock, the slave ranks came to attention, spears thudding in the snow as one in a noise that shook the ground.


    “WHO DO YOU FIGHT FOR?” bawled Lysi.


    “IMPERATRESS! IMPERATRESS! IMPERATRESS!” shouted thousands of Sanaavian slaves in the Common Tongue of Acremia. Who, apparently, had declared their allegiance to the Queen of Nyrimia.


    Lysi held up a hand, quieting them. Then, she rode back to us, dismounted, staring at Rupaa, who, with the rest of us, stared open-mouthed back at Lysi.


    “A plan long in action,” explained Lysi. “My grandfather, my father, and I have long engaged in the slave trade with Sanaavia. We have sold our own people to sustain Nyrimia. Yet, I emphasize our people. Through many intelligence networks, Nyrimian families traded as flesh to places such as Furfell, Norsoon, or Knuljaa and maintained communities among the sold. A network of communication among slaves. Some of that communication managed, in secret, to flow back south. To Nyrimia and its monarchs.”


    “You’re unbelievable,” muttered Sordaa.


    I couldn’t help but agree.


    “I also kept close contacts, even alliances, with the kingdoms in the Sanaav who traded in slaves,” Lysi said. “I sent them hundreds, thousands of slaves over the years. As my father had, and his father before him. Yet, despite our having sold them, many of those slaves maintained their loyalties to our realm. No matter how harsh their treatment was at the hands of their Sanaavian masters. No matter how cruel…” Lysi paused. I couldn’t believe there were more blood tears in her eyes, too, as for a moment she lost her words. “No matter how cruel it was, I and my predecessors consigned them to servitude. Because they knew their sale bought food for their families. Put clothes on the backs of their children. Bought life for loved ones back in Nyrimia. Put money in the crown coffers of my royal family, maintaining us as one of the most powerful realms in Eltnia.”


    “I’m glad to see how you admit to profiting off the sweat and blood of your people you sent to slavery,” said Puutha, scowling. “Not just condemning we in the Sanaav, who purchased them.”


     “Some of those slaves were permitted to write letters,” Lysi continued as if Puutha were not even there. She needed to unburden her soul. I knew what that was like. Still, Lysi was so much more conniving than I. So many times, I thought she didn’t have a soul to lighten. “Those slaves sent those letters back home to their relatives. I’ve read some of those letters. Wept over them. Yet, I promised, quietly, somehow, one day, I’d end the practices of slavery. But I didn’t have the means. And I didn’t have a plan. Until you, Rupaa, assembled an army of slaves from all over Sanaavia, including many of my Nyrimians. You cobbled together an army, of more than half the slaves who lived in the North. And until…”


    


    Here, it seemed Lysi couldn’t go on. Rarely had I seen her so moved, so emotional. Save the day, she proposed marriage to me. I was taken aback. Was it all an act? Was she truly that contrite?


    She turned to Ingersa to continue.


     “My mother,” said Ingersa, “Undala the Peacemaker, in her negotiations with Queen Lysi, recently came to an agreement. I was notified of this agreement, before I departed for Eastrealm, via messenger bird, from across the South Channel. From my homeland of Anibia. The First Among the Anib, Undala, would agree to support and endorse Lysi’s rightful claim for High Queenship of Middle Eltnia. In turn…”


    Ingersa paused. He looked me square in the eyes, prince, and now Sultan, who had once been my ward. This impeccable warrior and man, whose character could never be questioned.


    “In turn, Queen Lysi agreed to find a way to end the slave practice. As well, if this was done, my royal mother, First Among the Anib, would graciously accept Queen Lysi’s oath of fealty. Making Queen Lysi her vassal.”


    “Vassal?” I spluttered.


    Ingersa was unmoved. He said to me, “In the past, Lord King, I’ve affirmed that Queen Undala doesn’t contest for the ancient title of High Queen of Middle Eltnia. She lays no claim to Eltnia, other than the tribute owed to her, from her rightful holdings of Nagre. You have suitably resolved that matter, having assumed that tribute, as per the agreement of the Pact of Nagre. She acknowledges Queen Lysi has a claim to that title. Still… Queen Lysi has seen fit to offer herself as a vassal to Queen Undala. This was not prompted by my mother, First Among the Anib. This was initiated by Queen Lysi. Yet, my mother has elected to take Queen Lysi’s offer.”


    “And thus,” I murmured, “Queen Undala is the overlady of Eltnia.”


    “Essentially, that’s correct,” said Ingersa.


    There were many times in my life when I realized I was playing a game in which not only did I not know all the rules, or even the real players, but the nature of the game itself. This was one of those times.


    Undala contrived to make herself the ruler of Eltnia, as her ancestors had been long ago.


    And she used Lysi to do it. Of course, Lysi always wanted Eltnia. So, Lysi gave up completely autonomous rule to rule under Undala, who would leave Lysi as the effectual mistress of the continent.


    It was all devious, but ingenious. Such a neat solution.


    Lysi would have the power she craved, and a mistress across the Channel who would let her do as she willed. In exchange, Undala essentially eliminated the slave trade, by freeing most of the slaves, secured peace and stability in Acremia, and ensured her overall rule would be peaceful. Most importantly, she reclaimed what once belonged to her ancestors. Eltnia.


    No one would ever dare contest Lysi, once she had the backing of the only queen in the world, more powerful than Lysi herself.


    Utterly brilliant.


    Every player on the board, including me, had been masterfully outplayed by Lysi and Undala.


    As before, I couldn’t be mad at Ingersa, and his part in it all. He’d done nothing inappropriate. He had only helped to secure his mother’s domains. None of what he’d done was a violation of his feudal duty to me.


    “So, Queen Rupaa and King Laahtre,” said Lysi, “will you surrender peaceably? Now you’re…better informed of the circumstances you face?”


    “You are the greatest conniver and plotter, the world has ever seen,” accused Rupaa, “and I won’t bend knee to you. You’re faithless. You’ve broken your alliance with us. Now, I see why. You did it, to claim the ultimate prize. To your credit, Lady Queen, you outsmarted us all. But I’d rather die, than live in a continent under your scheming rule.”


    Lysi was cold as she turned to Hert. “Cousin, you’re now the High Warlord for this campaign. Lord Bartho has deserted his command. I leave his fate to the Alliance leaders. But now, you’re in charge, in name, and in fact. I order you, as Imperatress, to ready all the Alliance troops to fight once more.”


    Hert was grim, but he bowed his head. “As the Imperatress commands, so it shall be done.”


    “Make every effort to take Lord Laahtre, Lady Rupaa, and their daughter, the Princess, and the druids alive,” said Lysi. “Kill all their warriors who remain. Yet, if the King and Queen don’t yield in the end, they must also die. Regrettably.”


    “Wait!” cried Erthal. “What happens to us, if we stand down?”


    When it came to Lysi, one could never be sure if the fate of death was worse than how she’d use you for her ends. I saw a satisfied little smirk in the corner of her beautiful mouth, as she looked at Erthal, as if he were a trapped salmon writhing in a net. Even as my own plan was formulating in my head.


    I didn’t want Erthal, Rupaa and their daughters to die. I prayed they would yield.


    But as for the slave army they had once led, who Lysi controlled… My mind began to spin with a mad thought.


    A thought that might get me killed. By Lysi.


    “If you yield, Lord King Laahtre,” promised Lysi, “you will be spared.”


    “Spared to do what?” asked Erthal.


    Lysi’s full smile, was like a cat playing with its meal. “As I offered Queen Vildaa… As your other two daughters are currently… You will be…honoured guests of Nyrimia.”


    Erthal snorted. At his core, he was still that haughty High Lord of Atalantyx. No amount of blood painted on him, or amputated digits, or necklaces of finger bones, could unmake him from that position, in my eyes. “Honoured guests? I want to know, Lady Queen, what will we do there in Nyrimia?”


    “You shall live, Lord King,” replied Lysi ambiguously.


    Erthal looked at Rupaa, her dried tears staining her cheeks. For the first time, Rupaa looked utterly lost. Uncertain, rather than simply indecisive. She was the Queen. It was her decision to make. No doubt, she realized, getting in bed with Lysi would be as comfortable as a bed of nails. Those closest to the orbit of the Queen of Nyrimia were the most at risk. Being part of her court, certainly qualified as being hazardous.


    Yet, Rupaa asked her husband, “Do we have a choice? Queen Lysi has all the leverage against us. She has the loyalty of the former slave army. She has…our daughters. As her hostages.”


    “Guests,” corrected Lysi once more, still smiling evilly.


    Erthal turned to Puutha, Sordaa and Mabaa. They nodded their heads.


    Then he hugged his weeping daughter, Biirisa, with one arm, and whispered into her ear. She nodded feebly.


    Erthal then resignedly said to Lysi, “We have many choices, Lady Queen. You already entertain our other daughters. Although, you say they are guests, not hostages. We must take you at your word. Norsoon is no longer our kingdom. Sanaavia, as we know it, is no more. This offer from the Imperatress, seems to be the best of our options.”


    Rupaa said to Lysi, half-impudently, half-respectfully, “Lady…High Queen. As my husband says, we accept your invitation. To become guests of your realm.”


    I couldn’t help it; my heart was as glad of the outcome as I could be.


    But, if Lysi was to profit, somehow, from having Erthal, Rupaa, Biirisa, and the druids under her control, I, too, had plans to work the situation to my advantage.


    “Queen Lysi,” I spoke up. “What of the army of slaves, who have sworn their weapons to your cause?”


    “What of them?” said Lysi.


    “What will become of them?”


    “What concern is it of yours, Lord King?” came the brusque answer. “Most of them are of Nyrimian origins. Thus, they are Nyrimia’s concern.”


    I turned to Hert, Eld, and Centi. They looked at me curiously, but said nothing. Knowing me well, waiting to hear what I had in mind.


    I looked over. At the front of the slave army ranks, a young warrior stood apart. I took him to be their commander. I strode towards him. I didn’t look back to see if the other lords and ladies followed. I knew they would, out of curiosity of what was in my head, if nothing else.


     The leader of the Sanaavian serfs who’d turned against their masters, I soon learned, was named Shaan.


    He went to his knees, with the approach of so much royalty. I bid him to rise when I stood in front of him, questioning him while the others looked on.


    His father, apparently, had been the original leader of the slave army. But he’d fallen in the battle.


    Shaan was handsome. His eyes were brown, and honest. His hair was light brown, cut close to the nape. His beard was light brown, too, but tinged with red like a strawberry. There was no grey, and he was young, maybe a score of years old. He was short, slim, fit, and sturdily built.


    Lysi, it seemed, grew tired and irritated with my querying Shaan. As I probed him about his background, she interrupted me, “King Othrun. I don’t know what you’re playing at here. But the time has come for you…”


    I turned away from Shaan to face her, and raised an eyebrow, as if I knew naught of what she spoke. Though, of course, I did. “The time has come for me to do what?”


    “Your obeisance to me,” commanded Lysi. “Right here, right now. Swear to me, as your overlady. As High Queen of Middle Eltnia. As Imperatress.”


    I gave her an obtuse little grin, mimicking her earlier smile. I swung back to Shaan, who looked uncomfortable and utterly bewildered, caught between powerful nobles.


    “What has Queen Lysi offered you,” I asked him, “in exchange for what you’ve given her?


    “Offered me, Lord King?” Shaan seemed confused.


    “Yes, what has she offered you?” I asked again. “You, and all these former slaves here. In exchange for defecting from your former masters in Sanaavia?”


    “What I’ve offered my subjects, is none of your business!” said Lysi sharply. “You stall for time! I command you! It’s time to make your oaths to me!”


    “Shaan!” I ignored her. “What did Queen Lysi offer you?”


    “Freedom, Lord King,” said Shaan, puzzled. “She’s offered us all our freedom. All those of us, who were serfs of the Sanaavians. We’re now free.”


    “Free to do what?” I asked.


    “As I told Lady Rupaa, and Lord Laahtre,” interjected Lysi, growling dangerously, “to live.”


    “Where?” I asked Lysi. Speaking to Shaan: “Where will you live? Will you return to Nyrimia as heroes? Be given Earl’s chains? Riches? Lands?


    “No, Lord King,” said Shaan. “At least, none of that was promised. But we’ll return…to what would have been for most of us, our home in Nyrimia.”


    I scoffed, “A home you don’t even know? Most of you weren’t even born there. You were born to slaves who were born there. You, and the bulk of your army were born in Sanaavia!”


    Shaan said awkwardly, fearing Lysi’s wrath, “True, Lord King.”


    “So,” I said, “You’re returning to Nyrimia, a place you don’t know, with nothing? No assurances from the Queen about your future? No guarantee of lands? Where will you live in Nyrimia? Will you all have proper homes?”


    Shaan looked tentatively at Lysi, who seethed at my back, but she didn’t reply. Then, with courage, he said honestly, “There have been no such assurances, Lord King. Just that we may return to live in Nyrimia.”


    “How dare you?” I’d rarely seen Lysi lose her composure. However, when she did, it was usually with me. She bellowed at me, “How fucking dare you? What do you know of what I have offered them?”


    “I know I can offer them a different choice,” I said obstinately.” I turned back to Shaan once more, “I have a kingdom. Meridnia. It’s a wasteland, much of it. It’s also on the border of the most powerful and dangerous ruler in these lands. Nightsoul, Daman of Borenia.”


    Silence from both Lysi, and Shaan.


    In time, Shaan stuttered, “W-What…what would we do there, Lord King.”


    “What you would do, King Shaan, is you would rule. Over all your people there. And you would till the land, raise cattle, and restore that kingdom into something worth holding.”


    “I…I’d rule? Lord King, I have no noble blood.”


    “You are the leader of your people,” I told him. “And you will be a king in Eltnia. Might matters more than bloodline in these lands.” I snickered. “At least, that’s what a certain presumptive High Queen told me once.”


    “You fucking traitor!” whispered Lysi in a horrible voice. “How dare you? These people are mine! Mine! They belong to me!”


    “They will still belong to you,” I maintained my composure, challenging her, even in the face of her being incensed, despite my inner trembling. For in truth, her wrath was terrifying. “For I will be your vassal, and Shaan will be mine.”


  




  

    


    CHAPTER THIRTY


    Lysi seemed to calm at my assertion. She confirmed, “You will finally bend knee to me?”


    I answered her question with another of my own, “Would you deny them this, this slave army? Who gave up so much? After all they’ve done to assure your ascension. You would deny them lands of their own?”


    I saw her mind working to rebut me, “You’d put them in the path of the deadliest power in Eltnia, other than my own! You expect them to become a buttress, for your safety, from Nightsoul!”


    I didn’t deny it, “I do.” I stared at Shaan, taking the measure of him. “Life is fraught with risk. The question is, will you, Shaan, accept that risk on behalf of your people?” I swung back to Lysi. “Or return to Nyrimia? And be assured of likely being little more than the slaves you were in Sanaavia?”


    “That’s untrue!” said Lysi. “Shaan, I do offer you freedom!”


    “And lands?” I pressed. “There’s enough land in Meridnia for each of Shaan’s followers to have their parcel. They can take up these lands immediately! Do you offer Shaan the same, or better?”


    I knew Lysi wanted to respond. But, on this rare occasion, she was temporarily stymied.


    “I offer your people their own lands, Shaan, son of…” I trailed off. “What’s your parentage?”


    “My mother, she was of Trinkvaar. She met my father when he was sold by Mag of Norsoon, to her village. She was a laundress. They fell in love. But—Udyn marks this stroke of fate—he was born of Meridnia.”


    I asked, “What was your father’s name?”


    “They gave him the name Deelin.”


    


    “Do you know his name, before he was given a Sanaavian slave name?”


    “Yes, Lord King. He was born with the name Vali. He had a wife in Meridnia named Ouris. I had three siblings born in Meridnia. Two sisters and a brother. They’d be far older than me. Old enough to be my parents.”


    I made the sign of the Triangle and Circle. “Ah! Serendipity. I tried to save your father, his former wife, your half-brother and half-sisters from Queen Rupaa, who, when she was a chieftain, kidnapped them. She let Ouris and your siblings go. She kept your father. Eventually, he was sold.”


    A tear escaped young Shaan’s eye. Even Lysi softened, looking moved. I heard Rupaa gasp behind me, as she realized who Shaan was.


    “Life is strange,” I muttered to Shaan, “and sometimes seems highly coincidental. But I have been suspicious of coincidences ever since I was very young. I’ve always believed there are few real coincidences.” I laid my hand on Shaan’s shoulder in a fatherly way. “This, too, is no coincidence. This, Shaan, is fated.”


    I swung back to glare at Lysi, daring her to gainsay me. Then, I said, “Shaan, you have Meridian blood in you. It’s fitting. Be King of Meridnia, Shaan. And be my vassal.”


    Lysi, heated again, “You cannot offer this to one of my subjects! To any of my subjects! Do you contemplate such treason? I should destroy you!”


    I mocked, “You have no army I see here, save for Shaan’s. And if they’ll fight for you, what’s left of Queen Rupaa’s forces. How will you enforce that threat? By magic? Will you bring down a mountain upon my head, too? Would you use your sorcerous arts, against loyal, innocent people, who have just fought a horrible war, losing so many of their comrades? Who are injured, sick, and grieving? You would do that, as our…Imperatress?”


    Lysi fumed, but held her piece.


    “And would you kill a man, just for being ambitious?” I referred to Shaan.


    “What if I do worse than kill you?” threatened Lysi. “What if I ensure your crops don’t just fail this season, but are blighted for a century? What If I ensure your cattle will bear lesions, boils, and bloody stools. What if I ravage your people, with a plague lasting a generation?”


    “By the Single God,” I vowed, “if you permit this, Lady Queen, within these next few moments, I will get down on my knees, and swear all oaths of featly, and vassalage to you.”


    


    “You dare try to bargain with me? You owe me those oaths!”


    “I don’t bargain with ones such as you, Lady Queen. But I do ask. And I believe you will grant me what I ask. Because what I ask for, in the end, is a paltry thing. Nugatory, in the overall scheme of your grand aims. Still, it assists you, too.” I begged her, “Give me this, to help protect my realm. My realm, which will be your fiefdom, from…attack from the Dark West.”


    Lysi angrily bit her lip, and pondered for a moment. But great rulers made quick decisions, and it was but a mere moment. “If I grant you this, and you betray me,” she told me, and I knew I’d won as the words came out, “when I come for you, no one, nothing, will be able to spare you from my wrath.”


    “I’m a man of my oaths,” I smiled. Back to Shaan, “And we shall have at least three oaths today. First Shaan to me. Then King Hert, then me, to you, Lady Queen. Down on your knees, Shaan, son of Vali, and Ouris.”


    He did, as I extended Sure-Steel. From his knees, he clasped the hilt between his hands and spoke the words.


    “Rise, Shaan, King of Meridnia,” I told him when he’d finished.


    The young man looked stunned, even as his army of former slaves witnessed his ascension and cheered.


    When the cheering had ceased, Hert had his sword fetched. Then solemnly, the Lord of Carthlughe, knelt before his cousin, Lysi, Queen of Nyrimia, and swore to be her vassal. His daughter, the Haughty Princess, looking on, none too pleased.


    Erthal gazed at me oddly. “The prophecy. Partly, it’s come true because of Undala. Partly because of Lysi. But in the end, you have ultimately fulfilled it.”


    “What prophecy?” I asked him. Inscrutably, he wouldn’t reply. He only looked at me in wonder.


    While Hert took his oaths, Sila said, “I think you’ve made my sister a bit upset.”


    “It isn’t the first time,” I quipped. “Nor do I believe will it be the last.”


    “You just saw what she did,” said Sila, still in awe at Lysi’s powers. “What no other mage alive could do? What I don’t believe the combined powers of Monis, Renat, Viwa, and I could have done?”


    “Yes, I did. She brought down mountains on top of a hundred thousand warriors.”


    “Do you fear no one?” asked my wife.


    


    I shrugged, “You’ve seen me face down a god. I do fear, my beloved. Just not enough, I suppose.”


    Sordaa, First among the Druids of Furfell, approached. The last time I’d seen him was at the coven, the night I nearly died after being stabbed by Nulthe, once Great Wika of the Mages.


    He bowed to me. “Lord King.”


    It took all my restraint not to spit in his face. However, as courteously as possible, I said, “Lord Sordaa.”


    This man was now Erthal’s comrade in their druidic order. I should treat him with some measure of respect, despite my loathing of druids in general. I needed to consider it a step towards reconciliation and healing, I hoped, one day, with Erthal.


    “Do you remember, Lord King,” he reminded me, “when we last spoke, I told you that if you lived beyond that day, you should come to seek me out, when you wished to understand who and what you are. That I’d be waiting. And that I wouldn’t be alone. That I will have those by my side who can help convince you. Do you recall that?”


    “I do.”


    “The offer remains, Lord King. Now, with your brother as part of our order, that person who can help persuade you, perhaps, to think differently about us druids, is with me. Yet, this isn’t the time. But…that time will come. Along with Lords Puutha, Sordaa, and Erthal, I hope we’ll speak again together, Lord King.”


    I allowed, “It seems likely we shall, Lord Sordaa.”


    He bowed, leaving me, returning to stand with Rupaa and her party.


    Leaving Hert, Lysi came to me.


    I could no longer avoid doing what I must.


    I had brought the entire South under my purview. Should I not be an Imperator, as Queen Nada of Yaden had once suggested, as I was just as worthy as Lysi to be an Imperatress?


    But that would be a violation of all my feudal oaths.


    Long ago, Bartho, and now Hert, above me, as my masters, bowed to Lysi.


    Now, it was my turn. And I did.


    But after I said my oaths, before I could rise, Lysi gripped my hands tighter as she clasped her hands over mine, as I held onto Sure-Steel.


    


    “There’s an additional oath, in your case, Lord Othrun.”


    “Additional oath?”


    “I name you the Battle Champion of all Middle Eltnia. My Battle Champion. The title of Warlord of Middle Eltnia, for life, accompanies this privilege.”


    I was speechless.


    “Of old,” said Lysi, “as Lord Ingersa here, with his knowledge of his Anibian ancestry and history, could attest, were he asked, this was one of the most prestigious titles in Eltnia. Great kings and queens turned green with envy, to see a lesser ranking noble be appointed Eltnia’s Battle Champion. When the realm of the Anib stretched from the Scanna to the desert, the great Firsts Among the Anib chose from among their vassal-rulers, one to be their Lord of Battle. Just as today, each ruler in Eltnia chooses the greatest warrior among their realm, to be the Battle Champion of that nation. But you will be Champion over all the Champions.”


    I knew I frequently managed to surprise Lysi, who was not easily taken aback.


    She always managed to do the same to me.


    I stuttered, “T-this is an honour. I don’t deserve it, Lady High Queen. This honour should go to King Hert.”


    “I’ve already spoken to my cousin Hert about my intent, when I took his oath. He does not seek the honour. He believes you should have it.”


    “You…and he…humble me. Nevertheless, you also, shrewdly, tie me directly to you. Beyond my oaths of fealty.”


    Lysi raised a sardonic eyebrow. “Do I?”


    “You know you do. You permeate the layers of subinfeudation between us. You bypass Lynchun and Carthlughe, who are my direct overlords, and your direct vassals.”


    “Perhaps I do. I do it as a surety, that you will keep your word. And because, as you once said to me, it’s good to be useful. And you’re useful to me, Lord Othrun.”


    “I suppose I must be, to have you make me swear this other oath, too.”


    “Yes. At call, or at need, you must answer me, my Lord of Battle, if summoned, and fight for my cause.”


    “I don’t know if you ever have, or will truly ever need anyone, including me. Still, at call or need, I, your servant, Othrun, will come, Imperatress. I will fight, and give my life if needed. I swear it, by the Single God, and all that’s holy.”


    “Very good,” smiled Lysi. “My Warlord. I will obtain the oaths of the other rulers here, and from more rulers in Eltnia, who are not here at my coronation. However, the oaths of the Grand Alliance leaders of Lynchun, Carthlughe, and Eastrealm were always the most important to secure. Of course, you’ll be invited to my crowning. Though I wasn’t invited to yours.”


    “Can you give your husband, Lord Cahr…and particularly, High Prince Lysifer…my regards?”


    Her look was inscrutable. “I shall.”


    “Is he…well? Lysifer?”


    “He’s…incomparable. He will be a great Imperator. Of course, right now, he sits on my throne, while I’m here.”


    “I’d like to…meet him one day.”


    “When you come to my coronation, you shall.”


    “As you say, Imperatress.”


    So Lysi had her oaths.


    And the battle was finally over.


    A knight was fetched, who brought quill, ink, and paper.


    Shaan was sent with a hasty letter, penned by my hand, to give to Glathan, Regent of Eastrealm, in my absence. It was also Shaan’s passage, and passage for his followers, through Carthlughe, then Lynchun, then into my realm. It explained I had granted Shaan the Lordship of Meridnia. It compelled Glathan to grant Shaan any aid required to see him, and his people settled in his new kingdom.


    With Shaan went Ingersa, at my behest, to escort him to Eastrealm. Ingersa could attest to all that occurred. Then, Ingersa would return with Nada and Agis, who were in Eastrealm, to their own lands in the South.


    After watching them depart, it was time to say farewell to Erthal.


    Horses had been found for him, Rupaa, Biirisa, and the druids. With Lysi, they all sat mounted. What was left of the Norsoonian household troops stood with them. Erthal, his family, and the druids were surrounded by Hert, his bodyguard, Sila, and Monis, all at the feet of their steeds. Renat had already hastened off, to lend her healing talents to all the wounded.


    Erthal dismounted, when he saw me coming. I could feel the eyes of all the others upon us. Soon, we, one-time brothers, stood before one another once more.


    As I stared into those cold green eyes, the bloody face, pierced by rings through nose and cheeks, I marvelled at all he’d done. And that, for all he was, I still loved this man. I still looked to him as a brother.


    Those eyes softened as he looked upon me, confirming he felt the same.


    But so much had gone between us.


    His future, now, was uncertain. In my mind, and in his as well, he and what was left of his family were just as much hostages as guests, in the court of the new Imperatress.


    Who could speculate on what Lysi had planned for them? As Nulthe herself had once said, “Who is behind more plots among us?” As always, Lysi’s deceits, entanglements, manipulations, and schemes were more intricate than any spider’s web. No one could ever truly grasp the depths and levels of her subterfuge, and stratagems.


    Erthal was no fool, and neither was Rupaa. But could they match Lysi in cunning?


    Would they try to turn their new position, though seemingly stripped of power, to whatever advantage they could?


    Whatever would come would come. But at least, of all things, one thing was true.


    Erthal was alive. And I couldn’t help but give thanks to the Single God for that.


    His troops had aimed to attack Eastrealm. Now, that attack was thwarted. The army he and his allies had assembled to take Eltnia was destroyed. Sanaavia was effectively cut off from Eltnia, and Erthal was cut off from his wife’s queendom.


    He had tried, and failed, to turn my men against me to his side. But I suppose I’d have done the same.


    I was learning from my mistakes, I believed. As such, I began our conversation with remorse.


    “I’m sorry,” I began. “King Mag challenged me during the battle. It was kill, or be killed. He was a ferocious warrior-king. And I know, like a father to you. I wish I didn’t have to kill him.”


    But Erthal had no recrimination for me about the death of Mag. “He was done with living,” said Erthal with a sigh. “He…had found love again, but that love died. I believe…he’d no desire to go on. He had stepped aside, leaving the warring and ruling mostly to Rupaa, me and our children. When a warlord no longer has an interest in warring…” And a compliment, “He was a great warrior-king, yes. But he was far past his prime. He would have known better than to challenge you. You continue to live up to your reputation as a fighter to be reckoned with. Mag knew he likely would die at your hands. He wanted to die, now, in glory. Leaving Norsoon and Acremia in Rupaa’s hands. So much for that, eh?”


    “He wanted to leave Acremia in your hands, too,” I told him. “It’s one of the reasons he brought you and Rupaa together, did he not?”


    He gave a wry half-smile. “Again, so much for that, eh?”


    “So, what will you do?” I asked him. “What will your place be in Nyrimia?”


    “Of that, I’m ignorant,” he muttered. “Only the Imperatress knows.”


    “There’s a saying in Atalantyx,” I said. I knew he’d know the saying well. “‘Narrow is the gap between ignorance and apathy.’”


    A cold smile graced his lips. “Of that difference, I don’t know. Even less do I care.”


    I smirked at his jest. He actually chuckled in response. Then, silly mirth took me for the first time, in as long as I could remember. It seized him, too. And so, I shared an actual belly laugh with him, who was once my brother, while our audience looked on, amazed.


    When we were done laughing, we stared at each other.


    “You feared serving me as your king,” said Erthal, “more than you feared my wrath. So, you rebelled, took exile, but once again rose. Meantime, I fell, along with Atalantyx. Now, I have fallen once more. Once more, in effect, I have no kingdom. And you…remain on the rise.”


    “I don’t doubt you will rise again,” I said. “I…will always look at us two as the sons of Atalan Ninth. And the sons of Atalan Ninth…are hard to keep down.”


    He smiled again. I was reminded when he smiled with genuine pleasure, it was like the sun rising. He still had the most handsome smile I’d ever seen. And druid or no, he was still my brother.


    “I’ve lost…” he paused. Sadness banished the mirth. “My eldest daughter to the grave.”


    


    “I’m sorry,” I told him. I was sincere. Agaath, my niece in name, whom I never knew, was dead. I pained for my brother. To lose a child…


    A tear escaped his eye. “She was strong in life. Fierce. Like her mother. She’ll be just as fierce, sitting at Udyn’s feast table.”


    “Yes,” I agreed, wanting to weep too, “She will be.”


    “All our daughters are wonderful. Biirisa’s twin sister, Kiinata, is wise beyond her years. Our youngest child, Ulaafa, she’s such a delight.”


    He managed to smile once more, even as he sniffled. “My Kiinata—she’d be a good queen. As you heard, she did the sensible thing, fleeing Norsoon before she and Ulaafa were slain or captured. We didn’t have sufficient numbers left in Norsoon, to repel invaders, once we came south with our Grand Alliance Army.”


    “Indeed. A prudent choice. There’s no shame in her fleeing, saving her younger sibling. She protected Ulaafa.”


    “Indeed. Kiinata… She was born a few moments before Biirisa…” Then a frown. “Now, Agaath…is gone. Kiinata is our heir. But now, she has no queendom to inherit.”


    “At least,” I said to him, “Your family will be reunited again, in Nyrimia.”


    “The Sanaavian kingdoms who didn’t wish to submit to Mag’s claim to High Kingship…it was always a concern of mine that they would attack Norsoon. Now, it’s happened. We have lost so much…Agaath… We’ve lost Norsoon, too.”


    “I mourn with you, brother,” I said earnestly. “Yet, you have your life, your wife, your remaining daughters.”


    “Praise Udyn,” said Laahtre. “Yes, I do. I will treasure them. I need to…” He looked into my eyes. “Treasure all my family.”


    I had a lump in my throat, because I knew he included me, when he referred to all his family.


    He looked as if he wished to say much more. I waited, giving him space to say it.


    He did, haltingly, “I’m sorry Othrun. I failed you. Back then, and now.”


    It was rare for me ever to apologize for anything. Rarer for my brother.


    I knew part of what he regretted, spurning me as a child, throughout our brotherhood together because of how I was conceived.


    But how had he failed me now?


    


    I asked him.


    “Udyn…he showed me…my dead…I saw two ghosts…of ones dear to me…and my dear departed dead…told me…”


    “Yes?” I held my breath. How it must have hurt my poor brother to see the ghosts of those he loved. I wondered who he saw, but didn’t ask. He looked troubled enough, as it was. Did he see the ghost of Atalan Ninth? Of Olana, his mother?


    “Never mind. It doesn’t matter anymore. It’s done. You’ll go back to ruling Eastrealm, and fulfilling your destiny. Meanwhile, I…will go on to whatever end. Nonetheless, I’m glad you live.”


    “As I am you.”


    “You know,” he said next, “one cannot stand in the presence of a god, and remain unchanged.”


    “I know,” I agreed. “I haven’t…completely assessed how the…experience…of meeting Udyn has changed me. And you? How has it changed you?”


    “A druid,” he said, “must stay outside for seven days, naked, in the cold, risking extreme frostbite, sickness and death. They must stand on their head for a day, and live through the blood rush return, when they stand on their feet again. They must go alone into the mountains, and survive for a month with no provisions or weapons. And so many more trials besides. Yet, for all I’d believed, through all my endeavours, I’d…mastered something. That I had gained some knowledge. Now, I realize, after meeting Udyn…seeing him…seeing my…ghosts…I know nothing of anything.”


    I nodded with understanding.


    “Well, we should take our leave,” he said then.


    I wanted to embrace him, not knowing when, or if I’d ever see him again.


    I felt he wished the same. I think he did. Yet, instead, he merely said, with a slight nod, “Farewell, Othrun.”


    “You know, I passed an edict in Eastrealm forbidding speaking of your birth name.”


    “So I’ve heard. I regret that you despised me that much.”


    “That’s the past. I plan to rescind that edict. But for now, it still stands. So, since I can’t speak your…former name…Farewell, Laahtre.”


    That made him grin again, me using his new name. To me, it would always be an assumed one, an alias. But I planned to call him Laahtre going forward. Perhaps my acknowledging his new name, his new identity…was a start towards healing, for him and me.


    Only time, and fate, would determine that.


    He remounted. I bid farewell to Rupaa and Biirisa. Their goodbye was courteous yet distant. I could tell both grieved for a dead daughter, and a dead sister. And pondering their speculative future. My sister-in-law, and my niece.


    Rupaa had wanted me dead. But I lived. Our side had triumphed. Hers had been destroyed. Not conventionally, the way I thought things would turn out, if we could somehow triumph. Yet the result was essentially the same.


    Indeed, life was strange.


    Then, last, Lysi. I stared up at her.


    She had walked into my life all those years ago, striding down to the beach where I’d first landed in Nyrimia, terrifyingly lovely. Those high cheekbones, the fair, flawless skin, the pale blue eyes that commanded, haunted, that one couldn’t look away from. And that red hair.


    Back then, she’d told me, not long after I’d first met her, she would assert her claim to High Queenship one day.


    Now, she’d finally succeeded. I was sworn to her as her vassal.


    And bound to her as her warlord.


    Did I finally, irrevocably, believe in magic? The answer was yes.


    It seems I had already met a god, in Udyn.


    Now, I’d seen, seemingly spontaneously, a mass of rock, ice, and snow descend upon our enemies to destroy them. That avalanche could have happened, simply because it was time for it to happen. Just, as it had simply been time, all those years ago, for Mount Atalante to erupt, conjoined with an earthquake and a great tidal wave to hit Atalantyx in combination.


    Uthlen, had he been alive, would have been able to tell me more of how the natural aspect of an avalanche worked. He was the scholar in our family. All I knew, though I was an educated lord, was that I saw the snow accelerate more rapidly, swelling in the mass of rock and the volume of ice, as it tumbled down the side of the mountain. And as that bulk of rock, ice, and snow flew, it seemed to gather the air itself, mingling to form a monster, that would crush anything in its path.


    The Two Sisters had always—Hert had told me—even in the summer, been packed with snow at the very top and on their sides. The King had also told me, avalanches could happen at any time of year, and were not restricted to winter months.


    Who could predict, save mages and druids, when such things would occur? And time the occurrence, so it appeared as being caused by them?


    Or, who else could hasten them to occur, save magic users? And who but only the most powerful of those magic users, could actually do any of those things happen, at their will?


    None but Lysi, it seemed.


    Who could doubt her power any longer?


    I realized then I did not. Not in the slightest.


    She didn’t need to say anything to me. She merely smiled smugly, and gave me a brief nod of her royal head.


    Along with Hert and his men, my wife, and the rest, I simply bent knee, bowing my head in reverence, saying, “Farewell, Imperatress.”


    “Farewell, Warlord.” That was her goodbye to me.


    And with my one-time brother, his wife and daughter, and the last remnants of the Grand Sanaavian Horde, she left us, heading southeast.


    Warlord of Middle Eltnia.


    I must admit, it did have a fitting quality to it. Not quite like Imperator. Still…


    I arose, sighing, turning to other tasks.


    I knew the most pressing issue was finding Bartho, and seeing him dealt with. It wasn’t a task I relished. Yet, it had to be done. My blood began to boil, as I contemplated his treason.


    First, I went to ascertain the standing of the survivors from the Alliance. How many were hurt, who had been slain, and to locate all my commanders. Including my sons.


    As I began this task, the wounded, limping King Bris of Brotan, who’d survived the fight, came to me. He told me that Yedwol the Bard was urgently looking for me.


    The Bard soon found me, accompanied by the Aspect, and what was left of his personal bodyguard, trailing him.


    The Bard was covered head to toe in gore. He was unhelmed. Streams of blood were dried on his bald pate. The blood didn’t seem to be his own.


    The Bard’s father, and grandsire, were famous warriors. But I daresay, the Bard proved himself that day to be worthy of his heritage. Long after the battle, I heard how he charged and charged again at the foe, heedless of his own demise, killing so many doughty Sanaavian warriors that day, after he’d shattered at least twenty spears, as finally resorted only to his sword, and Long-Stroke poured his enemy’s blood into the snow.


    Long-Stroke was a great heirloom in the House of Atalan. In the past, it was given by tradition to the best male warrior of that illustrious house. That tradition had ended with the Bard’s grandfather, my Uncle Yedwol. Then, the blade simply became the ancestral blade of the House of Yedwol. Still, Old Yedwol wouldn’t be ashamed, if he could have seen how his grandson acquitted himself on the field, in the greatest battle of our time.


    And his show of fealty to me in the face of Laahtre’s challenge, I would never forget.


    He appeared unhurt. But his gaze was forlorn as he approached me. Stiffly, he went to one knee.


    “Lord King…” He could barely get the words out, his voice high and strained.


    A cold hand seized my heart. The way the Bard spoke…could only mean one thing. One of my sons…I dared to ask, “Arclan?”


    “No, Sire. The Second and Third Princes are unharmed. They are whole. They fought like true dragons, manfully, in their first campaign.”


    I knew then. “Othrun the Younger?”


    “He’s wounded. Single God help us, Sire. He’s wounded severely.”


  




  

    


    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


    I forced myself to speak, hearing the Bard’s telling of the Younger being gravely hurt. “Rise! How severely?”


    “An arrow,” said the Bard miserably, as he came to his feet. “To the face. The surgeons…they fear for his life.”


    I thought I would swoon. Indeed, I must have been unsteady on my feet. Because my cousin Yedwol the Bard, whose father I’d executed, whose house had long been my rival, reached out sympathetically, grasping my arm, to steady me. There was no rivalry between us at that moment. For so, too, did the Bard love my son, his son-in-law, as I did.


    “The Lady Renat, all our available surgeons who can be spared, who don’t care for others, tend to him,” said the Bard next.


    “Is he alone?”


    “Your other royal sons are with him. As is…Lord Athen.”


    I must have lost my wits after that, as I knew the Bard speaking, but wasn’t truly listening.


    In time, I heard the Bard repeating himself, asking if I would go to my son’s bedside.


    “No, no,” I muttered. “I’ll go meet with the high lords and ladies. Bartho…his fate must be decided. I should be there. His treachery cannot go unanswered. And my son… He CANNOT die.”


    I looked at the Bard, saying bleakly, “I won’t go to him now. Because I won’t accept this will be the last time…I’ll look upon his face. Sila, as his mother, will go to him for now. You tell…Princess Renat, my surgeons…damn them, by the Single God, keep my son alive!”


    The Bard’s eyes watered as he vowed, “I’ll tell them, Lord King.”


    


    I moved away, feeling as if I was in some sort of nightmare from which I couldn’t awaken.


    What was left after the battle was also a nightmare, one of chaos, one of blood.


    But the leaders had to make order out of it all.


    Bodies were everywhere. Crows settled in for their feast. Wolves were heard howling, frustrated, wanting to partake. Knowing they must wait until dark.


    A group of warriors gathered, weeping, at the edge of the Twilight Stream. Mourning those who’d sunk beneath the water and those floating on it. A gruesome recovery mission began, as spears were used to retrieve what corpses could be salvaged.


    The wounded were carried, either on makeshift litters—cloaks bound together with spears—or for those who had some measure of mobility, supported by others who were haler, towards succour.


    The baggage wagons were brought around the stream. A camp was quickly established.


    Soon, tents were being raised, latrines dug in the snow, and horses tended to, along with the other nominal requirements for the remnants of an exhausted army, who had managed to survive, to prepare to rest, and assess their losses.


    There were so many more wounded than my son.


    The hospital tents were erected first, with haste. Then, all the amputations and cauterizations began quickly. Or simply comforting those who wouldn’t survive. In some ways, I found this was always the worst part of war.


    The smell of bodily fluids and feces. Of infection. The moans of the dying, and of those who wished they would die, so great was their pain, as one passed the tents, was terrible.


    My son was one among them, I thought dizzily, as I tried to still play warlord. Even though my soul felt like a black pit. The Younger had his own tent, of course. The tent of the First Prince of Eastrealm was right across from my own tent with Sila. The solitary gold crown on purple flew above my son’s pavilion.


    My movements and actions were wooden. I could remember little of what commands I issued. I recalled scant news of those dead or wounded I had received. Or what questions or requests were made of me. The blur of activity around me barely registered in my consciousness.


    Part of me acknowledged, that my renown had now soared to touch the stars, particularly among any warrior among our camp of Eltnish origins. I had been named the Warlord. By the Imperatress. Soldiers treated me with even more deference, not only because my son was grievously wounded. If I had always sought glory, as Hert had accused me of, truly, I’d found it now, if I’d ever doubted I never had it before.


    In any other time, perhaps, my pride would have been assuaged in a way it could ever be otherwise.


    But not now.


    All I could think about, was my Othrun.


    I consciously became aware of my responsibilities when Thurol, his left arm in a sling, one eye swollen completely shut, came to me, reminding me grimly, “Something must be done about Bartho.”


    Fights, even stabbings, had broken out over Bartho’s actions. As warriors of Carthlughe, Arn, Celtnia, Middlinia, and Frawon turned on their comrades from Lynchun. Who were hard-pressed to defend their lord’s unforgivable actions.


    Forty men were wounded, twelve dead, due to these outbreaks of violence among allies, before the commanders were able to quell the infighting.


    More blood on Bartho’s hands.


    Bartho hadn’t gone far. He’d remained where I’d last seen him, with his bodyguard, on the south bank of the Twilight Stream, beyond the baggage wagons. He had watched the top of the Two Sisters collapse, and the Sanaavian horde meet their fate. He’d done nothing but watch, and cower where he was.


    Eld took his own bodyguard, a hundred strong. Plus, another four hundred loyal Lynchunian footmen, and they circumvented the stream. Going to the end, back up, and around. To bring Bartho back, with sufficient force accompanying Eld, in the event there was trouble, and Bartho resisted, and Bartho’s bodyguard tried to prevent their master from being taken to face justice.


    I later heard Bartho initially refused to come with his brother. Yet, per usual, Eld was convincing. As were the superior numbers he brought to compel Bartho.


    


    “We should cut his fucking head off,” I grumbled.


    “Only after he’s drawn and quartered!” agreed Thurol savagely. Could there be a worse crime to a man like Thurol, to run away from battle, deserting one’s comrades, leaving them to die? “But the judgement of rulers is far above me. That’s for you, and the rest of the monarchs to decide, when Prince Eld brings the traitor hither.”


    Sila came to my side, her sadness for Othrun the Younger stamped all over her beautiful countenance. We embraced. She whispered, “By the Six, all that can be done for our son, is being done. I’ve just come from his tent.” Then she removed her head from my chest, straightened, becoming stern.


    “Now, other severe tasks are before us. Lord Bartho must answer for what he did. The high ladies and lords will gather. A tent is up for the disgraced Maneprince. He’s within now. We’ll convene, in private, there, to decide what’s to be done with him.”


    Dazedly, I asked, “Who will judge him?”


    “Only queens and kings of this Alliance,” replied my wife, “and the Princes of Lynchun and Ipithyia are high enough to dispense justice. Eld would be the senior, of course, in Lynchun after Bartho. His words will carry the most weight. Of course, Centi’s word can only carry so much, objectively. As he’s challenged Bartho’s throne. But it’s Lord Hert, as High Warlord of the Grand Eltnish Alliance, with Bartho removed from that role, and you as the Warlord, are the ones everyone will listen to.”


    “I truly care now only for the Younger,” I said morosely. “Bartho can be dismembered or banished. I don’t care what his fate is. He’s a turd who never deserved to be a prince, much less a king. His position is an unfortunate accident of his birth. I’ve no sympathy for him yet… He is mad. Can we judge him for his actions, when he may not truly be responsible for them? Can we truly judge one whose wits are in question?”


    “Yes, Husband,” said Sila. “He’s feckless, mad, and unworthy. Paranoid, unpopular, and insane. And worse, an utter coward. Now, he’s contributed to the death of brave warriors, including his own. He cannot be allowed to inherit the Kingdom of Lynchun. Still, he’s a prince. And whereby execution for treason by judgement of a greater power, is the only righteous path, the authority to execute Bartho, by protocol, rests with my sister, Lysi. She is Bartho’s overlady. But she’s gone. She’s distanced herself from these affairs.”


    


    “She’s too busy crowning herself,” I said bitterly. “She already long has Bartho’s oath. She needs nothing more from him. For his oath has given her Lynchun. That’s all she cares about. Whomever becomes king, instead of Bartho, is bound to that oath. Lest they risk war, for treason.”


    Sila persisted, “Perhaps when we confront Bartho, we simply have him confess his crimes. Once received, imprison him. Then we petition to Lysi for punishment.”


    “Lysi won’t sully her blade to take Bartho’s head, Lady Queen,” commented Thurol. “Likely, she’ll delegate it to you, Brother-in-Law. Or Hert.”


    “In the absence of Lysi,” I said, “Hert and I stand, with Eld, as judgement. But royal sanction from other nobles of rank will support any action we take. I’ll hear what the miscreant has to say for himself first. Though there’s nothing he can utter to me that will mitigate his crime. I’ll hear the opinion of Eld, and Hert, and any input from the other nobles present.” I looked Sila in the eyes. “Especially, your wise counsel, Wife.”


    Sila gripped my hand affectionately. “Come,” she urged me, “when this is finished, all our attention can be on our son.”


    “Who’s with him now?” I wanted to know.


    “Arclan,” assured my wife. “Then Atalan, when Arclan tires. They’re both fatigued from battle. But their concern and love for their brother, keeps them awake. They’ll spell each other. They will stay with him, while the doctors and Renat do their work. Athen is also there to be with him. But once we’re done with Bartho, we will go to the Younger.”


    It was almost an offence to see Bartho’s luxurious tent, befitting the Maneprince of Lynchun, with the gold lion on blue flapping above it. He was undeserving to sport the sigil of his house, as its master. The six guards posted without the tent looked particularly grim, uncertain, and conflicted. No doubt, they were ashamed they had to guard so discreditable a lord, who still merited the trappings of a crown prince, even an acting king. At least, until his betters decided his fate.


    Monis came outside the tent she shared with Bartho. She intercepted Sila and me, as we drew nigh the temporary abode of he whom I didn’t doubt would soon be the erstwhile Lord of Lynchun in name.


    “The other surviving rulers have been consulted,” Monis said gravely. “They decline to attend. They say Lord Bartho’s fate should be decided by Kings Othrun, Hert, Princes Centi and Eld. But they note that they will testify to the Maneprince’s cowardice, regarding whatever fitting punishment is bestowed upon him.”


    “By the Earth Goddess, they have a right to be disgusted by him, Maneprincess,” said Sila. “They don’t want to soil themselves anymore by dealing with him. They just want to tend to their wounded, burn and bury their dead.”


    “They have suffered great losses,” replied Monis. “As have we all. They wish to return to their own lands. Can we fault them, Lady Queen, for wanting to leave the stench of death, the taste of betrayal behind? I know, for some of them, the scent of magic, and the…horror of what they have seen, is overwhelming.”


    Who could forget that horror, even eclipsing all the bloodshed from the battlefield itself? Lysi had brought down a mountain atop our foes.


    “We cannot fault them, Lady Princess,” said Sila. “But we must deal with the pusillanimity of your husband, nonetheless. Giving justice, on their behalf.”


    “By the Earth Goddess,” murmured Monis, “Lord Husband Bartho…his actions are felonious. I…cannot sanction, defend, or apologize to them…though I be his wife, and he, my lord. He is…” It was rare for mages to cry, but water grew in Monis’s lovely eyes as she said, “He’s mad. If there’s mercy to be given for the cause of his madness, then may it be given. If not…” She shrugged her shoulders, and turned away, with a little bow, entering the tent alone.


    Hert with Hiris, and Eld with Centi, came up then. Like me, none of them had changed from battle-gear. They remained armed, still adorned with the blood of their enemies, their leathers splattered with gore, their faces grimy and bloody. Their only allowance since the end of the fighting, had been they’d disposed of their helms.


    I couldn’t help but notice, amongst Hiris’s tangled, war-stained locks hanging to her shoulders, several streaks of red that weren’t blood, but appeared to be natural hair.


    I took a moment, amidst my grief over the Younger’s injury, and my trauma from the battle, to be glad for her. And to be glad for Carthlughe. Even pleased, perhaps, for the Order of Mages. Their clan wasn’t extinguished, yet.


    


    “That craven dog has made a farce out of brave warriors’ deeds!” seethed Hiris. “Warriors who have paid with their lives!”


    Eld sighed, “Let’s have this unpleasantness done with.” He went inside. We high warlords and warladies all followed, going into Bartho’s tent.


    Monis, already inside with Bartho, wrung her hands, agitated. Bartho was spluttering. Centi, upon entering, was storming. Eld simply looked tired, Hert contemplative, Hiris prowling, me shuffling, Sila silently supporting of me. For, I was barely aware of my own movements, in my worry. Sila held onto me, keeping me upright through her touch, and force of will.


    The tent flap was barely closed, when one son of Wely turned upon another.


    “You fucking traitor!” exploded Centi at Bartho. “Thousands of warriors died because of you!”


    Bartho’s eyes were particularly wild that day, as wild as I’d ever seen them. I remembered when I first beheld the Maneprince, as a scrawny wretch, long years ago, in the Goldhall. As I stood in disguise, trying to win his father’s kingdom back.


    Bartho had been miserable then, and piteous. Now, he was still miserable, and piteous, but now also wholly contemptible. Irredeemably so. Still, something in me, perhaps the grace of Udyn or the Single God, moved me to sympathy for the wretch.


    But Centi had no such solicitude for his flesh and blood. Moreover, Bartho’s arrogance in the face of his treachery didn’t inspire worry for his welfare.


    “I’m your king!” snivelled Bartho. “How dare you address me in that manner, you libellous scoundrel! You’ll pay for that, half-brother or not!”


    “Not before you do,” raged Centi. Even though Centi was advancing toward the Maneprince, fist clenched, no one moved.


    I suppose when I consider that moment, I realize I was at fault for so much of it. I could have grasped Centi, and restrained him. I should have reacted more swiftly. I could have. I was standing closest to him.


    I can convince myself all I want, it was because I was distracted. Worrying only for the Younger. That my awareness was, therefore, not as keen in reacting to Centi moving towards his brother, with seemingly murderous intent. That I couldn’t have stopped what transpired.


    But that wouldn’t be the truth.


    


    I know part of me always hated Bartho. And would have done anything not to see him ascend Lynchun’s Throne. No amount of pity I felt for Bartho, had ever overcome my loathing, and not wanting to see him crowned as Lioncrest.


    I didn’t care if Centi harmed his brother. In fact, I would secretly relish it.


    Still…


    “Lord Centi,” I warned my friend, seeing murder in his eyes, beginning to move toward him, “Don’t—”


    I was too late.


    Centi had always been lightning-fast. Weary as he was from battle, aging though he was now, like me, anger drove his speed. His fist lashed out.


    I must admit that the sound of Centi’s fist striking Bartho’s face, was a satisfying thud.


    Bartho fell back, whimpering, gasping.


    He flailed his arms, in falling…


    The heavy oaken table. It was at least four inches thick, three feet wide and four feet long. It must have taken several strong Lynchun men to bring the table into Bartho’s tent.


    But great princes had lavish, unnecessarily opulent items in their tents.


    Bartho’s table had maps spread across it. As if Bartho was a proper general. And even though the battle was now over.


    That table was his undoing. Along with the force with which his brother struck him.


    The crack was loud, sickening.


    Making irresistible contact with the table, Bartho’s skull split.


    When he hit the ground, his eyes were already open, fixed in death, his mouth twisted in a look of agony, and surprise.


    No one moved save Monis. Who immediately rushed to the fallen eldest son of Wely.


    She went to her knees, raising his head, inspecting him, blood soon all over her from her husband’s broken pate. But she quickly shook her head, eyes filled with sadness. She looked from one noble to the other, all in turn. Her eyes lingering on Centi. Not with hatred. Perhaps with…relief?


    She gently lowered Bartho’s head to the floor. “The Maneprince is dead,” she proclaimed.


    Shocked silence.


    


    “The traitorous cur is dead!” cried Centi joyously. As Bartho’s killer, the first to speak, or react, after Monis had pronounced the death of the Maneprince.


    “Brother, disarm,” ordered Eld softly, staring all the while at Bartho’s corpse.


    “What?” asked Centi, amazed.


    “Brother, disarm,” repeated Eld quietly.


    “Why?” barked Centi.


    “Because you just murdered your acting king, in cold blood,” said Eld wearily, sadly. “Without a blade trial. Unlawfully.”


    “I’ve accidentally killed a traitorous excuse for a king!” growled Centi. “But I don’t regret it!”


    Then Centi drew himself up to his full height, his chest puffed with pride. “And now,” he glowered with the realization, “I’m rightful king. In his place.”


    “No, you’re not!” hissed Eld, finally looking at Centi, and even I reeled a bit from the quiet fury in his voice, the fire in his eyes. “If you had killed our brother righteously, sword to sword, you’d be king! I’d get down on my knees before you right now, and swear obeisance! But you didn’t do that!”


    Centi’s preening vanished like a candle being snuffed out. What he’d done began to truly dawn on him. He was suddenly contrite. “I didn’t mean to—”


    “But you did,” said Eld. “All anyone will think is, you appointed yourself both our brother’s judge and executioner! They’ll think you did it to ensure your ascension to the Gold Throne! The way you crow, immediately after you strike him down, satisfied with his death, instead of mourning him, regretting your deed, who wouldn’t think that?”


    Centi shook his head in denial. He begged, “Brother—”


    “You committed regicide! Now, I tell you one last time, DISARM!”


    Centi stared aghast at his brother. Then, he clenched his teeth and pursed his lips. After unbuckling it, he dropped his sword belt on the ground.


    Eld sighed, closing his eyes and gathering his strength. When he opened those eyes, they were steel. “No one shall touch or harm you, Brother, while I live. But it must be decided what shall be done now. The earls must be gathered. You’ll have your chance to speak your truth before the conclave.”


    What happened next, seemed to pass in a haze for me. Lynchun warriors came into the tent, to attend to their slain lord. Centi, still protesting, those protests becoming weaker in the face of Eld’s steely resolve. Eld taking charge of everything, with Monis, Hert, and Hiris’s assistance.


    


    I could do nothing. I felt responsible. Though, it wasn’t me who struck Bartho, causing his death. Perhaps if I’d acted swifter, put myself between Centi and Bartho, tried to stay Centi’s hand…


    Perhaps Bartho would have died anyway. By execution for treason. Yet, in my heart, I doubted it, as incumbent kings seldom face any punishment for their crimes. Bartho was a coward, and a traitor. But he was born to be the future King of Lynchun. It was unlikely he’d ever been brought to true justice. Still…


    For all Bartho’s issues, he’d been a good, loving father to little Zya, a child he knew was not his own, as surely as he knew the sun rose in the east, and set in the west. He’d loved my child. And my child had loved him. That child would mourn Bartho’s death, as its father.


    Centi, Eld, Monis and their bodyguard left for Lynchun, with Bartho’s corpse, at once.


    Bartho may have lived a regrettable life, but he’d be returned to Lynchun and be given a lord’s funeral. He’d burn, his ashes returned to the Earth Goddess, as customary among his people.


    I presumed the child, Zya, would become the Queen of Lynchun. Perhaps with her mother and her uncles ruling as protectors of the realm, until she came of majority age. Well, mayhap not her uncle Centi, if he was censured for killing her father in name.


    I paused momentarily, to ponder the irony that my daughter from Monis, would likely sit Lynchun’s throne.


    Still, it was the business of Centi, Eld, Monis, and their earls, to ultimately sort out their kingdom. Despite the involvement of my illegitimate daughter in how that would play out, it was of little importance to me, compared to my eldest legitimate son’s next few hours. I went to be with him.


    Almost everyone in the tent was either asleep, or half asleep. The surgeons seemed to be dozing on their feet, as some wearily cleaned their surgical implements, while others inspected my son’s face. Athen slept, slumped over, in a chair in the corner of the room, muttering as he dreamed. The only alert one was Renat, washing her bloody hands in a bowl of steaming water.


    I gently nudged Athen awake, managing to convince him to go to his pavilion, to sleep. I’d permitted Athen to be amongst those considered family by the guards posted outside the Younger’s tent. So he could come and go, being with the Younger as much as he pleased. Athen had barely left the Younger’s side since my son was first wounded. His love for the Younger could never be doubted.


    Renat’s face was grim, as she spoke to me, and I looked down at the Younger. My dear boy, ghastly pale, was blessedly unconscious, oblivious to the ruin of his face, and the pain his wound must cause him.


    The surgeons worked constantly on him, obscuring him mostly from my view, as Renat told me, “The surgery… We tried to remove the arrow, Lord King. We…weren’t successful.”


    My breath caught in my throat. “The arrow…is still in his head?”


    Renat nodded soberly, kindly, not sparing me. “Another half inch up…the Prince would have lost his eye at the very least. At the worst, he’d long be dead. If the arrow penetrated both eye and brain-pan, all would have ended right there.”


    I swallowed the thought, knowing how close it had come to the Younger dying at once. “What have you done, then?”


    “We’ve taken the shaft. But the arrowhead, it’s embedded in bone and tissue.”


    “How deep?” I dared ask.


    Renat shrugged. “An inch? The arrow hit him not a quarter inch below his eye, an inch from his nose. Part of his cheekbone is broken. The damage…is considerable.”


    “Can you not take it out?” I asked helplessly.


    “The arrowhead is lodged in his skull,” Renat insisted. “To attempt to remove it…” Renat was as stanch and steady as any warrior, but I saw her look falter before she said, “Though if we don’t remove it, he will surely die.”


    “Yet, he may still die in the attempt?” I needed to know as I closed my eyes, weeping silently with not a shudder or sob.


    “Yet, he may still die,” Renat agreed stoically. But there was still some measure of optimism in her voice. “Infection is the greatest worry right now, above all. But your surgeons… I have never met more skilled physicians. They have a plan. I must tell you, Lord King, even if it saves his life…the Prince’s face…”


    Othrun the Younger was such a comely man. He’d never be again. That would be awful. However, if he could live, it wouldn’t matter. He would be a king one day. A scarred, maybe an ugly one, yes, but still a king. There was a time, in my youth, my vanity would have rejected the thought of an ugly king. Especially my successor. Not so now.


    I sighed. “I understand, Lady Princess. No matter. You and my doctors…you MUST save him. He’s my heir! He’s the future king! He has a wife! He has future kings to make…” I trailed off uselessly.


    Renat could make no promises. Still, in an awed voice, she said, “Your surgeons, one of them, his father was a smithy. He’s miraculous with tools and implements. Another surgeon…his hands are so fine, so precise. They will…open the Prince’s wound. Very wide. The surgeons have tongs. Hopefully, they can reach the arrowhead and find a way to pull it out. I’ll assist, as they go, with my healing abilities.”


    I gritted my teeth, “Do everything in your power, and that which isn’t in your power, to save my son, Lady Renat. I implore you.”


    Renat nodded curtly. “He must recover now, for at least a day or two, before we attempt another surgery. If we act too quickly, or too slowly, it may be fatal.”


    She returned to tending to the Younger.


    Besides reminding the guards at the Younger’s tent, only close family could remain with the First Prince, other than those who provided him ministrations, I’d also had the guard doubled without the pavilion. I could take no chances with my Othrun’s life. Perhaps I was paranoid. Yet, if any factions loyal to Cordis remained, who might wish to do me harm, what better way than to attack my son, while he was at his most vulnerable?


    I took my shift by the Younger’s side. I was awoken at some point, in the dim hours of the morning, by Sila, who came with my esquires. They ushered me off to my tent to rest.


    I returned after I awoke, barely taking any drink. I had no taste whatsoever for food. I returned to Othrun’s tent. I found Atalan there, watching over his brother. We shared an embrace. I saw the worry and weariness in his eyes. We chatted briefly. Then, I relieved him, staying until the sun had fallen. At which time, Arclan came to spell me, accompanied by Athen. I reluctantly relinquished my watch.


    I went and took counsel with some of the commanders, who updated me on the status of various items. Honestly, I paid little heed. I left Thurol in charge of all the arrangements that needed to be made post-battle. I staggered back to my tent, dozing for an hour.


    Then I returned to the Younger, sending Atalan off to bed, resuming my turn at watch.


    This pattern repeated, mindlessly, for a few days. Amidst all this, tidings came that an emergency conclave for the Earls of Lynchun was being adjourned. Not back in the Goldhall, rather at Wolflodge. The Lords of Lynchun, those few who had not marched to battle in the North, had left for Hert’s capital on the evening of Bartho’s death, to decide the fate of Lynchun’s throne. It was unprecedented for such a moot to convene outside the Gold Realm. Yet, indeed, it was an unprecedented time in which we lived.


    So Eld had summoned the great Lords of Lynchun to the halls of his ally, Hert of Carthlughe. Hert himself wouldn’t be there. Binis would continue to be the acting ruler of Carthlughe. Hiris and Hert himself would remain with me. Until the fate of Othrun the Younger was known. They wouldn’t desert me.


    I loved them and was grateful for them.


    Hert and Hiris would stay with me, but Hiris’s husband was once more going to war.


    A force of battle-weary, but vengeful troops, comprised of five thousand Carthlughean warriors, and five hundred knights, led by Jaint, and Adwol the Aspect, marched to Stoutougle. They brought news to the occupiers, of the fall of the Sanaavian horde.


    But the Sanaavian commanders had already seen the cloud from the fall of the Two Sisters, all the way from Stoutougle’s ramparts, and took it as a horrible omen.


    The late Yimaa had, too confidently, left the garrison undermanned, with many of her warriors recalled to Iron Hall, soon after Yimaa returned to Norsoon, to participate in the muster for the great invasion. Once that garrison had been nine thousand strong. It was but a fraction of that, when Jaint and Adwol came to take the city back for the Eltnish.


    But when the remaining garrison saw the immense cloud from the destruction of their army, many, sensing doom, deserted, skulking away into the night.


    Those Sanaavians left inside Stoutougle knew they couldn’t hold against the grudge-bearing Eltnish, who thirsted to slaughter them all, in payment for what was done when Jorgo, his family and his people were destroyed.


    The Sanaavians immediately surrendered. Five hundred Sanaavian soldiers, what was left inside Stoutougle, were captured, and the city returned to Eltnish hands.


    Then, the Eltnish Alliance turned to the other towns. Arget and the rest, soon reverted to Eltnish control, too. Slaves were freed, citizens were restored to their homes, and the dead were interred. Order in Rogonhe, once more reigned.


    King Jorgo and his heirs were dead, so the governance of the kingdom had to be considered.


    It was decided that Rogonhe would be temporarily ruled by Carthlughe, until its sovereignty could be settled.


    Preliminary discussions, Hert said, since Rogonhe was vassal to Carthlughe, presumptively, now it would be ruled by Carthlughe. Also presumptively, Renat would be made interim Queen, and old Arom would be interim King Consort.


    But now Lysi’s input needed to be sought for all such matters, to confirm them.


    Lysi.


    The Imperatress.


  




  

    


    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


    “So, Lysi is…Imperatress.”


    Hert’s words barely reached me through my fog of terror, over my son’s precarious hold on life. Idly, I fingered a blood-soaked small green scarf, bearing two silver crossed swords stitched into the cloth. The Younger had been carrying this scarf underneath his armour. Renat found it when the Younger, unconscious, came under her care. She’d given it to me.


    I was certain Candalove had given it to my son. I’d kept it with me ever since. It was an emblem of hope, the Younger would return to his beautiful young wife.


    Hert and I sat in my tent. I slouched on my throne. Hert perched beside me, in a similarly elaborate chair. He had been busy all day, meeting with various commanders, still managing the aftermath of the battle, and obtaining news. He’d returned to visit me, approximately an hour prior. Now, he began ruminating upon Lysi’s ascension.


    I’d spent most of my time since Bartho’s death at the Younger’s side. Hert finally had to drag me away from my eldest son’s tent. The Younger’s second surgery was to proceed. I was in the way. Renat and my Atalantean doctors needed room to work. They didn’t need distraught relatives watching their efforts. Even Athen was banished from the tent.


    I didn’t know how many days had passed since the Younger was felled by the arrow. I couldn’t entirely recall. The days blurred, into almost one.


    Hert and I sat, for what seemed like an eternity. Occasionally, we sipped wine. Sometimes, we chatted quietly. Mostly, I brooded. Hert continued to be a faithful solace, a true comfort. Yet, finally, his thoughts had turned to Lysi. Or perhaps he just spoke of her, to distract me.


    


     “Her coronation will take place in the spring, in Eagle’s Mount, I understand,” Hert said. With a warning, “Of course, we, as her vassals, must attend.”


    I snarled, “Forgive me if I don’t feel particularly celebratory right now for Lysi! Or caring about my feudal duties! My son lies with a piece of metal in his face! He’s close to death! She’s busy planning her fucking coronation ceremony? What about my son?”


    I couldn’t speak any more at that moment. I tried to stifle the sob. It escaped, nonetheless. I slumped over on my throne, covering my face with my hands, barely managing to contain the torrent of tears I held at bay.


    Hert laid a heavy, but comforting hand on my shoulder. He said no more.


    I composed myself. I decided, I indeed needed the distraction of conversation, about things meaning nothing to me, compared to what my Othrun was suffering, and what fate he might succumb to.


    “I’m sorry,” I sniffled. Apologies never came easy to me. Yet I made one that instant. I uncovered my face.


    “There’s nothing to forgive,” Hert’s hand didn’t leave my shoulder. His firm grasp grounded me.


    “Still,” I allowed, “If I’m to be bothered about something other than…my son…I’m more concerned with the rule of Lynchun, than the rule of Middle Eltnia. If I’m to be concerned about anything other than the Younger… Tell me, what of the Gold Throne?”


    “A rider just arrived, before I came into your tent, with news in that regard.”


    I’d learned from Hert that Monis had, with permission of Centi, Eld, and the Conclave of Earls, abdicated her position as presumptive Dowager Queen of Lynchun.


    She’d confessed to adultery.


    She said, while betrothed to Bartho, she’d lain with another man, who had fathered Princess Zya. Then, she deceived Bartho, that Zya was his child. She expressed her regret, and willingness to face the headsman’s axe, for high treason against the Crown of Lynchun.


    Despite questioning, on pain of death, who the person Monis cuckolded Bartho with, she wouldn’t say.


    But Monis was a mage. Far too valuable to be executed. She was beloved in both Lynchun proper, and even more so its territory of Ipithyia. Killing the former Green Lady of Ipithyia wouldn’t be a popular decision. Eld and Centi respected her, and cared for her like a sister. She was admired by the earls for her quirky yet sensible, forthright, and gentle demeanour.


    Moreover, she was lauded for how effectively she’d managed the mad Bartho. She had quelled him from his worst impulses, soothing his ire during his fits of madness. In essence, Monis was a hero. She had kept Bartho in check, saving the realm from his unpredictable, sometimes dangerous behaviour. A mad ruler in power was a person to fear. Monis had made Bartho a lot less fearful.


    Monis was exiled to Ipithyia. She would take Zya with her. They would forsake any lands and titles. However, they would retain the honorifics of ‘Princess’ for the rest of their natural lives.


    I had already had an impact on who would be the next ruler of Lynchun. Bartho’s wife had disavowed Bartho as the father of her child. Though she had refused to name who sired our daughter, every noble with any sense knew it was me. Yet, because of that, to protect me, and to protect her and our daughter, my child would go unclaimed. Illegitimate. Zya would be unable to sit the Gold Throne.


    Were it not for my grief and worry for the Younger, I might have perished under the weight of my guilt. Everything I did, everyone I touched, became damaged. Because I was the damaged one. I tainted all who came within my orbit.


    “The decree of the Conclave,” said Hert, finally removing his grip on my shoulder. “Is that Centi cannot claim the Throne of Lynchun, due to his crime. He’s guilty of regicide. Involuntary, yes. Nonetheless…”


    Even amidst my angst for my son, fear for Centi rose. “What will his punishment be?”


    More waves of guilt washed over me, momentarily moving aside my dread for the Younger. I’d prodded, needled, and ultimately pushed Centi to rise against Bartho. I had never envisioned he would outright murder him, accidentally or otherwise. Though Bartho had ever deserved deposition—and after his cowardly actions, he’d deserved death as well—truly Centi had not meant to kill the incumbent King of Lynchun. In the end, Bartho was still Centi’s half-brother. No matter how Centi was initially remorseless afterwards, at his deed.


    “He’ll get off lightly,” Hert replied. “The punishment, of course, would be death. However, that sentence has been commuted. The crime is considered unintentional. The Conclave was lenient. No doubt, their leniency was supported by Eld, as acting king. Eld, as the ultimate decision maker, couldn’t bring himself to kill his brother.”


    I sighed with relief. “So, what will happen to Centi?”


    Eld and Centi might be flesh and blood, yet Eld was ever a man of justice. He wouldn’t allow one of his siblings to escape the regicide of another of his siblings. Even if executing Centi would break Eld’s heart. 


    “Centi will remain Prince of Ipithyia,” said Hert. 


    I sighed my relief. 


    “But, like Monis,” my friend went on, “he’s banished from Lynchun proper. For the rest of his natural life. He will rule Ipithyia, for the remainder of his days. When he dies, Ipithyia will escheat back to the Lynchunian crown. Centi’s daughters won’t inherit. They remain…illegitimates.”


    “Not much different an outcome,” I said sourly, “Than if Centi never killed Bartho. At least Centi will continue to rule Ipithyia ably. He will have Monis there to help him. Moreover, he’ll be able to protect her, and Zya, from anyone who might resent them.” I was happy that both Monis and Zya would be safe. Monis would return home to the land of her birth, the land she loved, helping to rule it once more.


    The land of ancient magic, of pixies, nymphs, and sprites.


    Perhaps, once appropriate time had passed, Centi and Monis could marry. Both were widowed. They might find comfort together. I was not jealous at all, for such a union to happen, despite my past liaison with Monis. Meanwhile, both Centi and Monis, who’d endured so much tragedy, deserved some happiness. I had been the cause of much unhappiness for both of them.


    I had my marriage to Sila. I’d made amends, and she had, in turn, healed me. Perhaps now, we’d have our own happiness, too.


    Then, musing further, I commented on what must happen with the Gold Seat, “Since Bartho is dead, and Centi barred from ruling…Eld?”


    Hert nodded, “Eld has been asked by the Conclave, supported by Carthlughe, to accept the rule of Lynchun. Which he’s reluctantly done. He will be crowned within the fortnight.”


    “Supported by Carthlughe,” I repeated. “Of course.”


    “With Eld as King of Lynchun, me as King of Carthlughe, and you as King of Eastrealm, our Alliance is restored to its proper glory. The Sanaavian threat is vanquished. Lysi as High Queen, and Undala as her overlady. With this stability and security, we shall make Acremia great again, as it was in its golden ages, when the Anib ruled most of this continent. ”


    Eld, Hert, and I had bonded long ago, since my coming to Acremia. Three men who should have been enemies, who had become great friends. Naturally, Hert would endorse Eld’s rise. Yet, perhaps there were other, more subtle political reasons, for Hert preferring Eld take the Gold Seat, as opposed to Centi.


    Eld would be the Lioncrest in the end. Viwa would be his queen. It was almost unbelievable.


    I had met Eld as a portly lad, round-cheeked, his rich armour made to fit his ample belly. But, by the Single God, he was always strong as an ox. Strong as an ox, brave, and wise.


    Still, his most lovable qualities had always been his positivity, love for life, good food, good women, and the fact that he was always quick to find jest. Yet, that jolly, open face, set in an irrepressible grin, frowned more in recent years than laughed.


    I’d seen that look in Eld’s weary eyes, when Centi slew Bartho. Eld had immediately realized, he would have to take up his dead father’s crown, and sit in judgement in the Goldhall. He knew his days of laughing would be even less frequent, as he assumed the sombre weight of being Lioncrest on his stout shoulders. Even for a man of his girth and good-natured, even temperament, it would be much to bear.


    Still, did he secretly always want that crown? He was quick to assert his half-brother couldn’t rule, having struck down Bartho. Had he simply maneuvered things, so he could be Lioncrest? Because he, too, craved the power?


    A crown was a thing ever tempting those closest to it. Eld had started far away from that crown, with Bartho, Binis, and later Centi between him and kingship. But, Binis had removed herself by becoming Carthlughe’s queen. Centi had removed Bartho. Eld had ensured Centi himself was removed. So…


    Nonetheless, I knew Eld would make a just, benevolent king.


    Then I uttered what I knew Hert must also be pondering, “Eld and Viwa. They have no children. And, both he and Viwa are sterile.”


    Hert’s look was veiled. “Indeed.”


    I stared at him pointedly. “Normally, next in line to the throne would be your Lady Wife, as the next oldest child of Wely Lioncrest. But she would be bypassed. Am I right in assuming that?”


    “Yes, she’d be bypassed,” said Hert firmly. “She relinquished her right to the Gold Seat when she married me. Regardless, she desires no other crown than that of Carthlughe’s Queen Consort.”


    But the next in line after Eld, with Centi and his heirs, disinherited from ruling, would be…


    “The She-Wolf wouldn’t turn down Lynchun’s throne,” I said pointedly.


    Hert shrugged. “Lynchun’s succession, for now, is settled. What will happen in the future, will happen.”


    “But Eld will name your daughter—his niece—Maneprincess, won’t he?” I pressed him.


    “Worry only about the health of your son, for now, old friend,” Hert laid a hand on my shoulder again, patting it. “Still, there’s more…you should know…about what’s happened here.”


    “More I should know?”


    “My informants tell me Bartho was in league with Cordis, and Sanaavia, all along. That Bartho wanted you dead for the perceived insults you rendered against him several years ago at Greentree. And…” Hert paused, adding delicately, “for the perceived dishonour he believed you perpetrated on him.” We both knew that dishonour was me planting Zya in Monis’s belly, and Zya passed off as being from Bartho’s seed.


    Bartho collaborating with Cordis and Sanaavia, under Rupaa’s direction, to kill me, gave me pause. But I shouldn’t have been surprised. 


    Bartho had always wanted me ended. Ever since I’d lambasted him in the Great Hall of Greentree, a few years ago, in front of his peers.


    Yet Bartho was not really the mastermind behind all that had happened to keep me in my place.


    For it came to me, amidst my angst.


    Lysi had planned it all from the beginning.


    Perhaps in league with Undala from the start. Perhaps not, but always intending to seek her patronage. Certainly, she must have had some foresight, some inkling Viwa would manage to ascend from barmaid to Queen of Lynchun. That’s why she cultivated her as an asset through Sila.


    Sila must have known, too.


    It was so difficult to know what mages could prescience, versus what they couldn’t. They couldn’t know themselves what they’d see, and what they wouldn’t. Their powers seemed random at best. Still, strategically, Lysi had manipulated events and circumstances cunningly. So that she had an ally—or at least someone grudgingly beholden to her—in Viwa, helping to rule one of her most significant vassal states—Lynchun. Complimenting, she had Sila, her sister and my wife sitting beside me, ruling another critical vassal state—Eastrealm.


    Because Lysi knew Bartho would be dead or out of the way, by one manner or another, one day. She knew he’d be refused acclimation by his own earls due to incompetence, which happened. Or, exposed as a traitor for conspiring with Sanaavia to conquer Eltnia, for plotting to assassinate one of his vassals. And banished or executed. Or she foresaw Bartho would be killed by Centi inadvertently. Or perhaps she didn’t see any of it. But she guessed most of it.


    Regardless, she surmised Bartho would never ascend to the Gold Throne.


    Lysi had neutered Eld and me, from any challenges to her rule, by having our wives tied deeply to her. Not to mention the fact, that Lysi and I shared a child.


    Hert and Hiris, his heir, were bound to Lysi by blood. Neither might like, nor trust her. Still, the Royal Family of Carthlughe would be unfailingly loyal to their oaths of fealty to a blood relative.


    With Lynchun, Carthlughe, and Eastrealm squarely subservient and tied to that subservience by so many complicated bonds, Lysi’s victory had been nearly complete. All she needed to seal it? None other than Undala, the most revered ruler in the world, who backed Lysi’s claim as her vassal. To completely solidify everything, she added my vassal Ingersa—Undala’s son—in support. Now, no one would dare assail her claim.


    Since we three primary vassals—Hert, Eld, and I—had already brought most of the rest of Eltnia under our sway, most of the rest of Eltnia was thus under Lysi’s sway, too.


    And all of that was ultimately ruled by Undala, from across the channel.


    The Anib ruled Eltnia once more. Undala had not killed a single warrior, nor even truly lifted a royal finger to bring all Eltnia under her rule.


    Now, that was an example of true power.


    This time, it was different from Anibian direct rule in the past. Now, the Anib ruled our lands through layers of subinfeudation. Still…


    I’d sown. And I’d reaped. I told the Younger I was good at creating messes, but I was just not apt at cleaning them up.


    In a way, I had helped create the monster Bartho had turned out to be. I saved his father’s kingdom so Bartho could inherit it. Then, I did everything I could to tacitly undermine his father’s heir. I’d purposely offended Bartho at every turn, betrayed him. I’d slept with his future wife, impregnating her as well. Pragmatically, I had forced Bartho to raise a child he knew was mine as his own, if for naught save the shame of acknowledging he was a royal cuck.


    Was it any wonder he turned against me completely, prepared to kill me secretly? Was it any wonder he turned cloak, allying with our greatest enemies? I drove him to it all.


    Yet now, there was no more room for guilt. The time had long passed for recriminations.


    For somehow, everything had been sorted properly. Bartho was dead. Eld, a far better man, was on Lynchun’s throne. Everything was right, as it should be.


    Except, of course, my son, fighting for his life.


    Still, what I needed to know was how deeply the new High Queen was involved in the events leading up to my assassination being arranged.


    “Lysi?” I wondered aloud.


    Hert frowned. “There’s no proof of my cousin’s involvement. I don’t believe she was colluding with Bartho, or any one of the Sanaav, to arrange your death. All indications are that her alliance with Sanaavia ended, when she wouldn’t completely sanction Rupaa’s plan to invade Eastrealm. And to kill you.” He added bluntly, “She loves you, Othrun, in her way. I don’t doubt that. She doesn’t want you dead. And…you’re still…tied to her in other ways.”


    It was the first time Hert had so openly spoken to anything about my complex relationship with Lysi, after all these years. No matter. There was no need for tiptoeing around what had transpired anymore.


    I sighed heavily. I didn’t want to think Lysi wanted me dead. It felt better to believe she didn’t.


    


    Hert and I sat in silence for a time, each in his own thoughts. I fought off utter exhaustion, worrying for the Younger, trying to keep my eyelids open. On the side table closest to Hert, the half-drunk decanter of wine sat untouched for that period. The wind whistled outside. The pit fire snapped and flickered. I continued to struggle against sleep. Waiting for news.


    Eventually, I spoke, “Othrun was just a little boy,” I said to Hert. “One time, he was ill with infected tonsils. Feverish. I truly worried he was going to die. The nurse-wives…Celove—that tough old crone—long dead now… She knew how to care for children. She cared for me as a child, after all. But all she did couldn’t help my son. Fortunately, it was during your and Wely’s visit to Eastrealm to sign the Pact of Nagre. During Undala’s visit. Undala is an accomplished healer. She gave the Younger some concoction made of white willow. It cured him.”


    “Undala is a great queen in every aspect,” murmured Hert.


    “I wish she was here now,” I said morosely.


    “Renat is not Undala,” Hert tried to comfort me. “But she’s one of the best healers I know, and your own very competent surgeons work together with her.”


    I nodded weakly. “I mean no slight to Princess Renat. She’s saved my own life in the past with her skill. I’m grateful your sister is part of the care for my son. He couldn’t be in better hands.”


    For now, my son lived. I had to hold onto that. Many hadn’t been so fortunate.


    The roll of casualties had been absolutely brutal.


    In terms of highborn persons, some significant ones had fallen.


    Young King Kiaf, who showed so much promise, was dead. He’d died bravely, led a daring charge, slaying Countess Yimaa, before he perished.


    Frawon lost no less than fifteen great lords, including their king. The new monarch, just a boy of nine, named Octos, Kiaf’s eldest son, would be despondent over the slaughter of his father, and the cream of his noble vassals.


    King Iver, Lord of Middlinia, was dead. His grieving wife, Rurli, survived. Rurli, whom I’d spared when I’d defeated her mother Tarlis and cut her nearly in two, would rule both Middlinia and Celtnia. Ten nobles combined from Middlinia and Celtnia, wouldn’t march back south.


    The wise and brave Queen Nyna, was also dead. Three of her earls had died with her in combat.


    Nyna’s teenage granddaughter Yuele, the last of her living heirs, safe back in their tiny kingdom, would sadly take up her grandmother’s crown.


    For Carthlughe, Rhund, the old Earl of Fangsden, Hert’s staunch vassal and cousin, had perished among ten other Carthlughean lords. I knew Hert was devastated by Rhund’s loss.


    On the Lynchun part, aside from the Maneprince, who didn’t die in battle, six earls had been killed. Lord Sten would never march back to Manefort to see his aging father, or his beloved sister.


    For Eastrealm, a dozen earls had been slain upon the field. Two of them were old nobles born in Atalantyx. Lord Cheal, whose sigil was the red fox on black, and Lord Malean, of the gold chalice on white. The other ten were young, Eltnish born, who had converted to the Single God and became knights, eventually rising to be earls.


    Of common soldiers, while only two hundred of my thousand knights were dead, a mere four thousand of my footmen lived, out of the proud ten thousand Thurol led north.


    Eleven thousand Carthlughean spearmen had died from the sum of twenty thousand.


    Eight thousand Lynchun footmen had fallen in battle. Because of cowardly Bartho, more than a thousand had also drowned in the Twilight Stream, since he had led them in retreat. Eld had taken back twenty thousand footmen intact to Lynchun.


    The Brotan field strength had been halved. Twenty-five hundred of their original five thousand were left.


    Frawon had also lost a quarter of its twenty thousand spearmen.


    But perhaps the most piteous, grievous losses came from the smallest allied host, that of loyal Arn. Only three hundred Arnians would see their fair vales and gentle streams again. Although nigh two thousand of them had answered the call of their allies, and come forth to face death, in the cold north.


    And generations from now, if the rubble covering the bottom of the Perilous Pass was unearthed, I wondered how people would marvel at the bone fragments of thousands of the fallen women, men and beasts, rusted weapons, mouldering armour, pieces of spears, axes, clubs, swords, shields, knives, and arrowheads.


    Then, it came to me to ask about someone else.


    “What of my…brother?” I inquired.


    “Other than the fact he, Rupaa, their daughters, a few thousand Sanaavians warriors, and three druids are honoured guests of the High Queen of Nyrimia? Unknown.”


    “What will she do with them?” I wondered.


    “She’ll find some use for them. A use that, no doubt, serves her purposes best. But you know Lord Laahtre better than anyone alive.”


    “I suppose I do.”


    “Neither Laahtre, Rupaa, nor their daughters, nor any of the druids, strike me as the kind of people who will be easily manipulated. They will have their own designs.”


    “The designs of those who think they are cunning,” I said, “are like children’s games compared to the mind of the Imperatress.”


    Hert no doubt caught the splenetic tone of how I referred to Lysi’s new title. “Are you aggrieved, Othrun?” he asked me quietly.


    “Should I be?” I said churlishly.


    He held my gaze. “Tell me truly, I pray. Did you want it? For yourself?”


    “It…wasn’t mine to want.”


    “That isn’t what I asked you.”


    “It would be treason to want…to expect that.”


    “I don’t ask you, as your overlord, Othrun. I ask you…Hert to Othrun. Friend and brother-in-arms, to friend and brother-in-arms. Did you want it? For yourself? Even though now, you are bathed in such glory and honour, that every warrior and ruler in Eltnia, will fall at your feet, and whisper your new title of Warlord in awe? An ancient title, defunct, but now revived, that is revered in these lands, throughout the long histories of the realms, more lofty than even that of king?”


    I thought a moment before I said, “The last thing your father said to me…before he died was…that his life had been all war. He told me, that was a king’s life, here in these lands. And so is a king’s death. When I thought for certain I was going to die during the battle…when I thought…Nightsoul had finally come…I regretted…I didn’t heed your father’s words more carefully. Because, indeed, it seems, my life has been all war. And that I was bound to die in war. What about enjoying a taste of peace? And the fruits of one’s labours? Does the title of Warlord, mean so much, when one thinks of all that?”


    Hert replied, “That same day you slew my father, you lamented over having to burn your glorious ships. They were the last symbol of the naval supremacy of your drowned homeland. The last token of your former glory. You said it was a bitter taste to do this. And I told you that day, my grandfather Hern once told me, that a king tastes bitter fruit, so subjects can enjoy the sweet ones. Our lives aren’t about glory, Othrun. Our lives are about duty. Being the Warlord, is about duty.”


    Was that what Lysi’s life was about? Duty? No. It was about power. I wondered, despite having solidified her position of power and achieving all she wanted, would Lysi’s rule truly be peaceful?


    Uncle Yedwol once said to me, of Erthal, when Uncle pushed me to rebel against my one-time brother, “If you rule by fear alone, once those you rule no longer fear you, you’ll need to fear for your rule.”


    Was Lysi loved by anyone? Other than perhaps Sila, and I guessed, Cahr, and Lysifer? Or only feared? Could she maintain power through fear alone? And Undala’s backing?


    “You know why we won today, besides Lysi’s magic?” asked Hert. “Why we were able to hold until she brought the mountain down our enemies’ heads?”


    “Our bravery? Our commitment? Our skill and ferocity? Better leadership?”


    Hert shook his head. “For centuries, the Sanaavians wanted to conquer Eltnia. Only now did they manage to cobble together an army big enough to do that. Yet ultimately, for all their numbers, they would have barely defeated us, had Lysi not intervened. All these centuries gone by, and now in our time, the Sanaavians were unable to defeat us easily because they are too…human.”


    “What do you mean, too human?”


    “Yimaa wanted my daughter in the end, because she was lonely. Rupaa attacked before she was ready, to avenge Yimaa’s injury. The lustfulness and slackness of the Sanaavians at Arget, allowed you to do the impossible, rescuing Hiris. The greed of the slavers you brought to your cause assisted, as they were willing to betray their own. The lack of discipline and blood-lust of that first charge, when the Sanaavians came past The Two Sisters, allowed us a moment’s respite to keep them at bay. The cowardice and lack of morale of the garrison left at Stoutougle, helped allow it to take it back without losing one Eltnish soldier. We’re all frail mortals, prone to our faults, captive to our mistakes, against all common sense, and the better part of our natures. We weren’t more capable fighters than the Sanaavians. We weren’t smarter. But we were marginally better at governing our failings than they were. Just enough. Yet as flawed humans, fighting flawed humans, the margin for victory will always be slim.”


    Hert’s wisdom made me believe that perhaps there was hope, even for a flawed human such as me. Perhaps, each day, I could work on being a bit better at governing my failings, than the day before. Perhaps over a lifetime, that would result in a better man.


    Somewhere, I believed, a crusty one-eyed god was smiling at my aspirations, knowing I could never do it.


    Still, though, He knew I would try.


    And maybe that, in itself, was victory.


    At that moment, the tent flap opened. I leapt to my feet. So did Hert. We were about to mob the guard to hear what he had to say, anticipating news of the Younger. But we were forestalled by the appearance of Renat, on the guard’s heels. The guard bowed, quickly excusing himself.


    When I demanded to know of the Younger’s condition, even in the anguish of awaiting her response, I took note of Renat’s simple, blood-stained kirtle, cloak, and boots. Marred with my son Othrun’s blood.


    “The next few hours will be telling,” said Renat wearily, cautiously, “as to the life of the First Prince. Still… He’s strong. I do see signs of recovery.”


    Hert warded himself. “Six be praised, good Sister. You do miracles with herb-craft.”


    Renat nodded, “I do only what the Six allow me to do.” She turned back to me. “Your son needs to rest now, after a second surgery, so close to the first. I’ve given him a tonic for sleeping through the pain.”


    “The arrow?” I demanded.


    “Any remnants have been removed. The surgery was successful.”


    I had to know, “And…my son’s visage?”


    “Thankfully, the damage to the Prince’s face is not as grievous as anticipated. There will be a mighty scar. Perhaps, not ruin. The wound still gapes. It’s been opened very wide. We treat it with wine, honey, and flour. If the Six are kind… We’ve done what we can, Lord King. We will continue to do so.”


    The wary hope in her words was almost as unbearable, as if I had heard the opposite news. I started to stride past her towards the tent flap, muttering, “I’ll go back to him.”


    But as I stumbled trying to egress, swaying on my feet, Hert moved swiftly to intercept me.


    “You can barely stand!” hissed my friend as he held me fast. “You haven’t slept this past day. You heard my sister. Lord Othrun the Younger recuperates. He needs rest! You need it, too! You’ve stayed by his side for many an hour, without slumber!”


    “Agreed,” said Renat. She assured me, “We haven’t neglected your edict that only close family remain with the First Prince, other than those who provide him ministrations. The Younger is safe. Just after the surgery, your wife, Queen Sila, was summoned to be with the First Prince. Then, Third Prince Atalan will stay for a while. You need more rest. You can relieve Prince Atalan, hopefully, when the Younger awakes, calling for his father.”


    “Precisely,” said Hert to me. “NOW, you SLEEP!”


    I was barely conscious as I allowed myself to be led to my bed by Renat and Hert. I collapsed there. My last impression before sleep took me, was of Hert, casting furs over me.


    When I awoke, it was mid-day. I called my guards for news. They had no updates for me, other than to say, Arclan had come by to report to me, while I was sleeping. There was no change in the Younger’s condition, and Atalan was once more taking his shift, watching over his brother.


    My esquires came. I washed, and changed into fresh clothes.


    King Eld, the Lioncrest, I thought when I’d finished dressing. I was still getting used to hearing anyone other than Wely being referred to by the ancient honorific for the King of Lynchun. Even though uncrowned, unworthy Bartho had held the title, as an actor, before his younger brother recently took it fully, upon his demise. Good kings were a scarcity, but I truly was happy for Eld, who’d be a good king.


    As for Othrun the Younger… Perhaps it was time I learned from him how to be a good king rather than he learn from me. For he was wise, just, consistent, brave, pious, and noble. Because of him, I was motivated to confess what happened with the schools to Hert. So, my boy was even capable of making me, his father, his elder, a better person.


    What more could be lacking in a king?


    Then, as I thought all this, I heard the scream.


    Followed by another one.


    I burst out of my tent. 


    Hert appeared instantaneously, from his own tent beside mine, at my heels.


    Something stopped me cold, when I emerged, before I shouted at the guards, standing stupefied outside my pavilion, about what had happened.


    It was as if everything else in the world faded into shadow. The only object I could see amidst the camp, was Othrun the Younger’s tent, directly in front of me. Maybe twenty paces.


    But my feet were rooted to the ground. I knew in my heart, that the screams had emanated from my son’s tent.


    Sila was running up frantically, eyes wild, skirts gathered. With her was Hiris, sombre, and stern, in fresh battle-leathers. Yet, my wife’s face already began to crack with grief. Sundry attendants trailed them. From some other corner, I vaguely noticed Adwol the Aspect, and his father, the Bard, rushing in, too. From another side, Thurol sprinted into my peripheral vision, Weeper flapping at his side, his arm still in a sling, only one eye able to see.


    I registered their arrival. Yet it was as if someone else was watching them come upon the terrible scene, hearing and seeing some of them begin to wail and cry, or stoically weep noiselessly, wordlessly. Faces contorted with anguish, or pale with shock. When they realized what had occurred.


    But I could do nothing. I was frozen. Time passed in a haze. It seemed no one else around me moved. Not my guards. Not Hert. Somewhere, part of me knew why they didn’t move.


    Because no one was under attack. No one was in danger. There was no need for anyone to spring into action.


    Something far worse had happened. Something it was too late to change.


    Something terrible.


    I caught Sila’s eye.


    At some point, over the past few days, she had changed into fine clothes, befitting her station as queen once more. She had clearly washed, too. She loved her skirts and baubles, as Lysi had always said of her sister.


    


    She stood eerily still, her gown bunched up in her hands, as knights rushed to attend her, even in this awful moment. A queen shouldn’t have her finery dragging through the snow, I thought dazedly.


    That’s when more comprehension came to me.


    She knew.


    I remembered her words:


    Othrun is to die here, soon, in the frozen north. Let Sila spend as much time with him as he has left.


    She knew.


    I thought she’d been agreeing with my portents about my own death. Even though she said it in the third person. Of course, I thought she was referring to her and me.


    Yet, when she said Othrun, it was my son of whom she spoke.


    Single God help me, I thought, bewildered, not accepting it. She knew.


    She saw the Younger’s death and didn’t tell me.


    She deceived me.


    She made me believe I was correct. That I was going to die.


    Not…not…


    That’s why she was so insistent on coming north into danger. Not because she’d lose me. Because she would lose the man she had raised as her own son. Who she wanted to be with for as long as he lived. Knowing he’d die soon.


    All was hushed. I stared, unseeing at first, at the Younger’s tent. Then, my vision came back into clarity. Slowly the tent flap parted. The Second Prince emerged.


    My Arclan fell to his knees. He stared vacantly ahead. He closed his eyes. Tears squeezed out, as he began to weep uncontrollably. He shuddered, hugging himself. As if he could protect himself from what happened. But he couldn’t, any more than I could.


    Then, my Atalan came out. His face was ghastly-white. He looked about aimlessly, unfocused, at first. Then he seemed to realize I was there. He looked at me, his lips quivering. Even as he, too, began to weep.


    Yet, he managed to mouth the word, “Father?”


    “No,” I whispered faintly.


    Hysterically, Atalan the Early, never hysterical, cried out, “Father!”


    “No,” was all I could repeat.


    


    “One moment, he lived!” wept the Early in anguish. “The next…!” He couldn’t say it.


    “No, no, no, no, no, no,” I heard myself muttering inanely.


    But it couldn’t have been me saying anything. I had no voice. I had no body. I was floating.


    Vaguely, I heard Hert, his words laden with sorrow, but I couldn’t see him. My vision was fading. “Othrun…I’m so sorry.”


    Somehow, I managed to note Athen running toward the tent, but being restrained, sympathetically, but firmly, by the guards. But he fought them, screaming and wailing, realizing what had happened.


    “No, no, no, no, no, no,” I pleaded in my disembodied voice. “No, please, no, please, no…”


    But it couldn’t have been me speaking. Because the Younger couldn’t be dead. He couldn’t be…


    No. No. No. No. No. No.


    Not my boy. Not my Othrun. Please, please, dear Single God, no.


    No, you can’t take him from me! Please, God, no! No!


    Please…Udyn…someone…no…


    The world began to spin.


    I felt hands clutching for me.


    I was falling.


    All went black.


    I fainted.


  




  

    APPENDIX A


    Names Mentioned in the Drowned Kingdom Saga


    ABERAT – Chief Royal Seamstress of Eastrealm, formerly one of Queen Aliaz’s handmaidens, a gifted seamstress from Atalantyx


    ACREMU – deceased original First Among the Anib in antiquity, King for whom the Acremian continent is named


    ADOR – deceased Earl in Nyrimia, one of Queen Lysi’s most seasoned commanders, slain in the Battle of Induby in Yaden


    ADWOL – ‘the Aspect,’ earl in Eastrealm, eldest child of High Earl Yedwol the Ready and High Countess Carmaise, elder brother to First Princess Candalove, Countess Elithiza, and Countess Margraise


    AFFIRMATION – Prince Othrun the Younger’s former warhorse, now owned by Earl Lyayr


    AGAATH – Princess of Norsoon, eldest daughter of Crown Princess Rupaa and King Erthal VI (Laahtre), elder sister to Princesses Biirisa, Kiinata, and Ulaafa


    AGIS – Caliph (High King) of Anglania, elder brother to Sultan (King) Quid of Yaden, uncle to Sultana (Queen) Nada


    ALIAT – deceased First Queen of Atalantyx in antiquity, first wife of King Atalan I, mother of Prince Atalan who died birthing him


    ALIAZ – deceased First Queen of Eastrealm, once Second Princess of Atalantyx, first wife and cousin of King Othrun First of Eastrealm, younger sister to Earl Thurol the Quick, mother of First Prince Othrun the Younger who died birthing him


    ALIPHAN – ‘mammoth’ in High Atramlandish, humongous elephant-like creatures, who once roamed the Lantyx Range in Atalantyx


    


  




  

    ALIPHAN – traditional war-banner of Atalantean kings, the sigil being a red mammoth on a white background, last carried into battle by Prince Yedwol the Old on King Othrun First of Eastrealm’s behalf, at the Battle of the Lionfort


    ALIS – alias of Queen Sila, used in Rogonhe


    ALS – deceased Queen of Carthlughe, wife of King Hern, mother of King Hor, grandmother of King Hert, eldest child of King Ina, elder sister to Queen Barbis, elder half-sister to Queen Lysi and Queen Sila, once a powerful mage


    AMA – deceased queen in antiquity, Queen of Nagre during the time of Queen Ungala the Peacemaker, and one of Ungala’s staunchest allies


    AMOD – deceased warrior of Lynchun, once captain of the royal stables of Lionfort, slain in the Battle of the Lionfort


    ANARD – deceased King of Carthlughe, eldest child of King Lughe, elder brother to King Ughe, a giant (over seven feet tall) and a feared warlord, slain in battle against Nyrimia


    ANCHALI – ‘Angels’ in High Atramlandish, according to the religion of the Single God, powerful Spirits who are God’s Holy Prophets, Warriors, Scribes and Messengers


    ANDRUN (I) – deceased Second, then First Prince, later King in Atalantyx in antiquity, child of King Atalan I and Queen Elyn, younger half-brother to First Prince Atalan, for whom the Andrun River was named


    ANDRUN (II) – deceased Second, then First Prince, later King of Atalantyx in antiquity, second child of King Atalan IV, younger brother to Arclan the Purple Prince


    ANDRUN (III) – ‘the Old,’ deceased First Prince, later King of Atalantyx, elder brother to Princess Debata, father of Prince Othrun ‘the Ostrich’, King Athlyr I, Princesses Berthu and Catriza


    ANESE – Princess of Ipithyia, wife of Prince Centi, mother of their three daughters


    


    ANGASA – deceased King in Anibia, husband of Queen Undala, father of many of Undala’s children including Sultan Ingersa of Yaden, once a fearsome warrior


    APOLT – deceased Earl of Eastrush and Lord Herald of Eastrealm, once Earl of Heretyx in Atalantyx, once lover of Prince Uthlen, a famous knight, slain in battle in Celtnia by King Gart


    AQUIBA – Princess in Anibia, one of Queen Undala’s daughters


    ARCLAN – ‘the Purple Prince,’ deceased First Prince of Atalantyx in antiquity, eldest child of King Atalan IV, elder brother to King Andrun II, perhaps Atalantyx’s most famous commander and knight, slain in battle in Berefet by King Jynon of Berefet


    ARCLAN – Second Prince of Eastrealm, eldest child of King Othrun First of Eastrealm and Queen Aliaz, younger half-brother to First Prince Othrun the Younger, elder brother to Third Prince Atalan the Early, named for Arclan the Purple Prince, betrothed to Countess Kathrisene


    ARESTH – King Erthal VI’s deceased warhorse, who died in the Drowning of Atalantyx


    ARNLYR – earl in Eastrealm and Lord Steward of the Realm, once Earl of Southridge in Atalantyx, a feared commander and knight


    AROM – Earl Chieftain in Carthlughe, second husband of Princess Renat, now aging, once a feared warrior


    ASANU – one of the twelve tribes of the Anib


    ATAL – ‘the Martyr,’ ‘the High Prelate’, high priest, deceased father of King Atalan I in antiquity, person for whom the Holy City of Atal in Atalantyx was named, slain in human sacrifice by his pagan son Atalan I for cause of Atal’s popularity and support among those of the Single God religion in Atalantyx


    ATALAN – deceased infant First Prince in antiquity, only child of King Atalan I and Queen Aliat, elder half-brother to King Andrun I


    


  




  

    ATALAN (I) – ‘the Revered,’ ‘the Founder,’ deceased Founder of Atalantyx in antiquity, first King of Atalantyx, son of Atal the High Prelate, one of Atalantyx’s most fearsome and legendary warlords, infamous for slaying his father, High Prelate Atal, married to (1) Aliat (2) Elyn


    ATALAN (IV) – deceased King of Atalantyx in antiquity, builder of Atalantyx’s famous Circle City, father of First Prince Arclan the Purple Prince and King Andrun II


    ATALAN (IX) – ‘the Falcon,’ deceased First Prince, later King of Atalantyx, father of King Erthal VI (Laahtre) and King Othrun First of Eastrealm, married to (1) Olana (2) Merin, eldest child of King Athlyr I, elder brother to Prince Yedwol the Old


    ATALAN – ‘the Early’, Third Prince of Eastrealm, youngest child and second son of King Othrun First of Eastrealm and Queen Sila, younger brother to Second Prince Arclan, younger half-brother to First Prince Othrun the Younger, betrothed to Countess Elithiza


    ATASYX – ‘King over all Kings’ in High Atramlandish, title borne by the Kings of Atalantyx and later borne by the Kings of Eastrealm, indicating that Atasyx are above the judgement of all mortal men, and only answerable to the Single God, considered co-leader of the Single God faith in Eastrealm with the High Prelate of Eastrealm being the other co-leader


    ATHEN – earl in Eastrealm, eldest child of Fourth Prince Glathan and Princess Holita, elder brother of Countess Kathrisene, in love with his cousin First Prince Othrun the Younger


    ATHLYR (I) – ‘the Unheralded’, deceased Second, then First Prince, then King of Atalantyx, father of King Atalan IX and Prince Yedwol the Old, youngest son of King Andrun III, younger brother of Prince Othrun ‘the Ostrich,’ grandfather of King Othrun First of Eastrealm


    ATHLYR – ‘the Adder’, deceased First Prince of Atalantyx, only child of Prince Othrun the Ostrich, a famous commander and knight, slain in battle in the First Berefet Rebellion


    


  




  

    ATRANT – deceased Prelate of Southbridge, former incumbent for the High Prelature of Atalantyx


    ASANU – one of the twelve tribes of the Anib


    AVEN – deceased warrior of Lynchun, sworn to Earl Badan, slain defending King Wely from assassination by Vasen


    BADAN – deceased Earl of Lionshead, once a warlord sworn to Orlu the Usurper, father many children including of Earls Bedar and Rherm, and warrior Futh, slain by Prince Orlu for treason


    BAMANTHE – the elite all-female warrior-class among the Anib race


    BANIA – Countess of Eastrush, wife of Earl Lyayr, formerly noblewoman in Atalantyx, niece of Earl Apolt


    BANT – deceased earl in Celtnia, one of Queen Tarlis’s commanders and her standard-bearer, slain in the Battle of Induby in Yaden


    BARBIS – Queen of Borenia, wife of Daman Nightsoul, second daughter of King Ina, younger sister to Queen Als, elder half-sister to Queen Lysi and Queen Sila, a feared mage, who supposedly pedals in dark magic


    BARTHO – Maneprince of Lynchun, incumbent King of Lynchun but uncrowned, oldest child of King Wely and Queen Syda, elder brother of Queen Binis of Carthlughe and Prince Eld, elder half-brother of Prince Centi, husband of Maneprincess Monis, father of Princess Zya


    BATTLE CHAMPION – alternately ‘Lord of Battle’, title of warrior-nobleman appointed by an Eltnish ruler as officially the peerless combination of best fighter and best general of all that realm’s fighters and generals; in antiquity (the title ending with the fall of Queen Ungala) there was once an overall Battle Champion for all Middle Eltnia, appointed by the High Queen or King (Imperatress or Imperator), who bore the title of ‘Warlord of Middle Eltnia’, typically shortened to simply ‘Warlord’, a title of unparalleled esteem as a warleader; the last ‘Warlord’ was thought to be Lord Chun, but the histories on this fact are in dispute


    BEDAR – Earl of Lionshead, second son of Earl Badan, brother of Earl Rherm, and the warrior Futh, a feared warlord


    BERI – Countess in Lynchun, daughter of Earl Wyne


    


  




  

    BERN – aged King of Ewarn


    BINIS – Queen of Carthlughe, once Princess of Lynchun, wife of King Hert, daughter and second child of King Wely and Queen Syda, younger sister of Maneprince Bartho, elder sister to Prince Eld, younger half-sister to Prince Centi, mother of Princess Hiris the She-Wolf


    BIIRISA – Princess of Norsoon, one of the twin second daughters of Crown Princess Rupaa and King Erthal VI (Laahtre), twin sister to Kiinata, younger sister to Agaath, older sister to Ulaafa


    BITER – King Othrun First of Eastrealm’s arming sword


    BLAN – earl in Lynchun, once one of the commanders of the border watch responsible for keeping Golden Valley secure


    BLAS – called ‘Swift-Bow,’ deceased King of Ipithyia, a feared warlord, father of King Plas and Maneprincess Monis


    BLEEDER – Earl Lyayr’s arming sword


    BLUE STREAM – ship in the eighteen-ship fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia, commanded by Earl Wirlun


    BOTHEKA – smallest of the twelve tribes of the Anib


    BRIDUKU – a minor Queen among the Anib, sister to Queen Undala, chosen to be Undala’s personal Shade (bodyguard), aunt to Sultan Ingersa of Yaden, her full and complete name in Anibian is ‘Ni An A Briduku A’, a ferocious and famed warrior


    BRINI – wife of Sir Kurlan of Atalantyx, who gave birth aboard the Splasher enroute to Acremia


    BRIS – King of Brotan, a feared warlord


    BROD – deceased King of Frynia, cousin to King Dran who succeeded him


    BUULIN – deceased Earl of Birgnaa, Lord of Iron Hall, son of Grupaa, half-brother to Crown Princess Rupaa of Norsoon, slain by King Erthal VI (Laahtre) for treason against King Mag


    BYGE – deceased earl in Carthlughe, killed by King Hert in a blade-trial to decide King Hert’s ascension to Carthlughe’s throne


    


    BYLYR – according to the Single God Faith, a heroic warrior-angel, second-in-command of the Angelic host


    CAHR – once earl in Nyrimia, then King of Nyrimia with his marriage to Queen Lysi, once interpreter for King Ina the Ignorant, distant cousin to and husband of Queen Lysi, Battle-Champion of Celtnia, father of Prince Lysifer, a feared warlord


    CALN – earl in Celtnia


    CANDALOVE – First Princess of Eastrealm, wife of Prince Othrun the Younger, second child of High Earl Yedwol the Ready and High Countess Carmaise, younger sister to Earl Adwol, elder sister to Countesses Elithiza and Margraise


    CANOTHAN – deceased prelate in Atalantyx, former incumbent for the High Prelature of Eastrealm, killed by King Othrun First of Eastrealm in a rage for Canothan’s part in administrating a school which persecuted Eltnish children


    CANTIC – deceased earl in Eastrealm, once a fearsome knight in Atalantyx and Eastrealm, slain in battle in Eastrealm by Ipithyian warriors sent to assassinate King Othrun First of Eastrealm, wearing Othrun’s livery as a ruse when he was killed


    CARG – deceased King of Lynchun who divided his kingdom, thus creating the Kingdom of Carthlughe, father of King Carth of Lynchun and King Lughe the first King of Carthlughe


    CARMAISE – High Countess of Eastrealm, Countess of Westhedge, Lady of Bridle Path, wife of High Earl Yedwol the Bard, mother of Earl Adwol the Aspect, First Princess Candalove, Countesses Elithiza and Margraise


    CARTHO – deceased King of Lynchun, son of King Varth, elder brother to Prince Ilge


    CELOVE – deceased chief nurse-wife to the Royal Family of Eastrealm, formerly in Atalantyx nurse-wife to King Othrun First of Eastrealm, and in Eastrealm to Prince Othrun the Younger


    CENTA – deceased earl in Lynchun, foster father of Earl Centi, once a feared warlord


    


    CENTI – once earl in Lynchun, then Prince in Lynchun, then Prince of Ipithyia, called Gedu at birth, given the name Centi by his adopted father, Earl Centa, son of King Wely and common-woman Gydi of Lynchun, husband of Princess Anese, elder half-brother to Prince Eld and Queen Binis, younger half-brother to Maneprince Bartho, father of three daughters, a famed warlord and commander


    CERN – deceased King of Carthlughe, eldest child of King Marn, elder brother to Princess Teaya, father of King Harg


    CHEAL – earl in Eastrealm, once knight in Atalantyx


    CHUN – deceased famous warlord in antiquity, and legendary co-founder of the Kingdom of Lynchun, former ally of Queen Ungala the Peacemaker, one of the most famous warriors ever in Acremia


    CINAFET – deceased King of Madi in antiquity who wrote about the celestial hierarchy of Angels in the auxiliary appendices of the seventh book of Parables of Light


    CLAF – deceased earl in Lynchun, slain during the Battle of Lionfort


    CLAN (COVEN) OF MAGES – the conglomerate of all living mages from every kingdom in Eltnia, united despite political differences, hostility between warring factions, or competing national interests, acting to put the best interests of preserving Eltnish culture, tradition, and worship of the Elemental Goddesses ahead of any other interests, also the name for their bi-annual gatherings


    CORDIS – earl in Carthlughe, former Earl Chieftain of Carthlughe, cousin to King Hert, father of Crown Prince Jaint


    CORULT – once chief esquire, then earl and Lord Captain of King Othrun First of Eastrealm’s bodyguard, once a page in Atalantyx, cousin to Dowager Countess Samata


    COLYD – earl in Carthlughe


    


  




  

    COWD – deceased former Earl in Celtnia, then King of Celtnia with his marriage to Queen Tarlis, father of Queen Rurli, once Celtnia’s Battle-Champion, a feared warlord, slain by First Prince Othrun the Younger at the Battle of Induby


    CRICT – deceased Earl Chieftain of Lynchun, once Lynchun’s Battle-Champion, once a feared warlord, one-handed, slain at the Battle of Lionfort


    CUTTER – King Othrun First of Eastrealm’s dagger


    DAMAN – ‘Nightsoul’, Ruler of Borenia, the most terrifying warleader in Eltnia, supposedly supported by powerful, malevolent, evil magic, spouse to Queen Barbis, offspring of Queen Nulthe


    DANAA – Sanaavian slave trader, part of Traaw’s crew


    DEEP DIVER – ship in the eighteen-ship fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia, commanded by Earl Ornest


    DELIVERANCE – Fourth Prince Glathan’s arming sword


    DENA – deceased Queen of Carthlughe, wife of King Hor, mother of King Hert and Princess Renat, daughter of King Brod of Frynia, twin sister to Queen Deva of Badonia


    DEVA – deceased Queen of Badonia, wife of King Irly, daughter of King Brod of Frynia, twin sister to Queen Dena of Carthlughe, mother of Crown Prince Uiri, once a mage


    DILIB – King of Primania


    DIRA – deceased Princess of Norsoon, youngest daughter of King Mag, later First Princess of Atalantyx, then last Queen of Atalantyx of Atalantyx, wife of King Erthal VI (Laahtre), sister to Crown Prince Vel and numerous deceased siblings, died in the Drowning of Atalantyx


    DONC – earl, then Earl Chieftain in Lynchun, and Lynchun’s Battle-Champion, a feared warlord


    DRAGON THRONE – throne of the rulers of Eastrealm, in the hall of the Circle Tower in Wyrmshoard


    DRAN – King of Frynia, cousin of King Brod, and Queens Dena and Deva


    


    DRIIG – senior warrior sworn to Countess Yimaa, cousin of Traaw


    DRUID – male sorcerers and holy men of the region of Sanaavia, who practice magic imbued by the Sanaavian gods and goddesses including Nyrn, Thyr, and Udyn


    EARTH – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses


    ECO – deceased earl in Lynchun, once lover of Earl Chieftain Mand


    EDIR – deceased earl in Celtnia, slain by Earl Lyayr in battle in Celtnia


    EDSK – deceased captain of Prince Orlu’s household troops, once a feared warrior, slain in the Battle of Lionfort by Prince Centi


    EDYI – lady in Carthlughe, daughter of Earl Rhund


    EDYWAL – deceased, deposed Early of Urtlan, slain for treason at orders of King Erthal VI


    EDWYAL – deceased rightful heir and son of Earl Edywal, disappeared on orders of King Erthal VI for treason and never seen again


    EGIS – deceased countess in Carthlughe, cousin of King Hor


    ELEMENTAL GODDESSES – in Eltnish lore, the six deities of Earth, Fire, Sky, Sun, Water, and Wind, linked to the five senses of hearing, sight, smell, taste, touch, and sixth sense (possessed by mages only) of foresight/hindsight


    ELD – Prince of Lynchun, youngest child of King Wely, once Lord of Golden Valley, younger brother to Maneprince Bartho and Queen Binis of Carthlughe, younger half-brother to Prince Centi of Ipithyia, a feared warlord


    ELE – deceased Lynchun woman, cousin of Freg, sister of Nore


    ELITHIZA – countess in Eastrealm, third child of High Earl Yedwol the Ready and High Countess Carmaise, younger sister of Earl Adwol and First Princess Candalove, older sister of Countess Margraise


    ELYN – deceased First Princess, then Queen of Atalantyx in antiquity, second wife of King Atalan I, mother of King Andrun I, for whom the Elynlyr River was named


    ENCY – warleader in Carthlughe


    


    ENEM – deceased earl in Carthlughe, first husband of Princess Renat, slain by King Hert in a blade-trial to decide King Hert’s ascension to Carthlughe’s throne, once a fearsome warlord


    ENELIAB – in antiquity, one of the ancient Eltnish tribes who were the forbearers of the Nyrimians


    ENST – deceased warrior of Lynchun, who once worked in the Lynchun royal stables, slain in the Battle of Lionfort


    ERTHAL (IV) – ‘the Mighty,’ deceased King of Atalantyx in antiquity, a legendary commander and knight, slain in battle by King Masth of Berefet


    ERTHAL (VI) – ‘the White Horse,’ former First Prince (and Lord of Nantyx), later the last (uncrowned) King of Atalantyx, Crown Prince of Norsoon, Second Druid of Norsoon, husband to Crown Princess Rupaa, eldest son of King Atalan IX and First Princess Olana, elder brother to King Othrun First of Eastrealm, previously husband of Queen Dira, former lover of Earl Apolt, father of Princesses Agaath, Biirisa, Kiinata, and Ulaafa, aliases in Targunia: Nalata, alias of Acremia: Laahtre, a feared warlord and powerful druid


    EVEEH – Queen of Laakmir, a feared warlady


    FELK – deceased King of Meridnia, slain by Nightsoul


    FINGASA – deceased Princess of the Anib in antiquity, a daughter of Queen Ungala the Peacemaker, younger sister to Queen Illinoni, wife of Lord Hyrim, mother of Lord Nyrim, grandmother of Queen Tibila the first Queen of Nyrimia, a legendary warrior


    FIRE – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses


    FIRST AMONG THE ANIB – the honorific given whenever a sole Anibian ruler is supreme ruler over all of the twelve Anibian tribes


    FIRST PRINCE – title borne by the Crown Prince of Atalantyx, later borne by the Crown Prince of Eastrealm


    FLEETHOOF – King Othrun First of Eastrealm’s deceased former primary war-horse, sire of Reckless


    FOORA – King of Glamstaad, a feared warlord


    


    FREG – deceased common-man of Olicia, true father of Princess Viwa


    FRIDLYR – High Prelate of Atalantyx, who succeeded High Prelate Gogest 


    FUERUN – earl in Eastrealm, once knight in Atalantyx


    FUTH – deceased warrior in Lynchun, son of Earl Badan, died of fever after receiving a brand


    GAIM – deceased second-last King of the defunct Kingdom of Olicia, father of King Gont, slain by Nightsoul after launching an unprovoked attack on Borenia


    GALAIA – also called ‘Galaja’, or ‘Galaga’, the one of the twelve tribes of the Anib, also known as ‘the Nameless’, or ‘Lost’ tribe


    GART – ‘the Ghost,’ deceased King of Celtnia and Augusnia, once feared warlord and highwayman, slain by Queen Briduku in personal combat, father of Queen Tarlis


    GEDU – name at birth of Earl Centi


    GENESUS – Grand Vizier (equivalent to Earl Chieftain) of Yaden


    GHANAMALA – in Anibian lore, goddess of wisdom, learning, and cunning 


    GLAT – assumed Lynchun name taken by Prince Glathan


    GLATHAN – ‘the Glorious,’ First (and Lord of Valsyx), then later Second (and various ranks including currently Fourth) Prince of Eastrealm, once Earl of Dyntyx and of Vlatlan, Admiral of Navies, and Lord of Havenshur in Atalantyx, Seneschal of Eastrealm, cousin of King Othrun First of Eastrealm, a famous knight and commander, and sage counsellor, husband of Countess Holita, father of Earl Athen and Countess Kathrisine


    GLATLAN – deceased Lord of Dyntyx, father of Earl Glaton, grandfather of Prince Glathan the Glorious, once Lord Marshal in Atalantyx, a famous commander and knight, slain in the First Berefet Rebellion


    GLATON – deceased Earl of Dyntyx, father of Prince Glathan the Glorious, son of Lord Marshal Glatlan, once himself Lord Marshal in Atalantyx, a famous commander and knight


    


    GOGEST – deceased first High Prelate and Chancellor of Eastrealm, once Prelate of Vlatlan in Atalantyx


    GOGNER – deceased famous knight of Atalantyx, brother of High Prelate Gogest


    GOLD CROWN – crown of the Kings of Lynchun


    GOLD GATES – main south gated entrance to the Lionfort, overlaid with gold


    GOLD SEAT – throne of the Kings of Lynchun in the Goldhall


    GOLIT – deceased last King of the Minudusians in antiquity, slain in the sack of Agtalia (Three Rivers) in the Battle of the Bloody Rivers by the Anib, in revenge for Golit treacherously murdering Queen Ungala during peace talks


    GOLOVE – Countess and Lady of Forest Hill, wife of Earl Thurol the Quick, former handmaid of Countess Bania, mother of Sandlyr and Planove.


    GONT – deceased last King of the defunct Kingdom of Olicia, son of King Gaim, slain by Nightsoul for refusing to pay with his life for Gaim’s invasion of Borenia


    GRAND ELTNISH ALLIANCE – an alliance of realms consisting of Arn, Brotan, Carthlughe, Eastrealm, Frawon, Ipithyia, and Lynchun, united to defend Eltnia against invasion by a similar-type alliance of powerful Sanaavian realms, led (titular) by Maneprince Bartho, with King Hert as Bartho’s second-in-command, and King Othrun First of Eastrealm as the next ranking warlord


    GRAND SANAAVIAN ALLIANCE – an alliance of realms consisting of Furfell, Glamstaad, Laakmir, Knuljaa, and Norsoon, united invade and conquer Eltnia, combatting a similar-type alliance of powerful Eltnish realms defending Eltnia from invasion, led (titular) by King Mag, with Crown Princess Rupaa as Mag’s second-in-command, and Queen Vildaa as the next ranking warlady


    GREB – deceased warrior of Lynchun, executed by King Wely for plotting with Prince Orlu to kill Wely and usurp his throne


    


    GREAT BOW – ship in the eighteen-ship fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia, commanded by Earl Pertid


    GREAT WIKA – elected leader of the Clan (Coven) of the Mages of Eltnia


    GREEN LADY – traditionally, the title of the highest-ranking lady in Ipithyia, titular magical protector of Ipithyia, and according to legend, the first Green Lady was either a half-mortal daughter of the Nymph Queen or the Nymph Queen herself, title last held by Maneprincess Monis


    GRUPAA – deceased Earl of Birgnaa, in Norsoon, sworn to King Mag, father of Crown Princess Rupaa, Earl Buulin, and many illegitimate children


    GUIR – deceased earl in Lynchun, slain in the Battle at Lionfort


    GYDI – deceased mother of Earl Centi


    HANI – deceased warrior of Lynchun, sworn to Earl Badan, slain at the Battle of Lionfort


    HARG – deceased King of Lynchun, son of King Cern, father of King Hern


    HEGELEN – knight of Eastrealm, once knight in Atalantyx, commander of Earl Thurol the Quick’s household troops


    HELTAN – ‘the Elder’, deceased earl in Eastrealm, once knight of Atalantyx, killed in the Battle of Arbourlene


    HELTAN – ‘the Younger’, deceased son of Earl Heltan, killed in the Battle of Arbourlene


    HERN – deceased King of Carthlughe, son of King Harg, father of King Hor


    HERT – ‘the Brave,’ King of Carthlughe, eldest child of King Hor, husband of Queen Binis, brother to Princess Renat, father of Princess Hiris the She-Wolf, secondary liege-lord of King Othrun First of Eastrealm, one of Eltnia’s most feared warlords


    HIGH PROW – ship in the eighteen-ship fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia, commanded by Prince Glathan


    


    HIRIS – ‘the Haughty Princess’, ‘She-Wolf of Carthlughe’, Crown Princess of Carthlughe, daughter and only child of King Hert and Queen Binis, wife of Crown Prince Jaint, a fearsome warlady


    HOLITA – deceased First (and Princess of Valsyx), then Second (and later lower-ranked to Fourth, as heirs to King Othrun First are born) Princess of Eastrealm, once Countess of Dyntyx and of Vlatlan in Atalantyx, wife of Fourth Prince Glathan, friend and former handmaiden of deceased Queen Aliaz, mother of Earl Athen and Countess Kathrisine, who died birthing Kathrisine


    HOPE – Prince Othrun the Younger’s warhorse, sired by Affirmation


    HOR – deceased King of Carthlughe, ‘the Horrific,’ a giant (seven feet tall), son of King Hern, father of King Hert and Princess Renat, once one of Eltnia’s most feared warlords, slain by King Othrun First of Eastrealm in a blade trial in Nyrimia


    HYANDE – deceased Queen of Lynchun, wife of King Carg, once a powerful mage


    HYRIM – deceased Lord of the Eneliab tribe in antiquity, husband of Princess Fingasa, father of Lord Nyrim, grandfather of Queen Tibila


    IGEN – commander of Crown Princess Hiris’s household troops


    ILGE – deceased Prince of Lynchun, once Lord of Golden Valley, son of King Varth, younger brother to King Cartho, father of King Ture


    ILLINONI – deceased First Among the Anib in antiquity, daughter of Queen Ungala the Peacemaker, sister to Princess Fingasa, a legendary warlady


    IMPERATRESS – ‘Empress’ in the language of the Yadeni and Anglanians, a title last held by Queen Ungala of the Anib in antiquity, as High Queen of Middle Eltnia


    INA – deceased King of Nyrimia, father of King Ina the Ignorant


    INA – ‘the Ignorant,’ deceased King of Nyrimia, claimant to High Kingship of Middle Eltnia, father of Queens Als, Barbis, Lysi, and Sila, married to (1) Leay (2) Malis, once a feared warlord, born deaf, mute, and blind


    


    INGERSA – ‘the Elephant’, prince among the Anib, Sultan of Yaden, son of Queen Undala and King Angasa, husband of Sultana Nada, elder brother to Princess Aquiba, once one of King Othrun First of Eastrealm’s generals, a feared commander and warrior


    INT – alias of Crown Prince Jaint, used in Rogonhe


    IRKA – deceased First Druid of Norsoon, who perished in the Drowning of Atalantyx, former Seneschal to King Erthal VI (Laahtre)


    IRLI – deceased King of Badonia, father of King Irly


    IRLY – King of Badonia, son of King Irli, adopted father of Queen Sila, husband of Queen Deva, father of Crown Prince Uiri


    IVER – King of Meridnia, son of King Merd, husband of Queen Rurli of Celtnia


    JAINT – once earl in Carthlughe, now Crown Prince of Carthlughe, son of former Earl Chieftain Cordis, husband of Crown Princess Hiris, a feared warrior


    JENVYE – deceased Queen of Atalantyx, wife of King Athlyr I, mother of King Atalan IX and Prince Yedwol the Old


    JEWEL – King Erthal IV’s (Laahtre) great-sword, which he sold to the captain of a Husdanlandish trading vessel in exchange for passage to Targunia


    JORGO – King of Rogonhe, husband of Queen Mames, father of three daughters, a feared warlord


    JUNI – earl in Lynchun, once a goatherd, and once leader of Earl Chieftain Leut’s farmhands, Commander of Prince Centi of Ipithyia’s household troops, a famed warrior


    JURD – deceased warrior of Lynchun, executed by King Wely for plotting with Prince Orlu to kill Wely and usurp his throne


    JUSTICE – Prince Othrun the Younger’s arming sword


    JYNON – deceased King of Berefet in antiquity, who slew the famous Arclan ‘Purple Prince’ in battle, a legendary warlord


    


    KATHRISENE – Countess in Eastrealm, daughter and youngest child of Fourth Prince Glathan the Glorious and Fourth Princess Holita, younger sister to Earl Athen, betrothed to Second Prince Arclan


    KENET – deceased Earl of Lionshead, murdered by Prince Orlu so Orlu could replace Kenet with Badan who was loyal to Orlu


    KIAF – King of Frawon


    KIINATA – Princess of Norsoon, one of the twin second daughters of Crown Princess Rupaa and King Erthal VI (Laahtre), twin sister to Biirisa, younger sister to Agaath, elder sister to Ulaafa


    KYDA – woman of Meridnia


    KRYT – warrior of Lynchun, sworn to Wely


    KURLAN – knight of Eastrealm, who came to Eltnia in the Splasher


    LAAHTRE – assumed name of King Erthal VI in Sanaavia, which he adopted as his new name as Crown Prince and Second Druid of Norsoon


    LABALA – King Hert’s deceased warhorse


    LADAC – earl in Carthlughe, one of King Hert’s commanders


    LANT – one of Crown Princess Hiris’s warriors, an excellent scout


    LANTI – deceased earl in Nyrimia, one of Queen Lysi’s commanders, slain in the Battle of Induby


    LASEUT – deceased Crown Prince and incumbent King of Ipithyia, only child of King Plas and Queen Vida, slain by King Cowd of Celtnia in battle in Ipithyia


    LAST OF THE ATALANTEANS – name given to the eighteen hundred Atalanteans, led by King Othrun First of Eastrealm, who were banished by King Erthal VI of Atalantyx, and who survived the Drowning of Atalantyx, and arrived in Eltnia in eighteen ships


    LEUT – deceased earl, then Earl Chieftain in Lynchun, husband of Wida, uncle of Hani, father of Mava, a famous warlord


    LIGHTNING-MANE – deceased former warhorse of King Othrun First of Eastrealm


    


    LIONCREST – title borne by the reigning Kings of Lynchun


    LINUT – deceased warrior in Lynchun, killed by Earl Thurol the Quick in the Battle of Lionfort


    LOGIS – deceased earl in Nyrimia, one of King Ina’s top commanders, killed by Earl Thurol the Quick in single combat in Nyrimia, once a feared warlord


    LOLOVE – deceased Third Princess of Atalantyx, wife of Prince Yedwol the Old, mother of Earl Yedwol the Ready


    LOLOVE – one of King Erthal VI’s deceased favourite hounds, named for Princess Lolove


    LOORK – Sanaavian slave trader, part of Traaw’s crew


    LUD – earl in Celtnia


    LUGHE – deceased first King of Carthlughe, formerly Maneprince of Lynchun, eldest son of King Carg, brother to King Carth, father of Kings Anard and Ughe


    LYAYR – Earl of Eastrush, once Lord Captain of King Othrun First of Eastrealm’s bodyguard, later retired, husband of Countess Bania, once a knight in Atalantyx, a famous commander and knight


    LYN – deceased famous lord in antiquity, and legendary co-founder of the Kingdom of Lynchun, former ally of Queen Ungala the Peacemaker, one of the most famous statesmen in Acremia


    LYSI – Queen of Nyrimia, claimant to the title of High Queen of Middle Eltnia, wife of King Cahr, third daughter of King Ina, elder sister to Queen Sila, younger half-sister to Queen Als and Queen Barbis, a feared warlady and one of Eltnia’s most powerful mages, mother of Prince Lysifer


    LYSIFER – Crown Prince of Nyrimia, son of Queen Lysi and King Cahr


    MABAA – Second Druid in Furfell, who serves Queen Vildaa


    MAG – ‘the Malignant,’ King of Norsoon, aspirant to High Kingship of Sanaavia, father of Crown Prince Vel, several other daughters, and of Queen Dira last Queen of Atalantyx, adopted father of Crown Princess Rupaa, a famous pirate-king and warlord


    


    MAGE – characterized by the trait of red hair, a woman born of Eltnish royal blood imbued with ability to manipulate the power of the Elemental Goddesses into magic; such a woman also possesses the sixth sense of foresight


    MALEAN – earl and Lord Chief Clerk of Eastrealm, once a knight in Atalantyx


    MALINTENT – King Othrun First of Eastrealm’s warhorse, relative of Reckless and Fleethoof


    MALIS – deceased Queen of Nyrimia, second wife of King Ina, mother of Queen Lysi and Princess Sila


    MAMES – Queen of Rogonhe, wife of King Jorgo, mother of three daughters 


    MAND – deceased earl, then Earl Chieftain in Lynchun, one of King Wely’s most respected senior earls, a feared warlord, once lover of Prince Uthlen, slain in the Battle of Arbourlene


    MANEPRINCE – title borne by the Crown Prince of Lynchun


    MARGRAISE – countess in Eastrealm, youngest child of High Earl Yedwol the Ready and High Countess Carmaise, younger sister to Earl Adwol, First Princess Candalove, and Countesses Elithiza


    MARN – deceased King of Carthlughe, father of King Cern and Princess Teaya, who slew Maneprince Rhant in a blade-trial in order to become King of Lynchun as well as Carthlughe, however in turn was murdered by King Varth in order for Varth to keep Lynchun’s throne


    MASTH – in antiquity, deceased King of Berefet who slew King Erthal IV of Atalantyx in battle, a legendary warlord


    MAVA – daughter and only child of Earl Leut and Wida, who left Acremia for Anibia in order to be a ward of Queen Undala


    MENZ – deceased King of Madi in antiquity, who briefly held Arclan, the Purple Prince, captive, and converted Arclan to the religion of the Single God


    MERCY – First Prince Othrun the Younger’s dagger


    


    MERD – deceased King of Middlinia, a feared warlord, father of King Iver


    MERIN – the ‘Merry Princess,’ deceased First Princess of Atalantyx, second wife and cousin of King Atalan IX, mother of King Othrun First of Eastrealm, who died birthing him


    MERIN – one of King Othrun First of Eastrealm’s deceased warhorses, named for his mother Princess Merin


    MINUDUSIANS – in antiquity a warlike Eltnish tribe who were the forbearers of the Peernish, whose domains were called Minudus


    MIRC – warrior in Badonia, a commander in Irly’s armies


    MONIS – who holds the title of ‘the Green Lady’, Maneprincess of Lynchun, former Princess of Ipithyia, daughter and second child of King Blas, younger sister to King Plas, wife of Maneprince Bartho, mother of Princess Zya, a mage known for her scholarly ways


    MYSEN – deceased warrior in Lynchun, one of the commanders of the border watch responsible for keeping Golden Valley secure, once a feared general, killed fighting Ipithyians sent to assassinate King Othrun First of Eastrealm on the day of Othrun’s coronation


    NADA – once Crown Princess of Yaden, now Sultana of Yaden, daughter of Sultan Quid, wife of Sultan Ingersa, a fearsome warlady


    NAGRE – one of the twelve tribes of the Anib, known as intrepid explorers, who were the first to venture to Eltnia among the Anibians, and began establishing colonies there


    NEKRA – one of the twelve tribes of the Anib


    NEKRANANU – in Anibian lore, God of life, death, and fate


    NEPHIL – in the Single God religion, a fallen Anchali, once a commander in the Single God’s Angelic army, who fell into corruption, and was cast-down to the Underworld by his comrade Bylyr after losing to Bylyr in a duel


    NIE – deceased earl in Lynchun, slain by King Hert in the Battle of the Lionfort


    NILIS – Sultana and Queen of Berefet


    


    NITHAN – deceased earl in Atalantyx, last commander of the garrisons of Atalantean troops in Berefet, a famed knight, slain in the final Berefet insurrection after the Drowning of Atalantyx


    NORE – deceased wife of Ralp, sister of Ele, adopted mother of Viwa


    NOOV – one of Countess Yimaa’s trusted commanders


    NULTHE – deceased Queen Dowager of Borenia, once Great Wika of the Clan of Mages in Eltnia, mother of Daman Nightsoul, Queen Dowager of Borenia, once a fearsome sorceress and fighter, who supposedly pedaled in dark magic, slain by King Othrun First of Eastrealm during a blade trial at a meeting of the Clan of Mages


    NYMPH-QUEEN – in Ipithyian lore, ruler of the Sprite Gods, a beautiful she-elf according to legend


    NYNA – Queen of Arn, a feared warlady


    NYRIM – deceased Lord of the Eneliab tribe in antiquity, son of Princess Fingasa and Lord Nyrim, father of Queen Tibila First Queen of Nyrimia


    NYRN – in Sanaavian lore, Goddess of Fate


    OFFNID – deceased King of Berefet, slain on his throne dais by Prince Yedwol the Old in the First Berefet Rebellion


    OFFNIDHA – deceased rightful King of Berefet, captured by Prince Yedwol the Old in the First Berefet Rebellion and kept imprisoned in Atalantyx for most of his life, where he finally died an old man


    OLAK – deceased warrior of Lynchun, executed by King Wely for plotting with Prince Orlu to kill Wely and usurp his throne


    OLANA – deceased Second Princess of Atalantyx, first wife and cousin of King Atalan IX, formerly engaged to Earl Yedwol the Ready, mother of King Erthal VI who died birthing him


    OLANA – one of King Erthal VI’s deceased favourite hounds, named for Princess Olana


    ORLU – ‘the Undefeated,’ deceased Prince of Lynchun, youngest son of King Ture, brother of King Wely, once one of Eltnia’s most feared warlords, slain by his brother Wely in a blade-trial during Orlu’s rebellion against Wely in the Battle of Lionfort


    


    ORNEST – earl in Eastrealm, once knight in Atalantyx


    OST – assumed Eltnish name taken by King Othrun the First of Eastrealm


    OTHRUN (I) – ‘the Magnificent,’ deceased King of Atalantyx in antiquity, one of Atalantyx’s most legendary commanders and knights, after whom ‘the Ostrich’ was named


    OTHRUN – ‘the Ostrich,’ deceased First Prince of Atalantyx, eldest son of King Andrun III, elder brother to King Athlyr I, great-Uncle of, and after whom King Othrun First of Eastrealm was named, father of Prince Athlyr the Adder


    OTHRUN (I) – ‘the Great’, sometimes called ‘Silver King’, King of Eastrealm, formerly ‘Othrun of Westrich,’ once Second Prince and Prince of Surtyx in Atalantyx, second child of King Atalan IX and Princess Merin, younger brother to King Erthal VI (Laahtre), ‘Ost’ (assumed Eltnish name), married to (1) Aliaz (2) Sila, father of Princes Othrun the Younger, Arclan, and Atalan the Early, one of Acremia’s most feared warlords


    OTHRUN – ‘the Younger’, First Prince of Eastrealm, only child of King Othrun First of Eastrealm and Queen Aliaz, husband to First Princess Candalove, elder half-brother to Princes Arclan and Atalan the Early, in love with Earl Athen, a fearsome knight


    OTHRUN – name of several hounds belonging to King Hert of Carthlughe, named for his friend King Othrun First of Eastrealm


    OURIS – woman of Meridnia, wife to Vali, mother of their three children


    PARABLES OF LIGHT – sacred religious texts of the Single God faith


    PARATALANTE – a confederacy of pirates, among them King Atalan I, to whom the discovery of Atalantyx is attributed, composed of various races from Atramland, from whom many Atalanteans are descended


    PERTID – deceased earl in Eastrealm, Lord Herald of the Realm, once knight in Atalantyx, a fearsome knight, slain in the Battle of Induby


    PIDE – ‘the Longspear,’ deceased Prince of Augusnia, nephew of King Gart of Celtnia, cousin to Queen Tarlis and sworn to her as his liege-lady, slain by First Prince Othrun the Younger in a blade trial in Ipithyia, a feared warlord


    


    PINCHER – Earl Thurol the Quick’s dagger


    PINPRICK – Prince Glathan’s dagger


    PLANOVE – daughter and youngest child of Earl Thurol the Quick and Countess Golove, younger sister to Sandlyr


    PLAS – deceased Crown Prince, later King of Ipithyia, son of King Blas, elder brother to Maneprincess Monis, slain by Princess Hiris the She-Wolf in the Battle of Arbourlene


    PLAWUSU – deceased First Among the Anib in antiquity, great-grandson of Queen Ungala the Peacemaker


    POKER – Earl Lyayr’s dagger


    PREDURLAN – former priest in Longbed, former Prelate of Westhedge, Prelate of Dragonsyx, incumbent for the High Prelature of Eastrealm, currently acting High Prelate and acting Chancellor of Eastrealm


    PROG – deceased warrior of Lynchun, executed by King Wely for plotting with Prince Orlu to kill Wely and usurp his throne


    PROUD-STERN – flagship of King Othrun First of Eastrealm’s eighteen-vessel fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia


    PUUTHA – First Druid of Norsoon, who assumed the role after Irka’s death in the Drowning of Atalantyx


    QUID – deceased Sultan of Yaden, younger brother of Caliph Agis of Anglania, father of Sultana Nada, slain the Battle of Induby


    RALP – deceased proprietor of The Painted Mage, former spy in Lynchun for Queen Lysi of Nyrimia, and foster father of Princess Viwa, once a capable warrior, slain in the Battle of the Lionfort


    RAZOR – Prince Yedwol the Old’s great-sword, abandoned by him in the Dutul Wastes of Berefet


    RECKLESS – King Othrun First’s warhorse used in true battle in Acremia, sired by Fleethoof


    REDEYE – Prince Yedwol the Old’s dagger


    


  




  

    REGWOL – deceased Atalantean fisherman, who when King Erthal VI (Laahtre) and his knight Sir Vaithan managed to get to the coast of Havenshur during the Drowning of Atalantyx, took the two in his boat, along with Regwol’s three sons, out into the Shimmering Sea to escape


    RENAT – Princess of Carthlughe, daughter of King Hor, younger sister to King Hert, a respected mage and renown healer, wife of (1) Enem (2) Arom


    RENDRUN – Prince Othrun the Younger’s household steward


    REVENGER – Earl Yedwol the Ready’s arming sword


    RHANT – deceased Maneprince and incumbent King of Lynchun, son of Queen Varlu, father of King Varth and Prince Rhind, slain by King Marn in a blade-trail over Rhant’s proposed ascension to Lynchun’s throne


    RHERM – earl in Lynchun, son of Earl Badan, brother of Earl Bedar, and the warrior Futh


    RHIND – deceased second son of King Rhant, once Prince of Golden Valley, slain in battle against Carthlughe, a feared warrior


    RHUND – Earl of Fangsden, vassal and cousin of King Hert, a feared warlord


    RIE – deceased former Crown Prince of Olicia, son of King Gaim, older brother of King Gont


    RIGE – deceased earl in Celtnia, slain in the Battle of Induby in Yaden


    RINLYR – deceased earl in Atalantyx and Lord Captain of King Erthal (Laahtre) VI’s bodyguard, once a fearsome knight, died in the Drowning of Atalantyx


    RUPAA – Crown Princess of Norsoon, former pirate chieftain in Norsoon, illegitimate daughter of Earl Grupaa, adopted daughter of King Mag, wife to King Erthal (Laahtre) VI, half-sister of Earl Buulin, mother of Princesses Agaath, Biirisa, Kiinata, and Ulaafa, once a feared pirate commander and still a fearsome warlady


    RURLI – Queen of Celtnia, daughter and only child of Queen Tarlis and King Cowd, wife of King Iver of Middlinia


    


    SALT CHURN – ship in the eighteen-ship fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia, commanded by Earl Arnlyr


    SAMATA – Dowager High Countess of Eastrealm, once countess in Atalantyx, wife of Earl Yedwol the Ready, mother of High Earl Yedwol the Bard


    SANDLYR – son and eldest child of Earl Thurol the Quick and Countess Golove, elder brother to Planove


    SAPIT – in Anibian lore, blood magic, practiced by specific royals of the correct bloodline and sapit doctors, normally accessed by self-tasting the blood of the user


    SAPIT DOCTOR – sorcerers among the Anib who can access blood magic, who are typically also advisors to royalty in Anibia


    SART – deceased urchin boy who worked in the Lynchun royal stables in Lionfort, who died from his fall after purposely climbing the hill of Lionfort in the common dare called ‘riding the tail’.


    SEA WALL – ship in the eighteen-ship fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia, commanded by Earl Fuerun


    SEA WYRM – ship in the eighteen-ship fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia, commanded by Prince Yedwol the Old


    SCOLAN – earl and Lord Secretary and Keeper of the Royal Treasury in Eastrealm, once knight in Atalantyx, known for his superlative administrative skills


    SECOND PRINCE – title borne by the second-in-line male heir to the throne of Atalantyx, and borne by the second-in-line to the throne of Eastrealm


    SHAAN – a leader in the Slave Army bound to the Grand Sanaavian Alliance, son of Vali (Deelin)


    SHADES – a sect of the Anib chosen from the elite Bamanthe, bred to be personal bodyguards to the higher monarchs among the Anib


    SILA – former Princess of Nyrimia, now Queen of Eastrealm, wife to King Othrun First of Eastrealm, fourth and youngest daughter of King Ina, sister to Queen Lysi, half-sister to Queen Als and Queen Barbis, former adopted daughter of King Irly of Badonia and currently his heir, a mage


    SILVER KING – nickname given to King Othrun First of Eastrealm by the Eltnish because of his shiny silver chain mail armour


    SINGLE GOD – the deity of the monotheistic religion worshiping the otherwise unnamed God of Life, Love, and Light, which originated in antiquity in Atramland, traditionally considered to be the custodial religion of Atalantyx


    SLIT – King Erthal (Laahtre) VI’s dagger


    SNUD – deceased Prince, later last King of Meridnia of their royal line, son of King Felk, slain when Nightsoul, Nulthe, and Barbis laid waste to Meridnia


    SORDAA – Second, later First Druid of Furfell, who serves Queen Vildaa


    SPLASHER – ship in the eighteen-ship fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia, commanded by Earl Apolt


    SPRITE GODS – in Ipithyian lore, creatures consisting of elves sprites, fairies, pixies, that protect the Ipithyians from danger, and guard and preserve nature in Ipithyia


    SKY – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses


    SONE – deceased Earl in Lynchun


    STEN – earl in Lynchun, son of Earl Wyne, a feared fighter


    STREL – deceased warrior in Lynchun, executed by King Wely for plotting with Prince Orlu to kill Wely and usurp his throne


    SUN – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses


    SURE-STEEL – King Othrun First Eastrealm’s great-sword, an ancestral blade of Atalantean Kings, thought to be cursed


    SWEET-SPRAY – ship in the eighteen-ship fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia, commanded by Earl Cheal


    SYDA – deceased Queen of Lynchun, wife of King Wely, lover of both Prince Orlu and Prince Centi, slain by Fourth Prince Glathan at the order of King Othrun First of Eastrealm during the Battle of Lionfort, a feared mage and warrior


    TAKER – King Erthal (Laahtre) VI’s arming sword


    TALON – King Atalan IX’s great-sword


    TARLIS – ‘the Dark-Haired,’ deceased Queen of Celtnia, daughter of King Gart the Ghost, wife to King Cowd, mother to Queen Rurli, a feared warrior and former mage who lost her powers, and with it her hair turned from red to black, slain by King Othrun the First of Eastrealm at the Battle of Induby 


    TEARDROP – ship in the eighteen-ship fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia, commanded by Prince Uthlen


    TEAYA – deceased Princess of Carthlughe, youngest child of King Marn, sister of King Cern, slain unlawfully by King Varth of Lynchun so Varth could ascend to Lynchun’s throne and keep Golden Valley as a Lynchunian fief, and her death began the ‘Teayaist’ Movement, which seeks to make the rulers of Carthlughe also the rulers of Lynchun


    TENLYR – an Atalantean bowyer, whose son is also named Tenlyr


    TENLYR – son of Tenlyr the bowyer


    THED – earl in Lynchun


    THIRD PRINCE – title borne by the third-in-line male heir to the throne of Atalantyx, and borne by the third-in-line to the throne in Eastrealm


    THUR – assumed Lynchun name taken by Earl Thurol the Quick


    THUROL – ‘the Terrible,’ deceased father of Earl Thurol the Quick and Queen Aliaz, once Lord of Myntlan, once Lord Marshal of Atalantyx, a famous commander and knight


    THUROL – ‘the Quick,’ Earl of Arnia and Lord Marshal of Eastrealm, son of Earl Thurol the Terrible, once Earl of Myntlan in Atalantyx, elder brother of Queen Aliaz, father of Sandlyr and Planove, one of Eltnia’s most famous commanders and knights, Thur (assumed Eltnish name)


    THYR – in Sanaavian lore, God of War


    


    TIBI – deceased warrior of Carthlughe, sworn to King Hor and a member of his household guard, formerly of Olicia, who fell dead mysteriously in Lughe’s Longhouse immediately after relating the tale of how Nightsoul destroyed Olicia at King Hor’s court


    TIBILA – deceased first Queen of Nyrimia in antiquity, daughter of Lord Nyrim, granddaughter of Lord Hyrim and Princess Fingasa


    TIGER’S TOOTH – Sultan Ingersa’s great-sword


    TIVIL – deceased earl in Lynchun, slain during the Battle of Lionfort


    TRAAW – Sanaavian slave trader, leader of a three-person crew which includes Danaa and Loork


    TRI-CROWN – the three-part crown of the Atalantean Kings, one-part Primate’s cap, one-part knight’s helm, one-part king’s coronet


    TURE – deceased King of Lynchun, son of Prince Ilge, father of King Wely and Prince Orlu, once a feared warlord


    TYTEL – earl in Eastrealm, once Earl of Fentyx in Atalantyx


    UDYN – in Sanaavian lore, King of the Gods


    UGHE – deceased King of Carthlughe, brother of King Anard, father of King Marn


    UHRIN – earl in Nyrimia, once one of Queen Lysi’s top commanders, aged, and retired from the field


    UIRI – deceased Crown Prince of Badonia, son of King Irly and Queen Deva


    ULAAFA – Princess of Norsoon, youngest daughter of Rupaa and Laathre, younger sister of the twins Princesses Kiinata of Biirisa, and younger sister of Princess Agaath


    UNDALA – Queen of all the Anibian Tribes of Southronland (Anibia), who holds the title of ‘First Among Anib’, widow of King Angasa, mother of many children, including Sultan Ingersa and Princess Aquiba, sister to Queen Briduku, her full and complete name in Anibian is ‘Ja Ne Undala Shaq El’, a ferocious warrior and ruler known for her sagacity and political acumen


    


    UNGALA – deceased Queen and First Among the Anib in antiquity, High Queen of Middle Eltnia, once a famous diplomat-warrior-queen, one of Acremia’s most legendary figures, slain via treachery by King Golit of Minudus while treating with the Minudusians inside Three Rivers, in vengeance for Ungala’s murder the Anibian army slaughtered Golit and all the Minudusian citizens of Three Rivers


    UTHLEN – deceased Second (and Lord of Fortyx), then Third Prince (and later Fourth, then Fifth) of Eastrealm, once Earl of Lyntyx in Atalantyx, cousin of Prince Othrun, son of Earl Yulone, a learned scholar and artist, slain in battle in Celtnia


    VAITHAN – deceased knight of King Erthal VI’s bodyguard, perished in the Drowning of Atalantyx


    VALI – alias ‘Deelin’, commander of the Slave Army bound to the Grand Sanaavian Alliance, former man of Meridnia, husband to Ouris, later husband to the mother of Shaan, father of three children with Ouris, also father of Shaan,


    VARLU – deceased Queen of Lynchun, daughter of King Carth, mother of Maneprince and incumbent King Rhant


    VARTH – deceased King of Lynchun, son of Maneprince Rhant, father of King Cartho and Prince Ilge, murderer of King Marn and Princess Teaya


    VASEN – deceased warrior of Lynchun, loyal to Queen Syda, slain by Earl Thurol the Quick when Vasen attempted to assassinate King Wely


    VEL – deceased Crown Prince of Norsoon, eldest child and heir of King Mag, elder brother to Queen Dira of Atalantyx, and to numerous siblings


    VIDI – deceased Princess of Ipithyia, wife of King Plas, mother of Prince Laseut


    VILDAA – ‘the Red’, Crown Princess of Knuljaa, daughter of King Vlaada the Red-Axe, adopted daughter and heir to King Vrag the Voracious of Furfell, one of Sanaavia’s most feared warriors


    VIWA – former Princess-errant of Olicia, now Princess of Lynchun, wife to Prince Eld, rightful heir to the defunct realm of Olicia and relative of the last King of Olicia, adopted daughter of Ralp, former proprietress of the Painted Mage, then the Half-Lion, former ward of King Othrun First of Eastrealm, and formerly his mage, daughter of Wola and Freg, a mage


    VLAADA – ‘the Red-Axe,’ deceased King of Knuljaa, father of Queen Vildaa, one of Sanaavia’s most feared warlords


    VRAG – ‘the Voracious,’ deceased King of Furfell, one of Sanaavia’s most feared warlords, father of seven children who all predeceased him when they killed each other fighting over Vrag’s throne, adopted father of Queen Vildaa the Red, slain in battle by King Erthal (Laahtre) VI


    WATER – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses


    WATER’S WRATH – ship in the eighteen-ship fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia, commanded by Earl Malean


    WAR OF THE WAVES – ship in the eighteen-ship fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia, commanded by Earl Scolan


    WAVE MASTER – ship in the eighteen-ship fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia, commanded by Earl Yedwol the Ready


    WAVII – deceased wife of Danaa


    WELY – King of Lynchun, eldest child of King Ture, brother to Prince Orlu, husband to Queen Syda, father of Maneprince Bartho, Queen Binis, and Prince Eld by Syda, father of Prince Centi by Gydi, primary liege-lord of King Othrun First of Eastrealm, an aging, formerly feared warlord


    WELY – name of several hounds of King Hert of Carthlughe, named for his friend and father-in-law, King Wely of Lynchun


    WEEPER – Earl Thurol the Quick’s arming sword


    WET LASH – ship in the eighteen-ship fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia, commanded by Earl Cantic


    WHIRLPOOL – ship in the eighteen-ship fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia, commanded by Earl Heltan


    WIDA – deceased wife of Earl Chieftain Leut, mother of Mava


    WIND – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses


    WIND MURMUR – ship in the eighteen-ship fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia, commanded by Earl Tytel


    


    WIRLUN – earl in Eastrealm, once Earl of Erolan in Atalantyx


    WOLA – deceased illegitimate child of Crown Prince Rie of Olicia, niece of King Gont, granddaughter of King Gaim, mother of Princess Viwa


    WYNE – Earl of Manefort, aged, once a feared warrior, father of Earl Sten and Countess Beri


    WYRM – a giant trebuchet, part of Eastrealm’s arsenal of siege weapons


    XOTHIS – King of Peernia


    XULIN – one of the twelve tribes of the Anib


    XULINDULU – in Anibian lore, Chief Goddess of all gods and goddesses


    YEDWOL – ‘the Old,’ ‘the Gold Lord,’ ‘the Butcher of Haref’, deceased Second Prince in Atalantyx, second child of King Athlyr I, younger brother to King Atalan IX, once Prince (Governor) of Berefet, once Seneschal, Lord Marshal, and Lord Admiral of Atalantyx, father of Earl Yedwol the Ready, husband of Princess Lolove, one of Atalantyx’s most famous commanders and knights


    YEDWOL – ‘the Ready’, deceased former High Lord Constable and Chief Magistrate, Earl of Westhedge, and Lord of Bridle Path in Eastrealm, once earl in Atalantyx, son of Prince Yedwol the Old, husband of High Dowager Countess Samata, father of High Earl Yedwol the Bard, executed by his cousin King Othrun First of Eastrealm for high treason, once a fearsome commander and knight


    YEDWOL – ‘the Bard,’ High Earl of Eastrealm, High Lord Constable and Chief Magistrate of Eastrealm, Earl of Westhedge, Lord of the Bridle Path, son of Earl Yedwol the Ready and High Dowager Countess Samata, husband of High Countess Carmaise, father of Earl Adwol the Aspect, and of First Princess Candalove, Countesses Elithiza and Margraise, a famed commander and knight


    YENILOVE – deceased, estranged wife of Atalantean fisherman Regwol, mother of their three sons


    YERB – deceased warrior of Lynchun, a feared fighter, slain in the Battle of Lionfort


    


    YIMAA – former pirate of Norsoon, sworn to Crown Princess Rupaa, later commander of Rupaa’s household troops, recently made Countess of Stoutougle and Western Rogonhe by Rupaa, a fearsome fighter


    YUELE – Princess in Arn, granddaughter of Queen Nyna


    YULONE – deceased Earl of Lyntyx in Atalantyx, father of Prince Uthlen, a learned scholar and artist


    ZYA – Princess of Lynchun, daughter of Maneprincess Monis and Maneprince Bartho


  




  

    APPENDIX B


    Places Mentioned in the Drowned Kingdom Saga


    ABOLOSTHA – kingdom in central Atramland


    ACRA – town in southeast Lynchun


    ACREMIA – continent in the middle of the known geographic world


    AGNALOM – tropical kingdom in Atramland, east of Chanon


    AGONRON – kingdom in eastern Atramland


    AGTALIA – name of Three Rivers in antiquity, when it was ruled by the Minudusian people


    ALLSTOWN – town in northern Eastrealm


    ALTHAT – mountain region in Merentyx Earldom where Atalantean steel was forged


    ANEEL DELTA – coastal fortress in Norsoon named for the adjacent waterways 


    ANEEL DELTA – delta forming part of the border between Norsoon and Nyrimia, where the Scanna River ends, splits, and spreads out into six streams before flowing into the Shimmering Sea


    ANIBIA – also ‘Southronland’, land of the race of the Anib, a continent directly across the South Channel from Acremia


    ANIBIAN MOUNTAINS – large mountain range running north to south along the eastern coast of Acremia


    ANDRUN RIVER – secondary river in Atalantyx, running north to south, dividing the fiefdom of Surtyx essentially in two


    ANGLAHEDGE – port-city capital of Anglania


    ANGLANIA – sub-tropical, largely desert-covered kingdom, at the extreme southern tip of Acremia


    


    ANGLANIAN RIVER – river running from the western coast of Acremia into Celtnia, meeting with the Parlan River in Yaden


    ANNUNKI – kingdom in north-central Atramland


    ANTAT – town in western Rogonhe


    APPLE RIVER – river running through Eastrealm essentially dividing the area in two


    ARBOURLENE – hamlet in eastern Ipithyia


    ARCA – town in southeastern Lynchun


    ARGET – city in northwestern Rogonhe, second largest fortress in Rogonhe, second only to Stoutougle in population


    ARN – tiny queendom in northwest Eltnia


    ARNFOLD – capital city of Arn


    ARNIA – earldom in north-eastern most Eastrelm


    ATAL – ‘Holy City,’ named for the father of the first King of Atalantyx, most sacred place in Atalantyx, in Merentyx Earldom, located at the northernmost point of the island, where Atal and Atalan I first landed in Atalantyx at its founding


    ATALANAN – also known as ‘King’s Domains’, land owned exclusively by the King of Atalantyx, geographically in the approximate centre of Atalantyx, encompassing the Circle City


    ATALANTYX – sunken island kingdom, which lay approximately seven hundred miles northwest of the continent of Atramland


    ATRAMLAND – continent approximately seven hundred miles southeast of Atalantyx, considered ‘the Mainland’ by Atalanteans


    AUGUSNIA – costal realm in middle-south Eltnia


    BADONIA – kingdom in middle Eltnia, between Borenia and Eastrealm


    BARROW – northernmost fief in Carthlughe


    BEREFET – northern-most queendom in Atramland, once client, then colony of Atalantyx, now independent again, known for its Dutul Desert and its gold reserves


    


    BIRGNAA – fief in southeast Norsoon


    BLEEDING TEARS – large, mysterious, red-topped monolith stones in middle-western Eltnia, that form the border between Eastrealm and Badonia


    BOATHKE – one of the twelve tribes of the Anib


    BORENIA – secret and shadow kingdom, whose heart is somewhere in the Guardian Mountains in western most Eltnia, true location of its cities and towns unknown


    BRIDLE PATH – main estate of the Earldom of Westhedge, centered on the Rose Tower


    BROTAN – small kingdom in northwest Eltnia


    BROTHEL OF MANY DOORS (THE) – clandestine underground bawdy-house in Arget


    BUKHANA – village in northern Anibia


    BYWARD – former thriving town in eastern Rogonhe, site of many trading stalls, once Eltnia’s greatest commercial hub after Three Rivers, destroyed during a raid by Knuljaa


    CALURDON – once capital city of Meridnia, now in ruins after the kingdom was laid waste by Nightsoul


    CANUS – border town in northern Carthlughe, near the Placid River


    CARMALNIA – realm in northwestern Eltnia made up of various warlike tribes, on the southwest side of the Arnwolds


    CARTHLUGHE – powerful kingdom in north-east Eltnia, known for its smithies


    CHANON – southern-most kingdom in Atramland, former client of Atalantyx, known for its jungles


    CEANE – kingdom in western Atramland, only kingdom in the continent with a predominantly white-skinned populous


    CELTNIA – kingdom in southern Eltnia


    


    CIRCLE CITY – capital of Atalantyx, built in three concentric circles, in the approximate centre of the island, fed into by the Elynlyr River, once one of the world’s most famous cities


    CIRCLE TEMPLE – chief temple in Atal where pilgrimage to worship the Single God is done after birth, midlife, and near death


    CIRCLE TOWER – primary donjon (central tower) of the castle, and also name for the entire castle of King Othrun First of Eastrealm, built on Tower Hill, in the centre of Wyrmshoard, on the southwestern banks of the Apple River


    COLDBANKS – chief fortress in Barrow, in northern Carthlughe


    COLDLANDS (THE) – isolated Sanaavian kingdom under permafrost, northernmost kingdom in all Acremia


    COLD RUNNING RIVER – river running from the Guardian Mountains to the Shimmering Sea that divides north Eltnia from middle Eltnia


    COMMON QUARTER – lower areas of the Lionfort, being the base areas surrounding the two hills of the city, where most of the common folk of the city reside


    CROW’S FEAST – also called ‘Crow’s Feet’, hamlet in northern Eastrealm


    DEAD VALLEY – Borenian flatland between the Guardian Mountains and Widow’s Heights


    DARKDALES – town in southwestern Eastrealm


    DIAMOND FALLS – spectacular waterfalls in norther Anibia, said to contain diamonds in the rocks, causing the water in the falls to glitter


    DRAGONSYX – formerly King Othrun First of Eastrealm’s summer palace in extreme south-central Eastrealm, later traditional residence of the First Prince of Eastrealm, on the banks of the Stonewater River


    DUTUL – in antiquity, kingdom adjacent to Berefet to the direct south, later absorbed by Berefet as part of their domains, including the Dutul Wastes


    DUTUL WASTES – extremely harsh desert in northern Berefet


    


    DYNTYX – costal earldom in Atalantyx, known for its wine vineyards


    EAGLE’S MOUNT – capital city of Nyrimia


    EARLS’ ROW – or ‘Earls’ Quarter’, section where the estates of Lynchun nobility are located, comprising the top half of the hill where the Lionfort sits, starting from the Lionfort at the hill’s summit, down about halfway to the hill’s bottom


    EASTREALM – colloquial name of New Atalantyx, powerful kingdom in middle Eltnia, formerly the fief of Golden Valley in Lynchun


    ELINKSTER – chief city of Thantyx Earldom


    ELTNIA – southern region of the continent of Acremia


    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 one hundred and fifty 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


    FIRTHPLACE – capital city of Brotan


    FIRTH RIVER – river in eastern Eltnia that runs from the origins of Lynchun River north to Carthlughe and forms the border between Nyrimia and Lynchun


    FORDS OF FELD – bridge at Canus crossing over the Placid River, linking Carthlughe to Rogonhe


    FOREST ARNIA – forest at the eastern edge of Eastrealm and the western edge of Ipithyia


    FOREST DANGEROUS – woodlands in central Rogonhe, said to be haunted


    FOREST DARK – large, dense woodlands in Hillhyla, said to be plagued by savage white wolves, and haunted


    


    FOREST HILL – chief fortress of the Earldom of Arnia


    FORKED CASTLE – traditional residence of the Second Prince of Eastrealm, under construction, approximately five miles north of Wyrmshoard


    FORTRESS QUARTER – Lionfort fortress in the city of Lionfort, where the garrisons of the city’s troops are housed


    FORYTX – eastern princedom (fief) of Eastrealm, divided from the fief of Valsyx by the Apple River, and given to the Second Prince of the Realm, first fiefdom of Prince Uthlen, then of Prince Arclan son of King Othrun First of Eastrealm


    FRAWON – large kingdom in north Eltnia


    FROST ISLES – remote islands approximately one hundred miles northwest of Acremia


    FRYNIA – medium-sized kingdom in northeast Eltnia


    FURFELL – powerful queendom in eastern Sanaavia


    GLENDWANE – town in western Rogonhe


    GOLD GATES – large gates protecting the Lionfort at its southeastern end


    GOLDHALL – the hall of the rulers of Lynchun adjacent to the Lionfort fortress, also called the Royal Quarter


    GOLDEN VALLEY – what later became the Kingdom of Eastrealm, once a large fertile fiefdom in south Lynchun, by tradition given to the second in line to Lynchun’s throne as their fiefdom


    GOTHWOLDS – large forest in northwest Eltnia


    GRACE HALL – costal capital of Norsoon


    GREENSWARD – fertile farmland running eastward in two-mile-wide, thirty-mile-long strips on both sides of the Elynlyr River, from the mouth of the Elynlyr to the Circle City


    GREENTREE – capital city of Ipithyia, one of the oldest cities in Eltnia, built into and around one of the largest trees in the world


    


    GREY BEDS – royal mausoleums adjoined to the High Castle


    GUARDIAN MOUNTAINS – mountain range running north to south along Acremia’s western coast


    HALF-LION (THE) – tavern in Wyrmshoard


    HALL OF KINGS – great-hall of the Kings of Atalantyx


    HAREF – ‘Jewel of the Eye of the Earth’ in the Berefetish language, capital city of Berefet, one of the oldest cities in the world


    HERETYX – earldom in Surtyx, in southeast Atalantyx


    HAVENSHUR – costal main port city of Atalantyx on its west shores, chief city in the Earldom of Dyntyx


    HIGH CASTLE – palace of the Kings of Atalantyx, in the centre ring of the Circle City


    HIGH-CHAIR – throne of the Kings of Atalantyx in the Hall of Kings


    HIGHHOLD – garrison city in northern Nyrimia


    HILHYLA – remote kingdom in north Sanaavia


    HILLS OF THE TAIL – hills in northernmost Lynchun near the Carthlughean border surrounding Manefort


    HOWLING HILLS – hills geographically in the south and middle of Carthlughe surrounding Wolflodge


    HUSDANLAND – sea-faring kingdom in northern Atramland


    INDUBY – capital city of Yaden, said to be one of Eltnia’s most beautiful cities, built on an oasis


    IRON HALL – costal former seat of Earl Grupaa of Norsoon, now Crown Princess Rupaa’s stronghold


    IPITHYIA – kingdom in middle-eastern Eltnia, famous for its scenic countryside, thought to be enchanted by the sprite-gods, and once ruled by the Nymph Queen


    KINGSTOWN – colloquial name for Wyrmshoard among the Eltnish


    KNULJAA – queendom in northwestern Sanaavia


    


    LAAKMIR – mountainous kingdom in eastern Sanaavia


    LANTYX – earldom in north-eastern Atalantyx


    LANTYX RANGE – main mountain system in Atalantyx running south to north from the northern tip of the island to Mount Atalante


    LAST LION (THE) – tavern in Paw


    LIFREN – eastern kingdom in Atramland, former client of Atalantyx


    LIONFORT – capital city of Lynchun, and specifically the large fortress at the top of the city - the fortress itself being called the Fortress Quarter


    LIONSHEAD – chief border city in eastern Lynchun, on the border of Nyrimia


    LONGBED – town in southwestern Eastrealm


    LOWGATE – town in Urtlan, south of Westrich


    LUGHE’S LONGHOUSE – also called ‘King’s Longhouse’, great hall of the rulers of Carthlughe, at the summit of Wolflodge


    LYNCHUN – ‘the Gold Realm,’ powerful and wealthy kingdom in mid-east Eltnia, known for its precious ore reserves


    LYNTYX – earldom in eastern Atalantyx, known for its crops, especially wheat fields


    MELIAT – town in west Lynchun, last major town closest to Lionfort


    MANEFORT – northernmost fortress city in Lynchun, traditional residence of the Maneprince/Maneprincess of Lynchun


    MERIDNIA – kingdom in south-west Eltnia, fief of King Othrun First of Eastrealm that was mostly destroyed by the dark magic of Nulthe, Barbis, and Nightsoul


    MERENTYX – northernmost earldom in Atalantyx, known for its smithies


    MADI – defunct kingdom in antiquity in northern Atramland, now part of Berefet


    MALAANAN – isolated Sanaavian kingdom under permafrost, and second northernmost kingdom in all Acremia


    


    MIDDLINIA – kingdom in south-central Eltnia


    MOUNT ATALANTE – ‘the Fire-Mount,’ volcano-mountain 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


    MELIAT – town in west Lynchun, last major town closest to Lionfort


    MIDDLINIA – kingdom in middle-southern Eltnia


    MINUDUS – in antiquity, a powerful realm of fierce tribes people, currently the kingdom Peernia


    MYNTLAN – eastern earldom in Atalantyx, known for its forests and timber for shipbuilding


    NAGRE – in antiquity, Anibian name for the area currently encompassing Yaden and Anglania, named for the Nagre tribe of the Anib, the only land in Eltnia still claimed by the Anib as their fief, after they abandoned Eltnia with the fall of Queen Ungala


    NANTYX – northern of two princedoms (fiefs) in Atalantyx, all the land north of the Elynlyr River, by tradition fief of the First Prince of Atalantyx


    NEW ATALANTYX – ‘New Far Eastrealm’ in High Atramlandish, name of Eastrealm in that language


    NEWHALL – castle in Heretyx Earldom, near Southbridge, traditional seat of the Second Prince of Atalantyx


    NIGHTWOLDS – forest at the eastern border of Carthlughe near Nyrimia


    NORSOON – costal kingdom in eastern Sanaavia


    NORTHRONLAND – another name for Sanaavia


    NYRIMIA – powerful costal, mountainous queendom in eastern Acremia


    OLD INN (THE) – formerly the New Inn, tavern in Arget


    OLICIA – defunct kingdom in western Eltnia, mostly destroyed by Nightsoul, now part of Frynia


    ORANGE STONES – mysterious series of large flat stones embedded in the ground in western Eltnia


    PAINTED MAGE (THE) – tavern in Lionfort


    


    PARLANIA – queendom in southern Eltnia


    PARLAN RIVER – river running from the western coast of Acremia into Celtnia, meeting with the Anglania River in Yaden


    PAUPER’S POINT – town in southwestern Eastrealm


    PAW – a town in southeast Lynchun


    PEERNIA – partially sub-tropical costal kingdom in southern Eltnia, famous for (1) its capital of Three Rivers and (2) the Peernian Wall (fifty-foot-high) stone wall that surrounds Three Rivers


    PERILOUS PASS – the stretch of land running between the Two Sisters to the north and an arm of the Anibian Mountains to the south that forms the corridor linking Rogonhe to Norsoon (and Eltnia to Sanaavia)


    PLACIDINE – capital city of Frawon


    PLACID RIVER – river commencing in Carmalnia and flowing east through Carthlughe, that forms the northern boundary of Carthlughe, separating it from Rogonhe


    PLAINS OF THE SALT LANDS – region in Berefet south of the Dutul Wastes


    PRIDEHEARTH – summer palace of the Kings of Lynchun, in southern Lynchun, close to Eastrealm


    PROMONTORY (THE) – capital city of Parlania


    PUATHUM – kingdom in eastern Atramland


    RANGE OF THE TEETH – offshoot mountain range of the Guardian Mountains, running east to west from Hillhyla to Threeyvik, characterized by its sharp peeks


    RIVERMOUTH – village in extreme southern Badonia, on the Badonian-Meridnian border


    REEN – town in south-middle Lynchun


    ROGONHE – tiny kingdom in northern Eltnia, bordering with Sanaavia


    ROSE TOWER – chief fortress of the Bridle Path and of Westhedge Earldom, known for its salmon-coloured stone façade


    


    ROYAL PRECINCT – area encompassing Tower Hill which includes the Circle Tower, Triangle Temples, and all the King of Eastrealm’s royal buildings


    ROYAL QUARTER – another name for the Goldhall as it houses the residences of Lynchun’s royal family


    RUNE – capital city of Celtnia


    SANAAVIA – also called ‘the Sanaav,’ or ‘Northronland’, the northern region of the continent of Acremia


    SCANNA RIVER – river flowing from Knuljaa east to the Aneel Delta, forming the natural border between the regions of Sanaavia to the north and Eltnia to the south


    SHIMMERING SEA – the large ocean between Atramland and Acremia


    SOUTHBRIDGE – chief city of the Princedom of Surtyx, and the name of the bridge linking the Princedom of Surtyx to the Princedom of Nantyx which forded the River Elynlyr near the junction of the River Andrun


    SOUTH CHANNEL – the strip of water separating Acremia from Southronland 


    SOUTHRONLAND – also called Anibia, and disparagingly by the Atalanteans ‘the Land of Night,’ continent across the South Channel from Eltnia


    SPIRE OF ATALAN – tallest tower in Atalantyx affixed atop the High Castle, which contained the Royal apartments of the King of Atalantyx and family


    STATUE ISLAND – small island at the western mouth of the Elynlyr River in Atalantyx where a tall statue of King Atalan I was erected


    STINGOLD – hamlet in western Eastrealm


    STONE FORD BRIDGE – bridge crossing the Lynchun River to link Eastrealm to Lynchun


    STONEHAVEN – ancestral chief fortress of the Earls of Dyntyx in Atalantyx, overlooking Havenshur’s west coast


    STONEWALLOW – town in southwestern Eastrealm


    


    STONEWATER – large river in middle-south Eltnia


    STOUTOUGLE – capital city of Rogonhe


    SWAN’S GATE – lakeside capital of Badonia


    SUMMEREACH – chief fortress of Fortyx


    SURTYX – southern of two princedoms (fiefs) in Atalantyx, all the land south of the Elynlyr River, by tradition fief of the Second Prince of Atalantyx


    TALNEDNE – town a mile north of Woodhold


    TARGUNIA – island approximately thirty miles due southwest of Ewarn’s southern tip, part of Ewarn’s territories


    TEETH – town in southwestern Eastrealm


    THANTYX – eastern earldom in Atalantyx


    THOSTSIA - realm in northwestern Eltnia made up of various warlike tribes, on the northeast side of the Arnwolds


    THREE RIVERS – capital of Peernia, the oldest city in Acremia, regarded as the most important commercial hub in the world, surrounded by the famed, fifty-foot-high stone wall called the Peernian Wall, once called Agtalia and the capital of the ancient realm of Minudus


    THREEYVIK – costal kingdom in eastern Sanaavia


    TONGUED FORT – abandoned hillfort in northern Celtnia, said to be cursed


    TOWER HILL – approximately mile-squared flat top hill upon which the Circle Tower and Royal Precinct is located


    TRIANGLE TEMPLE – main temple of the Circle City, adjoined to the High Castle, and the shape of all more minor temples in Atalantyx (and similarly in Eastrealm) of the religion of the Single God, also the name of the main temple in Wyrmshoard, capital of Eastrealm


    TRINKVAAR – costal kingdom in eastern Sanaavia


    TYNT – town in middle Lynchun


    


    TWILIGHT STREAM – large stream in northeastern most Rogonhe fed from a runoff from the Two Sisters, traversing southeast


    TWISTED TAIL (THE) – tavern in Lionfort


    TWO SISTERS – tallest, widest mountains in Acremia, twin peaks which are at the gateway to Rogonhe, forming the northern wall of the Perilous Pass


    URTLAN – earldom in northwest Atalantyx, known for its highlands, moors, and granite quarries


    VALSYX – the western princedom (fief) of Eastrealm, divided from the fief of Fortyx by the Apple River, and given to the First Prince of the Realm, fiefdom first of Prince Glathan the Glorious, then of Prince Othrun the Younger


    VIKOON – costal kingdom in eastern Sanaavia


    VLATLAN – western earldom in Atalantyx, known for its pastures / cattle-raising


    WESTHEDGE – earldom in north-west Valsyx


    WESTRICH – castle in Urtlan Earldom, traditional seat of the First Prince of Atalantyx, said to be haunted by the ghost of First Princess Merin, who died there giving birth to King Othrun First of Eastrealm


    WIDOW’S HEIGHTS – set of mountain peaks in between which runs a pass leading from Badonia to Borenia


    WILDNESS (THE) – northernmost forest in Acremia, located in the middle of the Coldlands


    WOLFLODGE – capital city of Carthlughe


    WOODHOLD – second chief city of Ipithyia


    WOOD RIVER – river running through southern Eltnia


    WYRMSHOARD – capital city of Eastrealm, surrounding Tower Hill, colloquially known as Kingstown


    WYNGROVE – capital city of Middlinia


    YADEN – sub-tropical, largely desert-covered queendom near the extreme southern tip of Acremia
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