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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, 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, Lord and King many potential triggers for some.

			Lord and King contains the following types of content: violence, racism, racial bullying, racial slurs, and other examples of overt racism and bigotry, misogyny, religious intolerance and persecution, violence due to religious intolerance and persecution, including against children, 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 Lord and King!

			Warm regards,
P.L. Stuart.

		

	
		
			For my beautiful daughters, Shaquelle and Brianna,
Never forget that you are queens,
I am so honoured to be your father,
I love you always.
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			Prologue

			In the last hours of his kingdom, the last King of Atalantyx wound his way, riding northeast, back towards his capital, the Circle City.

			The king sat majestically atop Aresth, his favourite horse. Astride his huge white steed, the king was the picture of arrogance, power, and beauty: tall, strikingly handsome, and muscular. His golden helmet had a silver diadem set with rubies, covering equally golden locks. From beneath that helmet, cold green eyes, wont to peer contemptuously at those displeasing him, surveyed his realm. His proud hawkish nose, always sniffing distastefully at those he found contemptible, as if they were something to be found in the privy pit, like a rudder, steered his followers unerringly towards his destination. His square dimpled chin was set brutishly. His hard, clean-shaven jaw, tending to clench in disgust in the presence of those who failed him, was still tensed. Because of those who had betrayed him. Though he had left them behind earlier that day. His ringmail was silver, gold links interspersed throughout the armour. Over his mail was cast a regal red surcoat, trimmed with gold, and emblazoned with his sigil. That emblem was a depiction of Aresth, rampant. For that reason, the king took the moniker of the “White Horse” to go with his many titles.

			The king riding Aresth, was none other than Erthal, Sixth of that name, son of Atalan, Ninth of that name. Erthal, Lord and King of the island Kingdom of Atalantyx. Erthal, Lord and King of Berefet, Lord and King of Chanon, Lord and King of Lifren, those three mighty territories on the ancient continent of Atramland. Atramland was the continent that the Atalanteans referred to often as “the mainland.”

			Erthal was the defender of the faith of the Single God, the True God, the God of Life, Love, and Light. Erthal sat in the High-Chair, throne of kings, in the Hall of Atalantean Kings, in the Circle City, capital of Atalantyx, the world’s greatest realm. Erthal, was the “Atasyx,” in High Atramlandish tongue. Atasyx, meant king with no other kings above him, save the Single God.

			The king’s great sword, Jewel, was slung on his back. On one hip sat his arming sword, Taker. His dagger, Slit, was on the other hip. He wore spotless red hose. High, pointed boots of supple brown leather covered his feet, resting in gold-edged stirrups. Matching Aresth’s gold-coloured reins, and the gold edgings of Aresth’s saddle. Erthal’s impressive appearance was very much of the undisputed warlord of Atalantyx. Dressed martially, in august fashion. The White Horse, riding his destrier, girted for war. Though there were no enemies, foreign or domestic, left to fight.

			The king was dressed to intimidate the former rebels he had just banished. The disaffected lords and knights who’d betrayed him, were stripped of rank and lands, and sent from Atalantyx. Never to return. Unless that is, they wished to face the headsman’s axe. Those revolutionaries, who the king just saw depart in eighteen ships from Havenshur, the port city of Atalantyx, were led by the king’s brother, Othrun, and included the king’s uncle, Yedwol the Old. The king should have been feeling only immense satisfaction, at having disposed of such threats to his rule. But that wasn’t how the king felt in those last hours of his reign. Instead, the king felt melancholy.

			The king rode, with his bodyguard and retainers, knights, and esquires, a hundred strong. His two most beloved hounds, Olana and Lolove, trotted behind him. The proud king beheld the brightest light of the day, knowing the sun would sink down over the Lantyx Range in a few hours. The king ordered his company to follow the river Elynlyr home, traversing the long grasses of the Earldom of Fentyx. The pungent odour of fish, mud and moss from the Elynlyr rose to greet his royal nostrils. It was a smell he loved, making him think of his childhood. Bringing back memories of happier times. There were many well-travelled, better roads to the capital, which would have brought the party more swiftly home. But the king wanted to sojourn along the riverbanks instead. And as the king commands, so it shall be done.

			The king reminisced that as boys, just having learned to ride, Erthal would dare Othrun to ford the Elynlyr with him in the deeper parts beyond the shallows. Their royal bodyguard forbade them. But the king, then a young prince, unheeding, would dash away. Of course, eager to prove himself, and for the fun of it, Othrun would dash after Erthal. Both princes laughing, nearly drowning with their horses in the foam. The king smiled briefly at the memory. Then he hardened his heart, at the thought of his traitorous brother. The royal smile evaporated, like fog burned off by the sun. The king turned his attention back to the road ahead.

			The king’s guard captain, Rinlyr, asked if his master wished to stop to eat at one of the scenic towns dotting the riverbank. The king replied curtly; he didn’t wish to stop. He commanded his company to make straight for the Circle City, riding the balance of the day until they reached the capital. The king had no appetite. Since he didn’t wish to eat, no one else in his party would either. Save for whatever warrior provisions the knights had in their packs, which they could munch on during the ride. Olana and Lolove received some dried boar from Rinlyr’s pouch to sustain them. Such was what the guards of a king and the king’s hounds must suffer, when their lord’s mood was foul.

			Erthal told Rinlyr he wished to get back to the High Castle “immediately.” Not “forthwith.” Rinlyr knew his lord well. “Forthwith” meant a quick pace, like a canter. Though breaks would be taken for the horses’ and dogs’ sake. Had “forthwith” been the command, they wouldn’t have been taking the slower paths along the river. “Immediately” meant a slacker pace, however, without stopping. So, the party went on. Not riding hard, but plodding along steadily, going home.

			It was a beautiful day in the island kingdom, sunny and bright. The king’s party passed through the earldom of Dyntyx. Erthal noted the grapes were fat on the vines, in the best wine-making region in the world. Erthal pondered ordering a special blend of red to be made upon returning to the capital. A celebratory wine, made to commemorate a special occasion. For despite any doldrums, that day was a triumph for Erthal. The rebellion against his rule was put down bloodlessly, without losing any knights. Save the renegade ones he exiled, along with his brother. Erthal was once again restored to the undisputed master of his realm. And he hadn’t been forced to behead Othrun. Which was Erthal’s only other alternative, as punishment for Othrun’s crimes. The king hated to admit it, but he would have broken, if he had to execute his brother. Their relationship had always been difficult. Still, underneath the dysfunction, was an enduring love for the Atasyx towards his younger sibling. Though concealed beneath layers of contempt, abuse, and ridicule.

			Nonetheless, despite the loss of his brother, the king had much to rejoice about. Including an impending new arrival, that would bring the realm much blessedness. For unbeknownst to the wider kingdom yet, the king’s wife was with child. An heir would soon be born, further cementing Erthal’s reign. What an exuberant moment it would be, when Erthal could look into the tiny eyes of his firstborn offspring.

			Erthal was filled with thoughts of love for his wife, Dira, a pagan princess Erthal brought from hundreds of miles away, over the Shimmering Sea, from her homeland in the Kingdom of Norsoon. Norsoon lay in the northern region—called Sanaavia—of the continent of Acremia. But the long trip, with Erthal going to Norsoon as his kingdom’s chief diplomatic envoy, ended in Erthal and Dira falling in love. Erthal brought his future bride back to his island homeland, this gain proving more than worth the arduous journey. Now Dira would give Erthal a child, and hopefully many more one day. Erthal vowed that he and Dira would beget a line of great royals. They would forge a new, even brighter future, than the past glorious five hundred years of Atalantyx.

			Onwards, Erthal and his men traversed into Vlatlan’s earldom. Livestock lounged in the grasslands, lazily swishing flies with their tails in the midday heat. The cattle barely perked their heads up, as the glorious banner of the king went past them. In their bestial ignorance, not knowing the lord of all the land graced them with his presence. Then, Erthal and the retinue saw the mighty river, the Elynlyr, which carved Atalantyx in twain. One day, Erthal thought, his eldest son would be the First Prince of Atalantyx. His first-born boy would be lord of everything north of the river, the Princedom of Nantyx. Just as once Erthal was. When Erthal had a younger son, that son would be the Second Prince, Prince of Surtyx. That son would lord over everything south of the river. Which included the fields Erthal rode through, at that moment.

			Thinking of Surtyx, momentarily brought Erthal back to more thoughts of his exiled brother Othrun, once Prince of Surtyx. With remorse, Erthal remembered his own investiture ceremony as First Prince. That ceremony took place after the death of his grandfather, and the ascension of his father, Atalan Ninth, to kingship. That day, Erthal had been horrible to Othrun. Erthal regretted the words he’d said that couldn’t be taken back. Erthal had insulted the memory of Othrun’s dead mother, the beautiful and gracious Princess Merin.

			Moreover, that day, Erthal had diminished Othrun, stripping him of one of his monikers. All for spite. Now, years later, that spite tasted bitter in the king’s mouth. Even though Othrun later proved more than deserving of antagonism, becoming a traitor, and revolting against his king, his brother. Erthal wondered if his treatment of Othrun had contributed to the ease with which his brother turned against him.

			Does blame lie on my shoulders for Othrun’s rebellion? The king wondered. A dark flash of guilt washed over the handsome royal countenance.

			But Othrun would have never understood, or agreed, with what Erthal was trying to accomplish, as king, for the realm. Othrun would’ve likely rebelled sooner or later. That wouldn’t have been good for Erthal. Since Othrun was as proud and stubborn as Erthal—and Erthal had to admit—and smarter, a better fighter, and a superior commander. Othrun also had the heart of many of Erthal’s subjects. So, it was better for both royal brothers that Othrun was gone from Atalantyx. Never to return. Still, Erthal felt a tingle of intuition that, despite being banished, downtrodden, and now a refugee, Othrun would find a way to thrive. That was his brother. Hot-tempered, impulsive, but clever and resourceful. Othrun was, above all things, a survivor.

			Erthal shrugged, letting out such a massive sigh that Rinlyr, riding beside the king, inquired of his lord’s condition. Erthal shook his head, brushing his man off. The trip continued. But what began as a gentle, scenic ride back to the capital, soon became a ride of terror.

			The horses and dogs were the first to give any indication something was terribly wrong. Aresth, among the well-trained steeds, began to whinny and fret. Aresth was no longer immediately responding to the light touch of Erthal squeezing his legs to guide him, or a more aggressive tug at the bit. Some of the other horses exhibited the same behaviour. Then Olana and Lolove began to whimper, straying from the procession, hackles up, ears laid back. Erthal, exasperated, as he had to call them back several times, eventually shouted at them to obey. One time, Olana even dared to snarl at the king, baring her teeth. That was until Erthal stared her down so coldly, that she whimpered, hung her head, finally heeding, padding back behind Aresth.

			Erthal couldn’t understand the odd conduct of the beasts. But he had spent all his young life around animals. When animals were disquieted, something was amiss. He scanned the landscape. There were no threats he could discern. Rinlyr saw his lord raise himself in his stirrups, looking about. Rinlyr inquired once more with the king, who ignored him but settled back uneasily into the saddle, unable to decipher what was awry. Still, an unsettled feeling remained in Erthal’s belly. Something was wrong. Soon, he found out exactly what.

			It was but a league from the bridge they would take to ford the Elynlyr, the great shadow of Mount Atalante looming in the distance, when the king heard the explosion. It was louder than any thunder.

			Then he saw it.

			For hundreds of years, the greatest city and capital in the known world, the Circle City, stood near the foot of the highest mountain in the land. Yet, few who lived in the penumbra of this mountain realized Mount Atalante was a volcano. Or at least, if they were aware, they assumed the mighty peak was dormant.

			But it wasn’t.

			For it was then, on that beautiful clear day, when nothing like devastation and disaster could have been contemplated, at the height of his personal glory, the apex of his island kingdom’s five-hundred-year supremacy over the known world, the King of Atalantyx saw Mount Atalante, known long ago as the Fire Mount, burst forth. With that eruption, the plume of smoke the Fire Mount emitted, seemed to momentarily blot out the sky. Then, the king saw the lava flow down the sides of the volcano. Rivers of thick fire. Slowly but unrelentingly, coming towards his city, the city of the king.

			The king’s senses left him for a moment. He was dazed, stunned, and uncomprehending. Then he recovered. The rivers of fire were sluggish as they flowed down. But there was no question they would consume all the city and fertile lands surrounding the capital. But as soon as he processed the danger, the mind of a king sprung into decision-making.

			He thought that instant, he could reach the city, saving his wife before the lava reached her. He made the calculations in his head. Ten miles until the lava reached the Circle City. He was about three miles from the nearest bridge by which he could ford the Elynlyr.

			Could he make it?

			But then he saw the cloud. It wasn’t like any other cloud. It was grey, like ashen skin when one is a corpse, something out of his nightmares. The words of the king’s elder cousin, the great theoretician, Yulone—long dead—who’d taught the king lessons such as mathematics, history, and geography, came back to him.

			The king hadn’t been a stellar student. But one lesson Yulone gave the king when Erthal was a young boy fascinated him, making a distinct impression. Yulone said that almost a millennia ago, a mighty volcano erupted in a tiny kingdom in Atramland. Molten lava had burned that kingdom’s cities to nothing. But the real killer, Yulone had claimed, was the great grey, swift-moving cloud, wiping out everything in its path. Nothing could survive that cloud, Yulone told Erthal.

			The king feared that tale. For months after the telling, Erthal had woken up screaming, having dreamt of a black cloud of death coming towards him, unable to escape. Now, he saw that cloud hovering, like a great bird of death, over his kingdom. Behind it, creeping more slowly but just as deadly, came the lava that would destroy anything that somehow escaped the cloud.

			The lava was already part-way down the mountain, a pulsing red tide pouring over water and land. Its deadly grip was reaching out toward the city. When that grip took hold, it would burn and bury the city underfoot. Stone would evaporate. Flesh would incinerate. All would be lost.

			The rational part of the king’s mind accepted what the other portions didn’t want to believe. The city was doomed. Behind that cloud, the king knew, stone melted. Towers fell. Everything would burn or be covered in deadly ash that would choke the life out of anything it touched. Whatever survived, the lava would cremate.

			But the heart of a knight, of a king, refused to accept that doom. Erthal gave a great cry, digging his heels into Aresth, who sprang forward. The king urged his great steed harder than Aresth had ever been ridden, racing with every ounce of speed Aresth could muster. Erthal rode to try to reach the city and those the king so desperately wanted to save. His queen Dira, and their unborn babe, Erthal’s heir, in Dira’s womb.

			The king’s hounds ran behind their master’s horse. The king’s men sped after them. The king’s standard bearer clutched Erthal’s banner, White Horse on red, streaming behind him. The last ride of the last King of Atalantyx. All Erthal’s knights, squires and pages rode like the wind after their master.

			But then they felt the heat. They saw the land burning, melting, and covered in the death cloud. They had to stop. They were too close. The lava was about to cover the city, about to come over the Elynlyr, towards them. They would all burn and die, conflagrated in the lava’s embrace. Worse. The cloud that would take everything in its path was coming. The king and his men saw the cloud moving fast, a living thing made of darkness, ash, and fire, sweeping down over the beautiful land of Atalantyx. The cloud was moving much faster than the lava. Soon the king and his men could no longer see the city, blanketed by the cloud. It was gone.

			The king screamed piteously. He cried, weeping for his people, his queen, his Sanaavian beauty, and the child in her womb only he and his queen knew she carried. An infant the king hoped would be a beautiful child, with its mother’s eyes. Who would have been king after Erthal, were it a boy. But the cloud came relentlessly towards them. Erthal knew that his unborn child was already dead. Along with its mother, and thousands of citizens of his realm.

			Erthal was mad with grief. Yet his faithful guard managed to get the king to turn about. And ride, even faster, back towards the sea. They rode back towards the ships at Havenshur, from whence they had just come earlier that day, seeing the king’s banished brother and his followers off to exile. So fled the king, his men, and Erthal’s hounds, desperately, to take whatever ships were there and sail away, to escape the horrible destruction. They could feel the scorching heat at their backs. All they could smell was smoke. They knew the cloud was coming for them. So, they galloped on.

			Some kept looking back to see the wicked cloud of death coming after them, rolling inexorably, a malevolent thing seeking their lives. The sky turned dark, like sunset, though it was too early. Streaming, choking clouds of smoke accompanied the noxious ash cloud at their back, which would’ve overwhelmed the desperate riders. They would’ve succumbed to poisonous fumes, were they not galloping madly away from it.

			The ash cloud gained on them. Onward they sped, with all the haste their horses, frothing at the mouth, could summon. Death was on their heels. Exhausted mounts gave out, then dropped. They and their riders were left behind to die, the ash cloud consuming man and beast. It evaporated all the towns, holdfasts, and steadings in the countryside behind the king’s party. Killing every living thing in its path—animal, plant, mortal. But those remaining knights resolved to save their king from such a terrible fate.

			Poor valiant Olana and Lolove, were the king’s favourite hounds. They were named for the king’s long-dead mother who died birthing him, and the king’s long-dead aunt, wife of the king’s uncle whom he had banished. Olana and Lolove could keep pace with the powerful horses of the king’s knights for a time. But eventually, they tired, falling. The ash cloud swallowed them instantly, the moment they stopped. The hounds didn’t even have time to howl for their master. Nor would the king’s party hear the death cries above the din of destruction, and the noise of the great ride of the survivors.

			Then, the king and his men felt the earth shake violently. The ground began to crack. Fissures opened all around them. But still, they rode to the end of their horses’ strength. They cropped their steeds mercilessly. Erthal managed to escape being swallowed up by the earth. But he had only a few knights left about him. The ash cloud was getting closer. The ground drank many of the brave men and boys. Squires and pages of the royal household, knights of the White Horse, were sucked down into the abyss, never to be seen again.

			The great chasms, like hungry, yawning mouths, also consumed many citizens of Atalantyx, as people poured into the crevices to their deaths. The island was slowly collapsing. Though the lava came at a slacker pace, it would still burn everything to dust. Between the lava, the death cloud, and the earthquake tearing the island apart, everyone on Atalantyx was doomed.

			But for Erthal, and those who still rode with him, finally, Havenshur was in sight.

			At first, the distraught king cared not whether he lived nor perished. Yet his faithful guard urged him to survive. Those guards would do anything to save their king. Rinlyr was one of only nine knights left alive with Erthal. He rode right behind his lord, in front of the rest of the men. Rinlyr pushed the king’s party onward. But Rinlyr’s horse stumbled, broke its leg, and went down with its rider. The crash was in front of the other knights. Only some avoided it. Other knights who didn’t veer away from Rinlyr’s crash toppled too. Some men died in the fall, breaking their necks as they were flung over their horses. The rest who survived the collision lay helpless, soon consumed by the cloud. Reduced from nine, six knights with Erthal lived to make the final leg of the race for the quays of Havenshur.

			Erthal and his men rode for the piers. Hundreds of ships were already in the water. The city of Havenshur was sinking. As the ground trembled, buildings fell. People screamed and ran madly to their deaths. Many jumped into the water and drowned. Some tried to push others out of boats to make room for themselves, fighting their countrymen. The king’s men rode people down, crushing them beneath their great horses’ hooves. For no one would move aside for them, though Erthal was lord of all the land. No one recognized or cared about the life of the king they owed allegiance to. They only cared about self-preservation.

			The Atalanteans, once the greatest civilization in the world, turned on each other in their final moments. Many of those Atalanteans were not as brave nor as nobly born as those knights, who gave their lives to purchase the king’s escape. Nonetheless, courageous or craven, wellborn or lowborn, in the end, they were all just people trying desperately to save their own skins. In their desperation, they forsook the principles of their Single God faith, which demanded they put the safety of others before their own. They abandoned the care of their fellow woman and man, eschewing the prospect of eternal salvation to be experienced with a noble death in self-sacrifice to another. They forgot all about that, in their mad panic to survive.

			But all the king’s knights only cared about saving their king. When they could no longer ride through the thickness of the throng, Erthal’s men dismounted. The six knights dragged the king off Aresth, who was abandoned. Those six feal knights left drew their blades, put their king between them, and cut their way through the crowds. It didn’t matter to them who they killed. Only their king’s safety, their oath to protect the King of Atalantyx down to the last knight, mattered.

			As his men began to fall, protecting him, Erthal, too, drew Jewel from his back. For a sudden desire to live surged through him. If he lived, he could breed more heirs one day. His queen, his unborn child, and his entire realm were lost. But Erthal vowed then to live, no matter the cost. So, without shame, the king slaughtered his own citizens who stood in his way. He bathed Jewel in their blood, trampling over their corpses, as he stumbled among what was left of his guard, trying to reach the sea. Without mercy, the king hewed and slew all between him and safety, and his subjects fell beneath the fury of his blade. Three more of the king’s knights died. So, only three were left. One of the king’s last three men died crushed underfoot by the fleeing crowds. Another was lost, cut down in a frenzy by those armed and willing to kill their king and his knights, to secure any remaining vessels that could carry them away from the horrific devastation. These people wanted to gain control of the last vessels docked at the piers. In the fracas, they slew each other, killed the king’s men, and perished themselves.

			And so did all those valiant men of the king’s household guard, among the finest knights in the realm, fall. All save one. Together he and the king killed all remaining who opposed them. The king’s man wept for his fallen comrades, as he and the king scrambled toward the remaining boats. Yet ultimately, the rest of the king’s knights didn’t die in vain. For they didn’t fail in their mission. Finally, their king and his final knight reached the piers, and a boat.

			The king and his lone man ran for a fishing craft, moored, but with the fisherman and his three sons manning the boat about to go out to sea. The king and his knight would have slain the fisherman and his sons, had it been needed. But the fisherman, seeing bright, bloody steel, a death-eyed knight, and one with a crown on his helm he assumed could only be the king himself, pushed his sons, shouting for them to grab some of the rowing paddles, strewn about the bottom of the boat, while hastily making way for the high lord and his knight to board.

			That lone remaining faithful knight, named Vaithan, had no time to dry his tears for the deaths of his beloved comrades. He cut the mooring ropes for the boat with one sharp slice of his blade. Then, he sheathed his gory sword, stained with the blood of fellow Atalanteans, pushing Erthal unceremoniously into the boat. Then Vaithan leapt into the vessel after his king. The fisherman’s sons paddled the boat out into the ocean.

			The ash cloud was almost at Havenshur, blanketing the sky. The strong winds peeled back a bit of the bleak gloom. But the cloud still headed towards the sea. Once the cloud struck the city proper, Havenshur would be done for, with the rest of the kingdom behind it already annihilated. Soon there would be nothing left of once proud Atalantyx.

			The fisherman’s three sons, paddled with all their might. But the fishing boat was weighed down, riding low in the water, due to the added weight of two tall and strapping knights, with helms, mail shirts, and heavy swords. An unaccustomed burden in a craft built only to carry small nets of fish, and four slim fishermen. In danger of sinking, without jettisoning weight, anything not vital for survival was cast over the side. Including -- after the king and Vaithan helped one another in turn, remove their outer garments and armour -- two ringmail--shirts, and two helms, including one with a crown atop. With a splash, the priceless armour sank, and the king and his knight were down to their leather under-armour, tunics, and trews. The two red surcoats, one trimmed with gold, both bearing the White Horse sigil, floated for a moment, bobbing on the water. Until they drifted out of sight.

			But immediately, the buoyancy of the boat increased, and allowed the tiny craft to gain speed. Giving the party of six a chance to flee the drowning island.

			But the boat holding the hapless six was just a little craft. Such a vessel would never survive for long in the boundless seas, already tumultuous with huge black waves. Yet, there were larger ships nearby. So long as they could reach such a ship, and be brought aboard before they capsized, they might live. If only they could signal to someone on board a vessel, who would see none other than the king himself was aboard the tiny boat, perhaps they’d be rescued.

			That was when Erthal, sitting in that little boat, rocking on the waves, staring at the shoreline, seeing his kingdom torn apart, collapse, burn and sink, and all his people die, turned his gaze to Vaithan. Because the fisherman’s three sons suddenly stopped paddling, and Vaithan, facing the sea, looked past his king, staring, wide-eyed, in disbelief. Then, in despair, he bowed his head for a moment. When he raised it, there were tears in his eyes. And something else.

			Vaithan’s death and the death of his revered king were what was in the eyes of the young knight. Vaithan trembled with sorrow. Still, being devout, facing his end, he shakily made the sign of the Triangle and Circle. First, he touched the notch in his throat, drawing a line to his right nipple. Then across to the left nipple, and back up to his throat to make the Triangle. Then he drew the imaginary Circle that would surround the Triangle, counterclockwise, on his breast until Vaithan reached his throat again. It was plain he had given up all hope, ready to make peace with his god. Sitting beside the elderly fisherman, the king heard the old man weeping and mumbling a prayer. He, too, signed the Triangle and Circle.

			It was then, the last King of Atalantyx, sitting in a tiny boat upon the sea—mayhap less than a mile from the drowning island, five miles away from where at that exact same moment, his one-time brother, Othrun, sat in the aft of his flagship, Proud-Stern, watching the same destruction in shock—turned around to face the sea. To see what his young knight had already seen.

			Erthal beheld the tremendous tidal wave, taller than any mountain, almost upon them. It was a wave that surely must drown him, Vaithan and the fishermen. Sweeping them away to the bottom of the ocean, bringing them to their watery graves.

			In that last moment, before the wave hit, the king thought of the one person in the world he would miss more than any other. He loved Dira. He even loved Othrun. But not as much as he’d loved the person whose name he uttered. He wept, as he whispered that name. He took small comfort because his beloved was banished, with Othrun, already farther out to sea, and perhaps safe. Erthal took solace. His beloved might live to see a day beyond that day. The day of the end of the world, as Erthal knew it.

			“Apolt,” whispered Erthal.

			That was the last word Erthal uttered before the wave hit. Then, all went dark for the last King of Atalantyx, as the wave snuffed out his thoughts, and his kingdom.
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			The Burdens of A Crown

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			I awoke from my dream. Screaming.

			Was it a dream? No, though I slept when I saw it; rather, it was a vision.

			The fog in my head began to clear. I felt Aliaz’s hand on my chest.

			“Othrun?” came her concerned inquiry.

			My tent flap parted. It was light outside. The ugly face of Lyayr, my guard commander, poked in. It was an unhelmed face, pale, scarred, dark-haired, bearded, protruding ears fuzzy with hair inside, and a beaked nose, broken many times in battle.

			“Lord King?” asked Lyayr gruffly. “You cried out?”

			My chest heaved, but my breathing calmed. I shook my head. “I’m well. Just a dream.”

			Lyayr looked at Aliaz, who nodded. Lyayr dipped his head curtly towards me, then Aliaz. “Sire. Lady Queen.” His head disappeared, the tent flap closing.

			“You perspire,” Aliaz fussed, wiping my sweaty brow with her hand. I beheld my lovely wife, my beautiful waif, my tempting imp. I admired her tiny, fine-boned, pretty features, lustrous golden hair, and intense eyes. I adored her. “A nightmare?” she asked. “The black dragon circling the red mountain?”

			So horrible was my vision of Erthal, I wished instead I had experienced that dream of a mighty black dragon, the greatest of wyrms, breathing fire, flying over a red mountain, that inspired the very standard—the sigil of the King of Eastrealm—floating above the tent which Aliaz and I lay in. That dream haunted my nighttime slumbers since I was a child. Although, I could not fathom the meaning of it. My uncle, Prince Yedwol the Old, referred to that same dream on his deathbed.

			Before dying, Uncle, most troublingly, said, “The black dragon flies around the mountain at the edge of the world. The sky is red. It burns. Oh, how it burns!”

			Then, before his final words of love to his son, Yedwol the Ready, as life left his old frail body, Uncle prophesized to me, “From your seed, the black dragon shall be born. The black serpent to devour the world shall be bred of your line. Fools are those who fear not the black dragon.”

			Since Uncle’s recent death, no longer did nightmares of the black dragon over a red mountain stalk my dreams. Instead, Uncle’s words whispered back into the deep recesses of my sleeping mind, troubling me when I was most helpless to resist hearing them.

			The black serpent to devour the world shall be bred of your line.

			In vain, I tried to convince myself that this was some positive omen. Perhaps auguring mighty warlike sons to be bred from Aliaz and me, who would thrive and conquer. But my efforts were in vain. No matter how I tried to tell myself otherwise, I knew those last words from Uncle were of doom.

			I said to Aliaz, “This dream wasn’t about the dragon.”

			The world returned to focus. Since I was in my bed, inside my pavilion, with my queen, that meant it was morning. So, it would be the day after my coronation as King of Eastrealm, the former fief of the Kingdom of Lynchun, once known as the Golden Valley. There I lay, in Eastrealm, in the heart of the region of Eltnia, the southern region of the continent of Acremia—the continent I planned to rule entirely one day.

			“I dreamed of...he who I will no longer name. The last King of Atalantyx.”

			I dreamt—or more rightly had a vision—of Erthal those last hours after he banished my eighteen hundred survivors and me from Atalantyx. I envisioned Erthal’s last ride, fruitlessly trying to evade the catastrophe. I never knew how exactly my one-time brother met his end. Only that he’d have been destroyed, along with the rest of our nation, a realm of five hundred thousand strong. What I saw was real. I felt it in every fibre of me. I wanted to weep for Erthal, despite my half-hatred of him. I hated him so much that I banned subjects in my new kingdom of Eastrealm from ever speaking his name and forbade any Eastrealmian citizen to name their child Erthal. I even forbade one of my earls from taking a sigil remotely resembling Erthal’s White Horse, so much did I despise my one-time brother. Yet, I wanted to weep, thinking of Erthal, sitting with Vaithan and the unfortunate fishermen, seeing the great wave about to take their lives, knowing there was no escape. I wanted to weep for Erthal’s knights, who gave their lives, as good knights should, protecting their lord, though it came to nothing. I wanted to weep for beautiful Olana and Lolove, those gorgeous beasts, Erthal’s favourite hounds, whom I also loved.

			But what of envisioning what Erthal said at the very last.

			Apolt?

			My heart pounded in my breast. Apolt. The man I knew my younger cousin, Uthlen, adored, who adored Uthlen in return. The two of them, contrary to the teachings of the Single God, were lying with each other. I cared not about whom slept with whom. But many of my staunchly conservative former Atalantean highborn, now the elite among my Eastrealmian subjects, surely would. A man laying with a man for my people was unnatural, a sin. But, if my dream was indeed a vision, it meant before he became involved with my cousin, Apolt, one of my fiercest commanders, one of my realm’s best knights was...Erthal’s lover?

			It couldn’t be.

			A chill made me shiver, even as the sweat on my body cooled me. Not long ago, Apolt tried to speak to me about Erthal while we were at Pridehearth, the summer palace of my overlord, Wely, King of Lynchun. Apolt implied Erthal wasn’t the dishonourable man I thought he was. But I had cut Apolt off. Not permitting him to speak of the man who I censured others from uttering his name anymore.

			Is that why Apolt believed he had license to tell me what he thought of Erthal? Because he had knowledge of Erthal that I didn’t? Intimate, carnal knowledge? I was astounded. Yet, it made sense. Despite Erthal seemingly being in love with his heathen wife, one he desired so much, he was willing to overturn the very foundations upon which Atalantean society was based, bringing about its end. Erthal may have loved both women and men.

			I thought back to my life as Erthal’s former brother. I remembered thinking about when we journeyed together those years ago, the first time, to Acremia. When Erthal met his future pagan wife. He had been completely taken with her. But even then, I wondered about Erthal’s sudden, all-consuming passion for a pagan princess. Until that point, no other lady of Atalantyx captured my one-time brother’s elusive heart. Which I believed was little more than a block of ice trapped within his breast. But if the reason for Erthal’s lack of enthusiasm for prior women was that he also enjoyed, or even preferred, men, it would justify why no lady captured his attention in the past.

			The highborn typically carefully concealed any admiration for the same gender. Erthal, as heir to the throne, certainly would have. Though he was too important to face punishment, he couldn’t openly flaunt such illicit desires. I thought, as perceptive as I was, though Erthal and I always had a strained relationship, I would still have somehow known about him enjoying the company of men. Not that I’d have overly cared. As I figured Erthal, regardless, would do his duty, marry someday, producing heirs no man could give him. I admit, to my shame, perhaps I would have tried to use the fact as leverage against my one-time brother had I known. Otherwise, even with that knowledge, I would have dismissed the actual deed of taking a male lover as inconsequential. Still, something about Dira, a woman, a pagan one, eventually captivated Erthal. Even if men were also the object of his fancy, he was willing to risk everything for her.

			Single God, help me for brushing aside the sin of buggery. Which could cause, in extreme cases, those members of our religion who committed that sin, to be burned at the cleansing fires of the stake. I had come to look at it differently than others among our race, who balked at the thought of men loving other men. Did it make men evil who practiced such predilections? I didn’t believe so. Erthal, though part of me would always love him, while I hated him in equal measure, was evil for betraying his people. Not for any desire to lay with a man.

			I thought of poor Hani, warrior of Lynchun. Hani was my friend, who died in the fight to take back the throne of Lynchun for King Wely from his usurping brother and treacherous wife. Hani was a man who favoured men. I came to love Hani like a brother. Ignoring what my countrymen would see as his sinful ways, being with the same gender in a sexual way. Hani was a good man, and I mourned his death. But Hani was a heathen. Not a godly man, initiated in the ways of the True God. Like my one-time brother, Apolt, and Uthlen all were, as venerable lords of the old realm of Atalantyx. My one-time brother was supposed to be, as king, Defender of the Faith of the Single God, the True God, the God of Life, Light and Love. Yet if he lay with Apolt, he contravened the very faith he was sworn to protect. Just as he’d done with every other opportunity, it seemed.

			But if my brother could turn aside from the Single God, sanction paganism and human sacrifice, and shun his own religion, then why couldn’t he commit the lesser, yet grave (according to the Parables that guided our faith) sin of laying with the same gender?

			Aliaz shushed me. She still wiped my brow, trying to soothe me, as we lay in bed together, alone, in our nightclothes, mine drenched in sweat, propped up on our elbows. “You’re shivering.” She no longer rubbed my brow. Instead, she massaged my arm vigorously to warm me. “What did you dream of...the last king of our homeland?”

			“More a vision than a dream.”

			“Tell me,” urged my wife tenderly.

			I didn’t wish to speak of it. In avoidance, I asked a question of my own, “Tell me something, Wife. Truly, I pray.”

			“I’m always true to you,” assured Aliaz.

			“Will I be a good king?”

			Aliaz didn’t hesitate in her response. She smiled, and I saw pride in me in that smile. “You are King Othrun the Great. Deservedly named so by our people, despite your reign only starting yesterday. You have led the last remnants of your people to safety, from the drowning of Atalantyx to a bountiful land, forging a new kingdom here in Eastrealm. You’ve made great alliances, keeping the Last of the Atalanteans safe. You have slain daunting enemies in battle. You’ve restored King Wely’s rightful throne, risking yourself personally to do it. You’re already a great king, having done all that. Though you have barely set the crown of Eastrealm upon your head.”

			I paused, accepting that, as Aliaz continued to caress my arm. Then I asked, “Am I a good man?”

			The caressing stopped. Aliaz looked at me gravely as we locked eyes. She said nothing.

			“Am I a good man?” I repeated urgently, a bit louder.

			My wife finally replied. “It’s...difficult being a good man, and great king, simultaneously.”

			“You don’t believe I’m a good man?” I hissed, offended. “My own wife, who claims to love me?”

			“I love you with all my heart,” said Aliaz firmly. “But I, like you, grew up in the Royal House of Atalan. Kings cannot be judged like other men in terms of their morals. You must make difficult decisions in years to come. Decisions men with less responsibility make according to their conscience and their faith. You must consider those as well, and much more. Such as the survival of your realm, your people. Some of those decisions you will make as king may be at odds with being a good man.”

			I didn’t reply to this. I was unsatisfied, despite the truth in my wife’s words. I didn’t like Aliaz not thinking of me as a good man. Regardless of her wisdom in gleaning that a king couldn’t be bound to the judgment of lesser men. I swore, “I will be a better man than the last King of Atalantyx was.”

			In Acremia, women were more liberated and could be warriors, even ruling queens. Not so in Atalantyx. Where women, as the weaker sex, were honoured, cherished, and protected. But never placed above men in our patriarchy. Atalantean men desired their women to be foremost respectable and virtuous. Yet they also wished them to be witty, capable, and intelligent. Yet ultimately demure, reserved, and obedient to their husbands. Atalantean noble-born women, such as my beautiful wife, exemplified such an upbringing.

			Aliaz wasn’t one to hide her opinions under her kirtles when it called for a woman, within reason, to speak up to her man, to her king. She never spoke out of place. She was normally appropriately meek and subservient to me, as her lord. But my tiny wife showed her mettle then, steel in her voice, “That king betrayed his people. You’re far better than he.”

			Aliaz never forgave Erthal for his actions, setting my followers and me against him. She despised Erthal for marrying pagan Princess Dira, brought by Erthal from Norsoon to Atalantyx. She detested Erthal for importing over the sea to Atalantyx, the foul druids. Those shamans. Those so-called holy men, from that same Sanaavian kingdom, who were advisers of Dira’s father, King Mag. To supplant our own esteemed and godly councillors. Councillors like Uncle Yedwol were replaced as Seneschal to Erthal by Mag’s chief druid, Irka, who troth plighted Dira and Erthal. Druids. Scum, who performed human sacrifices, it seemed, of our poor Atalanteans. Sanctioned by Erthal.

			Aliaz blamed Erthal for killing or imprisoning righteous lords who stood up to him, executing citizens who stood up to his tyranny. Compelling me to incite civil war. Aliaz despised Erthal for banishing us eighteen hundred survivors of the drowning. She blamed him—if one believed in the divine retribution of the Single God for Erthal’s actions, including embracing paganism—for the ultimate destruction of Atalantyx. As I, and many others of our people blamed him. Yet to consider me better than Erthal was scant comfort, a low bar to reach.

			“My morals trouble you?” I persisted.

			She didn’t answer that. Instead, “I would ask, Husband,” said Aliaz carefully, “how came Princess Sila to join your coronation party?”

			I had waited for the moment when Aliaz asked about Sila’s banishment from Nyrimia, thanks to Sila’s sister, Lysi. Lysi was Nyrimia’s queen, who also styled herself High Queen of Middle Eltnia. Lysi was a dangerous mage who claimed to love me and wanted me as her husband. Sila’s appearance proved I was very much entangled in Lysi’s affairs. Nevertheless, Aliaz was restrained, nothing but ladylike, in saying nothing about Sila’s attendance at my crowning, and the subsequent banquet celebrating my taking up my crown. In fact, Aliaz was extremely benevolent to Sila. Aliaz had lent Sila a gown and coronet for the coronation feast, so Sila might be deported more befitting her status as a royal.

			My kind Aliaz. She deserved an answer. I never lied to Aliaz. I withheld things from her. So, perhaps I did lie by omission. On occasion. Yet, I never outright told her falsehoods, as much as I could avoid it. So, I needed to explain why Sila currently resided temporarily in one of the pavilions near our royal tent, given all luxuries available befitting her noble station. And why Sila needed to remain with us, until I could escort her to what would be her new home in Badonia, the kingdom bordering Eastrealm directly to the west.

			I explained to my wife, Lysi had come to my new kingdom to deliver her sister Sila to King Irly of Badonia. Who agreed to adopt Sila as his ward, and heir, because Irly’s only child Prince Uiri died young, tragically, of some malady. I told Aliaz, this occurred in the wake of Lysi banishing Sila from Nyrimia, for concealing Sila’s own mage powers from Lysi. I elucidated, that I was tasked with delivering Sila to Irly. Else Lysi would have killed Sila for treason, right in front of me. Aliaz scowled at that part of my tale.

			When I finished, she said sadly, “Will we ever be free of Lysi? She will not stop until you belong to her! She’ll try whatever trick, whatever lure, use any advantage, political or otherwise, to snare you in her wiles. She cares nothing for the sanctity of your marriage vows. She’s obsessed with you. She’s an enemy. A threat to your realm, to us, you and me, and our love. Now, her father’s dead, and she’s a queen, supposedly wielding magical powers. With a massive army, that almost destroyed us when we first came to these lands.” She shuddered. Her eyes were wide with fear, remembering. “Do you know the terror I felt, standing there, in that gorge in Nyrimia, Lysi’s army coming towards us, an unending tide of warriors, about to kill us all? Knowing we could do nothing to stop it? Knowing even all our brave knights, and Wely and Hert’s warriors, could not prevail against the might of Nyrimia?”

			I never stopped to think about how afraid my wife would’ve been at that moment. After landing in Nyrimia following Atalantyx’s destruction, we Atalanteans rescued Wely. Wely, who had promised me, a landless prince and Lord of the Last of the Atalanteans, part of Wely’s realm, to rule. Our armies saved Wely from being killed by the army of King Hor of Carthlughe. Then, once I killed Hor in a duel, allying with and swearing fealty to his son, the new king, Hert, our combined forces made our way through the mountains. Where the Nyrimian army confronted us. That was the moment when, after an initial brave and successful charge led by my cousin Yedwol the Ready, the true power of the Nyrimians had been shown. An inexorable power that would have crushed us save for Lysi’s intervention. When Lysi caused an earthquake, seemingly through her mage powers, killing her own men to spare us. Then later, when Lysi apparently provided a cover of fog, so our alliance of Wely’s Lynchun men, Hert’s fighters, and all our surviving Atalantean knights and civilians could escape.

			“We’re safe now,” I soothed her. Though I knew it was so far from entirely true. “We”, my new Kingdom of Eastrealm, were surrounded by enemies. Survival wouldn’t be easy. Still, some trials we had manage to overcome. “We have long escaped Lysi’s army.”

			“But not Lysi herself,” complained Aliaz bitterly. “Who loves you.”

			I grasped her hand. “But I love you only!”

			I didn’t reveal I was drawn to Lysi, in a way I couldn’t deny. I did not tell Aliaz that Lysi and I had shared a passionate kiss in Lynchun. When Lysi snuck into Lynchun to see me, steering me towards The Painted Mage, a tavern where the resistance to the usurpation against Wely was formed. I kept from Aliaz, that I had even come to somewhat believe in Lysi’s pagan religion of the Six Elemental Goddesses, the religion my Eltnish subjects in my new kingdom would cleave to. I hid from my wife that I’d come to believe that, as a mage, Lysi and others like her could wield Elemental magic, and be a threat to me and those I cared about. Thus, I coveted a mage of my own to be on my side. Lysi told me if I wanted to become a feared king, I needed a mage. I didn’t know how that could happen. Save if I was married to a woman like Lysi, instead of one like Aliaz. Single God, forgive me, for that thought.

			Aliaz didn’t pull away from my grip. Neither did she return it. Her hand remained limp in mine. Suddenly she grabbed at me, her tiny fingers strong as chains. As if reading my mind like a mage, she said, “Promise me, you’ll never put me aside for her.”

			“Never!” I said emphatically. “I’m married to the only woman I will ever love in the world.”

			Aliaz smiled, somewhat reassured. Her mood brightened. “We should begin the day. The Apple River seems apt to bathe in. A bath will be a fresh start to a beautiful day, the second day of your rule. Let’s wash off the stench of nightmares and lurking enemies. I know you have so much to do. As do I, who will run your household.”

			She tightened her grip on my hand, less cloying, more supportive. “The burdens of a crown, I heard your royal father, Atalan Ninth, say, are enough to crush the head of he who wears it.”

			If only Aliaz knew the truth. That Atalan Ninth, second-last King of Atalantyx, wasn’t my royal father. That my father was a being of angelic power. Who, while in disguise of Atalan Ninth, laid with my mother, Princess Merin. Or so the Angel, my real father, my spiritual guide, himself told me.

			Why did I never tell her of my angel, if I loved Aliaz so much and trusted her implicitly as I believed I did? I disclosed almost everything else to her. Instead, my cousin Glathan, my best friend and chief advisor, was the first one I’d told. Not my wife, whom I claimed to love, more than anyone else in the world. Since then, I told Gogest, my High Prelate, about the Angel, who was wont to visit me. Who asserted I was born of his corporeal seed and destined to conquer half the earth. For the sake of spreading the word of the Single God and destroying paganism.

			Just as Glathan and Gogest were the ones I’d told about Sure-Steel, my great sword. Which seemed to be haunted. I cast a quick glance at the sword, standing propped up against my weapons’ chest in the corner of my tent. It sat there, beautiful, decidedly silent, and inanimate. Like any other blade. The sword had been utterly quiet since that first day of our landing in Eltnia when it spoke to me, begging me sibilantly, Join us.

			To my shame, the only other person who knew my two greatest secrets—the Angel and Sure-Steel—was Lysi. Lysi divined about the Angel, without me telling her anything about him. Then, I trusted Lysi enough to confide in her about Sure-Steel. Based on Gogest’s advice, to seek out a mage to tell me about the sword’s magic. But my wife was in the dark about both these secrets. It bothered me. I trusted her enough to tell her everything else about me. But not those most vital things. Aliaz had done everything to earn my trust, and I should tell her. She deserved better than being lied to. Even if I worried, she would think me mad in the telling. Perhaps she was correct about my morals being suspect after all.

			Aliaz concluded, “I don’t wish to add to your kingly burdens. But mind the danger. Not all enemies will come for you with a sword. Sometimes, they will come for you with an enticing frame, enchanting eyes, and tempting lips.”

			The jealousy in my wife’s voice pained me as she referred to Lysi. But her conclusion was not full of mere envy for a woman whose beauty rivalled her own, and whose allure couldn’t be denied. Instead, it was a pragmatic warning.

			“Beware Lysi, Husband,” my wife finished intently. “When she smiles at you and bares her teeth, she doesn’t show the fangs tucked away in the corners of her mouth.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			I emerged from my tent into the bright sunshine, of the first full day of my reign, looking around me.

			One wouldn’t have thought, just the night before, my coronation took place, along with the massive feast and celebration accompanying it, spreading across the top of the flat-topped hill where my allies, my people, and I were encamped. Only the banquet tables used for the previous night’s feast remained as any sign of revelry occurring. All else, including any debris and refuse, had been meticulously removed. The servants did a miraculous job of tidying things up.

			Dotting the hilltop were dozens of grand pavilions, the majority provided by me, brought with us from over the sea, made of sailcloth. The rest of the tents, less splendid, smaller ones made of cotton or leather, were furnished by King Wely. Industry happened all around, outside the middle of the hill where the pavilions were situated. The air filled with the sound of axes chopping wood. All below the hill, on the west side, men cut down trees. I could see, like busy ants, labourers of Lynchun, and commoners among the Atalanteans, appearing at the hill’s crest, carrying branches in their arms. The labourers created huts with bracken-lined floors, thickly branched walls bound together with osiers, and turfed roofs. These were temporary shelters for the Atalantean commoners and soldiers of both Lynchun and Atalantean origin that massed in great numbers. The nobility would remain in tents, until they could be housed in their own individual castles.

			Other men brought massive logs up the hill, as construction of a palisade was underway. A substantial wooden barricade would soon encircle the hill summit, to protect my people. Until it could be replaced by solid stone walls. I had already thought of an appropriate name for the great tower and castle I’d build on the hill as soon as possible: the Circle Tower. I would also have the Triangle Temple erected beside the tower. Therefore, symbolically joining both parts of our sacred token in harmony.

			Escorted by Lyayr, my esquires, pages, and twenty of my guard, I made my way down the east side of the hill, across to the Apple River. We went a bit downstream, finding shallow parts. Taking Aliaz’s advice, there I stripped and bathed. My men formed a protective curtain around me to hide my nakedness. I scrubbed myself clean with rags and soap, provided by my pages.

			As I bathed, the sights and sounds of the verdant landscape rejuvenated me as much as the bath itself. I beheld a perfect early autumn morning. Graced by an azure sky threaded with creamy, puffy clouds, rolling fields of carpeted green, bushes bursting with elderberries, trees still laden with ripe fruits, the clatter of deer in the meadows, and the whine of dying bumblebees.

			Refreshed, I dressed in leather and mail, armed with my steel, and stood by the riverbank for a moment, breathing in the flower-scented air. Then, abruptly, I was pushed violently to the ground. The heaviness of a man in full mail and leather was on top of me, a coarse beard scratching the back of my neck, the smell of earth and mud in my nostrils.

			“Stay low, behind my shield when I pull you up!” hissed Lyayr. He scrambled off my back, helping me slightly arise. He was on bent knees, huddling behind the shields of more of my men. He whipped his own shield from his back. I assumed his posture, knowing we were attacked, since that could be the only reason for his actions, and that of my knights. I obeyed him, crouching down behind his shield.

			It was then I looked to my left and saw the arrow. Stuck in the ground, upright, where my torso would have been. Had Lyayr not pushed me away. The arrow was shaped cruelly, reminding me of a poisonous serpent feathered at the bottom of the shaft.

			I looked at Lyayr’s back, his shield in front of me, and then many shields spread out in a row and the backs of my men, obscuring my view.

			“How many?” I hissed.

			His back to me, Lyayr shook his head, replying gruffly. “Unknown yet. Front rank is scanning.”

			I knew my duty, in this case, was not to move. I had been the target; it was clear. So, for my men to protect me, I had to stay behind their shield wall. Until they discovered where the threat emanated from, how many assailants, and what the enemy was doing next.

			I saw the shields shift, never providing an opening, but reforming. As men peeled off, others moved a rank forward to replace them. I knew those outer ends of the wall of shields shedding away would be moving forward to engage the foe. In Atalantyx, that was called the Onion Formation. I drew Biter, my arming sword in one hand, Cutter, my dagger, in the other. Sure-Steel seemed like it throbbed at my back, waiting to be drawn as well. But until I knew what the threat was, and despite my itch to hold Sure-Steel too, Biter and Cutter would be a better bet, if the fighting was close quarters. I waited tensely.

			“What’s happening?” I grumbled. I was impatient to face whoever tried to kill me. But I got no answer from my guard commander. Instead, he stayed still, listening and watching.

			It seemed like an eternity as I crouched, my back beginning to stiffen a bit. But fortunately, with my fitness, my legs and knees weren’t on fire yet, for having squatted so long. Then a sharp whistle came. Lyayr turned back, indicating brusquely for me to stay down, but beckoned with a wave of his hand that we could move forward. We did, still bent low, his shield covering me. We stopped. A knight gave a command, signalling all was safe and clear. Lyayr and I rose. I looked about. The river, the banks, and the general vicinity were empty, save for our men. Some of my knights emerged from the tiny woodlot a hundred yards from our position across the Apple. No doubt, they scoured it. They walked back across the bridge that forded the river and came to us, reporting to Lyayr.

			“Solitary shot came from the woods, my Lord,” confirmed one knight. “Tracks going north. One set of footprints. A lone archer, it seems. Ten of our men have gone, tracking the footprints.”

			Lyayr barked, “Advise the perimeter guards, the Lynchun men and ours! Raise the alarm for the hilltop—”

			“Sound no alarm for the top of the hill to hear,” I interrupted tersely. I glared at the other knight who brought news of the lone archer. “No alarm,” I repeated.

			“Someone tried to kill you,” growled Lyayr. “You don’t want us to sound the alarm? Killers roaming out there mean all are in danger. Including our people, and all the foreign high lords and ladies we’re entertaining here!”

			“No alarm,” I insisted. “We will quietly get word to Wely, Hert, and all necessary warriors. NO alarm.”

			“Why?” demanded Lyayr. Only one, such as Lyayr, who’d just saved my life, could get away with speaking to me in such a manner. So, I let his tone and abruptness pass.

			“Because I don’t believe any of the rest assembled here are in danger. Only me. That was a single warrior, not an army. Our encampment is surrounded with protection at its base, men on guard above on the hilltop. The land is crawling with Lynchun patrols. No larger scale threats prowl these lands we couldn’t become aware of quickly. A sole archer, with single intent, slipped through to get this close. The single intent was killing me, it seems. I don’t want this news spread. In the event the assassin has friends, amongst our friends.”

			Lyayr harrumphed. But I knew he saw soundness in my reasoning. We couldn’t be too careful. Spies amongst the Lynchun or Carthlugheans being part of those present, were by no means out of the question. In fact, inside knowledge on the part of any assassin was likely. I would have to be careful with who was trusted with what news, future-forward.

			I was a king now. A king always had his own spies, reaching as far and as wide into other kingdoms, both friendly and hostile. So, every king in Eltnia would try to keep a constant eye on my movements, even if they didn’t want me dead. That was sensible, and something that occurred the world over. Without information, as a ruler, one was blind. One couldn’t afford to be blind if one wanted to stay alive, much less prosper.

			But I knew some kings did want me dead. Just a day earlier, the day of my coronation, Centi, Earl Chieftain of Lynchun, and my friend, along with a troop of his men, and none other than Lysi herself, with warriors sworn to her, had destroyed a group of Ipithyians about ten miles away from our encampment. The Ipithyians had been masquerading as highwaymen.

			Yet Lysi, Centi and I, and others guessed that the Ipithyians weren’t common thugs. We guessed they were warriors of Blas, King of Ipithyia. Sent to assassinate me before I took up my crown as King of Eastrealm.

			Blas had plenty of incentive to wish me eliminated. He and Wely were long-time foes. The borders of the former Golden Valley, once the fief of Wely—now my Kingdom of Eastrealm and that of the Kingdom of Ipithyia—had long been disputed. Ipithyia constantly raided the Golden Valley. Harrying Lynchun’s border troops for decades, inflicting grievous losses, in efforts for Ipithyia to reclaim specifically the Forest Arnia at the eastern edge of what was now Eastrealm.

			But now that I’d taken over the Golden Valley, I had also assumed prime enmity with Blas, no doubt. Besides, as Lysi told me, and as my time in Eltnia already proved, I had no shortage of enemies who wanted me personally dead for other reasons. I recalled Hert’s words when he and I were still foes, not friends, right after I’d slain his father, the giant warlord Hor. Hert warned me that even if I reached Wely’s lands and set up my own realm, I couldn’t hope to defend myself from every other king who would seek to defeat me. Because I’d always be viewed as a foreign invader and a danger. No matter how long I remained a king in Eltnia.

			Being a king in Eltnia and being an Eltnish king were two very different propositions. I’d never be entirely trusted by all the Eltnish. It wasn’t so much that I was a foreigner. It was more that I was an Atalantean noble by birth, part of a warring society that never stinted in its constant plans for conquest. The Atalanteans were famous for making allies, then betraying them, and taking over their lands. In truth, before I landed in Acremia that had been my plan.

			But those plans had changed. I’d met and made more than alliances with Eltnish kings, lords, and common men. I made friendships. I had taken oaths at the feet of Eltnish rulers that were as sacred to me as my oaths of knighthood and my coronation vows. But that meant nothing to my enemies. To them, it would be virtually impossible to cleanse me of the reputation of the Atalanteans, of whom I was once Second Prince. The reputation of we Atalanteans being ruthless colonizers, conquerors, and ultimately betrayers, viscously imposing our dominance, our religion, and our ways of life on those whose lands we coveted, wouldn’t be easily forgotten.

			However, I still planned to rule all Eltnia, indeed all Acremia, one day. But not by breaking oaths or turning against allies. Rather, I would show the Eltnish my noblesse, the noblesse of my people. By showing them our greatness, and the logic of worshipping the True God, we would gain eminence. The Eltnish would see that the Atalanteans had once again—in my new Kingdom of Eastrealm—created a peerless civilization, an example for all to follow. That we were formidable in battle, devout in our faith, advanced in our thinking, our capabilities, and all our endeavours. We’d prove we were worthy of admiration, worthy of following, and most essentially, worthy of trust. But that day hadn’t dawned yet when we were universally admired in Acremia rather than scorned and feared. Conjointly, that day hadn’t dawned yet, when I personally wasn’t considered the greatest threat to Eltnia by many of its rulers. And thus, targeted for assassination.

			I thought the destruction of those Ipithyians posing as highwaymen had at least temporarily ended the threat posed to my life, my reign. Unfortunately, it seemed I was mistaken.

			Either Ipithyians seeking my life still roamed, escaping detection by the Lynchunian warriors out there who were protecting my new kingdom, until I was sufficiently organized to defend it with my own men. Or, some other enemy unknown to me who was very proficient with bow and arrow, wanted me dead.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			My knights retained the arrow launched at me from the woods. One of my bodyguards held it to take it to Wely’s men. So they could confirm its origins, since we Atalanteans didn’t know enough about Eltnish weapons to decipher where the arrow came from. I’d no doubt it would be validated the arrow came from an Ipithyian archer. Blas, himself, was known as “Swift-Bow,” and legendary as a deadly shot. Moreover, Centi told me, the best archers in Eltnia hailed from Ipithyia. While they were few and used sparingly by Blas, they were lethal in the field when deployed.

			I thought proudly, the Ipithyians had never seen Atalantean knights shoot. Atalantean knights were renowned as among the world’s best archers. I vowed I would show Blas one day who had the better archers, Eastrealm or Ipithyia. But first, I had to live to prove such an assertion by surviving any more attempts on my life.

			We passed the Lynchun guards stationed at the bottom of the hill who bowed. Who I acknowledged with smiles and nods of my head, not betraying anything. But those guards were no fools. They saw the tension and purpose in the strides of my knights. Some no doubt noticed the cruel arrow grasped in the hand of one of my men. But while the guards kept their peace, I could see more alertness immediately in their posture. They knew something was amiss.

			We began the ascent to the top of the hill. En route, I smelled rose and vanilla. I still grappled with my ability to smell Eltnish mages from afar. But I accepted it as an advantage. With that smell, I knew who I’d encounter when I reached the summit. Sure enough, upon mounting the hill’s peak, I met none other than Princess Sila. Whom I thought of as, the Mouse Princess.

			Sila was tiny, even smaller than Aliaz. She was attractive, with sharp, high cheekbones, pale blue eyes, and a determined mouth set in a pursed line. Lustrous red hair, openly displayed and now washed and combed properly, fell to her shoulders. She wore a borrowed circlet from Aliaz to denote Sila’s royal rank. Though Sila had been stripped of that rank in Nyrimia by her sister Lysi. Now, Sila held nobility status in Badonia via King Irly, a distant relative of Sila’s who’d agreed to adopt her. My memory of my forced promise to Lysi to escort Sila to her newly adopted kingly father was an obligation, jabbing me in the belly like hunger pain.

			Sila looked more presentable that morning than the night before, when she changed into a loaned gown of Aliaz’s for my coronation. So that she might shed her road-stained travel clothes from her trip from Nyrimia to my realm, and the ordeal of being attacked by the Ipithyians sent to assassinate me. My wife, it seemed, had given Sila new raiment once more. But this clothing suited her better: a simple light blue gown that matched her eyes. With her hair adequately combed and her face fresh, the ruddiness of her cheeks offset the paleness of her eyes and complexion.

			I’d thought Sila inconsequential, just as her sister Lysi had denigrated her. But there was something kind, yet steely, in those pale blue eyes. More reminiscent of her fierce elder sister, than I noticed the day before when I first met Sila. She was also lovelier than perhaps I initially gave her credit for. Sila was escorted by two of my household guard I had assigned to watch over her. Since she had no men of her own, to protect her. She was my responsibility until I could get her to Irly. Washing my hands of her.

			Nonetheless, my desire to rid myself of Sila’s presence—a distraction at the least, a potential danger at most, with one more royal to guard amongst all my other duties while I tried to keep myself safe from assassins—didn’t make me fail in my courtesy. I gave her a polite nod of my head. She bowed gracefully to me, as some of my men moved off to warn trusted others discreetly about the assassination attempt.

			I saw her raise an eyebrow at the mud on the hem of my cloak from being pushed down by Lyayr. One of my awaiting pages must have seen the princess’ observation. He hastened to bend and wipe off the mud with a cloth. Then he stepped back when it was cleaned to my satisfaction, as I waved him off. Sila said nothing of the dirt, though, waiting courteously for me to speak.

			“Lady Princess,” I said in Eltnish, trying to sound as cheery as possible. “How do you fare this morning? I regret the humble lodgings of our tents. It’s the best we can provide right now. I hope you slept well, regardless of the inferior accommodations.”

			“The accommodations were quite comfortable, Lord King,” replied Sila politely. “I thank you for them.” She smiled wryly. “Better alive, in a tent, than dead in a palace. By the Sun Goddess, I’m happy to be here, in Eastrealm, Sire.”

			I raised my eyebrow at the forthrightness of her comment, and the bitter jest. That she referred so openly to her banishment by her sister upon pain of death, surprised me. Perhaps it shouldn’t have, because I didn’t know her yet. Though, a niggling feeling told me I’d grow to know her and her moods much better. So, despite hoping to have her seen out of my lands soon, out of my concern and for courtesy’s sake, I ignored her remark. “I am honoured by your royal presence in my new realm.”

			The smile remained but didn’t reach her eyes. “You endure my presence, Lord King,” corrected Sila gently. “Which is more low than royal this moment. Still, I appreciate your kindness. I know escorting me to Badonia isn’t an errand you need to be saddled with right now, as you establish your new realm. So please forgive me, for my part in interfering with your sovereign responsibilities. Whenever it can be furnished, I’m ready to go to Badonia.”

			My, she was direct with a king! Like her sister. But somehow, I admired her for her candour. Which didn’t irritate me as it usually would have. She was correct about me enduring her, rather than savouring her being in Eastrealm. Yet, I was in a slight quandary. I wanted Sila to be gone. But for some reason, I wanted her to feel I didn’t want her gone, though she knew I did.

			I don’t know why. Irrationally, I wanted to make her feel welcome, wanted, and appreciated by me as a valued guest while under my care. I was banished by Erthal, my one-time brother. In that, Sila and I shared common ground. She was an outcast. Her father, Ina, King of Nyrimia, who tried to kill my people and me, was recently deceased. Assuming she loved him, she might still be in mourning. Her sister Lysi had become her enemy. She might feel alone in the world. As I felt alone, when sent in disgrace from Atalantyx. Despite being surrounded by my wife, brother-in-law, three cousins, uncle, and nearly two thousand countrymen. I found myself feeling a strange empathy for her.

			Lysi described Sila as shallow, frivolous, and no warrior. A woman who only cared for kirtles and satin, not mage spells and swords. But if Sila managed to hide the fact she was indeed a mage from clever, calculating Lysi, perhaps Sila was worth more than just a castoff. I prided myself on having an eye for talented, capable people. Something in those pale blue eyes, something about her direct and honest manner, told me Sila was both. That she was worth getting to know better.

			Besides, if she was to be Irly’s mage, and Irly seemed to be a natural ally, Sila could be beneficial in the future. I had plenty of enemies with mages to complement their armies. I had what I believed was a formidable army of knights. The best soldiers in the known world. But I’d no mage to command. It was blasphemy that the blessings of my priests shouldn’t be enough, that I would need a mage. Regardless, after all I’d seen in Eltnia of pagan Elemental magic, I wanted mages on my side. Even just to scare my enemies, if the actual magic was ineffectual. Which I was still uncertain of.

			“You are anxious, I’m sure,” I said carefully, “to begin your new duties with King Irly and settle into your new home. I’m duty bound, with you under my protection, to get you to Irly safely. However, forgive me, there will be a slight delay. As you’ve pointed out, I must also look to my own responsibilities. Those men you and Queen Lysi encountered were deemed to be men of Ipithyia. Men sent to kill me, before I took up my crown.” I didn’t tell Sila more men, potentially also of Ipithyia, had struck again. Nearly succeeding, save for Lyayr’s keen sight and quick reflexes.

			“There are threats out there to me and my subjects. I must be certain my people, finally arrived at their new home after a journey of many months, are well guarded behind somewhat forfeited walls. Still, I have a kingdom to populate. Many of my subjects must soon spread throughout these lands, leaving my protection. There is much to be done before I can have you seen to Badonia. But First Prince Glathan will be taking up his residence in the westernmost parts of my realm. Glathan knows King Irly and the way to Badonia’s capital of Swan’s Gate well. And Glathan is a great warrior who will have stout knights with him to ensure your safety. He’s the logical choice to escort you. When he leaves to set up his own fortress, he’ll take you with him but continue west to Badonia. Then once you’re given to King Irly, the prince can return east.”

			Sila bowed, her look inscrutable. I didn’t know if she was genuinely pleased or sorry to be remaining in Eastrealm longer than she perhaps expected. Despite her seeming haste to leave. No matter, she was once more to the point, “How long shall I have the pleasure of enjoying your realm?”

			“Perhaps a few days. A week at most. Meantime, please partake of what hospitality I can show a princess. Be at ease and be welcome in my kingdom.”

			Then, I thought of something. Part of me always feared having Sila in Eastrealm was some sort of trick. With the ever-scheming Lysi, it wouldn’t have surprised me in the least if Sila was simply a spy for her sister rather than a reject. As Wely suggested, when Lysi had demanded Sila come with me to my coronation. That it was all some sort of elaborate plan for Lysi to learn how I ordered my kingdom, my planned defences, and whatever else she could glean about how I was establishing myself. So she could use that knowledge against me.

			But as Lysi refuted, and I believed, the Queen of Nyrimia didn’t need to use Sila to learn whatever she wanted to know about me. Lysi’s powers of foresight and hindsight, of reading the minds and hearts of men, including me, gave her everything she needed without the necessity of a spy in my midst. Though Lysi deployed many spies, it seemed. Including in Lynchun, like the innkeeper Ralp. Who had led the civilian revolution, which helped get Wely his kingdom back. Still, something made me trust Sila.

			So, impulse and instinct prompted my next statement. “While you’re in Eastrealm, I would value your advice. I wish to keep you close in my counsel. I haven’t had the honour of meeting King Irly yet. But he will be an ally of mine. He’s an ally of my overlord, and my closest neighbour—my only neighbour besides King Wely, whom I can trust. You are King Irly’s new heir. I hope we’ll have good terms between our realms.”

			It was difficult for me to treat a lady like a lord, looking to a woman as an advisor. Advice from women other than my wife wasn’t something I sought in the past. But I knew I had to change, with changing circumstances. Women, especially mages, held supreme power in Acremia. In some ways, even over that of monarchs. In thinking of women in power, I briefly thought of the new High Queen of the Southronland—otherwise known as the land of Anibia—whom Lysi warned me about. That queen’s name was Undala. Lysi named Undala amongst those I should fear the most as potential enemies. I shivered. Something about Undala’s name invoked strong emotions I couldn’t decipher.

			I turned my attention back to Sila, awaiting her answer. She seemed taken aback. “Lord King,” she faltered, bowing her head. I couldn’t help staring at the red hair, once streaked entirely with black, when I first saw her. But the black had only been colouring. So Sila could hide the brilliance of her natural red hair. Since the previous night, Sila washed out the black colour.

			Red hair was the mage mark. Sila wasn’t yet trained as a mage, Lysi said. But magehood was a birthright. One had to be born a royal and a woman to be a mage. But not all royal women were mages. Either one bore the mage mark, or one didn’t. Sila did, she was of royal blood. I wondered then, if she would blossom into a mage to rival her powerful sister, considered one of Eltnia’s most formidable mages. When she raised her head, her light eyes regarded me sadly, “I don’t know if I will be much use as an advisor. Neither Father nor Sister asked my opinion on any matters of importance.”

			I grimaced and said gently, “Just because no one asked you, doesn’t mean you have nothing worthwhile to offer.”

			There was a new sparkle in her eye at my compliment. She held her head a bit more proudly when she said, “I thank you. By the Sky Goddess, I would be honoured to have a place in your counsel.”

			“Good,” I said briskly, then laughed. “Besides, you will be bored waiting for Glathan to be ready to take you west. It’ll give you something to occupy your time. I warn you, though, being one of my advisors isn’t easy. I can be demanding.”

			Sila laughed back. “If you’ve proven more demanding than my sister, that’s a trick that will surely have me thinking you are also a mage.” We both chuckled. Then Sila turned sombre. “Lord King, I’m not very learned. I purposely avoided drawing attention to myself, my magehood. I wanted to appear foolish and useless, avoiding many of my schooling lessons. It wasn’t that I didn’t wish to study. It was all part of my ruse. Still, I’m uneducated for the most part, other than what was absolutely forced on me. I did cursory schooling. But I have no head for languages. I’ve heard you fluently speak several tongues. And by the Sky Goddess, you are conversing with me now in Eltnish, as if you’re Eltnish-born and bred. I’ve heard your knights, even your common folk, speaking several languages. They switch back and forth as simply as the breeze blows one way, one moment, then the next. I am not proficient in mathematics. I am not very adept in geography or well versed in history...well, except for ancient fables. So, I fear I will be of little benefit to you.”

			I was an educated prince, born of the most highly educated people in the world, the Atalanteans. If only Sila knew, however, regarding languages, I believed an angel had recently, by divine power, bestowed upon me the ability to speak in Eltnish. Or, if my late Uncle Yedwol was to be believed, I had learned Eltnish as a child, forgotten I knew it, then suddenly spoke it easily years later. After not practicing it, for at least a decade. If Uncle was correct, abilities, buried in the recesses of one’s mind, latent, could rise to the surface later. Perhaps Sila had such abilities. Besides, Sila might not be learned, but she was intelligent.

			Irrespective of my hopes for her, I said, “I have many counsellors who are learned. Second Prince Uthlen is a great theoretician, artist, and historian. First Prince Glathan can speak at least ten languages. He has travelled the world, is a master navigator, a skilled orator. My High Prelate, head of our Single God’s faith, Lord Gogest, is an intellectual. I’ve many more lords than just those three, with great knowledge. I need instinctive and clever counsellors, too, whose knowledge isn’t necessarily just from a book, or some ancient scroll. Especially those who know Eltnia, the politics, kingdoms, rulers, and people beyond what my Atalantean lords do.”

			“You’ve already great lords like Kings Wely and Hert, and more, for that,” observed Sila.

			“Thank the Single God for them,” I agreed, then paused. In some ways, I had already implied too much.

			But I wondered then if Sila’s mage powers weren’t emerging, or if it wasn’t merely the intelligence, I knew she possessed, when she said, “But none of those lords is a mage. You want a mage on your side. Still, you have my cousin, Princess Renat.”

			I did like and trust Hert’s sister, Renat. Who, like Hert, was a distant cousin of both Sila and Lysi. But Renat would be spending most of her time serving her brother’s needs. Moreover, Lynchun separated Eastrealm from Carthlughe. So, Renat would be far away, most of the time.

			Badonia was close to me, geographically. As a novice mage and someone aspiring to be valued, Sila would be preferable to what I wanted. Renat needed no validation from me, as to her worth. She had a reputation as being capable in affairs of state, growing ever more formidable in her mage, warrior, and healing powers. Sila was no fighter, as per Lysi. Sila would still need to master her abilities as a mage. But Sila might be more pliable, and I’d have better access to her.

			“But I suppose,” she added wistfully as if reading my mind, as ably as Lysi, “you’d prefer an initiate like me over an established mage like Renat. One you can grow with.”

			“Don’t make it sound so sinister,” I smiled. “Think of it as mutual usury.”

			Sila had the grace to grin at that. “You get a mage, an untutored one, as your ally. To potentially assist you not only as a counsellor, but as a weapon in any wars to come. I become close in the counsels of one of Eltnia’s most feared warlords, the famous King Othrun. It will make me and Badonia feared too.” She narrowed her eyes shrewdly. “But it’ll make me a target, too. For every one of your many enemies. It will make Badonia a target. Peaceful Badonia. Where my adopted father, King Irly, wouldn’t hurt a fly. Badonia is the only realm in Eltnia, in modern existence—likely the only realm in all Acremia—not having fought a war in decades.”

			“You see,” I tutted. “You will make a great counsellor. Indeed, Badonia hasn’t fought a war in decades. While we stand here, on this bright, sunny, impeccable day, they likely won’t be fighting one either. But one day, they must. Because—” here I said bluntly, “Badonia lives on borrowed time. I hear King Irly pays King Wely for protection in gold.” I divulged this fact to Sila, though perhaps she already knew it. I scorned Irly as being weak, on purpose, to see her reaction when I disparaged her foster father. “That’s why Badonia stays safe, out of wars. But that cannot last forever. Will you continue your newly adopted father’s policies when you rule Badonia? Will you pay King Wely, or his heirs, in gold? Or will you build your own proper army to defend your realm?”

			“My adopted father’s plan is sound,” said Sila loyally. “Stay out of war. Don’t become embroiled in the affairs of warmongers. So as not to have to worry about defending one’s realm, to the same extent as those who seek out conflict constantly.”

			“In my limited time in Eltnia,” I said, “I’ve found war eventually comes looking for every ruler. Whether they seek it or not.” Besides Blas, who was likely trying to have one of his sharp-eyed men bore an arrow hole in my back, I thought of Nightsoul. The mysterious and malevolent ruler of the hidden mountain kingdom of Borenia, on the other side of Badonia. Irly, and now Sila, would be the high nobles standing in the path of Nightsoul. If Nightsoul ever chose to attack Eastrealm, by the most direct route.

			No one knew Nightsoul’s motives. Or when Borenia’s sovereign, said to be steeped in dark magic, buoyed by two evil mages in Nulthe, Nightsoul’s mother, and Barbis, Nightsoul’s spouse, would appear next. No one knew when Nightsoul would emerge from hidden mountain lairs and strike. Destroying an entire realm, as had been done in the past. I shivered. The day was clear and cloudless. But a pallor came over my mood, as if the sky was full of stormy weather.

			I needed a strong ally in Badonia. Unfortunately, Badonia was weak. Its king, Irly, seemed to be a clever survivalist. But, as I understood it, he was corpulent, incapable as a warlord, with an ineffectual army. Save for Sila, who wasn’t ready yet, Irly had no mage either. It was unlikely Irly would ever ride forth to battle with Sila, to defend Badonia. Yet with Sila as an ally, once trained in combat and magecraft, I could use her to help me protect Eastrealm and Badonia from Nightsoul. If it ever came to that. It would be for the benefit of both realms’ security.

			Sila had the additional distinction of being the half-sister of Barbis, wife of Nightsoul. That could be another boon. If Barbis cared anything for Sila, it might keep Nightsoul from assailing Badonia, and perhaps from attacking me. If nothing else, if Sila’s mage powers proved daunting, she might eventually be a match for her half-sister. If, bonds of blood did not constrain Barbis from moving against Badonia.

			What a change of heart I’d had since landing on the shores of Nyrimia only a few months ago. I shunned mages, and all they represented, when I first arrived in Eltnia. Now I actively courted the assistance and advice of mages. Because, Single God forgive my heresy, in my heart, I felt that mages could decide my fate. Even above and beyond my angel, my spiritual guide—and the power of the True God of Life, Love, and Light. And that fate, as per my intention, was to rule it all. To bring Acremia under my God’s rule. To use the ungodliness of heretic magic to accomplish that, in some ways, was a poetic, fitting thing.

			“Well then,” I said, turning back, nodding to Lyayr, who stood behind me with my men, then I swung to face Sila again. Attendants placed food on the banquet tables. Various nobles wound their way to that location. I saw my wife, Wely and Hert, Glathan, Uthlen, Prince Eld, youngest of Wely’s two sons, and Renat, moving. Along with my cousin, Earl Yedwol the Ready, and my brother-in-law Earl Thurol the Quick, various Eastrealmian, Carthlughean and Lynchunian lords were also arriving. “Let’s attend our first council together. I look forward to hearing your input. Come.” I graciously bowed, indicating with my arm towards the banquet tables, leading the way. Sila curtseyed once more as I went past her. Then, with our guards behind us, she followed me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			The nobles took their time assembling properly for the council. Many were in groups chatting quietly, seeming to be in no hurry to confer. Some showed the effects of a night of revelry. Which of course, my coronation was. I saw bleary eyes, flushed faces, sluggish movements, and stifled yawns. Some of those gathered seemed to have no taste for food, despite the delicious repast laid out for them. Telltale signs of previous overindulgent, the night before.

			My dream, or vision, seemed to have wiped away any effects on me. Besides this, I had not imbibed as much as many of the rest. Though I’d been the guest of honour. Instead, I’d been filled with contemplation over the remarkable occasion of my crowning. I had left the celebratory feasting early, retiring to my tent to reflect and pray, and keeping my own company. Aliaz joined me shortly after. We had made beautiful love, fittingly ending such a momentous evening. Then I slept until my dream, or vision of Erthal, woke me with a start.

			I waited impatiently, seeing some of the more clear-minded nobles like Hert gently usher others towards the centre of the gathering, so council might begin. Lyayr and five of my best men hovered around me like hawks. After the attempt on my life, Lyayr took no chances. I didn’t doubt my personal guard was trebled, by Lyayr’s command, drawing more men from my household troops, to be assigned as actual bodyguards. Even though I wouldn’t see all the additional men assigned to watch my back, they would be there. I couldn’t lie; it was a comforting feeling.

			Lyayr knew his business. He had been my guard commander for many years, since my previous commander died in battle in Berefet on my first campaign. On that campaign, another arrow found me in my armpit, that time hitting its mark, thankfully not fatally. Though I’d almost died as a result. But I recovered and was knighted for my bravery that day by Uncle. Since that time, Lyayr has been charged with my personal protection. I couldn’t have asked for anyone more capable. But I always felt had he been my guard commander back then, in Berefet, he would’ve never suffered that arrow to touch me. Even if he had to take it in his own breast.

			Lyayr was common-born, shrewd, incredibly tough, and a brutal fighter. Moreover, his common-born upbringing kept him motivated to keep me alive. He had risen from veteran serjeant to personal bodyguard, now leading my household troops. And he was about to receive the earldom and Royal High Council seat accompanying the formal position of Lord Captain of the King’s Royal Guard. It was a position he craved. Though he would be an earl in title only, for now, holding no lands, he’d be entitled to rich holdings upon his retirement from his position. Which was more than most common-born soldiers could ever hope to achieve.

			Lyayr would have to wait to be officially a landowner. Because it wasn’t prudent as a king to have your guard commander distracted by minding his landholdings, while his main business was to mind you, to keep you safe. If he lived long enough, Lyayr would enjoy the fruits of faithful service in his final years. Which weren’t that far away. Lyayr was already past forty. Though he was extremely hard and fit for his advancing age, highly valued for his experience, I’d need to think about a replacement in the next few years. I didn’t savour the thought. Lyayr’s lieutenants were all capable but nowhere near as inspiring as Lyayr. I might have to look outside my personal guards for a new commander, once Lyayr was ready to put away his sword and be shipped off to some estate. To enjoy the last stage of his life as lord of a manor.

			Lyayr was a widower, whose only wife and daughter had died tragically of a fever. I thought he had better get moving on finding another wife, getting a male heir to inherit those lands he’d one day hold. But I would’ve been fine if he didn’t do that until closer to retirement. I wanted all his focus on protecting me, not raising a family. A man could beget a child at any age if his wife was young enough to bear children. So far as I was concerned, Lyayr could wait to be a father as a greybeard.

			I then noted a little commotion taking place fifty yards away. Some Lynchun and Eastrealmian knights on guard for the council meeting, confronted someone apparently trying to make their way into the area where the royals were gathered. Unfortunately, I couldn’t see who the newcomer attempting to enter the secured site was. They were hidden behind the bulk of the Lynchun warriors, and the height of the Eastrealmian knights. Eventually, one Lynchun man broke away, coming toward the nobles, head bobbing as he searched for one among us.

			Soon, he came near me. He stopped short when he reached Sila, standing a few yards away, engaged in lively conversation with my wife, Princess Holita, wife of Glathan, and a group of Aliaz’s handmaids. The man bowed respectfully to the highborn ladies assembled, giving Sila some message I couldn’t hear. Sila raised her brows in curiosity. Then she bowed, excusing herself from Aliaz and Holita.

			Sila gathered her skirts at the bottom to keep them from trailing in the muddy parts of the hill. Even as Aliaz beckoned one of her ladies-in-waiting, to hurry behind Sila to attend her. As was befitting a princess. Sila walked behind the messenger, who led her back to where the guards stood, still shielding the stranger from view. Even as Aliaz’s handmaid caught up, taking up Sila’s skirts to prevent their soiling.

			Then the guards parted, revealing a slim female figure. She was hooded, but something about her stance was familiar to me. I saw the woman go down on one knee to Sila. Some words passed between them. Sila’s face lit up with sudden recognition. She grasped the woman’s shoulders, raising her to her feet. The handmaid stepped back, knowing her place, as Sila had obviously met a friend.

			My curiosity got the better of me. I glanced over, seeing the prospective council members still lackadaisical, and not appropriately gathered and ready to meet. So, I moved over to where Sila and the newcomer stood. The stranger’s hood was cast back. She and Sila embraced like long-lost sisters. I immediately recognized the other woman. I increased my strides, Lyayr and his men at my heels. When I reached the two women, I paused, taking in the situation.

			“Viwa?” I asked, startled, my suspicions up. “Why are you in Eastrealm?”

			Sila bowed her head. Viwa, the newcomer, went back to one knee. “Lord King. Forgive me. I—”

			“Rise,” I said curtly. “Answer me. Why are you here?” I glanced over at Sila. She said nothing, looking embarrassed, as Viwa arose.

			Viwa was prettier than I remembered. I recalled her as a stuttering, plain-faced barmaid. She was the daughter of Ralp, leader of the resistance who helped organize the common citizens of the capital city of Lynchun—Lionfort—to help take the capital for Wely. Wresting it from the grip of usurpation by Wely’s brother Orlu, and Wely’s duplicitous wife (and Orlu’s lover) the mage Syda. Both were dead now, along with Ralp, in the fight to take back Lionfort. A battle I participated in and had been instrumental in. Along with Glathan, Thurol, Centi, and others, ensuring Wely’s realm was recaptured, and the rightful king restored.

			The last time I saw Viwa was at The Painted Mage, the name of the tavern Ralp had owned. Where the covert civilian resistance against Orlu’s usurpation secretly met. That tavern now belonged to Viwa. I had ensured she was able to keep it flourishing, in the wake of it being damaged during the uprising, by gifting her a hundred pieces of gold. In commemoration of her father’s sacrifice.

			Viwa said, “I came for your crowning, Lord King. The borders coming south were shut. I explained how I got to know you. The guard there believed me, letting me pass. But I didn’t reach here in time for the ceremony.”

			“You came for my crowning?” I didn’t want to insult Viwa in front of Sila. However, I remarked, “You weren’t expressly invited.”

			Viwa blushed, “Forgive me, Lord King. I assumed the commoners would be able to observe from a distance. Though, of course, not attend any feasting reserved for those of noble birth.”

			“You have a tavern to run. Especially now your father has passed. Wouldn’t your presence be required there?”

			“I’ve sold The Painted Mage. It fetched me quite the sum. The Lionfort, as you know, is in rebuilding after the insurrection. People look with renewed hope to new opportunities.”

			I looked once more at Sila. Who said not a word. I turned back to Viwa for more answers. “I saw one such opportunity for myself. An old friend of my father’s, whose own tavern completely burnt down in the uprising, sought another business. Thanks to your generosity, with the surfeit of coins you gave me at our last parting, I could accelerate repairs and improvements to The Painted Mage. It’s been about a month since I last saw you. But within a few weeks, after you bestowed upon me your royal favour in that bounty, praise the Sky Goddess, my tavern was restored to a degree to be an attractive business whom anyone interested in such an establishment would covet. I have sold The Painted Mage to Father’s old friend for a handsome sum.”

			“So, you sold your tavern, coming here just to see my coronation? Or to stay longer?”

			“Indeed, I might stay longer. I might stay permanently; I might not. I’m exploring my options. I understand that Lynchun citizens who resided in Golden Valley prior to your ascension can become citizens of Eastrealm. Or return to Lynchun, retaining citizenship there, and you are also accepting suits for citizenship to Eastrealm from Lynchunians wishing to immigrate to your realm. Once the Lioncrest approves, of course.”

			“King Wely’s son Prince Eld, as his father’s proxy, vets those wishing to become part of my realm for me,” I said noncommittally. I didn’t trust what Viwa told me for an instant.

			“Eld may want to vet more than your application,” muttered Sila. I couldn’t help snickering. Eld’s appetites for women were as bountiful as his generous girth. No doubt, Sila had heard of Eld’s philandering ways.

			“Wait,” I said to Viwa, calculating in my head. “We parted ways over a month ago. But we left the Lionfort the next day after I saw you. You said you remained behind for at least a fortnight to see your repairs completed and settle your affairs. So, when did you leave the Lionfort? How long did it take you to get here?”

			Viwa answered, “I left the Lionfort three days ago, Lord King. I didn’t tarry or rest long overnight—”

			“It’s sixty or seventy miles, or more, to where we stand from the Lionfort,” I said disbelievingly. “You made the trip in three days? On foot? That’s a good pace for even a hardened warrior!”

			“I walk quickly, Lord King. I’ve always been swift on my feet. I didn’t grow up in the city. I grew up in Paw, a remote border town on the eastern frontier of Lynchun. There’s little around the border towns, save Lionshead. Everywhere of relevance is a far distance. I’d spend a lot of time running errands for my father. I loved to run. I grew to be quite fleet of foot.”

			I was even more surprised. I knew the town of Paw. At the start of the grand theatre, I orchestrated, entering Lynchun under a ruse to try and get Wely’s kingdom back; my next stop after leaving the border city of Lionshead, had been Paw. That is where I next met Lysi after seeing her twice in Nyrimia, where I first landed in Acremia. 

			“Paw?” I mumbled at the coincidence. “I know it.”

			“You have been there? You know the graveyard hill?”

			“Too well,” I muttered. At the graveyard hill in Paw, where many fallen Lynchun warriors were interred, I’d shared a forbidden kiss with Lysi. Nearly ending in much more than a kiss. Had I not restrained myself, before things went too far. I blushed with shame at my indiscretion. At almost being unfaithful to Aliaz.

			Coincidentally, at the graveyard hill, Lysi instructed me to go to The Painted Mage. To help me in my cause, to get Lynchun back for Wely. At the time, Lysi was cryptic. Back then, she chose not to explain openly, that Ralp’s resistance movement based at the tavern would aid my plans. I didn’t discover all that until I went to The Painted Mage. Nearly getting myself stabbed by Ralp’s cohorts, before revealing myself to be loyal to Wely, not Orlu. What saved me was mentioning Lysi’s name. Which I did as a last desperate measure.

			Viwa said, “I used to sprint up and down that graveyard hill as a child. Most of my childhood friends were afraid of ghosts from the graveyard. But some were brave enough to join me. Personally, I feared no ghosts. I used to run around the cairns like a little mad thing. Soon I found I was quite agile.”

			An engaging story. But there had to be more to it. More to Viwa’s ability to travel so swiftly, like a hardened fighter, instead of a stuttering barmaid. More to her presence in Eastrealm. Also, I noticed she hadn’t stuttered once, since speaking to me. My eyes must have narrowed, giving away my doubts. For as if on signal, her speech changed.

			“You’re not here just to see me crowned king and come too late for it. Why would you want to become a subject of mine, as you imply, you’re considering?”

			“A f-fresh start.” The stutter miraculously, and conveniently, returned. Was it triggered by nervousness? Or was it a farce all along she realized I was onto?

			“Forgive me for saying, L-L-Lord King. But, by the Earth Goddess, the former Golden Valley wasn’t renowned for its entertainment. Very f-few good taverns here. That will change. Now that your new land of Eastrealm, has so many people flocking here every d-day. I’m told you’re building a fortress, with a stone palisade, on this hill we stand upon. A marvel. Where such a f-f-fortress rises, so will a town follow. Not just any town. A great capital city. But a capital city with no taverns. I could be the f-f-first. I see...op-op...opportunity.”

			“Opportunity?” I chuckled. One of my favourite words. A word Glathan and I shared a smile over, every time one of us said it. Opportunity was what all that had been accomplished, since Atalantyx drowned was about. Taking advantage of God-given chances laid in one’s path and thriving as a result.

			“Yes. Opportunity. T-to earn more than even being one of many established taverns in the capital city of L-Lynchun. Already, this area teems with activity. With those aspiring to become tradesmen, working on your proposed fortress. No taverns here...yet. No competition for me. That won’t last long. But if I’m the first in business, I can capitalize. I’ve some distant relatives nearby who are skilled builders. They’ll help erect a new tavern quickly. One I can manage. I will assess how successful the tavern is, in the first few months. After that, I may decide to s-stay in Eastrealm. Or, I’ll have my relatives take care of the tavern for me, and I’ll return to Lynchun.”

			“Return to Lynchun, and to what?” I asked. “You have just sold a profitable tavern there.” I pondered all Viwa said, glancing back at the other nobles. They were finally beginning to properly assemble. But I knew they would wait for me. However, I couldn’t dally long. But I wanted to understand what Viwa was up to. I was in a suspicious mood, exacerbated by the attempt on my life. When we last saw her, Thurol said to me, after overhearing a cryptic conversation between Viwa and Ralp, that Viwa was more than she seemed. After listening to him, I agreed. Promising Thurol, I’d have Glathan, who’d be the primary manager of my kingdom’s spy assets, keep an eye on Viwa. But I’d forgotten to ask Glathan to do so. As Viwa wasn’t paramount to my attention, with all I had to deal with. Seeing Viwa appear suddenly in Eastrealm, made me heed my brother-in-law’s words even more, realizing I’d been remiss.

			Did Viwa have something to do with those who sought my life? Was she a threat? I couldn’t discount anything. I didn’t like coincidences during times like these, fraught with danger. And Viwa’s appearance in Eastrealm, seemed too much of a coincidence. At the very least, whatever her relationship with Sila was, it warranted more exploring. I changed the subject, commenting, “You have made the acquaintance of Princess Sila before this day.”

			Viwa, I could see, debated how to respond. Finally, Sila properly spoke up in Viwa’s defence. “Lord King, Mistress Viwa is deserving of your trust. You trusted her father, didn’t you? She is no less worthy. She...” Like Viwa, Sila didn’t finish whatever she wanted to say.

			I urged, “Speak freely.”

			Sila said slowly, “You may be aware my sister, Queen Lysi, was a friend of Ralp. May the Earth Goddess take him into Her bosom.”

			I said sarcastically, “A friend? More like Viwa’s late father, Ralp was an employee of the queen. A very specific sort of employee. Let’s be honest. Ralp was a spy for your sister.”

			“I don’t dispute that,” allowed Sila. “In any event, Mistress Viwa and I corresponded over the years as Ralp’s...friendship with Sister developed. Queen Lysi spoke of Viwa with interest. In time, Viwa and I struck up a friendship by letter.”

			None of it made sense to me. I said as much. “You, at the time, the second-in-line to the throne of Nyrimia, took up a friendship by letter—” I managed to stop myself before I said with a common-born, stuttering barmaid. “With a young damsel of Lynchun, daughter of a tavern owner?” To what advantage? To cultivate Viwa as Sila’s personal spy while Lysi worked Ralp as her informant?

			“Does her station compared to mine matter, Lord King?” challenged Sila. Once more, I was taken aback by her forthrightness. “I found us to be kindred spirits. We began to converse via letter. We became fast friends. I’d never seen her until this moment. A joyous meeting.”

			Here was the daughter of a professional spy presenting a rather unconvincing story to me. Backed up by a royal, I must remember had a reputation for deceit. If Viwa followed in her father’s footsteps as a spy—which I suspected she did—she needed to do a much better job. The biggest fool wouldn’t find any of what Viwa and Sila claimed credible. And I wouldn’t be taken for any kind of fool.

			“Lying to a king,” I said mawkishly, “can be considered a crime. You expect me to believe any of this tale you’ve spun? When someone feels like being forthcoming with me, hopefully, for your sake, I will be in a forgiving mood. What I do know is this: your stutter seems rather erratic, Mistress Viwa. And...your appearance...has changed since I last saw you.” I couldn’t get past how much prettier Viwa appeared than before. But I didn’t want to be outright discourteous and say that she was barely passable looking before. Now, beauty bloomed on her cheeks like a rose. “Finally, your friendship with Princess Sila doesn’t seem plausible. It will go better for all if the truth is revealed from you two ladies. Rather than if I find out the truth otherwise.” I sounded threatening, outright accusatory, with a decided edge to my tone. I didn’t care. “Forgive me; I’m in no mood to be played with today. Now, the council awaits Princess Sila and me. Mistress Viwa, no doubt we’ll see one another again. Since you plan to remain in my realm, for now.”

			Dismissed, Viwa turned an even deeper red and curtseyed low. I nodded to Sila, who bowed. Once more, as she had before, hastily came after me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Just before the meeting commenced, I spoke with Wely and Hert quietly and confidently about the attempt on my life. Both were outraged and worried, as expected. Wely noted we had to rethink our current position, as a three-way alliance of kingdoms, towards Ipithyia. Ipithyia had been, informally, an enemy of Lynchun for years. Each realm had happily raided the other’s territories. Yet no formal war was declared. Wely hated Blas of Ipithyia. Blas returned hate for hate. Carthlughe had no enmity with Ipithyia. But now Wely’s enemies, and mine, would be Hert’s enemies too.

			I begged Wely to leave the situation with me for now. Wely and Hert brought me into clientship to be their leading warlord. Wely previously expressed confidence in me that I’d succeed in defeating his enemies, like Blas and the infamous bandit king, Gart, the Ghost of Celtnia and Augusnia. Wely admitted that he’d failed to deal with such enemies effectively in the past. Now, Blas incurred my personal enmity, sending men to kill me before I could be crowned. But those men were intercepted and slain by Centi and Lysi. Since that attempt was unsuccessful, Blas apparently sent an expert archer to take me down. Despite the violent response called for to these actions, all three of us kings realized, it wasn’t time for open war.

			Wely was recovering his kingdom’s strength after the recent insurrection that nearly toppled his rule. I was without genuine fortifications, and an actual army, with both cavalry and foot soldiers, yet. Hert, like me, just recently coming to his throne, needed to solidify his own kingdom. One waged war most effectively when at full strength. Both Wely and Hert risked being away from their realms, to see me established. But they couldn’t stay to hold my hand any longer. They needed to tend to their own affairs. I needed to stand on my own two feet as a king.

			So, my fellow kings agreed. Blas was mine to deal with in my own way. I vowed to hunt down those who sought my life and bring them to justice. I aimed to accomplish this feat without giving full battle, drawing our three kingdoms into a conflict we were yet unprepared for.

			Wely chuckled softly, “Blas fancies himself cunning. He has never encountered so wily a fox as you, King Othrun. I almost feel sorry for him. Almost. Good hunting to you and stay alive.”

			The first prompt action I took when the meeting was convened, was to select my Royal High Council. So, the realm could have proper governance and direction at all levels. It was important for my overlords Wely and Hert, to know who comprised my Royal High Council, and who was of actual influence in my realm. Aside from me, as king. The council I chose was patterned after the structure of the Royal High Council of the Kings of Atalantyx, which helped each sovereign rule our drowned homeland for generations.

			I knew such appointments would cause some degree of controversy and contention amongst my lords. No matter how salient, fair, or transparent the selections were. Before my coronation, I’d already named Glathan and Uthlen the First and Second Princes of the Realm, respectively. Everyone correctly assumed my two closest extended family members, would also be my most prominent counsellors. However, who followed whom in terms of pre-eminence after those two, could become a subject of discord.

			None of the high lords wanted to feel subservient to the other. Especially between Thurol, the Ready and Lyayr. Thurol and Lyayr despised the Ready. The Ready felt very competitive towards Thurol, and looked down on Lyayr since he was common born. I took great pains to choose who would hold what post, though they seemed apparent to me. I did consult with all concerned regarding their proclivities, knowing the ultimate decision was mine alone. I felt I’d matched each man to each post. I’d considered the primary skill each man most glaringly possessed, that would make him most advantageous to the kingdom.

			So it was, that Glathan was named Seneschal and chief advisor, the highest rank in the council. The Seneschal governed the realm in the absence of the king, or the next highest royal member, and kept the king’s seal. I glanced over at my cousin Glathan, aged thirty, ten years my senior.

			Glathan possessed looks that turned the heads of the damsels. Though he only had eyes for his lovely and gracious wife, Holita. The gold fillet of the First Prince of Eastrealm on his head, certainly didn’t look out of place. He was dressed as a warrior prince that morning. That’s how I liked seeing him best. Silver mail over layered wool and leather, sky blue surcoat bearing his sigil of the silver comet attached to a star, now that I’d approved all my nobles’ sigils. Deliverance, his arming sword to one side of his sword belt, Pinprick his dagger to the other.

			Shorter than me, broad with muscle, his neat blond beard and hair showing a bit of early grey, suited Glathan well because of his mature, cultured, sophisticated comportment, and the air of mystery about him. I had always thought that was because he was so well-travelled. Having sailed the wide world as once Admiral of Atalantyx’s navies. I still knew so little of all the things Glathan had seen. But the accumulation of his travels had gained him insights into places like Eltnia, far beyond my understanding.

			Men called Glathan “the Glorious”. I could see why. He was always optimistic, suave, a capable strategist, an excellent fighter. Devout, courageous, and morally upright. Glathan was all a prince should be. Wisdom lay on his brow. But he could bring fire and steel to battle, with the best of warriors.

			He was my right hand, my closest friend and confidant. Utterly indispensable. He was the keeper of my secrets. The man I turned to for wise advice, to keep me from my worst impulses, and to encourage me to be a better man. There could be no other choice than Glathan to be my Seneschal, to rule my kingdom if I was away, incapacitated, or fell in battle.

			Tradition dictated that the High Prelate of the Temple also be the Lord Chancellor of the Realm. So, Gogest was automatically given the esteemed role of Chancellor. Though 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—such a choice would be moot as Gogest was the most senior among three prelates to survive the drowning.

			Therefore, Gogest was spontaneously made leader of the Temple, Chief Prelate over all priests and priestesses. By agreement of Prelates Fridlyr and Canothan, the other two remaining high priests. But those prelates knew Gogest was old and wouldn’t live long. So, one of them would soon take up the mantle of both High Prelate and Chancellor.

			The Chancellor was customarily the minister responsible for foreign affairs. This was because, in Atalantyx, it was desirous that negotiations with foreign powers be made with the highest representative of our faith. Who would intimately understand the foundations upon which the realm was built: the king and the Single God.

			Additionally, the solicitous, unintimidating yet dignified presence of most priests invited trust when dealing with foreign realms. Historically, when the diplomacy of the Chancellor failed, the King of Atalantyx or his designates, who were warriors, stepped in, usually bringing fire and sword to whomever we dealt with.

			Uthlen was next ranking, as the Steward of the Realm, custodian of the king’s household and chief agent and overseer of the realm’s affairs.

			After Uthlen, Thurol became Lord Marshal, Commander of the King’s Royal Armies.

			Next came Yedwol the Ready, named High Constable of Eastrealm, chief law enforcement officer and Chief Magistrate.

			Lord Secretary and Keeper of the Treasury was the able Scolan, a lord whose money management was without peer.

			The Lord Chief Clerk, who would assist the Seneschal with official royal documents, communications, and general administration, was Malean, one of the most articulate men who survived the drowning of Atalantyx.

			After much consternation, I chose Apolt as Lord Chief Herald of Royal Arms. Originally, I’d thought not to name Apolt to my Royal High Council at all. The reason being, I feared him and Uthlen’s affair becoming more widely known if they were to be constantly in each other’s company. Because such an affair might cause me political damage with those among my elite who scorned man laying with man. As a result, most of my Royal High Council members would spend more time with me and away from their fiefs, fulfilling their duties as council members.

			As Lord Herald, Apolt would be my chief standard bearer among his many tasks. That would keep Apolt at my side, rather than at Uthlen’s. As I traversed my own land and beyond, visiting other realms, in peacetime and in war. Apolt’s status as a fearsome warrior, and his appreciation of heraldry, gave the selection credence.

			The Lord Herald must be the expert on all heraldic devices of my lords and knights, and in what precedence they should be displayed. He’d also serve as the chief messenger of the king, carrying letters of utmost importance where a messenger bird wouldn’t suffice.

			Finally, Lyayr became Lord Captain of the Royal Guard, protecting the king and his family, responsible for the security of the king’s precinct, and the protection of foreign dignitaries.

			I knew the Ready would feel slighted, being below Thurol in the pecking order. The Ready would believe it was simply favouritism for my brother-in-law. Since he was, by tradition, a higher-ranking lord, as the son of a prince, and closer in the ranks of primogeniture to me as king. But even Yedwol the Ready, if challenged, must admit that Thurol was just as effective a general as the Ready. And, by a substantial degree, the better warrior than the Ready.

			I could envision no one else than Thurol leading my armies. In turn, Thurol though no fool, was a man of action, not letters and politics. Whereas the Ready was a very able administrator. He could be counted on to properly balance his duties dealing with enforcement matters in the interior of the realm, while promptly settling minor disputes within his jurisdiction. In the name of me, his king.

			Next came the dividing of Eastrealm into fiefs, which was also done privately among Glathan, Uthlen, and me before my coronation.

			The Apple River split my realm in two. Thus, the domains west from the Apple to the Bleeding Tears, from the Lynchun River to the Stonewater, would be called Valsyx. On the other side of the Apple, east to the North Stream, south from the Lynchun to the Stonewater and the edge of the Forest Arnia would be Fortyx.

			Glathan would rule over Valsyx. Fortyx would be governed by Uthlen. Whenever my firstborn son arrived, he would assume the lordship of Valsyx. Though Glathan would keep whatever immediate lands surrounded his future castle. Similarly, my second-born son would take over Fortyx from Uthlen one day. When this happened, Uthlen would still have the land directly surrounding whatever castle he erected.

			Both my cousins would retain the title of prince for life. Their future male progeny would only be earls. So, the title of prince would die with them. While they lived, once my new First and Second Princes were born, Glathan and Uthlen would revert to becoming vassals of my own primary heirs.

			I retained a triangular chunk of property in southeastern most Valsyx, from the flat-topped hill upon which we stood, down to the Stonewater, across to the Apple, as the royal domain. The remainder of the lords of Eastrealm—those who had once captained the ships who came over from Atalantyx to Eltnia—were given appropriate lands and titles under these in the usual pyramid of feudal ranking.

			Glathan divided Valsyx amongst Earls Yedwol the Ready, Arnlyr, Tytel, Malean, Cantic, Fuerun, and Pertid. Uthlen parsed Fortyx amongst Earls Thurol, Apolt, Wirlun, Cheal, Helthan, Ornest, and Scolan.

			The only other requirement from me regarding the division of lands, was that the Ready have the largest fiefdom amongst all the earls. This was due to the eminence of his heritage as nephew to the second-last King of Atalantyx. And, due to me attempting to mollify him for essentially disinheriting his father, my uncle, the Ready himself, and his son Yedwol the Bard from their rightful place in the line of succession.

			I had bypassed Uncle, and the Ready, who rightfully would’ve been First and Second Prince of Eastrealm, for my closer comrades but more far-removed cousins Glathan and Uthlen. I forced my late uncle, not long for the grave then, to sign away any rightful claims to being First Prince of Eastrealm and relinquish his standing as next-in-line to my throne. After these changes to the succession I’d made, with Uncle’s recent death, after Glathan, Uthlen was in line to kingship should I die prematurely. Then the Ready, then the Bard, then Thurol. I hoped Aliaz would give me enough sons to make succession redundant.

			The guilt of secretly stealing the Ready’s rightful place as King of Eastrealm, much less openly displacing him as second-in-line to the throne, still periodically bothered me. However, it bothered me less and less, as I became more accustomed to the glory of kingship. For if the Angel being my father was to be believed, I wasn’t the second-born son of King Atalan, Ninth of Atalantyx. Rather I was a bastard. The Ready was the legitimate closest male heir living to Erthal and rightful Lord of Eastrealm, if I was really the Angel’s son.

			But I had long ago accepted the Angel saw me fit to completely steal the birthright of the Yedwol line. The throne of Eastrealm, and the sacred duty of conquering all Acremia was the mission I was entrusted with by God’s messenger, not anyone else, including the Ready. No matter if, by laws of primogeniture, he was entitled to the crown I now possessed.

			The next three priorities for my new realm were shelter, sustenance, and security. Those priorities encompassed many aspects. Scouting parties were at once sent out, along with those to gather provisions and hunt, acquiring sufficient sustenance to feed approximately two thousand souls. At the same time, timber was collected to begin the immediate construction of a rough fort. To protect the new kingdom, and ensure its security, until the castle could be built.

			Lords were nothing without lands and strongholds to keep them and their households safe. For the first few months going forward, safety would be in numbers. We Atalanteans didn’t know our new homeland well. Until all was made safe and ready for settlement, the eighteen hundred who escaped the drowned kingdom would remain encamped in and/or around the hill. Then, slowly, over the coming weeks, trains of lords escorted by their own household forces. With their families, servants, and baggage, they would make their way to establish their own holdings throughout Eastrealm.

			Forthwith, the construction of my dream fortress would commence. The first step was to create the main keep and its auxiliary buildings. A team of architects, such that there were amongst the Atalanteans, were gathered under the command of Uthlen.

			The huge flat-top hill where we stood, approximately a mile squared in size, and sloping thirty feet high, was the perfect site. The central tower would be built at the centre of the hill, one hundred feet by one hundred feet at the base, rising seventy feet high. This tower would be cylindrical in shape for symbolic and practical reasons. Cylindrical, representing the Circle in our most sacred emblem, the Triangle and the Circle. Cylindrical, as those types of towers, were harder to destroy than square ones, less vulnerable to siege weaponry, providing a more fulsome view to sight enemies, and lay out arrow fire.

			A temple with a pyramidal roof would rise an acre’s length away from the tower. This would be the main temple of the realm, the seat of the High Prelate, and his chief priests and priestesses. Only the royal family and nobles of the kingdom would celebrate mass in this great Triangle Temple. In time, other lesser temples would be built throughout my realm for the commoners to attend. But this first temple in my capital would be reflective of the grandeur of my court. A tribute to the awesome power and glory of the Single God.

			The one square mile summit, with the tower and temple in the centre, would first be enclosed at the perimeter of the hill by the surrounding palisade and later by a high stone wall. This wall would be fifty-one feet tall, running the circumference of the hill. That number fifty-one was important to me. Three Rivers, the oldest city in Eltnia and the capital city of Peernia, famed for its impregnable fifty-foot stone walls, was held to be the most important commercial hub in the world, now that the city of Havenshur in Atalantyx was no more. Well, the walls of my capital fortress would be one foot better than Three Rivers. In my pride, I wouldn’t be outdone by any Eltnish king. Though I knew it was the Anib, once masters of Eltnia, not the Peernian themselves, who built Three Rivers. Nevertheless.

			Four additional cylindrical watch towers would be posted in each corner of the outwall, each sixty feet high. A gatehouse would front the castle with a strong portcullis. Other essential buildings would join the main keep and temple, but the main donjon and temple were paramount to be considered first.

			A moat would be dug to encircle the hill, and a sloping drawbridge would be built to access the land below the hill. Then, another even bigger outwall, with walls of equal height to the keep, would be made to enclose five more square miles of land around the castle. Including the king’s grounds, to ensure adequate secure cropland and pastureland helped sustain the keep’s denizens in the event of a siege. Finally, another gatehouse would be the only way to enter these domains.

			Viwa was correct that, in time, a city would sprout up within the second outwall. A great fortified city, with the Circle Tower at the summit, looking down on the inhabitants. A mighty metropolis that would beggar even Three Rivers, in time. I’d be king of the greatest city in the world. Just as my predecessors in Atalantyx had been, when they ruled over the Circle City.

			Wely, Hert, and the Eltnish lords present all stared, wide-eyed, at the scope and scale of the planned project. For them, it was beyond ambitious. Hert’s fortress of Wolflodge, which I’d never seen, though my people who had seen it said it was impressive, was made entirely of wood, and erected only seven generations before Hert came to his throne. Wely’s lofty capital of Lionfort, far more ancient, had the stone parts partially built by the original Anibian settlers. Yet most of it was also made from wood by Wely’s Eltnish ancestors.

			What I had planned for the entire complex was staggering to my two overlords. They too quickly saw the reach of my ambitions. Wely remarked such a capital as I’d planned would exceed the magnificence of Three Rivers, the most daunting city in the land. I was well-pleased at this comment, my chest puffing with unabashed pride, as that’s exactly what I wanted.

			I had two women at my side throughout the conversation, as we discussed plans for my realm. One was Aliaz. The other was Sila. Though my two male heirs and closest counsellors, Glathan and Uthlen, stood next to them, having female advice other than Aliaz in my ear in Sila was strange. Aliaz’s primary function as queen would be to, with Uthlen, order my royal household affairs, oversee the building of the Circle Tower and environs.

			Eld, standing beside Uthlen, was to be another one of my key long-term advisors. Eld would remain with me in Eastrealm for an indeterminate length of time, as my chief advisor in terms of the affairs of the continent. In so far as the Lynchun perspective, and how my overlord Wely wished me to handle certain political matters now that I controlled part of his former kingdom, was concerned.

			Eld was his father’s right hand. He would be expected to act in the best interests of Lynchun first, Eastrealm second. While the same might be said for Sila—her putting Badonia or even Nyrimia first (if she still held some sort of allegiance to her sister)—something about Sila made me trust her loyalties would remain with me. A foolish notion, perhaps. But I’d learned long ago to trust my gut in matters such as those. Unlike Sila though, who would leave soon to help Irly rule Badonia, Eld would be in my company for some time going forward.

			Eld, while in Eastrealm, would become a shadow member of my Royal High Council. Though he’d have no official title in my kingdom, he would be invited to future council meetings. Eld’s assistance with the transition of power from Lynchun, and what was once Golden Valley, the fief of Lynchun, to now Eastrealm, the Kingdom of Atalanteans and former subjects of Lynchun, would be invaluable. Eld would be there, a trusted lord to those former citizens of Lynchun. To speak to all the Eltnish dwellers in my new domain, offering them legal recognition as subjects of Eastrealm.

			Eld, stout and jolly, honest and true, had a way about him with the common folk. He had sway with the tribal populous, most of whom would now swear allegiance to me. I, who was, in turn, still a vassal of the Gold Seat, Lynchun’s throne. Not every man, woman, and child of Eltnish origin, who suddenly found themselves living under the rule of foreigners, would be overjoyed to have new masters come from over the Shimmering Sea.

			Eld would soothe the ire of village chieftains, calm disgruntled shepherds. He’d convince upset farmers there would be nothing but plenty, prosperity, and a place for all in my new kingdom. Outright rebellions would be averted by Eld’s skillful pacifications. I was glad of Eld’s presence.

			I had knights and fair ladies of the court. I had priests, scribes, other learned men, and some of the best masons, smithies, armourers, horse masters, servants, and handmaidens. But I lacked everything else in sufficient numbers to make a thriving kingdom function, especially one with such a great city as I planned to make. So, I required commoners in abundance, and among those commoners, people of skilled and unskilled trades. I needed as many of them as could be found.

			All these vocations were plentiful throughout Lynchun. I was grateful Eld’s credibility would help persuade so many of these types of people of the opportunities that would abound under my lordship. So, they would flock to Eastrealm for employment. Strong Eltnish men, seeing a means to increase their standing and wages, would be offering their services to me, in both trades and arms, as potential soldiers. I’d accept those I found worthy. Again, leaning on Eld’s counsel, to choose ones who were acceptable.

			I could communicate effectively with my new subjects as I spoke their tongue. Nonetheless, until I got to know my realm better, I’d rely heavily on the guidance of Eld, Prince of Lynchun, the erstwhile lord of the fief of Golden Valley—who knew the lands and people like his own hand—on how best to assimilate the new Eastrealmians of Eltnish origin into the greater kingdom. Eld would also guide my lords and me around the realm. So, we might grow to learn it, as intimately as he knew it.

			As Eld praised the design plans for the Circle Tower, Aliaz spoke up. “The main tower must have proper bedchambers.” Then she whispered to me, “And a nursery.” She leaned back, smiling ear to ear.

			I stared at her, and she gently put her finger to her lips. I felt I would burst with joy. And immediate worry. For, Aliaz had several false starts before in giving me an heir. I prayed this time, whatever seed I put in her belly would bear fruit. But I promised myself to remain positive. I said a quick prayer to the Single God for the birth of a healthy son.

			“There will be main chambers for the royal family, my Queen,” said Uthlen, looking down at the chart, not seeing that exchange. I looked at my long-limbed, almost gangly cousin. Though, he was filling out a bit, as he would now be—what—seventeen? Time flew. I had made him a prince.

			He was no warrior, like Glathan. As a matter of fact, he was hopeless as a soldier. For that, I knew I, and others more martial among my lords—save the kind and magnanimous Glathan—looked down on Uthlen slightly. But Uthlen was brilliant. Like his father Yulone before him. Uthlen was a skilled theoretician, historian, mathematician, and engineer. Anything to do with learning, Uthlen was the man you wanted at your side.

			And he had the handsome blond-haired, green-eyed, proud-nosed looks of our royal house. It seemed as he grew older, and with the rank and responsibilities I thrust on him, regal stature and bearing began to grow on him as well. There he was in a grey silk tunic, woven with gold threads on the breast in bold relief. His personal symbol of the grasshopper clinging to his slim frame. A gold circlet at his brows, looking decidedly princely, that day.

			“There will be antechambers and a solar in the royal suite,” Uthlen said. “Guest chambers will sit below the main rooms at the top. The ground floor will include a great hall. There’ll be larders, kitchens, accommodation for the guards, wards for the ill, an armoury, and the like below ground, an undercroft for storage. The tower will be seven stories tall, a splendid donjon. Once completed, we can build the next four towers, battlements, and a gatehouse.”

			“It will be splendid,” I said, holding my wife’s hand as we shared a look of bliss.

			Two other endeavours besides the building of the Circle Tower and its immediate surroundings would also begin. In building all, there would be direct support of special labourers from Lynchun.

			The first endeavour, again conceived by Uthlen, who’d begun whispering in Wely and Hert’s ears, was a mighty stone bridge. The bridge would be named the Strong Fords, linking Eastrealm to Lynchun. And, by extension, by spanning the Lynchun River, giving Eastrealm somewhat better access to Carthlughe, north of Lynchun.

			The second project was pushed by Thurol. This plan was to have a central paved road to traverse the north part of the realm, connecting Eastrealm to the bridge. This would provide access to my overlord in Lynchun, with greater ease and safety than the crude dirt trails currently existing.

			Thurol, as Commander of the Royal Armies, asserted that to fulfill our oaths and send troops expediently to Lynchun or Carthlughe, it would be different now that those troops would primarily be riding on horseback, rather than marching. Eltnish armies were predominantly foot soldiers. Only the highest-ranking Eltnish noblemen, and errand-riders, when the need arose, rode horses by tradition in Eltnia. By contrast, my Eastrealmian army would be centred on cavalry. My redoubtable knights, trained to ride horses and do battle from horseback almost since birth, would be my army’s mainstay.

			“If we are to answer any summons for aid to Lynchun or Carthlughe,” said Thurol, “we’ll need to ride fast. Horses need proper roads. Else, sooner or later, horseshoes shatter, hooves split.”

			Glathan convinced Wely and Hert once the Strong Fords were built, combined with the new road leading to and from it. Besides being able to expedite our armies as Thurol wanted, our kingdoms would have the safe trading routes they required to become true commercial powers.

			“For the type of trade required to help sustain our great nations,” Glathan said, “we need better roads to transport the goods. Good roads all the way to Carthlughe, if possible.” Hert and Wely gawked at all, as they had at the concept of my castle and capital city’s design. Yet, they were extremely pleased.

			The Eltnish didn’t have the skill with stonework we Atalanteans did. The two kings couldn’t be more delighted that Eastrealm, as their new clients, brought more than just spears for their benefit. For what Wely and Hert voiced most, they wanted, as much as military supremacy, to remain competitive with. And, to continue to surpass, the Sanaavians to the north, in terms of riches and power.

			Wely advised that a recent halt to trading between Sanaavia and Eltnia seemed poised to change the continent’s economies. Though natural enemies, commerce continuously flowed between the two regions of Acremia—Eltnia in the south and Sanaavia in the north. But something had changed.

			That change came after Carthlughe, Wely, and Eastrealm became a formidable alliance, solidified now we’d finished quelling the rebellion against Wely’s rule. Wely’s suspicions were that change came, with Wely being reinstalled as King of Lynchun, and fulfilling his promise to give me Golden Valley as my kingdom. The validation of our new alliance, Wely believed, angered and worried any enemies that Wely, Hert, or I had in Sanaavia. For certain, I was sure, enemies like King Mag of Norsoon, one-time father-in-law to Erthal, wouldn’t applaud to see me prosper and establish myself in Acremia.

			As a result, the Sanaavian kingdoms, such as Norsoon, had broken off trade with Wely and Carthlughe, to impose sanctions against the new alliance. Had Wely’s brother Orlu succeeded, managing to hold onto Lynchun’s throne, I would have been dead. There would’ve likely been no Eastrealm. Perhaps the three-way alliance might have buckled, without me there to assure its continuance. Since I was its guarantor, between former enemies Lynchun and Carthlughe. Yet, in that case, the Sanaavians would’ve likely continued to keep trade relations open.

			I snickered inside that the Sanaavians saw me as such a threat. I vowed that they would regret their actions. They might fall to their knees economically, as payment for their hostility towards me coming to Acremia, as a new great power in the land.

			The Sanaavians had the edge and would continue to keep their advantage in trading power. However, they were willing to share this advantage with their only real Eltnish ally—Lysi’s Queendom of Nyrimia, who partnered with them in slave trading—and deny the benefit to Lynchun and Carthlughe.

			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’d 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 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 snow of the Sanaav, hinder foot travel most of the year, and Sanaavians don’t have proper bridges or roads,” said Glathan. “If we build them, we’ll beat them in trade here in the sunny climate of Eltnia, where we can transport goods all year long.”

			As had been discussed, tradesmen already flowed from Lynchun and Carthlughe into my kingdom. Reports were areas north and south of the Lynchun between the three realms had already experienced a resurgence in industry, though my kingdom was just underway. Glathan’s reasoning was sound regarding the new economics that the establishment of Eastrealm and the new peace between Carthlughe and Lynchun—rivals I’d helped bind together into allies—brought to the continent.

			Hert, when I had first met him, foretold Eastrealmian smithies would prove superior even to those of Carthlughe, held to be the best sword makers in Acremia, next to the forges of Sanaavia. But Lynchun and Carthlughe had enough raw iron to make blades, spearheads and the shields needed for the blacksmiths’ billows to keep pumping south of the Lynchun River.

			Smithcraft and the making of fine weapons and armour would no doubt quickly flourish in my new realm. Nonetheless, the thriftiest way for Eastrealm to acquire what we needed to forge those armaments, was to help supply warriors for both my overlords’ kingdoms. Another way, was by supplanting patrols for both realms and our own, once my armies grew sufficiently large enough. Goods from Lynchun would continue to augment Atalantean steel sales.

			The arrangement promised to be increasingly profitable for all concerned. Eastrealm, the fledgling kingdom, and the long-established Lynchun and Carthlughe would flourish. Moreover, with this stability in Middle Eltnia, increased trade demand from other surrounding nations would escalate to our benefit. And, to the detriment of the Sanaavians.

			It was then that Sila spoke up. I was happy for her contribution. Well-versed in the politics of Eltnia, she also knew much of Sanaavia because of the undesirable alliance between her former home of Nyrimia, and the Sanaavian kingdoms of Furfell and Norsoon. It was Lysi’s father, Ina the Ignorant, who first, and alone of Eltnia’s kings, initiated dealing in the slave trade with Furfell and Norsoon. Much to my disgust, Lysi continued this practice. Selling her people to the Sanaavians.

			Sila explained, in Sanaavia, despite their riches from slavery and the sea trade, too much of their reserves were wasted 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 of this predicament. Which should be how a proper feudal structure operated. The continual pilfering and pillaging were taking 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 burned or stolen, and secret hoards unearthed during raids and confiscated, Sanaavia threatened to collapse. In addition, most of Sanaavia lacked arable farmland in their frozen northern climates.

			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 less large-scale conflicts between nations. This allowed Eltnish domains to keep their economies intact.

			However, not all this news was auspicious for the three-headed alliance of Lynchun, Carthlughe, and Eastrealm. When Sila finished, Hert said, “Princess Sila speaks truly, and wisely. But Carthlughe’s client Rogonhe saw refugees from Sanaavia these past few months flooding their borders. The refugees become almost serf labour in Rogonhe. Not by my sanction. For like King Othrun, King Wely and I despise the slave trade. Yet, I understand and have allowed Rogonhe some latitude. The asylum seekers from the north are a drain. So, the Rogonheans put them to work to derive some benefit. I’ve told Rogonhe, they’ve a full moon to ensure any refugees are adequately housed and given fair wages. And, of course, root out any possible spies from Sanaavia. In addition, those who have come from the north will be given the option to swear fealty to Rogonhe and Carthlughe. Or return to Sanaavia.

			“But if things are that ill in Sanaavia, it is only a matter of time until they turn their attention to ravishing the bountiful fields of Eltnia in earnest. They’re exhausting almost everything useful from their own lands. Pillaging begets pillaging. They cannot survive without it. But soon, things will escalate beyond raiding. Open war awaits Eltnia against Sanaavia. Especially when they see how we begin to outdo them in riches and acclaim. Or war against our three-way conglomerate, with other Eltnish kingdoms wishing to test our strength, may come. Our new three-headed alliance is one to be feared. Outside Eltnia to the north, and inside Eltnia, all around us. Therefore, we must be watchful and strengthen our borders. Not only increase our coffers.”

			I agreed with my friend. But I didn’t intend to allow any fear to slow the prosperity of my new realm. I had grand ideas yet to implement. I’d find no rest until I did. Besides, as Wely always told me, until some northern lord managed to convince the Sanaavian kings to put aside their petty squabbling and unite into a confederacy that could assail Eltnia in great force, they couldn’t truly threaten the combined might of our three allied kingdoms, our clients, and our supporting realms.

			I couldn’t speak of my plans out loud. Especially in the presence of the proud Wely. So as not to offend him as king of one of Eltnia’s richest kingdoms. But I’d never forget, that when we lived in Atalantyx, having the head of King Atalan Ninth on a gold coin in your hand, meant you had the world’s preferred currency in your grasp. Now that Atalantyx, our sacred motherland, was no more, we of Eastrealm must rise until we progeny of Atalantyx boasted the world’s best money. Just as our forbearers did.

			“One of the reasons we need to hurry with the building of our fortifications,” I said out loud, “is that we need lofty castles and a city of greatness to display to impress all Eltnia. So we can bring tourists to our lands. Tourism means gold. We will spend money to gain it. But we’ll triple our earnings over what we spend.”

			Glathan saw it right away. “I see, Sire,” he nodded. “We need a tourney.”

			“Precisely,” I smiled. “And a fair.”

			“A tourney?” asked a puzzled Hert. I smiled, explaining. The Eltnish knew nothing of tournaments where chivalric knights clashed in feats of arms. In Atalantyx, kings and lords did not stint on great expense for tournaments and banquets to accompany those events. But the fees charged for attendance were high.

			Still, the prestige and reputation acquired in performing well in such events were worth any price to some. Were Eastrealm old Atalantyx, every nation in Atramland, from Puathum to Ceane, to Husdanland, to Abolostha, to Agonron, and more, would send their best warriors. With satchels full of coin and dreams of champions’ glory in their hearts, to ride in the Atalantean lists, fight in the melees, competing in feats of archery and other daring deeds.

			Further entertaining distractions, such as flame swallowers, charlatans, and trained animals brought wonder and delight to the crowds during a respite from the fighting matches. But we weren’t in Atramland. Nonetheless, I was sure among the warlike nations of Eltnia, warriors would be drawn to such a rivalry. Of course, the purses earned would have to be substantial. Yet, the emoluments gained could be even greater.

			“Well thought,” fretted Uthlen. “Still, we’re not ready for that yet, I fear, Sire. All our resources are taxed. Our knights and labourers, all of us committed to other pursuits. Between planning, building, ruling and protecting our assets as we build them, there will be little time left for the frivolity of fairs and tourneys. And our amenities are not yet capable of sustaining, to the degree we require, an influx of visitors of the quantity, all at once, that fairs and tourneys would see.”

			Only Uthlen and Glathan could easily tell me “No” without acrimony.

			I wouldn’t be completely deterred. But even I had to admit the plain truth: Uthlen was correct. We’d be stretched to the limit, unable to put on a fair or tourney. For now.

			“When then, will we be ready?” I demanded.

			“By next year, my king,” promised Uthlen. “We’ll be ready then.”

			I would have to be patient, which wasn’t my strongest attribute. Next year seemed so far away.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			As the meeting concluded, the Lioncrest spoke again. I looked at my overlord, who I’d come to know so well. Something troubled him. The short, squat, powerfully built king, with clipped golden locks and a flat, broad, honest face, scarred from his recent encounter with his traitorous brother Orlu, seemed pensive.

			He was attired as when I first saw him when I landed in Eltnia. Slender gold coronet at his brow, rich azure cloak with a brown fur collar pinned at his shoulders. Yet, he wore no armour. Not his leather, magnificent thin golden-plated breastplate, greaves, or vambraces. Instead, a long sleeveless linen tunic covered his frame, displaying thick arms covered in the traditional brands marking a warrior of renown. He idly twisted the many opulent rings adorning his gloved fingers, distracted. But whatever bothered him, he shook it off before he spoke.

			“We’ll remain here until Centi arrives,” said Wely. “Then my lords and household warriors, with King Hert and his retinue, return to Lynchun. From there, King Hert will go back to Wolflodge.” To me, he said, “Remember, King Othrun, our feast in your honour, back in the Goldhall, to celebrate your ascension to the throne of Eastrealm takes place in a few months. Preparations also continue for the wedding of King Hert to my lovely daughter Princess Binis. We have decided to hold the wedding sooner than first planned. It will be immediately following your own celebration. The dignitaries who attend your feast will remain for a few weeks in Lynchun, attending the wedding. I am joyous over these festivities to come. A time of healing and renewal, celebration, and triumph for all our three kingdoms.”

			I was happy to hear of the marriage of Hert and Binis proceeding quickly. And I marvelled after Wely told me the tale of Lynchun and Carthlughe’s origins that it seemed the two royal lines would merge once more. Six generations prior, I’d learned from the Lioncrest himself, Wely and Hert’s ancestors created the Kingdom of Carthlughe. Carthlughe was split off from the Kingdom of Lynchun, by King Carg of Lynchun. Carg gave Carthlughe to his elder son, Carth. Meanwhile, Carg’s younger son Lughe, succeeded Carg as King of Lynchun. Then, after being allies for decades, a later generation of Lynchunian and Carthlughean rulers entered a blood feud. This happened when King Marn of Carthlughe, challenged incumbent King Rhant for Lynchun’s throne.

			After killing Rhant in the blade trial, Marn himself, and Marn’s daughter Teaya, were brutally murdered by Rhant’s son Cern. Since then, there had been only enmity between the two former allied nations. But I’d helped reforge the broken alliance by killing Hert’s father, Hor. Then, I’d bonded Wely and Hert as my dual overlords. With Hert and Wely’s daughter being married, their children would be in the line of succession for both Lynchun and Carthlughe’s thrones.

			I hoped this would bring nothing but increased strength of ties between the two nations. Still, a little quiver of doubt took me for the first time about the upcoming marriage. Could it make more potential strife, the opposite of the intention? With the children of Hert and Binis having claim to Lynchun’s throne, if those children ever decided to push those claims? An image of the royal acclimation pit in the Goldhall, Hall of Lynchun’s kings, flashed in my mind. The pit was where the conclaves of earls, led by the Earl Chieftain, would stand together in a circle. In the centre of such a circle, an incumbent ruling King or Queen of Lynchun would also stand, proud, when about to be crowned.

			But that pit was stained permanently with faded, ancient blood. Because when times called for it, ambitious challengers sought the trial of blades with the incumbent ruler. In hopes of defeating the incumbent and snatching the throne for themselves, those challengers could descend the paved flagstones of the pit with sword in hand. Fighting the incumbent to the death or point of yielding. I shook off the thought of bloody stones, pondering why Wely would wait for Centi to come to Eastrealm.

			Wely despised Centi—once one of Wely’s favourite lords—since Centi originally betrayed Wely to Orlu and Syda. Wely nearly executed Centi for that betrayal. Save for the intervention of lords such as Hert and me. However, Centi redeemed himself admirably, risking his life to help restore Wely’s throne.

			Bad feelings, however, over Centi’s betrayal remained on Wely’s part. Those bad feelings would likely bloom into murder if Wely knew Centi also cuckolded his king—just as Wely’s brother Orlu had done—by sleeping with Wely’s queen, Syda. I knew of Centi’s additional betrayal but chose to keep it secret to save Centi from certain death. I convinced Wely once not to kill Centi, to all our benefit. I doubt I could do it again if Wely learned what Centi had done.

			Wely maliciously tasked Centi with escorting Lysi back to her realm’s borders on purpose. So, Centi would miss my coronation. Now, after all that, Wely wanted to wait for Centi before leaving for his own capital? I thought Wely would do all he could to avoid being in Centi’s company. Though the king had little choice in the long-term, thanks to Eld and Wely’s earls.

			For while acting as king, as Wely convalesced from wounds received in the battle for his throne, Eld threw his influential support behind Centi. This resulted in Centi’s election, by the other Lynchun lords, to the post of Earl Chieftain of the Realm. Much to Wely’s anger. Centi was to be Wely’s most prominent vassal, one of the king’s chief advisors. Keeping him squarely at the heart of the king’s court. At Wely’s side.

			The meeting dissolved. Lords and ladies went about their separate business. But Wely, Hert, and I, and our bodyguards, remained. So, agreed between us three kings, we retired to Wely’s tent for privacy. It was the same spacious tent I provided him while we stayed that night in Nyrimia months ago. At the beginning of the formation of our alliance.

			Wine mixed with water was served, so we would be more sober throughout our deliberations. Then the servants left us. The exterior of the tent remained heavily guarded, with men from Eastrealm, Lynchun, and Carthlughe. Wely settled into an ornate chair beside Hert and me, who occupied similarly gaudy seats.

			“We’re leaving you in good stead, King Othrun,” said Wely when we were seated. “You can focus on building your fortress, and creating the great mounted force you desire. But you will still need Eltnish spearmen in your armies. I’m sure you’ll be able to attract many novices to your service. But you will need to train them. Eld will assist with recruiting those. As he’ll assist with anything else you require, while he remains with you the next few months.”

			Although I had enough knights to build a cavalry that could dominate Eltnia, I also needed foot soldiers. So, I planned for hundreds of Eltnish spearmen to be an effective part of the army of Eastrealm. While in times of peace, such common men would be guardsmen, messengers, and labourers. In times of war, they would form a complementary force to soften any enemy for charges from my mounted knights.

			My goal was that by the end of the first year of my reign, I could dispatch a might of more than three thousand men, combined foot and horse, to defend the realm. I had about a thousand knights. Still, I needed two thousand spearmen to complete the numbers. Not an intimidating army, by Eltnish standards. Yet certainly an adequate one.

			And that number of three thousand was just the beginning. It could only grow from there, with cavalry setting my forces apart from other armies. My enemies would quake with terror, I vowed, when they realized the ferocity of Eastrealmian knights coming at them, bitter spears levelled from horseback at the enemies’ ranks.

			“So,” I said to my counterparts, “any more words of counsel for this novice king? Before I’m bereft of your royal presence for a time?”

			“Small counsel, have I to give you,” said Hert. “If you’ll hear it. I’ve only been a king a few months longer than you. Yet...”

			“As always, I welcome your counsel,” I smiled at my friend.

			Taller, even more muscular than Wely, young enough to be his son, but balding prematurely, Hert nevertheless cut a dashing figure. He sported an embellished all-black tunic clinging to his broad shoulders, the white wolf sigil of Carthlughe threaded into the fabric. He stretched his long legs, pausing briefly, gathering his thoughts, before addressing me.

			“There’s an old Anib tale,” Hert said, respect in his voice as he referred to the Anib. I used to highly resent when the Eltnish spoke of the Anib with awe. Since they were a reference in Eltnia for all things grand, as the greatest civilization in the world. A place I’d always thought the Atalanteans held. But I began to feel somewhat differently. I had seen the remnants of the ancient stonework of the Anib that survived in Eltnia.

			I truly believed the Anib was a special race, though I’d never seen them. My late uncle’s belief they were illiterate savages, must have been wrong. Glathan’s impression, having journeyed to their lands, that the Anib were genuinely worthy of veneration, must have been closer to correct. Even though perhaps that displaced the eminence of the Atalanteans somewhat, I was ready to accept Anibian greatness, at least approached that of my Atalanteans.

			Hert continued: “A princess of a small Anibian realm was a great warrior and huntress. Though her kingdom was isolated, having few wild beasts within its borders, fierce lions roamed on the edge of the kingdom. The lions rarely troubled the small realm. Still, the princess decided, one day, unbeknownst to her mother, the queen, to slip out in the dead of night. Not to hunt an adult lion. To capture a lion cub. A feat beyond daring. A lioness, of course, would fiercely protect her young. But the young princess was bold and skilled. The goddesses must’ve been with her too. As, after many days searching the wild, she managed to find a young lion, somehow separated from its mother. She captured the lion cub, bringing it back to her kingdom. The queen thought her daughter, who had disappeared, was dead. She was relieved to see her, but wroth with her. She demanded to know why her daughter risked herself to bring back a lion cub.

			“The princess said she’d keep the lion cub caged, but feed it heartily, and treat it well. The princess believed the lion would become the greatest weapon the kingdom could have. No one would trouble their kingdom, knowing a fierce lion was on guard, was the princess’ reasoning. By treating the lion cub favourably, the princess felt the lion, in turn, would serve the kingdom faithfully.

			“The queen said the plan was foolish. The princess asked, ‘Mother, do you fear the nature of the beast? That no matter what, as a wild animal, it’ll turn on us one day, though we’re its masters?’

			“‘No,’ answered the queen without elaborating. ‘But go forth with your plan, Daughter. See your folly in years to come. Some must learn by seeing.’ So, the lion was caged. As the princess promised, her retainers fed the lion generously, petted it, cared for it well, and even loved it as a pet. The lion grew apace. It was fearsome, roaring at anyone it didn’t know who came near the cage. The citizens were frightened of it. Still, the lion was tame and docile with its handlers. Who could walk into the lion cage without fear of being eaten and were nuzzled by the lion. As if it were a household pet. But it promised to be fearsome against any foes.

			“The princess smiled smugly as she witnessed this. The enemies of her realm dared not attack since rumours of the lion being housed circulated. Then one day, a slipshod new handler left the door of the lion’s cage open. By the time the attendant realized their horrible error, it was too late. The lion was gone.

			“The citizens were terrified. The princess was mortified. She brought the negligent attendant before her mother to be punished, seeking the servant’s life for endangering the citizens with the lion’s escape. But the queen refused to punish the careless attendant, saying, ‘It’s you, Daughter, who should be punished for your arrogance and folly. Not those merely following your instructions. The servant didn’t bring a lion into our midst. You did.’

			“Chastened, the princess agreed. ‘Yes, Mother. In my hubris, I sought to keep a lion. But I did it for my people’s safety. Now I’ve caused the opposite effect. I’ve endangered us all. Give me permission to hunt this lion. I’ll find it and slay it if I must.’

			“‘You’d slay the very creature you risked so much to bring here?’ scoffed the queen. ‘The creature you spent so much food on? So many attendants to care for? No. Do nothing. The Goddesses will provide.’

			“The princess protested, but the queen’s will prevailed. There was no hunt for the lion. Instead, all waited, worrying the lion would appear only after devouring innocent citizens. Guilt weighed heavily on the princess’ mind.

			“Three weeks later, to the princess’ astonishment, the lion was back in its cage. It was emaciated, bearing many scars, apparently from fighting other animals out in the wild. But it returned, simply slinking into its wide-open pen in the middle of the night. The amazed attendants were certain to properly secure the cage behind the beast. But the lion barely paid them any mind. It seemed despondent, taking some days until it’d eat anything.

			“The princess said to her mother, ‘You knew the lion would return? How?’

			“The queen shrugged, ‘You caged a wild beast, taking away its wildness. It’s been domesticated. It’s used to being fed and pampered. Not used to hunting. Or becoming the hunted.’”

			Finished with his tale, as I pondered what he’d said, Hert stood, pacing, a restless look in his eyes. I’d never seen Hert fight. But the words of Yedwols—the Old and the Ready—about Hert fighting the vicious Earl Nie, sworn to Orlu, during the battle to take back Wely’s throne, came to me. The Yedwols said Hert made duelling and killing the formidable Nie look like child’s play, that fateful day. Every time I looked at my friend, thinking of battle, I always wondered, competitively, could I beat him?

			He and I nearly fought the first day I met him, the day I killed his father. Would I be sitting here, alive, a king, had I faced the young Lord of Carthlughe that day on the beach in Nyrimia? Would he have defeated me, as easily as he dispatched Nie? I felt a shiver. Generally, I feared no man. But momentarily, Hert looked feral, stalking about the tent, almost snarling. Like a predatory wolf. I never wanted to face Hert in battle. I loved him like a brother. Besides, I didn’t know if I could beat him.

			He stopped pacing and turned, saying to me sternly, “Don’t grow soft like the lion. A king has many duties. Endless councils, negotiations, issuing judgments. Worrying over the treasury, running a kingdom. But every day, twice a day if you can, even if you’re falling with weariness, train. Don’t allow other duties of a king to distract you from training. Train with sword and spear and shield and horse. Keep your body hard and your mind sharp for battle. Else you’ll become the hunted. Because as my father once told you, the life of a king in Eltnia is about war. If you live to be an old king, you’ll have seen enough war to last you a lifetime. But if you live to see old age, that will mean you trained hard enough, consistently enough, to live that long.”

			Hert sighed, sitting back down and draining his cup. I didn’t know what to think of his mood. Still, I was absorbed by his words. It was good advice. Already I was daunted by all the things I had to do; all I was responsible for. But, regardless, I needed to always ensure I kept sharp, ready to give battle.

			Assassins were trying to kill me. Kings wanted me dead. I had vigilant guards. But there’d be situations where my men wouldn’t always be able to protect me. I raised my cup to Hert, in thanks for the sage advice.

			Still, the young Hert looked gloomy. Once more, I thought of my strange friendship with this heathen king. A man I’d come to love as a brother. I killed Hert’s father, who had wanted him dead. By doing so, I’d inadvertently set Hert on the throne of Carthlughe. Still, did he sometimes question our friendship because I slew his father? Despite our bond?

			Wely sat, looking as morose as Hert. But I sensed for different reasons, though I didn’t question Hert about his own mood. Still, Wely, too, lifted his cup to Hert in acknowledgment of the wisdom to be found in the tale of the Anib princess, who had captured the lion.

			“And what counsel do you have for me, your vassal?” I asked Wely since Hert had finished.

			“Nothing,” said Wely softly. “Instead, I’d ask for counsel from you two fellow kings.”

			I was surprised. I looked at Hert. He, too, looked taken aback, his rather dour mood immediately changing. He sat up with interest, looking at me, then at Wely. “However, we can help,” said Hert kindly.

			Wely sighed, “I’d have your counsel about Lord Centi.”

			I was correct in my feeling, then. There was something more to Wely wanting to wait for Centi before returning to Lynchun. I decided I would be candid with Wely. “What of Centi?” I asked, a bit too sharply.

			Wely caught my tone. He gave a bitter little smile. “You mislike how I treat Centi? You think he deserves better. You think he should have earned my trust again, that he’s worthy of all he’s gained? Including the Earl Chieftainship?”

			I said bluntly, “I do.”

			Hert added more diplomatically, “You don’t give Centi your favour. I understand you’ve good reason. But I, too, believe Centi is worthy.”

			Wely stared at Hert and me. His voice cracked slightly as he said, “I’ve given Centi more than my favour. I’ve given him my blood.”

			Hert and I looked at each other again, then both at Wely. “I don’t understand,” I said at first. Then, as my mind worked, I did.

			I needed to articulate what I thought Wely meant. “Centi. The child Queen Syda spoke of...the one you fathered...outside of your marriage.”

			I could barely believe it. When Wely was captured and brought before Syda and Orlu while they still held his throne, Wely made a startling admission. He’d admitted, after it was purported by Syda, one of the reasons she broke from him, lain with his brother, and rebelled against him, was because Wely was unfaithful, fathering a child out of wedlock. A child no one save Wely, perhaps, knew the identity or whereabouts of.

			“That child was Centi?” I asked incredulously.

			Wely nodded, taking a huge draught of his wine, emptying the goblet. Hert arose, playing attendant to his fellow king. Wordlessly filling the goblet, which stood on a table next to Wely. The Lioncrest—the honorific for the Kings of Lynchun—nodded his thanks and drank again. Hert and I waited in silence. Hert no doubt contemplating—as I was—the repercussions of this startling news.

			When Wely was finally ready to speak, he said to me, “Yes. Doubtless, Centi told you, Lord Othrun, as you’ve been close friends, Gedu is the name Centi was born with. I’ll tell you how Gedu was born. You and Hert are young, but you’ve both been to war. You know what campaigning is like. Sometimes it’s long, with tiresome moments between fighting. When I was young, I had Syda. Beautiful, intelligent, a mage. She was all a prince could ask for as a wife, save her heart...was cold. I tried to love her. I should’ve known back then her heart was cold to me because it warmed to Orlu, my brother. So, I failed to show her the affection a man should display towards his wife. We did the perfunctory duties a prince and princess must do to produce heirs. But it was a loveless duty. For all Syda’s beauty, no passion bloomed between us. I longed...for desirable female company. I stayed away from my wife for long periods. Preferring to face a hot battle, than a cold bed.

			“I spent many a month campaigning in Golden Valley – now your new kingdom -- fighting, trying to keep it free of invaders. When one’s away, for months, on campaign.... One stormy night in Golden Valley many years ago, my troop could find no shelter. So, we sought the nearest hamlet for sanctuary. A place of abject poverty, called Stingold. While the hamlet was poor in riches, it was bountiful in the beauty of its women. One woman was particularly lovely and gracious. She had me, at the time, the Maneprince of the Realm, in her presence, showing her affection. I suppose, being heir to the throne, many a woman would’ve been glad of my attention. But I don’t think that’s all that impressed her. Or at least, I dared to believe she...cared for who I was as a man, not only my title.

			“I came to visit her several times over the campaign. Anytime the demands of scouting and battle were lighter, and I needed rest and respite. By the third visit...she was with child. I had taken her maidenhead. I knew I’d acted dishonourably. Her mother was already dead. Her widowed father, an aging cripple. She asked if I wanted her to take abortifacient herbs...to kill the child. So as not to bring me shame. I bade her to follow her heart in the matter. But I admitted I couldn’t acknowledge any child she bore as mine. Due to my position as Maneprince. Though I promised, I’d...care for the child, in my own way, from afar.”

			Wely looked at his empty goblet. I stood this time to get more wine. But Wely waved me off, saying, “I’ve drunk too much already. I need to face my wrongs without the shield of spirits.” I sat back down.

			I immediately understood Wely’s plight. Wouldn’t I have done the same, were I Wely, in that circumstance? I thought back to my wife’s words. What makes a good king doesn’t necessarily make a good man. As kings, by-blows were understood. Great lords had their lusty appetites. Though I wasn’t one who strayed on Aliaz, I came close with Lysi. I understood temptation. Men would be men, and lusty lords were wont to take the women they desired. Irrespective of their marriage attachments, or the consequences. Indeed, usually escaping the consequences due to their position.

			Yet, illegitimates could not inherit by the old Atalantean laws. It was rare illegitimates were ever acknowledged, much less legitimized, by straying lords. In Acremia, things were more tolerant. More often, illicit children became recognized, and approved as authentic. Regardless, in Atalantyx and in Acremia, if a bastard were formally acknowledged by a lord, they could be put into the succession path, given all accordant lands and titles.

			Syda had recently outed Wely, who sired a bastard, to Wely’s lords. Many of Wely’s subjects likely would know of his infidelity by now through gossip. So, Wely was presented with the opportunity to authorize Centi as his son of royal blood, without as much fuss as if it were a secret.

			Without speaking to Hert, I knew, like me, Hert wanted Wely to come to his own decisions while we would help support whatever choice Wely made. We had faith in the Lioncrest that his decisions would be sound, despite early mistakes in his youth. We trusted him. He was the senior king among us. He was brave, wise, and a great king, transgressions aside.

			Wely said next, “Centi has lived a hard life, a fast one. His mother died young. He made his way out of Stingold to Lionfort, just a beggar boy with nothing. He gained the attention of the nobles, becoming a great warrior. He became Earl Centa’s ward and inherited Centa’s lands when he died, becoming a lord himself. He married Centa’s niece at fifteen, fathering three young girls. He rose high swiftly. Then...he betrayed his king...his father...he...lay with...his stepmother. He couldn’t know when he committed this vile act that Syda was his father’s wife. Still, she was the wife of his king. That should’ve been enough to keep him from such a crime. Yet, that was Syda. A temptress who used men to get what she wanted. I don’t doubt Syda initiated the affair, but Centi was willing. He shares the blame. However, fool that I am, I forgive him for it.”

			I almost dropped my goblet in shock. So Wely knew Centi lay with Syda, Wely’s wife and mother of his legitimate children? And Wely hadn’t yet killed Centi, knowing this? Recovering myself, I realized that was a good sign. I said nothing of Centi sleeping with Syda, though I knew it to be true. But it seemed, although Wely knew it somehow too, he’d already elected to forgive Centi. The same way, I was sure, Wely would want to be forgiven for his own indiscretions that fathered Centi.

			Wely said, “When I learned Centi had come to the Lionfort, who his mother was...I kept an eye on him. I had men watch him over the years, to learn his character. I did what I could to look out for him, without attracting attention from Syda, Orlu, or my other children. I watched him grow, encouraging Centa to mentor him. That was all I did. Centa did the rest. He raised Centi as his own son. Centi’s...done some horrible things. As I have. He has redeemed his honour, as, I hope, have I. Centi, I know in my heart, is a good man. But I don’t know how to put things right between us. He doesn’t know he’s my son. Now, he’s my Earl Chieftain. I didn’t wish it so. I didn’t wish to bring Centi so close into my counsel again. Knowing the love, but anger at the betrayal, I felt towards him. But Eld and the council made him chief earl among earls. Because they believed in him.”

			“And you don’t?” I was puzzled. It sounded like Wely completely forgave Centi for all he’d done. And, indeed, loved him.

			Wely replied, “I am responsible for who and what Centi is. I left his mother to die in squalor because I was too proud, too selfish to acknowledge her as my lover, and her child as mine.”

			“But still,” said Hert, “Centi’s thrived. He has risen above how he was born. He deserves even more. He deserves a father’s love. A father’s open love. Something I never had. Though my father named me his heir, and raised me as a prince, I never felt like his blood. He always wanted someone different than me. Someone more brutal, like him, in a son. He wanted me replaced, even wanted me dead. But you want Centi alive. If you didn’t, you’d have executed him after you first learned of his initial betrayal. No amount of persuasion by Eld, Othrun, or me could’ve stayed your hand had you truly wanted to kill Centi. His betrayal must have hurt you deeply. But you still loved and spared him. As a father should. No loving father would want his own son dead.”

			Wely said to Hert, “Centi’s lived a good life, rising higher, faster than any beggar boy could hope for. But you are right. He deserves even more. Because he’s my son, by right, second in line to my throne. He’s younger than Bartho, older than Binis and Eld. He precedes my two youngest children in the order of succession. If I legitimize him.”

			Immediately, I saw the real predicament. “You’d perhaps create unrest in your kingdom with Bartho if you legitimize Centi. If I may speak plainly...because Centi, like Eld, is popular.” I did not need to say the rest. Which was, that Bartho was unpopular, likely mad, and incompetent.

			Wely nodded. I knew this hurt him too because the first in line to his throne was both weak, and of unsound mind. An unsound mind could mean paranoia. A new princely brother comes out of nowhere; a potential challenger to Bartho’s path to kingship, would do nothing to soothe such paranoia. For in Eltnia, the heir of the ruler could challenge the incumbent to a duel for the throne. Should the challenger win, they could supplant the incumbent.

			Bartho wasn’t a duellist. Centi, on the other hand, was a deadly fighter. Bartho would be wise, in the case of Centi’s ascension to prince, to be paranoid beyond the ravings of his mind. For Bartho could never beat Centi in any feats of arms.

			Centi, an ambitious man. If legitimized, he’d know full well, a flick of his sword facing Bartho in the Goldhall’s acclimation pit, could make him King of Lynchun, when Wely died. That might be a temptation too great to resist, one day, for Centi.

			“Yes,” said the Lioncrest. “But Eld and Binis would embrace Centi.”

			Hert put in, “It’s easy for Eld and Binis to accept Centi as a brother. Eld has no desire for kingship. Binis will be my queen, Lady of Carthlughe. She’s no threat to Lord Bartho’s future throne.”

			“This I know well,” agreed Wely. “Yet, no matter any enmity it might sow between my heirs, I must atone for what I’ve done.”

			I thought about my friend Centi, who I now learned was really a prince. I said, “Centi told me he’s the only boy who has ever ridden the tail and lived to tell of it.”

			“Riding the tail” was the adage for a particular feat of daring in Lynchun that almost always ended in a horrible death. Young boys braved climbing the high, sheer hill of the Goldhall, the Hall of Kings in the capital city of Lionfort. To the best of anyone’s knowledge, all those boys who tried perished, plummeting many feet to the ground, splattering into gruesome pieces. Including a beggar boy named Sart, once a groom in Lynchun’s royal stables. A boy whom I grew to know and care about. I mourned for Sart when after making the climb, he fell and died like all the rest. All the rest, save Centi. Who accomplished the feat as a lad, when he was still Gedu.

			Wely smiled ruefully. “I know. It never surprised me. There has always been something special about Centi.” Wely said then, “Thank you, friends. You’ve helped me with my decision. When Centi arrives, I’ll make things right.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			Centi came to what would be the site of my new fortress two days later. When he arrived, a great crowd was assembled on the flat-top hill, awaiting him, like my coronation a few days prior. As if he were being crowned himself. I smiled at the thought. Because, in a way, he was. He looked surprised and weary.

			I’m sure he wondered, had the Lioncrest’s obvious displeasure with him finally turned to more serious consequences? Was he walking into his judgment and execution? Likely, he could think of no other reason for the inquisitive yet sombre, worried faces of most of those gathered. Wely told no one else what he planned. The Lioncrest had simply requested the lords, ladies, and warriors present to come together for Centi’s arrival. The rumour and speculation such a request caused were astounding. As was the worry running through Centi’s mind and the minds of those who cared for him, no doubt. I didn’t even tell Aliaz, nor did Hert tell Binis about Wely’s plans. We kept our word to Wely. All would be a secret, until Centi arrived.

			Wely waited for Centi, standing with me, Aliaz, Hert, Binis, Renat, Sila, and the other nobles of Eastrealm, Lynchun, and Carthlughe. Centi walked cautiously forward to where Wely stood a bit apart from the rest of the aristocrats.

			Centi was lean, golden-haired, elegantly handsome, charismatic, and clever. A few summers younger than I. As he approached his king, he held himself up a bit straighter, I thought. Deciding to face whatever awaited him with dignity.

			I couldn’t help it. I looked for the first time for some semblance of Wely in the Earl Chieftain’s youthful countenance. I found it. In the eyes. When resolved, Centi’s eyes had that same flintiness as his father’s. It wasn’t so much the same eye colour or shape, but more the same look when minds were made up. A stubborn determination, that couldn’t disabuse them of whatever they were resolute in doing.

			Then Centi came to his knees, his eyes only for Wely, and those eyes had tears in them. He waited politely for Wely to speak, but Wely’s voice seemed to have left him. After a time, Centi raised his head. Then, tentatively, he asked, “Lord King?” He looked around him at the assembly gathered once more. He dared jest to belay his nervousness, “I thought I’d missed the revelry. It seems another party is about to begin?”

			Everyone watched, stunned, save Hert and me, as Wely knelt before Centi, tears in his eyes too. Centi, perhaps most shocked of all, rushed to his feet to try to raise Wely back up.

			“Lord King, you cannot kneel to me,” protested Centi. But Wely held onto Centi, not allowing himself to rise yet.

			“I kneel, asking you for forgiveness.” The king began to weep openly.

			“W-What?” stammered Centi.

			Wely, still grasping Centi, arose, wiping his face with his arm. Centi, still confused, stood agape. Wely held onto Centi, and Centi started to cry as well, trying to grasp what was happening, the weeping of his king scaring and confusing him. Finally, Wely, through his tears, turned and announced to the crowd, “I, Wely, King of Lynchun, call forward Kings Othrun, Lord of Eastrealm, and Hert, Lord of Carthlughe.”

			I looked at Hert. He nodded. We both went forward to stand beside Wely.

			“Kneel once more, Lord Centi,” commanded Wely, and Centi dropped back to his knees, trembling.

			Wely said, stilling his tears, “Centi, born Gedu, son of...beautiful Gydi and I, Wely, Lord of Lynchun. Let’s put the past behind us.”

			Centi’s mouth opened. His eyes watered as he fully comprehended, “You’re my father?”

			Wely nodded soberly. He leaned down and whispered into Centi’s ear. Centi looked even more alarmed. But Wely continued to whisper to reassure him. From his knees, Centi looked at me; I could see, furious and questioning. I shook my head. I knew Wely was telling Centi the king knew Centi slept with Queen Syda.

			But it hadn’t been I who’d told Wely about Centi and Syda’s relationship. Somehow, Wely found that out by other means. So, I shook my head to verify for Centi that I hadn’t betrayed his trust, and that Wely wouldn’t be punishing him for what he’d done.

			Wely spoke again aloud, “Hear me, all you here assembled. I declare that Centi, adopted son of Earl Centa, is truly my son by birth and blood. Gat by me on a woman named Gydi, now deceased many years. May the Earth Goddess keep her. As is customary, I ask the highest lords of the land I can summon to bear witness to my words, to affirm them true. None here exceed two other kings, Othrun and Hert. Lord Kings, will you bear witness to my words to confirm them true?”

			“I will,” said Hert, stepping forward.

			“I will,” I replied in kind, moving beside Hert.

			Wely cried, “Then hear me! I declare Centi, Earl Chieftain of all the earls of Lynchun, Earl Chieftain no more! I style Centi, a prince of the royal blood of my house from this day forward! He’s second in line to the throne of Lynchun! Following Maneprince Bartho.”

			The crowd erupted in cheering, especially the Lynchun warriors. Centi was beloved. Even among those who had questioned his loyalty to Wely. Eld, with Binis, came forward to joyously embrace Centi, bearing no evidence of any ill will of being pushed down the succession ranks of Lynchun’s royal house. More celebration and feasting were forthcoming late into the night. A new prince would return to Lynchun with his king.

			The next day, the great train of the two kings, and those attending them, made ready to depart. Centi would walk no longer. He would ride, as befitted a prince in Lynchun. I gave him Dele, the mount Wely had, in turn, given to me to ride to my coronation. Before Centi left, we spoke.

			“Do you remember I balked from joining you in scaling the back gates of the Lionfort?” he asked me, speaking of part of our desperate attempt to retake the capital for Wely. Thurol, Glathan, and I had made that climb. But Centi had begged off.

			“You said you are afraid of heights.”

			“But once, as a boy, I rode the tail,” he reminded me. “I wasn’t afraid of heights then.”

			I shrugged. “Childhood bravery can become adult fears when we’re old enough to know better.”

			Centi shook his head. “But then we fought that terrible fight on the bridge to the Goldhall. You think I wasn’t scared to go onto that bridge, though I’d travelled that bridge so many times before, going into the Hall of Kings? I never, ever looked down when I went over the bridge. I always feared I’d be dizzy and fall. But to fight hand to hand on a bridge slick with blood, tripping over the bodies of the fallen, enemies trying to push you off...I had to overcome my fear, but more than that. I had to be my better self. I had to summon the dirty but courageous little urchin Gedu, braver than the battle-trained Lord Centi of many fights.”

			I assured him, “King Wely never doubted you for a second. He put you in the front ranks. With our best fighters. Not because he wanted you dead. But because he believed you would survive and help lead us to victory. Alongside Thurol and Hani.” I swallowed sorrow, thinking of my friend Hani, who fell on that bridge. “Which you did. Your father knew you wouldn’t fail him.”

			“Nor shall I again,” vowed Centi. “It’s time to be my better self. A better husband, a better father. I have a beautiful wife whom I’ve barely seen save to gat three beautiful daughters on her, being away on campaign most of their childhood. Those three beautiful daughters likely barely remember my face. But I’ll have my wife and children sent for from my meagre estates. They will join me in the Lionfort, where I’ll now reside. We will become reacquainted with each other as a family.”

			I congratulated him, “You finally got what you wanted and much more. First, you aspired to have the prestige of a house on Earl’s Row, in the Lionfort, with the most powerful earls of Lynchun. Now you surpass them. You’ll be a prince, living in the Goldhall, the hall of Lynchun’s kings.”

			Centi tutted, “It won’t be all rose petals showered at my feet. I fear my elder brother won’t embrace me with open arms as my other brother and sister did.”

			I nodded, replying sadly of Bartho, “Your elder brother is mad, Lord Prince.”

			“This isn’t something to be speaking of, Lord King,” remonstrated Centi quietly, though his tone was light.

			“Perhaps. But Prince Bartho is mad.”

			Centi agreed reluctantly, “But just because he’s mad doesn’t mean he’s not cunning. Nor that he doesn’t have his own plans or desires. He plans to rule, as is his birthright. I will support him in that rule. He’s heir to the throne of Lynchun.”

			What I remembered of the Maneprince was not only was he mentally infirm but that— contrary to Centi’s assertion—he wanted no part of ruling. He left the governance of the realm to Eld, when Wely was gravely wounded, in danger of perishing from his fight with Orlu. Nevertheless, Eld ruled capably while Wely recovered, earning praise from the earls. Clearly, the lords of Lynchun preferred Eld to Bartho, as the future king.

			Wouldn’t they also prefer the magnetic Centi? Who, against all odds, after first betraying Wely, then supporting him, was elected the Earl Chieftain? Eld, like Bartho, had no real desire to rule. What of the ambitious Centi?

			Pondering all that, I didn’t know how Wely if he were present, would feel about me voicing my next thoughts. Yet, I didn’t think he would be entirely wroth with me. “You could challenge him for that.”

			Centi said carefully, “So could Eld.”

			“You know he wouldn’t. Eld doesn’t want to be a king. You’re the elder prince now, ahead of Eld in succession. Eld does want what’s best for Lynchun, however. After Wely dies, you truly believe that better is Bartho?” I realized our voices had dropped conspiratorially low.

			We almost whispered to each other, just as anyone would in such circumstances, who’d said what Centi voiced next. He blushed and breathed quietly, “It’d be treason for me to envisage such things.”

			“Blame me then,” I smiled, “for giving such thoughts life. We may speak of this again, perhaps, one day. But let it rest for now.”

			Centi looked at me coyly. “A former beggar boy on the throne of Lynchun. By the Fire Goddess, wouldn’t that be a grand tale?”

			“It would indeed, Lord Prince,” I said before we parted company.

			It was true. What we discussed was treason against Wely’s heir. But before, when he thought he might die, Wely admitted to me he too preferred Eld to Bartho, as his successor. Now, the king held Centi above Eld in succession, I was confident that secretly the king hoped perhaps Bartho would step aside for Centi in the future. I, too, wanted a strong successor on the throne of Lynchun.

			It was difficult enough, at first, to bow to Wely, a heathen king. But he earned my respect and devotion. Wely was getting old, likely to die while I still ruled. If I maintained the Pact of Lynchun, which bound my heirs and me to Wely and his, it would be a bitter taste to bow to a mad, incompetent king and renew my oaths of fealty. I could stomach far better swearing allegiance to my friend, Centi.

			Centi was the embodiment of why opportunity was one of my favourite words. As his father Wely noted, Centi had risen high; he’d risen fast. He’d made the utmost of his opportunities. Could capitalizing further eventually lead him to the very throne of Lynchun? If Centi managed that one day, why couldn’t he be my new overlord?

			What a stunning turn of events that would be. As Wely said, a former beggar boy on the throne of Lynchun. But a beggar boy who, like his father, would be beholden to me. For I saved Centi’s life. I’d supported him at every turn, kept his confidence, and became his friend. Ostensibly, by saving Wely’s entire kingdom, I saved Bartho too. But I didn’t know Bartho well. What I knew so far worried me. So, I’d much prefer Centi on the Gold Throne. And Lynchun would be better for it.

			But I could do nothing to help such ambitions in any practical way. Except lend my verbal backing if it came to that. I was vulnerable. I’d no castle, killers on my heels, and was unprepared to wage a real war. For now, Centi would have to look to his own affairs. While I looked to mine, I mused, as I bid farewell to most of my patrons from Lynchun and Carthlughe.

			Eld, one of those patrons remaining with me, confirmed that the arrow that almost killed me was Ipithyian in origin. “See here,” he said after Wely and Hert’s entourages had departed north, for the Gold Realm of Lynchun. He came to my tent, showing me as he turned the arrow over in his fist. “Here, look at the fletching. It’s turkey feathers.” That was meaningless to me. For while I knew well the parts of an arrow, I knew nothing of Ipithyian craftsmanship of such weapons. Eld saw my look of confusion and smiled. Then, he pointed out other features. “The shaft is made from oak. The Ipithyians favour oak in their arrows because it’s one of the strongest woods. And they carve symbols in their arrowheads of the Sprite Gods.”

			“The Sprite Gods?” I asked, surprised. “The Ipithyians do not believe in the Six Elemental Goddesses?” More Eltnish pagan gods I hadn’t yet heard of?

			“Of course, they believe in the Six,” said Eld. “They also believe in the Sprite Gods. Elves, sprites, fairies, pixies, and of course, the Nymph Queen. Look!” Carefully he inspected the arrowhead, gesturing. I squinted, peering closely. It was then I made out the tiny carving in the metal, the image of a naked woman with long hair. The detail was so intricate, I could see her ears were pointed. “See, the Nymph Queen. By the Fire Goddess, this is an expensive arrow! It came from a quiver of some great lord.”

			“One of Blas’s men,” I said sourly.

			Eld agreed, “The King of Ipithyia hasn’t given up hunting you yet.”

			“I’ll be quarry for no man,” I vowed.

			“No, you won’t be,” said Eld grimly. “I wish Father was still here. We should be speaking about an open war against Ipithyia. Ipithyia has been raiding us for years. We’ve raided them back. This is something wholly different, not some mere raid. This was the attempted regicide of a king. It cannot be borne. Neither Lynchun nor Eastrealm can appear weak. This blatant attempt at assassination demands a response. We need to decide what that response will be.” Eld’s blue eyes flashed with battle lust. I felt my pulse rise in answer, wanting to revenge myself on the Ipithyians. But I had to think slowly and clearly, not impetuously, as could sometimes be my nature.

			By tradition, though Golden Valley had been the fief of the second-born child of the King of Lynchun, second-born Binis, no warrior, had volunteered to give up her rights to what was now my kingdom, to her brother Eld. Also customarily, the northernmost fortress in Lynchun, the Manefort, was usually the royal residence of the Maneprince.

			But because of Bartho’s infirm disposition and not being any kind of fighter, just like Binis, the Manefort had become Eld’s unofficial residence too. So, the young prince could watch the northern frontier of his father’s realm, holding it against any Carthlughean invasion.

			Now that Carthlughe and Lynchun were staunchest of allies once more, Eld wasn’t needed at Manefort the same way as before. He could be spared to be by my side, for now. I was glad of it. Perhaps most of all, because Eld was a true prince of men. For every competent prince I heard of, down through the ages, was first and foremost a great warrior.

			People might dismiss Eld, in seeing his rotund physique, the jolly, open, round-cheeked face usually set in an irrepressible, mischievous grin, as a lord of leisure, women and wine, capable of chasing damsels around a table. Not charging up battlements to engage the foe. But Wely’s youngest child was all those things and more.

			He might sweat in his royal silks from only walking up a flight of stairs because of his girth. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t leap and bound up those stairs with the agility of a man half his size. He was a tiger in battle. Fit underneath the fat, with legs like tree trunks, just like his father.

			Many a man, I gathered, scoffed, and laughed, seeing a warrior prince with a rolling paunch face them in combat. Until his war axe struck them with sudden speed, and all that weight behind it. Then, their mirth and mockery turned to dust. As they died beneath his heavy blade.

			“Leave that response to me, Lord Prince,” I told him. “Trust me, I won’t let this go unpunished.”

			I knew I was far from ready to wage open war, but Eld was right. Attempts on my life couldn’t be borne. But how could I fight a war with no castle, no cavalry, no proper heir—no son—to take my place should I fall in battle?

			I asked Eld, “Tell me more of these Ipithyians. They worship nymphs and sprites?”

			“The Ipithyians believe they’re descended from elves. They believe elves once ruled the earth, and were masters of all the forests, glades, and rivers. Ipithyians hold true they’re the divine inheritors of the elves. That’s why they cleave close to nature, building their fortresses amongst the trees. And they revere elves as the first archers. So Ipithyians continued that legacy, with archery considered their greatest feat of arms. The Ipithyian bowmen are few, but skilled. By the Fire Goddess, you are fortunate Lord Lyayr was there to keep you safe. Ipithyian archers seldom miss.”

			“But the shot they took to kill me,” I considered, “was from far. From the woods across the Apple. More than a hundred yards away. A shot even the best bowman would be challenged to make.”

			“Yet still, they took it.”

			I mused, “It’s as close as they could get, with all your Lynchun patrols and mine in the area. We’re still scouring to find the shooter. But it’s such a difficult shot only one could be attempted. Only one shot didn’t kill me, and the shooter was forced to flee. Only one set of tracks found by my men, leading from the woods.”

			“So, they sent their best archer,” Eld rubbed his double chin thoughtfully. “By the Earth Goddess, a risky mission. To sneak as close to you as possible. Take the shot, hope to kill you, flee. No time to put another shot on string.”

			“All that effort,” I commented. “The Ipithyian had to get past the patrols, conceal themselves, and lie in wait for the right moment. A skilled assassin. Working alone?”

			“I doubt alone,” said Eld.

			“So more still lurking about then? Biding time? Waiting for another chance?”

			“I believe so.”

			“We shouldn’t give that chance to them,” I suggested. “Or should we?”

			“Lord King?” said Eld curiously at my words.

			“Nothing,” I shook my head. A plan was formulating in my brain. Still, I thought it best to keep it to myself until, it was completely fleshed out. As I told Eld, I’d be no man’s quarry. Instead, I planned to turn the tables on my hunters. Making them the quarry.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			Nearly a month passed. While there were no more attempts on my life, I remained vigilant. I had my patrols searching for assassins. My informants hunted for news about who was trying to kill me. Once each morning and once each evening, committed to Hert’s advice, I consistently reserved time to train hard, with my household knights, in all manner of arms. I’d not be domesticated and soft, a king, grown complacent in his lavish comforts. I would be the keen, sharp, feral hunter, not the prey.

			The ruse of summer weather in autumn finally faded as the weeks passed. It didn’t snow in Eastrealm. The climate there was almost as fair as Atalantyx. But not fair enough to halt the orange and yellow turn of the leaves. Or, by late in Elevenmonth, to stop a slight chill settling into the air every morning. Even though the days were still warm. Yet the sun waned earlier in the day than in past months.

			But the fires of industry were stoked to help heat the Golden Valley. The completed wooden palisade arose. The moat surrounding the flat top hill was dug as a colossal ditch, though not yet filled with any water. The tower and first outwall began. And the land around the site of the Circle Tower exploded in population.

			A worker’s colony, mostly of Eltnish, a self-contained town, sprung up at the east side of the bottom of the hill, directly across the moat. Temporary wooden bridges spanned from the hilltop over the moat. So that egress to the town for the labourers could be accomplished, from the castle site.

			More wealthy residents began to build houses below the west side of the hill, turning that side into a separate town too. Most denizens there were Atalantean common-born. But many were successful mercantile-class citizens. Near those richer houses, thriving businesses, like bakers, clothiers, bowyers, and the like, blossomed.

			So, since the construction of my castle was proceeding well, Uthlen diverted some of his team of architects’ attention to ensure proper streets, wells, aqueducts, sanitation, and other amenities were planned in both burgeoning towns. So those towns wouldn’t evolve in a haphazard fashion. The inevitable merging of the two towns, east and west side, into one city, and the continued sprawl of buildings, stretching out all the way to the second outwall, would come one day soon. Whenever it did, Uthlen was ready for it. With construction growing apace and commerce being abundant, the visions we had discussed in that first council meeting the day after my coronation were coming to fruition.

			Eltnish and Atalanteans commoners worked and lived side by side, largely in harmony, around the bustling flat-topped hill. That location had become a chaotic, noisy, and productive place of constant activity. I seldom went down into the towns proper. But I heard that Viwa’s tavern, called The Half Lion, had opened on the west side of the hill, catering to the more affluent clientele, to rousing success.

			The Ready joked at one council meeting: “I knew we were truly becoming successful, when I was summoned by some concerned blue blood ladies, regarding reports of an Eltnish whorehouse operating on the east side of the hill.”

			“Were the reports founded, Lord?” Eld wanted to know.

			“If they were, no one would doubt you’d want to confirm them for yourself, Lord Prince, rather than take my word,” shot back the Ready. All present, including Eld, laughed heartily. It’s a meeting, thankfully, Aliaz didn’t attend, for the indelicacy of bawdy jest. The good-natured Eld, a noted bachelor, had a well-earned reputation as a frequenter of all the new brothels, companion of all the new dames of questionable repute appearing in my new kingdom.

			I gazed at my cousin, Yedwol the Ready, who’d a much different reputation and appearance than Eld. The Ready’s thin, pinched face, bald head, and lean, coiled carriage made him a dapper figure as a lord and knight. He dressed richly, acted rich, and he was rich. Thanks to his father’s gold, won as the conqueror of Berefet.

			He looked so much like his father, Uncle Yedwol. But he never quite managed to achieve the magisterial grace, combined with the mercurial yet inspiring fire and force of personality, Uncle had. The Ready was gallant, clever, brave, and capable. Many men admired him because he was generous as a lord, a giver of gold. But he would always live in the vast shadow of the dead Prince Yedwol the Old. The Ready would always be a pale imitation of Uncle. And he knew it.

			The Ready was past his prime now, into his forties. Whatever glory he achieved before he died, it would be because I gave him those chances for glory. Though I’d already robbed him of much prestige. But what the Ready lacked in eminence, he made up in cunning. He was nicknamed “the Ready” because he was always ready and well-prepared to present battle. Really, he earned that moniker, because he was always ready to plot and scheme how to increase his influence. He sought esteem bigger than any prince. He attracted many of the best knights to his banners. But during that time, it was other fighters I was concerned about. Not the Ready’s considerable household knights, and aspiring hangers-on.

			A few hundred young landless, and lordless warriors from both Carthlughe and Lynchun, had sought and received permission from their kings to seek their fortunes in my new kingdom to the south. Some of these men were effectively sell-swords of the gruff, unsavoury, desperate sort. That said, most were trained and experienced soldiers. Those deemed suitable also entered my service. The rest were turned away and went back to their homelands.

			A more complex matter came with those Eltnish who sought more than to be common foot soldiers.

			A surprising number of them weren’t devout in the ways of the Six Goddesses, as I’d imagined they would be. Instead, these men were willing to seek redemption in the worship of the Single God, turning aside from their heathen ways. After hearing our clergy’s words, some extremely enthusiastic converts even forsook their swords, wishing to turn to the priesthood. The vast majority, however, while proselytized, at least in name, if not genuine sincerity, wanted to become squires, entering formal training for knighthood.

			My current knights wouldn’t remain young forever. Their sons would take time to grow to manhood and be initiated into the ways of knighthood. So, I needed new understudies and incumbents in the holy orders of knights.

			A few of heathen souls saved by me acquiring a few more good swords? All the better, was my first thought. The Angel, my mighty father, no doubt would be pleased with that outcome. Yet, on the part of the Atalanteans, even if, shockingly, the reverse ever occurred, and any of our people wished to give up the true faith and commit heresy by cleaving to the faith of the Six Elementals, excommunication by the Holy Temple would be the least of their worries. As apostates, they could be subject to being cleansed in purging fires—burned at the stake for idolatry.

			I knew this would appear as a horrible contradiction to my Eltnish masters, and even my Eltnish subjects. But it couldn’t be avoided. Our faith couldn’t be compromised.

			But this raised perhaps an even more significant issue. I was unsure what to do about it. As was Eld, as Wely’s representative in Eastrealm. Both Wely and I were uncomfortable about this matter. The decision regarding the ultimate fealty of Eastrealm’s subjects, the future of the religion of the Six, and the faith of our True God, was coming to a head.

			Some Eltnish in the new Eastrealm submitted that they should be citizens of both Eastrealm and Lynchun, or of Eastrealm and Carthlughe, or of Eastrealm and whatever Eltnish kingdoms they originated from. These Eltnish expected not only dual citizenship. They didn’t only demand freedom of religion, to worship their gods on equal footing with the true faith of the Single God. They also wanted this to be acknowledged, by my royal decree, as their new king.

			“How can I be the guardian of the Single God’s temple, the head of the Atalantean race, and King of Eastrealm, a kingdom that needs stability more than anything, and allow this?” I asked of Gogest, Fridlyr, Canothan, and Glathan.

			“To be Defender of the Faith, Lord of the Last of the Atalanteans, you must consider this carefully, great sovereign Lord,” said Gogest, his voice rheumy, barely above a whisper. He spoke slowly, every word annunciated carefully. Gogest’s health was obviously failing. Soon it would fall to either Fridlyr or Canothan, to lead the Temple, and the faith.

			Gogest never ceased to surprise me, with respect to matters of religion. I found some of his views somewhat radical. But I invited him to be heard, “Go on, Lord High Prelate.”

			Gogest snorted loudly, deeply, swallowing phlegm. He cleared his throat. His eyes watered. He was having trouble focusing most days. He wouldn’t last long. But I needed him now.

			Painfully slow, Gogest’s words came. As I pondered, that I was uncertain if I wanted to grow old and have people waiting a lifetime for me to get the words out.

			“I told you once, Lord King, when you were still a prince, that the magic of Eltnia is strong. The belief in Eltnish goddesses is sacred here. It must be respected. Even though, to our ears, it’s heresy. We must ensure your Eltnish subjects feel they have a place in Eastrealm. That they’re close to equal footing with your Atalantean subjects. They must also feel free that they don’t relinquish their heritage, as subjects of Lynchun or other kingdoms. So, that if they’re...uncomfortable with us as their new masters, in time, they can go to back to their Eltnish realms. Where they are even freer to worship. If they don’t, if they feel slighted or mistreated in any way, your Eltnish masters will condemn you for it.” A coughing fit took Gogest. He was weak and trembling. He tried to apologize for ailing. He could barely get the words out. At Glathan’s urging for his old friend and mentor to retire, Gogest was helped away by attendants before he could contribute any more to the conversation.

			That left his subordinates Fridlyr and Canothan to speak for the Temple in his place. They were of differing temperaments and opinions. Fridlyr, reed-thin, handsome, with piercing blue eyes that bored into men’s souls, was slim to the point of gauntness like his superior. He favoured the plain, spotless white robes of a simple priest rather, than the more elaborate vestments of a prelate. I remembered him as Gogest’s servant, who brought Gogest to me when I summoned the clergymen to speak to me about Sure-Steel. I hadn’t realized at the time that Fridlyr was a prelate himself, so innocuously did he dress, below his station.

			Canothan couldn’t have been more opposite. He was well-fed, rotund, balding, and enjoyed the lavish trappings of a prelate. There was much show of gold trim about his purple prelate’s robes, gems in his prelate’s staff of office. Far younger than Fridlyr—who must have been more than sixty, though Fridlyr was fit—Canothan was smooth-tongued and political compared to Fridlyr. Who I’d come to think of as being a bit too direct with his sovereign, for my tastes.

			Fridlyr said, “The Lord High Prelate speaks truly, Lord King. While your first duty is to make it clear, the Single God has precedence among all faiths in Eastrealm, this isn’t to say we can outlaw or scorn Eltnish beliefs.” I saw Canothan frown as Fridlyr said this last part. “To declare this precedence, you must have the blessing of Kings Wely and Hert. They will understand. They know about our monotheistic precepts.

			“But, in saying that, you must also make clear every man and woman is free to worship the gods or goddesses of his or her choice. Moreover, that every person who takes up permanent residency in the Kingdom of Eastrealm is a citizen of our realm. Irrespective of their nationality of origin. And that they’ve the freedom to return to Lynchun or whatever their home nation is, as they wish. If things become untenable for them here, should they experience any religious persecution. As such, you also need to decree that any such discrimination of any Eltnish person because of their faith will be swiftly and severely punished. So, everyone knows, while they reside in Eastrealm, and whenever Eltnish visitors of other nations choose to visit here, they’re all under your sovereign protection. They’ll know they will be treated fairly and equally as worshippers of the Six. Despite the Single Faith, being the official faith of the realm.”

			I didn’t like it when people lectured me about what my duty was. Still, I held my peace as Canothan spoke up. Much more subserviently, as I appreciated in my clergymen: “Great Lord King! In Atalantyx, we didn’t charge any nominal fee for holy baptisms into the family of the True God. But such sacred ceremonies don’t affect the heathens who are not one with the Light. Therefore, my humble suggestion would be, henceforward, all registration of births, marriages, and registrations of death performed in the Single Faith by one of our holy priests, be subject to alms paid to the Temple.

			“Those not of the Single Faith, who require such registrations for the purpose of deed transfer, endowments, wills and testaments, and the like, can be charged an additional levy, accordant with our laws. That levy shall escheat back to both crown and temple. This shall place a silent but clear delineation, without saying anything, between the worship of the Six and true worship of the Single God.”

			I immediately saw the cunning in the man’s words.

			“Moreover, Sire,” Canothan went on, “I’ve requested in the past, High Prelate Gogest raise to you another important concern. Now that his High Worship, the esteemed prelate, isn’t here...perhaps in his advancing age...we know how old minds can wander from such things...so I’ll be so bold as to speak to my Lord King directly of my issue now. How will the education of the offspring of those born of noble Atalantean parents be conducted? Versus the education of those coveted Eltnish, now blessed to see the Light, putting aside their pagan ways, converting to the true faith? Should these clean-blooded highborn children be educated by the Temple? Only learning the High Tongue and the Common Tongue of Acremia and Atramland? Or should they also learn...Eltnish?” I heard the distaste in the prelate’s voice. “Should this uncouth Eltnish language be part of their curriculum? And, on the other side, how will those children converting to the Light be brought up to properly know our sacred Parables, our holy books upon which our faith is founded, all the wondrous teachings of the Single God? As they put aside the heresy—” here was Fridlyr’s turn to look displeased with his colleague’s choice of words— “of witchcraft?”

			“It’ll be necessary for the survival of the Atalanteans, Lord Prelate,” I reminded him, “for as many Atalanteans as possible to learn Eltnish. For trade and commerce, for war, for everyday life. Moreover, the kings and lords of the other kingdoms surrounding us, not to mention more than half the subjects of Eastrealm, speak Eltnish. So, it should be taught to the Atalanteans. Just as Eltnish children wishing to learn of the Single God, should have access to such instruction.”

			“May we proceed then, Lord King,” said Canothan, with a little bow to me, “with your approval, to arrange such schools of instruction for both? With the priority to teach the Eltnish our high languages first? To hasten them becoming more easily converted to the Light, read our holy texts, and become, of course, more properly...urbane?”

			I nodded to both high priests, agreeing with what each said. Though I liked what Fridlyr said, but how he said it, less than Canothan, Fridlyr was right. It was important my Eltnish subjects feel protected from persecution. Though I trusted implicitly, no Atalantean would ever dream of persecuting an Eltnish person for cause of faith. We were a noble people. As we had proved, my lords and knights sworn to chivalric oaths to protect the weaker, the innocent, and the downtrodden. Our clergy is sworn to be benevolent and kind and care for the sick, the poor, and the disadvantaged. Though many were not downtrodden (in fact, many Eltnish were well-to-do), and while we Atalanteans, the blessed race of the Single God’s chosen people, had to bow to Eltnish lords, we’d naturally always feel ourselves superior to any race.

			As such, why would we ever persecute our heathen friends? We were confident that our faith was the only true one. That was a fact. There was no need for argument, especially one that would anger those who outnumbered us and to whom we were beholden to our lands, our very lives. Though with my actions in Lynchun, saving Wely’s kingdom, the Eltnish owed us too. Still, to date, my Atalanteans and the Eltnish have gotten along extremely well. Perhaps, in fact, too well. I knew some Eltnish set their eyes on Atalanteans in a romantic way. As did some of my Atalanteans’ hearts flutter for the Eltnish.

			That was to be expected. Put different races together; eventually, curiosity would lead to attraction, and attraction would lead to intimacy. How would this affect future relations between our peoples? As we made Eltnish convert to the true faith, to marry our devout Atalanteans, while no Atalantean could cleave to the Six if they wanted to marry an Eltnish person? I could not imagine one of our people would ever dream of doing that. However, I needed more time to assess all that.

			I said, “Of course, your wisdom, your leadership in our holy faith, and your Worships both, in such matters, shall prevail,” I said courteously, bidding the prelates, “Proceed.” But I added, looking at Fridlyr, “I’ll make no formal announcement about faith and our faith being preeminent, while the Eltnish faith is guaranteed protection. Yet. Still, have it noised, unofficially, that it’s our royal stance on the matter. Spread this wide for all to know. I need some time...to monitor the situation. Am I clear as to my will, my Lords Prelate, both?”

			Fridlyr didn’t seem satisfied, for I’d taken Canothan’s suggestions for immediate implementation, not his. Canothan, of course, preened. Still, both bowed and said almost as one, “So the king’s spoken. So, it shall be done.”

			“And to be fair, my liege,” Canothan added, “the lords of the kingdom should share in a portion of such fees accrued for those who don’t have the ceremonies described, such as marriage, done as per the One Faith. I cannot take full credit, for this thoughtful suggestion. The Lord Constable Yedwol the Ready brought this to mind, during one of our recent conversations.”

			I found anything that the Ready suggested irritating, but that didn’t mean his logic was never sound.

			“Is that fair or wise?” huffed Fridlyr at his colleague. “We’ll seem to penalize the Eltnish for their faith where they can least afford it—in their coin purses—by levying these fees on things such as birth registration if we do as Prelate Canothan suggests.” He turned from Canothan to me, “Lord King, few, if any, poor Atalanteans exist. All two thousands of us Atalanteans, even the poorest among our people, are rich by any Eltnish measurement of wealth. But there are many poor Eltnish in our new territories. We must do as much as we can to improve their livelihoods. We are a rich kingdom. Those riches should be felt by as many as possible. We should seek to ease the financial burden of downtrodden Eltnish. Rather than issue punitive fees. Especially, if we don’t issue those same fees to Atalanteans.”

			Fridlyr’s words refuted my impression there were many rich Lynchunians. It wasn’t as if I didn’t think poor Lynchunians existed. Poor existed in every nation on earth. It’s that I’d seen the wealthy landowners that were pervasive in the Lynchun countryside. I’d seen the opulence of the Lionfort and its citizens. I’d seen the majesty and luxury of the Goldhall and Lynchun’s nobles. Lynchun was a prosperous place. And by taking Golden Valley, former coveted Lynchun fief, now Eastrealm, as my realm, I’d inherited, I believed, a wealthy kingdom. One of lushest lands in the continent that every Eltnish and Sanaavian warlord coveted.

			While I agreed with Fridlyr’s point and didn’t wish to hurt the disadvantaged, I couldn’t refute Canothan’s idea might do something to appease the nobles who’d believe I was selling out the One Faith, by allowing the Eltnish to continue to worship their goddesses while being subjects of a godly king. But, of course, it would also make the Temple wealthier too. Which, no doubt, Canothan liked.

			“Even the richest kingdoms see poverty, Lord Fridlyr,” I said to him. “Distribution of wealth is a complex matter.” I turned to Canothan. “I don’t know if that additional revenue will silence any dissenters amongst...the elite of Atalantyx about the status of Eltnish religion, Lord Prelate. They are a difficult group to satisfy.” I shouldn’t have added snarkily, but I did, “Perhaps the Lord Constable can find additional ways to keep them happy. Ask him for his input on how to please the nobles; he seems to have all the best ideas. Still, I concur, that even if we risk drawing more unwanted attention, with the extra fees, to the fact there is an imbalance between the esteem of the Single God faith versus worship of the Six, perhaps it will encourage even more Eltnish to convert and see the Light. Thus, proceed with the fees as well. It’s a very delicate matter with huge implications for the realm, indeed all Eltnia. Regardless of where it came from, your counsel is sound. Lord Prelate. We accomplish many objectives here, including quieting any concerns among the elite.”

			“You are half-right about the nobility, as they’ll be half silenced,” said Fridlyr impudently. As my face turned red with mild fury, Glathan squirmed at Fridlyr’s forthrightness, Canothan looked smug that his rival was treading the line of disrespect with his king. But Fridlyr wouldn’t be held back, unless I stopped him myself. So, I chose to let him go on, “They’ll take their share of the fees. But that won’t placate many Atalantean lords and ladies, who aren’t as tolerant as we are. They will still see their way of life under attack by the so-called infidels. With so many infidels living amongst them, outnumbering them, their own king reporting to an infidel king. Their king giving credence to the infidel religion. And they’ll feel powerless to do anything about it.” Fridlyr’s scorn for the Atalantean elite and their snobbery was plain.

			Fridlyr’s words highlighted that two distinct groups had arisen among the Atalanteans. One, those who embraced the mingling of Eltnish and Atalantean. The other, the elitists who scorned such mingling. The latter were dubbed by me, disparagingly, in private, as the Old Stale Guard. Softened by Glathan, referring to them as simply the Old Guard.

			Regardless of what they were called, I knew this component of my people saw shame in the high houses of their great homeland being mixed with lesser men. Unsurprisingly, it was Yedwol the Ready who led the Old Guard. I knew from conversations with the Ready, that his main contention was that he didn’t support marriages between Eltnish and Atalantean. Which seemed to be blossoming. Especially amongst the common folk of both races.

			“I see the worth, for the sake of alliances,” the Ready had admitted to me one day. “But it’d be an outrage, a travesty, to see any of our nobles marry heathens. For certain, we must keep the Eltnish out of the royal line. It would dilute the pure blood. Issue from the line of Atalan the Revered should never be half-breeds. We would lose status in our lineage with such unions.”

			“There will always be sacrifices for our realm’s security,” I’d said.

			“I must think of our realm’s security as well, Lord King,” he had replied with a slight sneer. “That’s the role you’ve given me as Lord Constable. I’ll ensure, for my part, my line remains clean-blooded. Should any sad misfortune befall the ruling line, the kingdom can be assured there remain royal family descendants truly of the line of Atalan, unpolluted.”

			“I like not the implications you seem to make, my Lord,” I’d snarled when I heard this. The Ready had apologized and backed down. But the highly sensitive issue was even more sensitive to me. Since, of course, in truth, his implication that his line was the pre-eminent line, though mine ruled the land, was far more accurate than he realized. In the end, my line did rule the land, and that was what mattered.

			And it was then, Canothan also raised the Ready’s name again. I knew they were close. Despite that, I preferred Canothan to Fridlyr, even if Canothan’s friendship with the Ready made him somewhat less trustworthy in my eyes.

			“Lord Fridlyr,” said Canothan quietly, “you counsel being mindful of the sensitivities of the Eltnish. We also need to be mindful of the sensitivities of the nobility, who support our glorious king and help rule the land. That includes those perhaps less inclined to have sympathy for paganism. Which of course, is an offence to their piety, and oaths as lords and knights. That would include the esteemed Yedwol the Ready, son of the late great Prince Yedwol the Old. His Lordship the Ready...has large-scale support among the nobility, Sire. We’d be wise not to offend him.”

			“And my Lord Yedwol the Ready, and any other noble, would be wise not to offend their king,” I said crabbily. I’d no plans to abide some splinter group among the nobles, who thought they knew better, and were better, than the actual king.

			I dismissed both Prelates. Canothan bowed and left, but before he exited, Fridlyr dared to come over to me, and whisper in my ear conspiratorially, but harshly: “The Lord Constable indeed has the ear of many of the nobles. Do you feel comfortable with that knowledge, Lord King?” I opened my mouth, but unthinkably Fridlyr cut off his king, not waiting for his answer. “No, you couldn’t be, could you? Nor should you. Be careful, my Lord, in how you deal with the Ready. And mind what you say around his friends, including those who wear prelate’s robes.” Pulling away, he gave another curt bow to both Glathan and me and left.

			I told Glathan what Fridlyr said.

			“Sire,” said Glathan, in his conciliatory manner, “perhaps as much as possible, we must reassure those who worry about keeping our religion, our traditions, the pageantry, the essence of the Old Atalantyx alive. Let them hang onto our past glories. No harm in that. In fact, it may be of help as we mingle this country of Atalantean and Eltnish. It will help preserve our sacred institutions and our way of life. Yet, we must do all this, while respecting the Eltnish, and guarding their customs and religion, in the same way. I know it is a delicate balance…but one we must maintain.

			“As for the senior Yedwol…The Ready is a great lord, this is true. But you are his better in every measure, and our king. Of course, we’ll continue to be wary of the Lord Constable because he’s an ambitious man. But you’re a strong and vibrant young king, in your prime, who’ll beget a house of likewise vigorous kings. Still, we should be mindful of the bluster from bitter lords who can’t plainly see how things must change now that we are lords in Eltnia and not in Atalantyx. It’s something to keep an eye on.”

			“Bluster today,” I said. “Bludgeoning tomorrow is what Uncle Yedwol used to say about uprisings, and how they progress from hectoring to violence. And Uncle knew a thing or two about rebellion. He put down two in Atalantyx’s main colony of Berefet and supported my own against Erthal. He may have passed on some of those lessons to his son.”

			“The Ready should realize it would be suicide to ever rise against you. You’re a hero to Eltnish and Atalantean. But Fridlyr’s words are wise. We must be careful what we say about the Old Guard and the Ready around Canothan.”

			I sulked. “I like Fridlyr less than Canothan, though Canothan befriends the Ready. But, by the Single God, Fridlyr is impertinent! Therefore, I favour Canothan to inherit the High Prelature, when Gogest journeys into the arms of the Single God. Which, based on the condition I saw Gogest in today, would appear to be a short journey.”

			That night, my sleep was troubled once more by my turbulent thoughts, matching turbulent weather.

			It was a miserable, stormy autumn night. The fallen leaves swirled as the wind howled through Golden Valley, and though it didn’t rain, flashes of lightning lit up our tents. With the lightning, portentous thunder boomed, frightening children and forcing mothers to shush them back to sleep.

			Aliaz could sleep through anything. The early part of her pregnancy seemed only to make her sleep more soundly. The storm didn’t trouble her slumber, but I was wide awake, my mind already full of all my responsibilities, fretting over the Old Guard, religion, and faith.

			What must I do to keep my kingdom together? And what would I be willing to do? Part of me wanted to protect the worship of the Six; I knew because part of me believed in it. I could hardly bring myself to accept it, but it was true. Though I, too, now a king, was in danger of committing the same type of apostasy that I’d come to Eltnia to overcome. Not merely by giving Eltnish witchcraft more official status as a faith. By my beliefs. For I was coming to believe in the power of Eltnish mages.

			Mages, Eltnish witches, were supposed to possess the sixth sense, the power of prescience, being able to see the past, glean insights into the present others could not, and predict the future. Of course, it was heresy, it was blasphemy, and contrary to the teachings of my god. But Single God help me, I’d begun to believe in that power.

			A sudden inspiration took me then while pondering my near heresy. Something about being in Eltnia—the southernmost region of the continent of Acremia—gave mages that power of prophecy. There was something magical about the new land where I’d established my kingdom. Eltnia was dangerous, it was brutal, but it was also...magical. Since I’d come to Eltnia, I’d experienced many strange things, including visions. I had a startling vision just as I entered Lynchun for the first time, in disguise, going to save King Wely’s kingdom.

			A vision of a baby dragon, torn apart in the mouth of a lion.

			I had thought that vision meant that I, represented by the dragon, would die at the hands of Wely’s enemies who stole his kingdom, represented by the lion. But I’d survived that trial, so the vision must mean something else. What that was, I didn’t know.

			Since I’d also found I could smell the unique scent of mages, even from miles away, it seemed all these things I’d experienced led me to a startling conclusion.

			I felt as if Eltnia itself was bestowing powers upon me that I would otherwise not possess. That I was somehow becoming in tune with the land. With the Elements. And the Six Elemental Goddesses of Wind, Fire, Water, Earth, Sun, and Sky. Thus, I was taking on powers of prescience myself, like the mages who were supposed to be able to channel the powers of the Elementals. That is why I was having visions as vivid and real as if happening right in front of me, like the great wave crashing down on Erthal.

			This hadn’t occurred to me before, but at that moment, it did. It was an insane thought, but it made sense to me. I was frightened. All these thoughts were not only insanity; they were complete apostasy. But I was either correct or going completely mad.

			How ironic that I was fine with seeing angels, beings of the Single God, visiting me. But the thought of being somehow connected to Eltnish magic terrified me. Everything I believed in continued to be challenged by my presence in Eltnia. Now, I was a king in Eltnia. Surrounded by Eltnish, who far outnumbered my own Atalanteans. I had Eltnish subjects. I couldn’t escape the Eltnish, their customs, their pagan religion, encroaching upon my godly Atalanteans. I was sworn, during my coronation, to uphold and defend the clergy and teachings of the Single God. Those oaths never seemed so hard to fulfill. For if I, as king, were becoming corrupted by thoughts of heresy, how could I defend the Single God’s faith?

			I’d seen, when I’d come to the Lionfort, capital of Lynchun, that on the wall, behind the dais of the Lioncrest’s throne, in the Goldhall, Hall of Lynchun Kings, hung a black banner. That banner bore an intricate symbol, stitched all in silver thread. A cluster of images, arranged in a semi-circle. The shape of a cloud with an oddly cheery face; a sun casting brilliant beams; a rolling wave with foam upon its crest; more clouds, these faceless but puffy and swollen, seeming to blow fiercely; mountain peaks towering over the ground, and flames that almost seemed to flicker against the dark backdrop of the banner. Six symbols: Sky, Sun, Water, Wind, Earth, and Fire. This array represented the Six Elements and their Goddesses. Many Eltnish wore pendants with various of these symbols attached to chains around their necks, the same way godly Atalanteans wore chains with Triangle and Circle amulets.

			In times of distress, for comfort, people turned to their gods or goddesses. When they were troubled, Eltnish often fondled their pendants with their Elemental Goddesses, while Atalanteans reached for the Triangle and Circle. Would one day, I replace my sacred amulet, for a heathen one, bearing something like flames, flickering like the fires of the Underworld?

			Was I destined to turn away from my faith, and embrace paganism completely, if I continued my current path?

			As I thought all this, the lighting flashes, typically followed by a booming peal of thunder, illuminated the canvass of our tent, diffusing strange shadows whenever it flashed. Then, as I stared at the tent walls, suddenly, during one of those flashes, the tent was ablaze with holy light, as if a thousand torches burned within. And then, the Angel was there.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			The Angel—known as “Anchali” in the High Atramlandish tongue, the tongue of our Atalantean people—floated, suspended in the air, above a chest containing my armaments. He looked as he always did, bathed in white light, garbed in long white robes, his hair falling past his waist and long beard flowing like samite, gold, and silver intertwined. Impossibly old, yet unwrinkled, his carriage unbowed. The wisdom of millennia lays upon his brow, his grey eyes turbulent like the depths of a tempestuous sea.

			I sprang out of bed, falling to my knees before the Angel’s magnificence. I waited for him to speak to me. I had no fear Aliaz would wake. The first night the Angel appeared to me, while she and I slept in Glathan’s chambers in Havenshur on Atalantyx, she didn’t stir while I spoke with the Angel. After he vanished, she remained fast asleep. Nor did I fear Lyayr, or whichever guards stood outside my tent, would bear witness to the Angel’s coming either. For only I could see him.

			“Rise, Othrun, my son,” commanded the Angel, his voice as deep and sonorous as the ocean.

			“Mighty Angel, Holy One,” I said reverently, coming to my feet, daring to look him in his face, as I always did.

			“Hear me, Othrun, King of Eastrealm,” said the Angel. “Get thee, fifty of thy best followers, in all haste, on whatever horses they can muster, south and west, to the realm of Meridnia. For a new kingdom to add to thy realms, awaits thee.”

			I stammered, uncomprehending, “M-M-Meridnia?”

			I knew little of Meridnia. One of Eltnia’s smallest kingdoms, like Badonia, it lay to the south and west of Eastrealm, in the shadow of the Kingdom of Borenia, the realm of the feared warlord Nightsoul. Its king, Felk, was also said to be a fierce warlord but a shrewd king. Though his army, like that of Irly’s, was pitiful. But that was all the knowledge I could boast of that kingdom.

			“You...you wish me to attack the Kingdom of Meridnia? With only fifty men, Holy One?”

			“I sayeth nothing of attack,” admonished the Angel lightly as the wind bayed outside, rustling my tent flaps. “Fifty shall be sufficient to take the kingdom under thy control and defend thyself if need be. Thou doth not ride to slaughter, but on an errand of mercy. Though if attacked, thou will, of course, defend thyself.”

			“Mercy?” I asked. “Mercy for whom, Holy One?”

			“Time,” replied the Angel, “does not favour thee. Will thou heed me? Or will thou ignore the favour of my counsel?”

			“Surely, I’ll hearken to you, Holy One,” I bowed my head obediently. “But Mighty Angel, I have so many questions...questions not of this news you’ve brought me...Of course, I will obey as you’ve instructed and go to Meridnia forthwith. Other questions, though, Great Angel, regarding different matters, burn my soul.” I begged him, “Would that you could spare time to provide the answers to this lowly mortal, to quiet my frail and troubled heart? Three answers only, Mighty Angel, I request of you?”

			The Angel raised an eyebrow in what would’ve passed for amused indulgence had his impassive face displayed any real emotion. “Swiftly then,” he acquiesced. “Ask me what thee will. Where I may, I will give thee answer.”

			“Mighty Angel,” I said urgently. “You have told me I’m your son. That you gat me, in the guise of King Atalan Ninth, laying with my mother, Merin. And so, you are my father. I pray, Holy One, as you’re my father, I’d know my father’s name. What son wouldn’t wish to know their father’s name?”

			Something akin to a smile touched the Angel’s lips. “Thou may call me Bylyr.”

			Bylyr. I regretted I didn’t know my Parables as well as I should have for a man who considered himself devout. I didn’t know which angel of the Single God’s Messengers was named Bylyr, but the name had some faint remembrance in the corner of my memories. “Bylyr,” I repeated softly, getting used to the name, and how it felt on my tongue. My father’s name was Bylyr. I’d been raised all my life before the drowning of Atalantyx to believe my father’s name was Atalan Ninth, King of Atalantyx. But no, Bylyr was my actual father, this being of light, this Holy Messenger of God. I was truly Othrun, son of Bylyr. Though to the world, to keep my kingdom, I’d always be Othrun, son of Atalan.

			I remembered myself, mindful of time; I hastened the next question. “Holy One,” and I scrambled, retrieving my scabbarded great sword, Sure-Steel, propped up against the side of my bed, holding it before me. “My sword. Sure-Steel. Ancient sword of the Lords of Atalantyx. It... seems to be possessed by some sort of witchcraft, Holy One. It... I’ve heard it speak to me. It’s called me by name. I—”

			“Nonsense,” scoffed the Angel. “It is clearly an inanimate piece of metal. Thy imagination must have taken some fanciful turn to conceive such things.”

			It was my turn to raise my eyebrows. I imagined my sword speaking to me, but seeing an Angel was real?

			Still, I let further questions of Sure-Steel die in my throat. I feared the Angel’s wrath, and unnecessary delay, though I ached to have the mysteries surrounding the sword addressed. Lysi told me the answers about Sure-Steel lay with the Angel. She said the sword’s magic, if indeed it was possessed of magic, was tied to the Anchali, and she’d directed me to ask him about it.

			I felt bereft of the Anchali’s response, for his words said little. But I dared not press it. Instead, I asked my final question. “Holy One...my late uncle, the great Prince Yedwol the Old. On his deathbed, he muttered about wanting to see...his angel. His Anchali. And that his Anchali promised him...something. Do you know of what he spoke?”

			“Men often see visions at the end of life,” said the Angel. “Your uncle was a great knight, a holy man, strong in the faith. Perhaps, as he prepared to pass from mortal life onto Heaven, he saw a vision.”

			The answers the Angel provided were obscure at best and unsatisfactory at worst. There was so much more I wanted to ask him. First, I wanted to ask him about why Uncle had claimed I learned Eltnish in my youth as a prince, but I recalled none of that. As for my view, my speaking Eltnish first occurred when the Anchali granted me the ability to speak and understand that tongue, the day of my landing on Eltnish shores. Second, I wanted to ask him about all the evidence I’d seen that the magic of the Six Elemental Goddesses seemed to have some power in Eltnia. Third, I wanted to ask him if I was doing the right thing, by believing I should use that magic—or at least the prospect of it—to threaten my enemies who believed wholeheartedly in it. Finally, I wanted to ask him if I should find a mage as an ally to help me defend my kingdom and accomplish the aims of conquest that the Anchali himself tasked to me.

			But how could I pester him? He was my guardian, my protector. The one who had promised me glory, a kingdom, that I’d conquer half the earth and rule in godliness and peace. Already, I’d begun on that path. First, the Angel saved me from the drowned kingdom, warding me through so many perils since I arrived in Acremia, then made me a king.

			Now, he told me another kingdom lay within my grasp, that I only needed fifty men to take it. It seemed impossible. Yet, with the Anchali, hadn’t he already proven to me all things were possible? He didn’t need to be bothered by my troubles. I only needed to obey; I just couldn’t always concern myself with the doubts of those who followed me, as they carried out my wishes.

			“Very well, Holy One,” I answered, though my heart was still in turmoil over the things I wanted to know.

			“I have told thee,” reminded the Angel, “when thou art a king, seek always to expand thy empire. The bigger thy lands are, the more the heathen lands will be suppressed. I now lay another heathen kingdom before thee at thy feet. Go, now, and take it!”

			“As you command, Holy One,” I bowed again.

			The Angel began to fade, but before he vanished, he said, “Remember, I have told thee, look for my coming when thou need me most. Remember, I have told thee, thou victory shall be assured. Still, triumphs will not come easily, and there will be trials ahead of thee and losses to bear. But I am with thee throughout all trials. Do not be discouraged. I shall not forsake thee. Trust in me, and only me, always.”

			Then, he was gone.

			The great light faded. It was dark once more inside my tent, save for the jolts of lightning.

			I gripped Sure-Steel in my hands, feeling its sturdiness.

			I had my commands from Bylyr. My Anchali. My father. A smile came to my face.

			I burst from my tent. I startled the two knights there, who quickly recovered, bowing and saluting me, fists pounded to my chest. I yelled at one of them, over a clap of thunder, “Have any lords here awoken, and all horses available readied!” Many of my lords had already left the heart of the kingdom to establish their own castles and fiefs. Other than most of my Royal High Council members, few of my lords were in residence anymore. I would take from those I had left, those best suited for such an unknown and speculative mission. “We ride!”

			“Ride, Sire?” gaped one of the knights. “In this storm? Where?”

			“I fear this is just the beginning of the storm,” I said, not speaking of the weather. I didn’t know what peril I’d be riding to. But the Anchali said to trust in him, and so I must.

			“Now move, man! Move!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			It was a frenzy as the encampment came alive. “How many horses do we have?” I heard one man call out in the dark as torches were struck, and light beside flashes of lighting filled the hilltop.

			“How many horseshoes?” cried another.

			“Horse blankets and saddles?” inquired a third.

			“Get the spear bundles!” called someone else.

			And on the preparations went, as men dashed about the hilltop in the torchlight, tents parted, or little wooden doors of shacks flung open, as lords and knights emerged, either in their nightclothes or in full battle gear. Those not yet adorned in armour conferred briefly with others, then ran back inside to arm themselves.

			The past few weeks, my men, supervised by the Ready, who had several master trainers and riders among his household troops, and was quite the accomplished rider and trainer himself, had worked to gather and train horses. Bonding those horses to our realm’s knights, to begin building my cavalry. Now, it would be put to the test, if we had sufficient horses ready for the venture, I demanded we set out upon.

			Aliaz finally woke during the commotion. Since I’d never told her of the Angel, I needed to concoct a reason why I’d urgently depart in the middle of the night for a remote kingdom.

			“I have received intelligence,” I told her superficially, “that compels me to attend.” After that, I’d say no further. She was worried, but she knew her place as my wife. She had to trust me, just as I trusted the Angel, without elaboration.

			We assembled, and even in the torchlight, I could barely see the base of the incomplete Circle Tower, surrounded by scaffolding, already three stories high, a few hundred yards away from where we mustered. I was unsatisfied that my wife, my court, wasn’t yet safe behind a tower of stone but took comfort that the palisade was complete and stout, and what would eventually be the castle walls were already coming up behind it.

			I must ride out, leaving my wife, blossoming with my heir in her belly, into uncertainty and possible danger. I had no idea what we would face. By the time my pages and esquires had me ready to ride, I received the report from Glathan that each knight carried spears, their arming swords, and daggers, and some bore great swords. Many took bows and arrows and war axes. They had dried meat, bread, cheese, and water flasks with water, ale, or wine. Only forty-five horses ready to ride could be found, with the accoutrements needed, such as saddles.

			I took thirty-nine men, a mix of knights and esquires. This group included four earls and two princes, being Earls Lyayr, Cantic, and Apolt, and Princes Glathan and Eld. I also took a priest, a surgeon, and a nurse-wife. If I were going on an errand of mercy, there might be sick or injured needing help. Moreover, any good commander took physicians with him when he brought warriors to treat them if they became wounded.

			And, of course, a priest of our faith was needed to bless our journey, serve as minister to any ailing persons, and record and witness what transpired, for priests were notable as scribes. My adventures or great deeds as King of Eastrealm needed to be documented as swiftly and accurately as possible, for all posterity, in the annals, recording the events of my glorious reign. Of course, I wouldn’t be able to bring a priest on every mission, for that was one more civilian to protect, and some missions would require secrecy, I couldn’t divulge to even trusted priests. But where I could, I would.

			Eld and the captain of his bodyguard also had horses brought with them from Lynchun. The rest of the forty men of his household troops in Eastrealm were spearmen and didn’t ride, so they wouldn’t be accompanying us in our mission of haste. So, though Eld wouldn’t have personal protection beyond his captain, my knights would take care of him. Glathan had a mount, as did I, and the spare mare was too small for any knights to ride.

			But as we readied to depart, Viwa appeared, Sila at her side, both pleading to accompany me. I didn’t bother to ask what Viwa was doing with the Princess of Badonia. I didn’t want to know. Though why, by the Single God, I’d take a barmaid with me on such a perilous mission of the unknown and risk Sila’s safety, I was perplexed the two women would dare ask. Sila reasoned we’d have to cross into Badonia to get to Meridnia, and that later she could be taken to Badonia from there. Thus, hastening her departure to her new lands, making my errand to take her to Irly easier.

			Furthermore, she reasoned, a noblewoman of a kingdom friendly to Meridnia—which Badonia was—would be welcomed. Sila had met King Felk before, claiming she got along with the prickly, gruff sovereign. That was useful news to my ears. But nothing I could think of necessitated taking Viwa along as well. Her friendship with Sila, even her friendship with me, if one could call it that, didn’t entitle her to come, nor did I see how she could be anything but a liability.

			“You go to a rescue, I hear, Lord King?” Viwa said to me, in answer to why she should come with us. “Then you will need a few women.”

			“We’ve two now,” I pointed out. “A nurse-wife and a princess whose diplomacy skills may be required. Are you a healer? A diplomat? What other talents can you, as a woman, provide here? I’d say, once more, you have a tavern to run rather than riding off to be a rescuer. I presume you have left your tavern in your relatives’ hands. You seem to have a lot of free time, Mistress Viwa.”

			“You’re going as a foreign king, with foreign warriors in metal and steel, to an Eltnish kingdom, with an Eltnish prince and his bodyguard commander,” said Viwa calmly, ignoring my rudeness. “But Lord Eld, you’ll forgive me for saying, is a prince whose kingdom wasn’t a close ally of that kingdom you’ll travel to. So, although Princess Sila is on cordial terms with King Felk, you will have no friends in Meridnia who’ll welcome your coming. Additionally, I’d point out that while there are noble people in Meridnia, like any other land, there are also common people. So, if there is trouble, perhaps a softer touch, a woman native to these lands, who isn’t a warrior, not a noblelady, just a common girl who wants to help, not perceived as much of a threat, amongst all these knights, lords, and ladies, might be useful. When the Meridnians see two troops of men in metal, led by a king whose reputation in their lands...forgive me once more, Lord King...is still in doubt...you may encounter trouble.”

			“In doubt?” I growled. A barmaid saw fit to question my reputation?

			“Will they think you’re coming as a conqueror, an invader?” asked Viwa. “Or a friend? Has King Felk invited you to his kingdom, Lord King? It seems we ride on an errand of some...mystery. Perhaps, to keep things peaceful, such an...embassy might benefit from the presence of those who are not warriors first, and peacemakers second. Presuming, we’re just going to ride into another kingdom, unannounced, uninvited, with no defined purpose for going there.”

			I looked at Sila, who smirked. I guffawed at Viwa’s audacity and my foolishness for deciding to take her, as her words were sensible. The two women were small enough for the smaller spare horse to bear them both. I called for men to help Sila and Viwa into the saddle.

			It was more than sixty miles from our encampment to the border where Meridnia met Badonia and Eastrealm. Just about five hour’s ride if we wore our horses out. Seven, if we were gentler with them. But the Angel had urged haste, so being gentle would have to wait.

			I sat astride one of the sturdy Eltnish horses, though I itched to finally ride Fleethoof, now a yearling, who should begin his training as a warhorse soon. Fleethoof was a spirited destrier I brought from Atalantyx to serve as my personal war mount. Like Aresth, Erthal’s best horse, Fleethoof was a prize and should prove, I believed, in time, to be better than Aresth, a jewel even among the legendary Atalantean warhorses. But the thick, shaggy, and mostly compact Eltnish horses, who typically didn’t range more than sixteen hands high at full growth, plentiful in Golden Valley, proved to be durable, clever, and surprisingly quick for their girth. Moreover, they were shown to be more than adequate as the primary steed for my knights to bear men in heavy armour and weapons.

			There were still larger, sleeker horses in the land, for we had also brought over two beautiful foals—now also yearlings—five mares and two studs for breeding stallions from Atalantyx. So soon, we’d have more than enough horses of various types that my cavalry needed. The horse I rode was named Merin, for my long-dead mother, who died birthing me. She had a merry, sweet disposition like I heard my mother did. Merin, the horse, was a far taller than the standard Eltnish ones, about seventeen hands. Which was good, for I was a tall man, with long legs I couldn’t have dragging on the ground when I rode my war-steed.

			I was outfitted like a warlord. I knew men sought my life, and perhaps my shiny mail would help make me more of a target, but I wouldn’t skulk that night before dawn. Men called me the Silver King because of my glistening mail, and I wore one of my best mail coats that dark before the day. I carried a kite-shaped shield we Atalanteans usually bore. But mine was a coronation gift from Wely. It was rimmed with iron, overlaid with gold at the rimming and boss of the shield.

			Sure-Steel was at my back, Biter and Cutter in their places at my waist; their scabbards were also gold-covered. I threw my mailed hood on first. Then Corult, my esquire, handed me my helm, also edged with gold, topped with a crown. Glathan and Eld, like me, had crowns on their helms; there was much gold and glitter in the harness of our company.

			I didn’t know if I rode to battle, so I didn’t think it appropriate to give a speech. I didn’t know what to say to my men about our mission. So, finally, I elected to hold my peace and get us going about our enigmatic undertaking. None of the men knew more than me why we went to Meridnia. Even if they had, it wouldn’t have mattered. Still, they would have followed me because they believed in me. Though I knew they’d whisper amongst themselves in curiosity and maybe a little dread at the unknown. And I followed the Anchali, whom I believed in. That would have to suffice.

			I fingered my Triangle and Circle amulet hanging around my neck, praying for the Single God’s protection for me and those with me. The horses became restive, knowing as horses do, they were saddled for a race. I had no plans to disappoint them.

			The solid wooden main gates to the palisade were commanded to be opened by order of the King of Eastrealm, and slowly they were drawn inwards. I looked back at my companions. Though it was dark, silver mail and gold trappings gleamed in the torchlight, and Atalantean steel glinted. Apolt was at my side, holding the banner of the black dragon on red. It would whip open in the wind as we rode. The thought stirred me.

			I was young, a king and riding off to my first adventure since putting the crown upon my head. I’d been caged up around my encampment for more than a month since being crowned. Monitoring and dealing with matters of construction, training with weapons and keeping myself sharp for battle, as Hert advised. Attending constant council meetings and numerous other boring meetings with lords on various grievances and consultations, endlessly deciding weighty judgments, answering letters of state, corresponding with my overlords, speaking with the spies and informants Glathan or I personally cultivated, gaining valuable intelligence about beyond my borders, and so much more.

			My fixed presence in the now fortified encampment allowed Lyayr to protect me more easily, which was good. What was bad was, it seemed to me, my kingdom went on, all around me, without me. Lynchun patrols and Eastrealmian knights scoured my realm for the assassins who tried to kill me. At the same time, they kept hostiles from my borders, facilitated the entry of legitimate travellers and the exploding trade coming to my land, and patrolled the interior of my lands to keep highwaymen from plundering my citizens.

			The other castles of my lords were being built as they, too, had ventured out to establish their domains, like little birds venturing from the mother bird’s nest, to fly on their own. Harvest came and went; the season had changed. My common-born Eastrealmians went to mass in crude wooden temples, slowly being replaced by stone ones. Men and women of my realm lived their lives, and a kingdom of both Atalanteans and Eltnish was being forged while it seemed, sometimes, I wasn’t even a spectator of all the happenings in my realm, while I remained shut up in my palisade.

			Such were the burdens of a crown. Everything I’d done those past few months was crucial to my reign and the duties of a king. But I longed for activity, bold action, to put all those hours of training until my limbs were sore and my neck stiff to good use. Now, maybe, it was time for that too.

			I raised my hand, then lowered it as a signal. The makeshift drawbridge lowered over the empty moat, and we were off.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			We had the benefit of a full moon and clouds parting from a stormy sky as we used the Stonewater River as our marker, riding with the river always to our left through the long miles along the southern border of my realm. We passed dozens of hamlets and villages I’d know nothing about without Eld telling me of. Places like Pauper’s Point, Teeth, Stonewallow, Darkdales, and Longbed. I felt remote from my own realm, realizing I’d not seen most of it, but I wouldn’t have been able to view much of these places in the fading dark.

			As the sun began to rise behind us, looming unbelievably, enormously in the distance before us was the Bleeding Tears, the stone monoliths that were one of Eltnia’s natural wonders.

			“What presence, gods, or man, could have made these?” I marvelled.

			Many standing stones of varying sizes were more than one hundred feet high, most well over a hundred and fifty feet in circumference. These immovable, smooth and predominantly egg-shaped massive blocks of rock were stained in parts the colour of rust. Typically, each stone was separated by a few dozen feet, yet some were so close together that man and horse could only pass between them single file. Eld advised that thousands of these individual stones had been counted, stretching almost one hundred miles long and ten miles wide.

			“No one knows, Lord King,” shouted Eld in reply, over the wind as he rode beside me. “They’ve stood for centuries, beyond all the recorded histories. I’m no scholar, but I’ve heard when the Eltnish came to the shores of these lands, they found these great stones here, just as you see them now. Long before that, the Anib, the first colonizers of Eltnia, documented the stones were there when they arrived. Who made them? Giants, gods, men with greater wit than us? There are so many theories.”

			“But for what purpose?”

			“Perhaps the very purpose they’re used for today?” shrugged Eld. “They mark the border between two realms. Perhaps they did the same in times of antiquity. Yet, no ancient records tell of their actual use. In this present day, as you know, past these stones is the kingdom of good King Irly, Badonia, the Swan Kingdom. Of course, I could say good old fat King Irly, but well...” Eld laughed, rubbing his paunch with one richly gloved hand as he rode expertly, holding the reins with the other hand. “I’m no hypocrite.”

			I looked beyond the stones, which obscured much of the landscape. The terrain was essentially flat, as far as I could tell. At the edge of the horizon were the mountains, but a mist lay over them. It was dark there, ominously cloudy.

			“I see that haze, yonder, by the mountains, to where you look,” said Eld, his voice low enough for only me to hear. “The edge of good Irly’s western border. The beginning of the accursed Nightsoul’s lands.” Eld warded himself, turning to the side of his horse, spitting to stave off evil at evil’s mention.

			“Far,” I commented quietly, regarding fear of the ruler of Borenia and the dark magic that ruler and that ruler’s court supposedly had at their disposal. “Yet not far enough.”

			“You could hide an army, in pieces, behind these stones,” noted Apolt, riding on my other side, looking in awe at the Bleeding Tears.

			Eld nodded. “Be thankful, Lord Apolt, by the Fire Goddess; friends such as King Irly are on your border here. A good place for an ambush.”

			“An ambush can work both ways,” said Apolt. “We could hide an army behind these stones. Lying in wait for whoever dared to come at us from the other side.”

			“True,” said Eld. “Whichever lords with domains on this border, on the Eastrealmian side, should always guard the stones vigilantly, ensuring they are free of enemies. As the lords of Lynchun, of this former Golden Valley, have done for centuries. On the other side of the Tears, there’s nothing to fear if Irly and his heirs continue to rule Badonia and remain our allies. But should Badonia ever fall into unfriendly hands...” Eld left the thought hanging ominously.

			The base of the stones was a steep, rocky grade, rising twenty feet on a gradual elevation, with a little stream running past. We stopped, patting our horses in gratitude for a good race, letting them graze and take water. We didn’t let them rest long as we led them, walking on foot, ascending amongst the monoliths.

			Partway up our climb, three Lynchun warriors, part of the border guard force protecting my kingdom, sprang out to meet us. They bowed to Eld, Glathan, and me, seeing their prince and the King and First Prince of the Realm come to the border, greeting us. But they didn’t seem surprised by our appearance, to my curiosity. They wasted no words, bringing us forthwith to the crest of the rise where the land stretched flat for ten miles, crowned by the mysterious Tears. The guards took us to their camp, where their leader and the rest of their comrades were posted.

			It’s there we met an old friend.

			“Lord King!” shouted Donc happily as I led Merin to his post. “By the Sky Goddess, it’s good to see you!”

			The fact that one could only proceed on foot as one approached the Tears was an advantage for the security of my western borders. Another advantage was the experienced Lynchun, hardy veterans who were the border force for the former Golden Valley, who knew Lynchun and Lynchun’s enemies like the shape of their own faces. Unfortunately, I didn’t have enough men of my own yet to completely secure my realm. So, for the moment, Lynchun provided that service.

			Earl Donc was another old war companion I’d fought beside to free Lynchun from the grasp of usurpation. Before earning his earl’s chain, Donc, as a common warrior, was one, like nobles such as Eld, Wely, and Orlu, who’d fought many campaigns in Golden Valley against raiders like Gart the Ghost and Blas Swift-Bow, keeping Lynchun’s borders safe.

			Now Donc led men, instead of being just a foot soldier, and had a tract of land just north over the Lynchun River near Pridehearth—Wely’s summer palace of faded splendour—where he could style as a lord when his duties in my kingdom did not keep him away from his new fief.

			Donc was a massive man in both height and girth. While not the sharpest trowel among the tools, he was a great man to have in a fight, as stout-hearted as he was bullishly strong. His rock-hard arms were covered in many warrior brands, indicating his prowess and experience in battle. Donc had twenty Lynchun spearmen with him, there, at the southwestern tip of my kingdom.

			“Well met, Lord Earl,” I said. Donc bent the knee before me. Then he arose, and we embraced. Donc then knelt to Eld and Glathan and, upon rising, embraced them as well. Not every earl could be so familiar with kings and princes.

			Yet, not only had Donc fought beside us in the gruesome battles to retake Wely’s throne and proved himself to be a stout companion-at-arms, but I’d also spent many a day getting to know Donc while I pretended to be a humble Lynchun soldier. We hadn’t taken to each other’s company at first, but he grew on me, “Like a big turd,” I told him once. I supposed I grew on him just as happily.

			Donc bowed to Sila, seeing her crown, though he didn’t know who she was until the introductions were made.

			“Did my rider reach you already, Lord King?” Donc asked me then.

			“Rider?” I said, surprised.

			“I sent our errand rider, in haste, to find you. To warn you of what has happened. Isn’t that why you’ve come?”

			I looked at Glathan. I hadn’t thought out what to say to any others we encountered about our mission. I had told Glathan, of course, that the Anchali had visited me, telling me to go to Meridnia immediately. Glathan, as my right hand, knew all my secrets. “We had word,” I said vaguely to Donc, “of some disturbance in Meridnia.”

			“More than a disturbance, Lord King,” said Donc grimly. He beckoned us to follow him. Our party led the horses after the big man. We went upward over the rugged ground until we reached a high vantage point, looking down over Badonia into Meridnia. Huge plumes of smoke pillowed thirty miles west.

			“What’s happened?” I gasped.

			“The great storm last night, Lord King,” said Donc. “It didn’t hit hard here, but over the border, into Badonia and down into Meridnia. Looks like the lighting strikes caused fires. Meridnia has been burning since last night. The rain eventually put out most of the fires, so now Meridnia merely smoulders. But I fear the damage is already done. Warriors from Badonia have been sent to aid Meridnia, but word is, they were turned away at first when the damage seemed less severe. So now, Badonia doesn’t send aid, fearing its rescuers becoming those in need of rescue.”

			“Didn’t you send any of your men down there to aid Meridnia?” I asked.

			“King Felk doesn’t suffer his borders crossed, Lord King,” said Donc. “By the Fire Goddess, he’s not one to be challenged, lest war is risked. Besides, few men could I spare here from watching our borders. So, we remain on guard, our shift for one fortnight at a time until our relief shift comes to let us go. We have just begun our rotation. We couldn’t leave. Besides, if we sent a small group down, and King Felk was wroth with us trying to enter his realm and challenged us with heavy numbers, reinforcements would be far away to provide us succour.”

			“We are glad you remained faithful to your duties, Lord Earl,” said Eld. “But it seems King Felk isn’t in any position to challenge anyone right now.”

			“We’ve ridden all this way,” I said. “Not just to see the Tears for the first time, though they’re magnificent. We’ll go down to Meridnia. Felk may refuse our aid, but what of his people? Won’t he be willing to accept help for them?”

			“Be careful, Lord King,” said Donc. “Felk is reputed to be a testy one. And we don’t know how things stand down there in Meridnia. Disaster has struck that kingdom. In disaster, men can become desperate. Desperation can turn to madness, even spurning those who would help. Wind Goddess aid your journey, and Fire Goddess, protect you.”

			I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Viwa was pale at Donc’s mention of Meridnia in burning. I immediately regretted bringing her. Whatever was to be faced in Meridnia was no place for a barmaid, and I’d have to devote resources to protect her. I thought about leaving her with Donc and his men, where she’d be safer. But I had brought her this far. I might as well bring her the entire way. I hoped she’d have the mettle, as a woman and one who wasn’t a warrior, for whatever awaited us. Comparatively, Sila looked stern but determined.

			We left Donc, leading our horses down the other side of the rocky rise into Badonia. When the ground evened out and slick fields rolled out before us, we re-mounted and began to trot. It was then we saw the people. Straggling bands of forlorn people walking away from the smoke.

			The villages in Badonia were inundated with people walking almost aimlessly, carrying babies in arms, leading oxen or horses, dragging sacks of belongings, or even the bodies of loved ones. Some of these people were in a daze. They were Meridnians. They were leaving the wreckage of their kingdom. I saw people bearing all sorts of wounds, minor and grievous. Some just shuddered, weeping in the arms of their family or comrades or kind Badonians.

			We reached the Stonewater River. That was when we saw the true extent of the devastation.

			The ground was littered with body parts, bits of wood, clothing, bird feathers, and all manner of detritus one could imagine in one’s worst nightmares. Downed trees blocked our path as we approached the river. Bodies floated there, not yet bloated and decomposing. We became overwhelmed with people coming to us, clutching at our boots and our horses’ flanks, begging for succour, comfort, and food.

			We did what we could. The nurse-wife and the surgeon, Princess Sila and Viwa, began to try and attend to people’s wounds. Our knights gave people drinks from their skins, eventually relinquishing all their food. Some people wept with gratitude. Some screamed in agony and distress. We directed those we found into Badonia, towards the villages, where they could receive better assistance. We managed to cross the river through the shallows, entering Meridnia proper.

			There was nothing left. Flattened palisades and homes, fences, destroyed wells and windmills as if a giant had stomped all over the land. Corpses everywhere. Bodies of cattle, bodies of birds, bodies of humans. Some still smouldered, having been struck recently by lightning, it seemed, with ragged holes punched through them from terror striking that emanated from the sky. Some were drowned in pools of water. Some were crushed when their homes fell on them, then apparently were swept up in violent winds. Huge pits, riven by lightning, left emptiness where the houses were lifted from their foundations and tossed aside like paper, venting steaming gas and smoke.

			Dogs prowled, some tailless, some blind, whimpering and whining mournfully rather than barking. A woman walked with no arms, the stumps bleeding. A man dragged himself along the ground with no legs. A child sat atop what was left of the roof of a ruined thatched home half-submerged in the mud, staring aimlessly ahead. A cat, most of its fur burnt off, trying to comfort the child by nuzzling its feet.

			We dismounted, aghast at the scene, walking through the catastrophic landscape, stepping carefully. Even my hardened knights, who had all seen plenty of battle and death, and watched our ancient homeland of Atalantyx drown, had tears in their eyes, shaking their heads at the horror and scale of destruction.

			“The capital fortress of Meridnia was there,” whispered Sila. “I’ve been on congress there, with my sister, now the queen, when I was young.” Sila pointed to an enormous pit. Nothing stood there but ruined earth, wood splinters, and more debris.

			“It did,” said Eld. He indicated to the ground. The remnants of a soiled and tattered pennon lay there. But I could tell, when that standard was intact and whole, the background of it was once green as grass, with a central sigil of a red fox, rampant. “This fortress was called Calurdon, the stronghold of King Felk of Meridnia. But since the long-time emblem of the Royal House of Meridnia was a red fox, Calurdon’s colloquial name was ‘The Foxhole.’”

			“Look there,” said Viwa, her voice shaking, pointing. I stared, as did all our party.

			Scrawled large, in Eltnish runes bigger than a man, etched in the dirt, was a word which I couldn’t read. I could speak Eltnish but not read their archaic characters.

			Then my body turned into ice as if my heart had stopped. Because then it all made sense to me. I knew what would be written there in the runes. A name.

			“What does it say?” asked one of the knights, who could no more read Eltnish runes than fly like a bird.

			I wanted to plug my ears, knowing someone who could read the runes would answer. I was so terrified for a moment. It was Eld who first spoke up. His voice shook.

			“Nightsoul,” whispered the Prince of Lynchun. Eld had turned white as a sheet. As did Viwa, and I didn’t doubt all of us lost our colour.

			I understood what happened. Felk must have somehow incurred the wrath of Nightsoul. And Nightsoul had destroyed Felk’s kingdom in return. Just as he had annihilated the Kingdom of Olicia of old, with malicious Elemental magic, as Hert told me. Because Olicia’s king, Gaim, decided to gain reputation, trying to destroy Nightsoul, the most feared and evil warlord in the land.

			Nightsoul had struck Meridnia, and now Meridnia was no more.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			Then Viwa called out in an anguished voice, taking me away from even the feeling of absolute terror that gripped me, knowing I stood in the wake of Nightsoul’s sinister magic. “Lord King!” cried the girl, and as I looked at her, my horror only mounted as I stared at the barmaid. Her face was ashen, her eyes vacant, as if she were in the grip of some sort of trance.

			Then she seemed to recover herself, staring back at me. Finally, she said urgently, “Men and women approach!”

			“Nightsoul!” I cried, clawing for Biter’s hilt in sheer fright, even as I wheeled about and saw nothing but rubble and the ruin we’d already seen. I composed myself, even as, seeing me reach for my steel, many of my knights drew their own blades, scanning, petrified. I didn’t pull my blade, instead forcing myself to focus on Viwa. “Where?” I shouted at her. “I see no one!”

			“No!” said Viwa, shaking her head vigorously. “Not Nightsoul, Nulthe, Barbis, or any of Borenia!” She squinted as if trying to recall some distant memory while the rest of us seemed to hold our breath, waiting for her next words. Then, at last, she seemed to find whatever she sought in the depths of her mind and said imperatively to me, “Form a shield wall, Lord King! At once!”

			“Why?” I demanded. “Who are these men and women coming?”

			“The women,” she exclaimed, “are no danger! But the men want to kill us!”

			But my First Prince, standing by my side, must have been more alert and thinking more clearly than I. Glathan wouldn’t wait for me to act, hearing Viwa’s words prophesizing men coming to murder us. He must’ve believed she had some prescient power or farsightedness that saw danger headed for us when we saw nothing. But, even if he didn’t, no doubt he shared the chills crawling up his spine, as I did, that compelled him to follow his instincts and take defensive measures.

			“BEETLE!” Glathan barked the command for our knights to deploy into a shield wall, or the Beetle Formation, as it was called in Atalantyx, as the squires, who knew their business, grabbed as many reigns of the horses as they could and pulled our beast back behind our wall.

			Our men instantly obeyed the voice of command, as they were trained to, beginning to scramble into position, even as I looked bewilderedly at Viwa, insisting she tell me, “How do you know all this?” My mind swirled as I tried to cope with Viwa’s seeming gift of divination, combined with the demolition and death I’d seen, and accept how Felk and his people must have died terribly at the hands of irresistible black conjuring.

			Yet I didn’t have long to grasp the terrible prospect of how Felk met his end. For, as Viwa had prognosticated, a band of men, perhaps a hundred strong, appeared fifty yards away from us. As these men drew closer, I could see many were wounded, but they carried crude weapons, mainly farm implements. But some had axes, and even a few had swords, and were picking their way toward us, over the ruined earth and wreckage.

			They strode purposefully, approaching us. A gaggle of women streamed behind them, running after them. It looked like the women were trying to stop the men from making their way toward us. The men had murder in their eyes. They shrugged or even batted away the women and pushed them down.

			The women screamed at them and begged. I recognized one of the women as one that my knight had given the last remnants of his food pouch. I heard one woman call out, trying to convince the men advancing, “They are not the enemy! They’ve come to help us!”

			“They’re invaders!” cried one of the men. “See the enemy there! The foreigners! They’re responsible! They brought the wrath of the Fire Goddess upon our head!” He turned to his comrades and bellowed! “Now they’ve come to kill us and take this land for their own! Kill them! Kill the men in metal! Sorcerers! Fiends of the underworld!”

			“Viwa!” I yelled anxiously, knowing the men outnumbered us, and we had civilians like the priest, the surgeon, the nurse-wife, a princess, and of course, a stuttering barmaid to protect. “Viwa! Stay close!”

			I didn’t need to call for Sila, for I saw my men move her, the priest, the surgeon, and the nurse-wife, protectively behind our ranks, as I whipped Biter from its sheath, crouching defensively. Then, with a look at one of my esquires who also didn’t stand in the shield wall but back behind it, awaiting my instructions, that boy tossed my shield. I caught it, one-handed by the straps, quickly looping my arm through.

			“Lord King!” I heard Apolt shout in needless warning when the men rushed us with sudden speed. But thanks to Viwa, our men had formed the shield wall, prepared for them, and I was with them, forcing my way to the front ranks, elbowing another knight aside, so my shield touched shields on either side, as I pointed Biter to face the foe. No one had time to push me back, to keep me away from fighting, as I knew Lyayr would insist, because the first man who came, fast, was a big brute, missing half an arm, still wielding a massive axe with another, swung his weapon down savagely. Due to Hert’s urging, my constant training, honing my reflexes every day with practice weapons and shields, made me even more instinctive and faster than ever. That man picked an unfortunate day to try and strike a king. Up came my shield, and the axe blow caught it and crashed into the boards, but it held firm, the stout boss helping to absorb the impact. Still, the force was immense. That was a strong man who struck that blow, one-armed or not. He was formidable, but he wasn’t quick enough as before he could retract his swing, I came under my shield with Biter and stabbed his groin. I sawed Biter free, and the arterial blood flowed as the man dropped his axe, mewling with pain, and then the axe of a knight beside me came down and crushed the man’s unprotected head, splattering the man’s brains to mush.

			But then Lyayr grabbed me, thrusting me behind him, taking my place in the shield wall, and some men peeled off from the front ranks when Lyayr shouted orders at them to make an inner ring around Sila, Viwa, and Glathan and me, the royals in the group. Behind the outer wall of shields, the rest of the knights protected them, not suffering them to be endangered, just as Lyayr refused to see me harmed.

			“We are here to save you!” I heard Glathan screaming above the din of battle, joined against the men attacking us. “We’re here to save you! We’re not here to harm you! It’s Nightsoul who did this to you! It’s Nightsoul who brought this storm and ravaged your kingdom! Not us!”

			“Stop!” I heard some of my men imploring our attackers as we were set upon. “Stop!

			“Don’t kill them unless you must!” I shouted, frustrated, wanting to give battle but not wanting to kill men who might be mad with grief and thinking us invaders, trying to protect their ruined homeland. “They don’t know what they’re doing!” I heard the cries of the women who tried to stop the men from attacking us above the battle din, screaming, begging us to be merciful and not kill their men, saying their men weren’t themselves, that they had taken leave of their senses.

			Next to me, Viwa cowered behind a knight’s shield beside Sila, who had a dagger in her hand, ready to strike if need be. I remembered when I first saw Sila, when her sister Lysi, Centi, and their men were fighting off the Ipithyians. Sila held a knife then, too, to defend herself, but to my knowledge, she had never needed to use it. I admired Sila’s bravery but was thankful she’d never gotten the chance to risk herself. My men knew their business too well and were under strict instructions from Lyayr, no doubt, to protect her and keep her from fighting.

			The men who attacked us seemed deranged. They were insane to attack knights in mail, with every manner of armament at our disposal, versus their improvised weapons, no armour to protect them, but it didn’t deter them.

			I saw Cantic use his shield to hammer down a wizened old man who sprang at him with a hatchet, and Corult, my esquire, viciously slashed the foot of another enormous brute who set upon him with a massive stick. The brute screamed in pain and stumbled, but managed to fall forward, almost taking Corult down with him, who leapt away just in time. Enraged, the man got up and tried to limp and come after Corult again, but another knight flipped his spear so that the butt end was forward, and that knight walloped the man in the head. The man crumpled, no longer able to attack Corult. Two of my knights wrestled on the ground with a savage little man, desperately trying to bite them.

			Apolt, sword in hand, but no shield, ducked behind one of his knight’s shields, then punched another man who broke through and tried to strike him with his fists. Apolt was quick-fisted, thin of build but a real brawler, and his gloved hands had metal strips and packed a far more brutal blow than the man who tried to pummel him. There was a crack as the man’s jaw broke, and he went down.

			“Throw down your weapons!” bellowed Lyayr at the raging men, but none of them heeded, and one tried to bash my guard commander with some sort of club. Lyayr, like me, didn’t like to fight with a shield, but that day he did, and he braced himself to meet the club, which smashed into the shield boss, but a shriek and whimpering plea for the Earth Goddess’s mercy told me that Lyayr struck back, so fast I didn’t see, with Bleeder, his sword. The club fell to the ground, and blood spread in the dirt as the man sagged, crumpling to his knees, gasping, clutching at his riven chest. Lyayr merely contemptuously kicked him aside with his boot, and the man dropped, his eyes fluttering shut.

			Then another man, in the remains of leather armour, too ripped, dirty, and black to know if it once bore any sigil, with a long, sharpened stick, honed to a deadly point, like a spear but without a true spearhead, leaped at Cantic, who stood nearby, trying to impale him. Cantic supplely dodged aside, smooth as silk, and despite my insistence not to kill, it’s hard to stop a warrior’s bloodlust and years of training and reaction when attacked. So Cantic lunged out with his sword to penetrate the man’s lungs. But the man must have been warrior-trained and bred, too, because he evaded Cantic’s lunge and screamed as he spun back to strike again. His spear missed Cantic by a hair’s width because Cantic was too quick, and his next thrust didn’t cut, for, with that enemy’s second lunge, he had opened himself up too much. Cantic’s blade, like the blades of me, and all those with me, was true Atalantean steel, forged from the ingots in Althat, a region deep within the bowels of the Merentyx Earldom on a fabled island, now lost beneath the waves. That priceless steel, the most durable in the world, never shattered, didn’t rust easily, and when whetted, was sharper and harder than diamonds and cut through leather armour like it was so much paper. So, Cantic cut through that man’s armour, through his ribs, through his organs, and before he tugged it loose, the man was dead before he dropped.

			“This was what it was like,” muttered Viwa, in the middle of the madness, after I’d seen Cantic kill that man. “What happened to my people.”

			Above the cacophony of battle, I caught that. “Your people?”

			She didn’t answer me. She just looked wide-eyed at the carnage and the men who had lost their minds, trying to kill us, being beaten by our men, though they were twice our number. They had rushed proven Atalantean knights, in silver mail, with great swords, shields, arming swords, daggers, and axes, who’d time to shore up our defences in Beetle Formation. Some of those men who’d assaulted us, I could plainly see, were no warriors. They had little chance against the superior skill and weaponry of my peerless knights.

			But I was no longer concerned that we would win the battle. I could see my men had it well in hand. I wanted to know about Viwa.

			“Who are you?” I demanded of her. “No lies this time! And no fake stutter!”

			But I stopped my questioning momentarily as a man who’d rushed one of my knights with a pickaxe managed a fortunate swing and struck one of my men on the helm, knocking him down and nearly senseless, fortunately not breaking through the metal of the helm, but still momentarily splitting our wall. The man seemed determined to get through our ranks, and get at me, a man he saw wearing a crown on his helmet, and who I supposed he felt should bare the weight of blame for what happened in his lands. He yelled incoherently, waving his axe. Stepping over my fallen knight, as he swung again, a different knight moved into position to cover Sila and Viwa. That knight took the blow on his shield. Lyayr, ever my shadow, rushed and slid his blade, Bleeder, into the man’s thigh, not to kill but to wound. The man screamed, dropped his axe, and fell. More of my knights fell upon the man, dragging him away from us.

			By then, the fight was over. The men who had attacked us were either dead or incapacitated. They moaned on the ground from their wounds, and the women who’d tried to stop them wept. I quickly scanned, seeing that none of my men appeared seriously injured. Sila, Glathan, the priest, the surgeon, and the nurse-wife, sheltered behind shields, were completely unharmed, as were Viwa and I.

			I wheeled back on Viwa. It was then I took complete note of her appearance, and I gasped out loud.

			She looked at me questioningly.

			I accused, “Your hair. It’s turning red.”
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			The King’s Wrath

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			Those who had sought to harm us were either all dead, too injured to fight us, restrained, or had come to see reason and stood down of their own accord. It seemed the temporary madness of the mob had come upon them, riled up by their comrades. I learned from Eld, who spoke to some of the leaders among them, that some were conditioned to fear and hate foreigners. Some had heard of the foreigners coming from across the Shimmering Sea, to set up a kingdom not far from theirs. They mistrusted the Atalanteans. And, upon seeing men in silver metal arrive in their domain, believed those men were invaders, sorcerers, who’d caused the storm or come to conquer their kingdom, taking advantage of the destruction the weather caused.

			I was surprised. The people of Meridnia lived in the shadow of Nightsoul’s gloom. Well would they know of the dark ruler of Borenia, and the reputation of Nightsoul for destroying the realms of his enemies with dark magic. So, why would they immediately assume it was I, and my Atalanteans, just come to these lands in recent months rather than Nightsoul, who’d long terrorized Eltnia, as being the ones responsible for the catastrophe?

			Once the threat to us was subdued and vanquished, my men continued to sift through the wreckage. We tried to find survivors, assist the wounded. Including those who’d just fought us, and now allowed us to help them, and determine the number of dead.

			I had left Viwa alone to ponder the fact that I’d observed her hair colour indicating she carried mage blood. Instead, she’d gone off to render what assistance she could, comforting some little children, crying inconsolably, some of whom it was evident had been orphaned.

			Glathan and Eld had managed to gather most of the able-bodied Meridnians who didn’t wish to fight us, and realized we were there to help, not harm. Together with a group of my knights, they set about rescuing as many as possible, recovering the bodies of those they could not save. Lyayr and my personal bodyguard split their duties between warding Sila, Viwa, and me.

			After receiving more reports from Cantic and Apolt about the status of our men, though I knew there were more pressing matters, I sought Viwa out again. She stood with one of my knights, who offered a draught from his wineskin, which she accepted with thanks. I noticed some of my knights staring at Viwa, and the sudden turning of her hair.

			It was disconcerting. It was one thing to see a woman like Sila, already noted to be a mage, with a full head of red hair. It was another for Viwa’s hair to turn red right before our eyes. For my knights that knew of red hair being the mage mark. I could see them warding themselves, making the sign of the Triangle and Circle behind her back, whenever she walked past them.

			When I reluctantly approached her, she moved away from the knight who shared his wineskin with her, intercepting me before I reached her.

			She waited for me to speak. I had learned to deal carefully with mages, assuming that’s what she was. So, I kept my peace. Staring at her, trying to elicit her response to my earlier question. Because she knew I wanted to know what she’d obviously been hiding from me.

			Eventually, she cleared her throat and asked, “You know of Olicia, Lord King?”

			I knew Olicia was a defunct kingdom, now part of southeast Frynia. Hert had told me that Olicia’s second last king, Gaim, dared to seek out Nightsoul’s hidden lair somewhere in the Guardian Mountains to eradicate the ruler of Borenia. But Gaim failed. He and his men were slaughtered. Then eventually, Nightsoul and Barbis sought revenge on Gaim’s son and heir, Gont, as well.

			Hert told me, I related to Viwa, shivering as I remembered, that after the appearance of first Barbis then Nightsoul at the gates of Gont’s hold, Gont awakened and found the army of Olicia. All the army, including his father, King Gaim, was dismembered and arranged in a circle, with Gaim’s head in the centre. There were no signs of disturbance or footprints. Then Nightsoul destroyed the inhabitants of Gont’s fortress, including brutally killing Gont.

			The remaining people of Olicia fled to other nations such as Frynia, Arn, Lynchun and Carthlughe, just as the people of Meridnia fled to Badonia and Eastrealm. Olicia was abandoned, growing fallow, and eventually claimed by Frynia. I told Viwa that was as much as I knew of Olicia, all from Hert.

			She nodded her head sadly. “Yes, that dreaded day, the second last day of the Kingdom of Olicia, Daman, called the Nightsoul, appeared to Gont. Nightsoul threatened that Gont would be the last king of Olicia, and that the Fire Goddess would cleanse Eltnia of the Olicians. And so, they were cleansed. The inhabitants of the capital were slaughtered. But as you’ve heard, many common people were spared, those shut out of the capital by the craven Gont. Gont thought to abandon his people to their fate, but it was he who paid the price.”

			Viwa halted in her tale, gathering her courage to proceed while I waited. Then she said, “Here’s what you didn’t know, Lord King, from King Hert. Because King Hert wouldn’t know this part. All the noble blood of Olicia was destroyed that day. All save one. My mother. Wola. Wola was a niece to Gont. She was an illegitimate child of Gont’s brother Rie who died years before in battle, leaving Gont as Crown Prince of Olicia. Wola was raised common, and that common rearing spared her. For she was left outside by pitiful Gont, along with the rest, who sought shelter from Nightsoul, but were shut out by their cowardly new king. But that coward didn’t reign long. For he was hung from the rafters of his own royal chamber. His entrails, heart, liver, and every organ, ripped out. And in his blood, on the walls, was written a single word. ‘Nightsoul.’”

			I recalled how Hert told me that same tale as I absorbed that Viwa was the scion of Eltnish kings. Seemingly the last living heir of a defunct kingdom. Her blood was royal and quickened to mage blood, evidenced by her bearing the mage trait of red hair. So, she was part of the terrifying tale of Olicia, made more frightening by what I’d just seen. Nightsoul’s power was absolute. I could believe all I wanted in the Single God, but other forces in Eltnia existed, and they were terrible but powerful.

			Yet in all the terror and destruction of Olicia, one of Olicia’s royal line survived. Now it made sense why Sila courted a friendship with her. I wondered what Sila, and for that matter, Lysi’s game with Viwa had been once they discovered her secret. No doubt they planned to put her to some use as part of Lysi’s schemes. But how did all this relate to me?

			Viwa’s selling of The Painted Mage, while she turned a considerable profit from its sale into an even bigger one with The Half-Lion, were the moves of a crafty business mind. However, I was still sure it was concealment for her true purpose in Eastrealm. I believed Sila, if not Lysi herself, wanted Viwa by my side for their own purposes. As what, their spy?

			Or…could they genuinely want her as a helpmate for me? I listened carefully to Viwa, still amazed by what she had revealed.

			Viwa said, “When the refugees from Olicia fled to the other Eltnish realms, Wola and her husband, Freg, fled too, with their young daughter. They bolted to Lynchun. But Wola feared that Nightsoul would discover her, that she was of Olician royal blood. She feared that she and her family would be exterminated, somehow, like the rest. Freg had a cousin, a Lynchunian named Ele. Ele was old, her children grown. So, she took the child in. But Ele became too ill to care for it. So, she suggested to Wola and Freg, they hand the child over to Ele’s younger sister, Nore.

			“Nore was married to a man named Ralp, a big man, a warrior, wounded in battle, and retired from fighting. Sadly, the Goddesses didn’t bless them with children of their own. So, seeking to save their daughter, Wola and Freg gave their child to Nore and Ralp. Then Wola and Freg left Lynchun and went to Frawon.

			“Wola died, of some malady, a few years later, but Freg remarried. One day Freg came searching for his daughter. He regretted giving her up. With a new wife, and no children of their own, he thought perhaps he could still hide the child’s identity and have her with him. Freg came to Paw, where Ralp had lived. But the people there knew nothing of Ralp. Ralp had gone away. For Nore died, trying to give Ralp the baby they always wanted. Even though they had the young foster, from Wola and Freg. Ralp felt there was nothing for him in Paw, save bad memories. So Ralp brought that foster child with him, to the capital. His pension money earned from his warrior days, was sufficient to buy a tavern, in the Common Quarter of the Lionfort. When he bought it, the tavern was called The Golden Man. He renamed it, The Painted Mage.”

			Viwa paused, tearing up. Then she wiped the tears and asked, “You know why Father called his tavern, The Painted Mage?” I didn’t and told her so. She said, “Father told me, one day, while he still lived in Paw after Nore died, and he was despondent. He had a child to care for. So, he would leave me, during the day, with a woman he found to look after me, and pleasure himself all day with whores. Trying to forget the mother and child he wanted, and the attempt to bear that child, killing her. Father loved me. But I wasn’t his blood. I was a foster, foisted on him by the cousin of his wife. I wasn’t enough for him, I suppose. Father was wasting his pension on whores, leaving me, his only child, with someone else caring for it.

			“Then one day, Father went to The Last Lion for ale and more whores. There he met a young whore, hooded, whose face he couldn’t fully see, who propositioned him. A whore not much older than his own daughter. Disgusting. But he was in a bad way then, lonely. So, he didn’t resist, when she took him upstairs to one of the rooms. But when they arrived, he learned she had no intention of lying with him for money. She revealed herself as the Crown Princess of Nyrimia, not some tavern trollop. It was Princess Lysi, her face painted white, in the manner mages sometimes do.”

			That was Lysi’s methodology and handiwork, for sure. I remembered how she had disguised herself as a vagrant whore, behind The Last Lion, when I’d lodged there in Lynchun on my mission to save Wely’s kingdom. I had thought her just some undesirable, lurking in the back alley, where the piss-trough of the tavern was. But she quickly revealed her identity to me. After luridly propositioning me, like she was a prostitute, just for her amusement. Still, her acting, the disguising of her voice, had been quite convincing. Crafty schemer that she was.

			Viwa said, “She asked Father, if he wanted to make something of his life. Other than being a whoremonger. She asked if he wanted to do something good for Lynchun. He didn’t trust her. But she offered him a lot of gold. He took it. From that day forward, became her spy. But he did his covert work to help keep Lynchun stable, backed by Lysi’s gold.”

			She stopped and sighed. Then continued, “I knew nothing of who I was until I was of age to help Father mind his tavern. Then, one evening, while just he and I alone were in The Painted Mage, having closed for business for the night, cleaning up the tables, he abruptly...dropped to one knee before me. Calling me...Princess...and told me of my heritage. That I wasn’t really his daughter. I didn’t know anything about kings and queens and mages, horrific dark magic, destroyed kingdoms, or any of that. At least no more than the common person. I was confused and scared. Father comforted me but swore me to secrecy. Still, he said I needed to know who I was, for he believed in the future, I would...be a great lady one day, with all the...responsibilities and glory of a real princess. So, he encouraged me to...start stuttering, to make me even less...remarkable. We practiced it. In time...it almost became part of me, as if I truly had a stutter.” So, I was right. Viwa’s stutter was an affectation, to help keep her uninteresting, not worthy of notice. Amusing, that something that should get one noticed, could have the opposite effect. But so it is, when people who are considered defective, are deemed unworthy of attention.

			She said, “At this time...I had just begun to...have my female cycle, if you’ll forgive the indelicacy of me saying, Lord King. It was then...the dreams...I call them dreams, but they were visions, began. Visions of things happening in the past or in the future. Knowing if a brawl would break out that night in the tavern. Or, if anyone would try to sneak off without settling their account. That sort of thing. Then...those visions became more substantial, and I saw things that frightened me. Things that had nothing to do with me, Father, or The Painted Mage. It was then Father told me, for he was unsure if I’d also display...the mage traits of a royal-born woman...that I was born a mage. Father said...he would speak to his friend, a powerful friend, about me. To help him know what to do about my...situation. I soon learned that friend was Queen Lysi, then a princess.

			“Father told me, the princess warned him, he must carefully watch me, keep me close, and...and if my hair ever started turning red, to conceal it, and contact her immediately. She would take me to...to people who knew how to help me. I assume now the queen meant...the conclave of Eltnia’s mages. Father then began to give me letters from Lady Lysi’s sister, Princess Sila. I was shocked that a princess would take any interest in me. She said she’d learned of me from her sister, Lysi. But...her letters were so kind...I had never spoken to anyone noble before. Some earls of Lynchun had once come into The Painted Mage, patronizing it, and I had seen King Wely from a distance in the capital. But I’d never spoken to any of them. In any case, Princess Sila said…she and I were...kindred spirits, though she didn’t explain why...and that she would come and visit me in Lionfort one day. That...she’d help me...find myself and help show me...how to become a princess. I was so grateful.”

			I finally had the accurate tale, it seemed, that I demanded of Sila and Viwa when Viwa first appeared in Eastrealm. But I felt that tale was yet incomplete. “What are you really doing here with me, Viwa?” I wanted to know. “You’re telling me you’re a princess and a mage. What does this have to do with me, my kingdom?”

			“I don’t truly understand what it means to be a mage,” said Viwa mournfully. “But I do know that I’ve been having...visions. Visions telling me you need help, Lord King. That you will need my help.”

			“Your help? Doing what?”

			“You have been kind to me, Lord King. You’re brave, worthy of respect, and a fitting king to serve. Ralp, the only father I’ve known, always told me the key to a happy life is service. Service to something bigger than merely satisfying one’s own pleasures and ambitions. Mages are born to serve both rulers, and the Coven of Mages. I’m not truly of Lynchun; I’m of a kingdom which is no more. Like you, in a way. Though I have been raised as a Lynchunian, and Wely’s a noble king...but I believe I can be of more valuable service to you, Sire.”

			Flabbergasted, I asked, “As what? As my…mage?”

			“I’ve had conversations with Princess Sila. I know your people’s religion doesn’t allow the worship of the Six. Yet, forgive me for being so forward; it seems you, Lord of the Last of the Atalanteans, who cleave to the Single God, still believe, at least to some degree, that the Elementals serve some purpose. That there’s some merit to their powers. And you desire a mage to serve you, to help protect your kingdom. After what we’ve seen here today, it must only reinforce your desires, no? You seek a mage. Here I am, one free to serve you. I would need to be trained...like Princess Sila, I’m uninitiated. Yet she’s promised, as she finds her own way as a mage, to help me with my journey as well. I’m offering you my services, Lord King, such as they are.”

			Of all the shocking events I had witnessed that day, perhaps this was the most surprising. My mind was already overwhelmed, contemplating the terror of Nightsoul’s power and what had happened to Meridnia. I was horrified. All I could think of was Eastrealm laid waste to in the same manner. How I could stop it from happening to my blessed kingdom, my own people. But now, it seemed, the Single God, and my Anchali, smiled on me again in the form of a gift. Viwa was that gift. The mage I wanted, on my side.

			But was Viwa my mage to take, though? Irrespective of what she might think, she was raised in Lynchun. She lived in Paw and Lionfort, and her adopted father was once a Lynchun soldier. She was, in effect, if not by birth, a Lynchun citizen. Could I claim her as my mage? Did she not rightfully belong to Wely? And wouldn’t I have to tell Wely all about Viwa? The lost heir to a former part of one of his ally’s kingdoms, revealed to be a mage?

			I was about to question Viwa further, about being able to protect us, by predicting through her mage powers that an attack was imminent on our party and what Sila and Lysi had to do with her offer to enter my service when I heard Sila’s voice.

			“Lord King!” Sila called me urgently as she came to my side. She was not alone. “These women tell of raiders. They say a group of their countrymen were taken. Ten of these warriors took a family of five. The raiders cut down twenty brave men, weakened from this catastrophe and barely armed, who tried to stop them and left.”

			A group of old crones, leathery-skinned, rheumy-eyed, and wearing rags, barely, huddled around Sila. It was a marvel these old women had survived the devastation where so many younger people perished. I picked out one among them whose eyes gleamed with intelligence, compared to more dullness in the others. This old woman prattled insistently, trying to urge Sila to go after her friends.

			“Your name, Madam?” I asked that one.

			“Kyda, Lord,” she said eagerly, trying her best to bow, as did her ancient friends, in my presence.

			“You saw these warriors who took your friends?”

			“Yes, Lord! They went south and west, towards the mountains, taking Vali, Ouris, and their three children. Save them, please, Lord, I beg you! They are good people! There’s been much death here already today. Please, please, Lord!”

			“How many raiders were there?”

			“At least ten.” She dared to grasp my hand. I allowed her to touch the royal person. She was an old woman, distressed over the kidnapping of her friends. So much horror had happened today I permitted her transgression. “Please, Lord King! Your men in metal are strong and fearless! Please save Vali’s family! We are so sorry our men attacked you, Lord! They...they didn’t know what they were doing! They’re mad with grief and rage over...the destruction of our homeland. We’re…we’re not a people to easily trust strangers, Lord. But we see your mercy and kindness. Please, Lord, forgive—”

			“We have already forgiven them, Madam,” I tutted. “And tried to spare as many as we could when they attacked us. Now, these ten warriors you speak of. Mounted or on foot?”

			“On foot, Lord.”

			“Describe them!” I commanded.

			She replied, “Big, Lord. All of them. Muscular.”

			“Big?” I queried. “How big?”

			“Not tall. Squat, but broader than any Eltnish warriors, though many an Eltnish warrior is broad. I’ve never seen bigger, harder-looking fighters.”

			Something in the way she described the fighters, gave me a tingle. The words she used; I would have chosen the exact words to describe a particular race of warriors.

			I asked, “Tell me, how were their countenances?”

			“One, unhelmed, their leader, I think. I could see her face clearly. Her face was inked, as were her arms. Her arms, and the arms of all of them, bore a kind of scrawl.”

			Her??? Could it be? I growled dubiously. “They were women?”

			“No mistaking her face or shape. Several of those warriors were women. I am old, and I’ve birthed three daughters and buried two more. My eyes aren’t what they were, but I know a woman’s shape and carriage. Even if they’re wearing armour and trained in battle. Some things you can’t completely hide.”

			There could only be one kind of warrior inked in the manner described.

			“Did they carry short swords?” I pressed.

			She squinted, appraising me, wondering how I guessed this information. “Yes, Lord King.”

			“Plain black leather armour?”

			“Yes! And their shields—”

			“Were black, with a sign of two crossed red axes on them,” I finished for her.

			But she contested that, “No. Red, but with a brown fox on the shield.”

			I searched my memory. Then I remembered, yes. Red with a brown fox. One of the earls.

			“You know these warriors, Lord King?” the woman asked me.

			I didn’t answer her. I doubted the woman was well travelled. So, she may not have seen anyone like those warriors before. But I had, based on her description. Of course, I didn’t know the warriors, but I was confident I knew where they came from. They were warriors of King Mag of Norsoon, the most feared pirate king in Sanaavia. Mag, father-in-law to Erthal, last King of Atalantyx, my one-time brother, and Mag’s daughter Dira, Atalantyx’s last queen.

			I promised Kyda I would find her friends. I asked Viwa to take care of Kyda and her elderly companions. Kyda dared to touch me again, grabbing my hands, and kissing them in gratitude. I smiled, allowing the touch once more, as she was moved away by Viwa. Then Glathan, Eld, Sila, Apolt, Cantic and I quickly conferred. I told them of my suspicions, that the mysterious raiders fit the description of Norsoon warriors.

			Apolt was aghast. “Sanaavians? This far south?”

			“They are pirates, Lord,” Sila said. “They pillage and plunder the coasts of this continent. Their reach is as far as their ships can sail.”

			“Their reach is long,” Eld answered. “They raid all over Acremia. But still, this is indeed far south for them. If truly, it is Norsoonian pirates who have stolen those people Kyda told us of. If they have, they’re looking for slaves. Helpless people who have just had their homes destroyed, and can’t defend themselves, are easy prey.”

			Glathan looked at me inquiringly, but he need not have. Under no circumstances would I sit by knowing more innocents would be lost. Not to the brutal Sanaavians, if I could prevent it. Though my heart pounded. The Sanaavians, while I’d never faced them in battle, I knew were vicious warriors. But I had never seen women fighters amongst them! Then I remembered; it seemed Mag had kept all women away from the royal visit to his kingdom by Erthal and me. Save for Dira, to tempt my one-time brother. And, of course, this subterfuge worked.

			Then another thought struck me. I voiced it aloud: “Somehow, could the Norsoon warriors be part of the reason for this catastrophe? Are they involved with Nightsoul somehow? Are they partially responsible?”

			Eld disagreed, “I cannot see how Sanaavians would be part of any of this. From all I’ve heard, all my life, about Borenia, and its evil magic, this bears all the marks of Nightsoul’s work, and Nightsoul’s work alone. Right down to the runes, carved with Nightsoul’s name.”

			“Could someone have done that, other than Nightsoul?” I speculated wildly. “To make it look like this was caused by Borenia?”

			“For what purpose?” asked Eld. “To invade Meridnia? Who would covet such a kingdom so close to Borenia? Meridnia doesn’t have enough resources or strategic importance to be sought after, that I can see. And they kept to themselves and troubled no one. Only defending themselves when ones like Gart, raided their cattle and did minor pillaging.”

			“You’ll wish these raiders Dame Kyda spoke of found, Lord King?” said Glathan.

			I nodded to Glathan, and good commander that he was, he was already signalling for twenty of our men, including Cantic, a lord who was certainly good in a fight, to join me, mount up to ride. Glathan knew I intended to stop the raiders and rescue their captives. He didn’t even bother to protest that I should not go myself, but rather task it to subordinates. Glathan knew that once it seemed Sanaavians were involved, my curiosity to investigate any such presence would not be gainsaid. He counted on Lyayr and my men to keep me alive.

			“So, perhaps they weren’t part of it,” I mused as I swung into the saddle. “But they profited from it. Being in the right place, at the right time.”

			“Or, somehow, they knew it was going to happen,” said Sila. “And were permitted to profit from it. Use caution, Lord King. And...if they have reached the mountains...let them go. Don’t stray too far north and west.” I knew that well enough. North and west would bring me close to Borenia, the realm of Nightsoul. Her look for me was one of worry, and I saw something else there, some other emotion I couldn’t tell. Perhaps one I wasn’t inclined to explore, nor did I have time to confirm. There were too many other things of importance to worry about, and I had Sanaavian pirates to hunt.

			There was more going on with this disaster than even the unholy peril of Nightsoul; I felt it in my bones. Wely had told me that Badonia, Sila’s new kingdom, though not a client of Wely’s, paid a silent fee to Lynchun to help keep them safe from hostile kingdoms. It was also rumoured that King Irly, and Irly’s father before him, paid Nightsoul in gold, horses, harvest, and even maybe trading in slaves, to keep Nightsoul from destroying Badonia. More speculation was that Borenia raided as far north as Sanaavia. Bringing back gold, weapons, and slaves.

			Now a kingdom was destroyed by Nightsoul, and suddenly pirates from hundreds of miles away show up after the devastation, and steal helpless Meridnians for slavery? Too many coincidences, which I didn’t like. Especially when I couldn’t tie the coincidences together, into a tangible theory. I couldn’t solve this riddle then, but I vowed I would in time.

			As for Sanaavians, this far south, in any numbers, were of concern. They coveted Eltnia. Perhaps this presence was the first step in some sort of invasion, though Kyda only saw ten warriors. Information was power. I needed to know what the Sanaavians were doing in these lands, their usual piracy and slave trading, or something even more sinister.

			Eld echoed Sila’s concern. “Avoid engaging them if you find them, Lord King. I have not met a Sanaavian who is not a great fighter. And their women are usually their best. I know you wish to save those captured. I do as well. But we’ve saved a lot of people today, at great risk. We can’t save everyone.”

			“Whomever they are, I’m not letting those cretins take advantage of this catastrophe!” I vowed. “Take charge here, my Lord Princes. And Lady Princess,” I nodded to Sila. I’d almost forgotten to acknowledge her. She had been brave and selfless. When I first met her, I thought her inconsequential. The Mouse Princess. Demure, pretty, but not much use for anything. I had greatly underestimated her. She had daring and intelligence. I had to remember, she deceived the crafty Ina and calculating Lysi. So, Sila had cunning too.

			She was as candid and forthright as Lysi but without malice. Today, she’d shown kindness, compassion, and caring for others. She would be a great Princess of Badonia. And though I hadn’t seen anything of any powers from her, the way I had from Viwa, I believed she would be a great mage too. I still didn’t completely trust her. I wondered if she was manipulating Viwa, to be used against me somehow. Still, I found I liked Sila, and many of her qualities seemed, outwardly at least, admirable.

			“Be careful too! Save as many as you can but protect yourselves!” I called as I turned away.

			Slavery was one of the great six sins mentioned in our holy books, the Parables of Light. It was not thought to be the greatest—that was reserved for idolatry. But somehow, I always found slavery the most offensive. Enslave a free man, and you remove his capacity to be educated and learn the light and glory of the Single God. Those enslaved, mired in servitude and crushing labour, wouldn’t be taught to read and become enlightened. The body, mind, and soul must be free and unencumbered, to absorb the teachings of God.

			I vowed to wipe out slavery in Acremia, one day when I ruled it all. Today was my first opportunity to put a stop to some measure of slavery. I wouldn’t miss that opportunity. I was a king, a holy knight, and I was bound to chivalric oaths. I must continue to fulfill them.

			I tugged on Merin’s reigns and trotted off towards the mountains, my men behind me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			We caught them.

			They were all on foot, approaching the mountains. The ground there was flat but puckered with small craters, crushed and strewn vegetation, dead birds, and foul, brackish pools of water.

			As we neared them, one looked back, warned the others, and immediately they formed a shield circle. We surrounded them, staying out of spear range, but riding around them in a tight circle of our own, Noose Formation, as we called it in Atalantyx, slowly closing inward, like a noose tightening to garrote, our own spears bristling downwards, pointed at them. At the same time, we assessed any weaknesses, also trying to intimidate them. They had captives in their midst. If they were clever, and Sanaavians were, they knew we wouldn’t attack, risking the children, woman, and man. Unless we thought the captives would be executed.

			Frustrated, I signalled my knights to hold position before we completed the garrote. Corrupted water splashed at our horses’ hooves as they stomped to a halt. We reigned in, still in our circle, with our foes’ shields facing us.

			Was I mad? I’d ridden off, risking myself and good men, to save a small family when thousands had perished and thousands more needed my aid. But no Meridnian lives were insignificant now that so many were dead. And I detested slavery and Sanaavians, whom I believe helped usher in the downfall of my blessed homeland of Atalantyx. I wouldn’t permit Sanaavian slave masters to profit from the catastrophe. My chivalry wouldn’t allow it.

			The pirates would release the Meridnian family, or they would die beneath the swords and spears of my knights. We outnumbered them heavily, but of course, I was wary. The Sanaavians’ reputation was feared throughout Acremia as warriors. I supposed I was about to see if their women, too, lived up to that repute.

			I nodded at Cantic. He dismounted, walking a few paces, fearlessly, towards bristling enemy spears.

			Cantic was of medium height and average size. But he was serpent-quick with a sword and brash and cocky. Yet, somehow insecure at the same time about his lean, dark-haired good looks, and reputation as a fighter. Now recently made an earl for my new kingdom, for he was just a knight in Atalantyx; he trying to prove himself all over again as a great lord. Even when it wasn’t needed. I hoped he would mature in his role as time went on.

			“I am Earl Cantic of Eastrealm,” he called out defiantly. “Who leads this party?”

			Shields parted, then immediately closed, firm again. A short, stocky, but very pleasantly faced woman emerged, girt as a warrior, in black boiled leather, short sword, axe at her belt, and shield in hand. Her pale golden hair fell plaited in two braids at the sides of her head. Her blue eyes were keen and cold, and the dark ink patterns that covered her face and arms almost seemed to glow.

			“I’m Rupaa,” said the woman with a slight nod. Then she looked directly at me and kept her eyes on me as she spoke with Cantic. “I lead this crew. But I think, Lord, you are not the highest-ranking noble here.” She inclined her head at me. “I’d wager that’s a prince or a king sitting up there on his horse, with a fancy crowned helm, mail glittering in the sun. I’d speak with him, not you.”

			Cantic bristled. “You’re a countess?”

			“Lower than a countess,” smiled Rupaa, and her teeth were wide, clean and white. “I’m a mere chieftain. But still the daughter of an earl. The only reason I have no noble title, is that my father liked to tup a few women besides his own countess, who wasn’t married to him, and he’s not seen fit to legitimize me.”

			Cantic said haughtily, “Mere chieftains don’t treat with princes and kings, Chief Rupaa.”

			Rupaa kept her smile and her cold eyes appraising Cantic. “This one does. I’ve knives to the throats of a woman, a man, and three children that say I can treat with whom I wish. And I wish to treat with the lord up there, on that horse. Pretty as you are, Earl Cantic, no doubt I will enjoy our conversation. But time is important here. I don’t believe you’re the highest-ranking lord on your side. I am on my side.”

			I got off Merin, as did Lyayr, who jumped from his mount, and a knight also dismounted to hold both our horses. Lyayr followed as I strode until I was beside Cantic. I nodded to Cantic, who bowed slightly, retiring a few paces.

			“I’m Othrun, Lord and King of Eastrealm,” I said curtly.

			Rupaa smiled again, gracefully bowing low. “An honour, Lord King,” she said. “But do you need a bodyguard to speak to me alone? Am I that fearsome in your eyes?”

			“Earl Lyayr,” I introduced my captain. “It isn’t fear of you why he stays with me. But, if you fear us, and need to bring another one of your people forward, I invite you to do so. So that you may feel safer.”

			“You are one to love banter then, Lord King,” grinned Rupaa. “I’ll enjoy this.”

			“This isn’t a game,” I said sharply. “These are negotiations where your warriors’ lives hang in the balance.”

			“Your men’s lives, too, Lord,” said Rupaa. “More than that, the lives of our new serfs.”

			“You will not think to take them as serfs,” Lyayr grumbled dangerously, “and walk away alive. You murdered twenty Meridnians, trying to keep you from kidnapping their kinsfolk. You are thieves and murderers. You should hang for your crimes.”

			All we received was another smile, “Those men we killed attacked us first, Lord. So we had to defend ourselves. And I see no Lord of Meridnia here to try and punish me for anything. Have you jurisdiction in Meridnian lands, Lord Lyayr? As for not surviving any assault from your men, well then, neither will those we hold behind our shields.”

			She addressed me, “Lord King, I know you by reputation. My father met you when you were but a young prince, and when I was a child, not too far removed from a stray spurt from his noble-born loins. He met you when you’d visited the domains of my king, Mag the Magnificent, with your brother, who later became king of your old homeland. Father died, too young, in battle. Grupaa, my father, has gone to the halls of his dead fathers. May he drink from Udyn’s cup forever.”

			Domains only fit for pig farming, I thought scornfully, remembering the penury of Mag’s lands.

			Rupaa said, “You played a drinking game one night with Father where you were the second last man not to pass out from imbibing. Father told me, many years later, he said you drank like a true Sanaavian. You made an impression on him that he’d tell me about you and remember you well. He liked you.”

			I vaguely remembered one of Mag’s young earls who resembled Rupaa enough to have whelped her on some trollop. If it was the man I recalled, I liked him too, I had to admit. “Your father was young then too. What, twenty summers, or so, back then? But he could handle his ale like an old war campaigner.” I couldn’t help smiling at the memory. Then I frowned, remembering the result of our trip to Norsoon. Where all the trouble started. “So,” I said, “Mag, the Malignant is your king.”

			“We from the Sanaav, prefer to call him, Mag the Magnificent.”

			“A magnificent pirate.”

			“What you call piracy, we call...enterprising.”

			“A king,” I said dyspeptically, “may use whichever words he chooses to describe a crime.”

			Rupaa bowed slightly, but it was a mocking bow. “Of course, Lord. You are a king now. No longer...what, Second Prince to your brother, as First Prince?” She seemed to mock me, that I was once subordinate to Erthal. “You’ve gotten your kingdom now from King Wely. You are Othrun, the new Lord of Golden Valley, but now you call it Eastrealm. You’re Othrun, the man who killed Hor, the Horrific, Lord of Carthlughe, perhaps Eltnia’s most feared warlord, by the sea. The man who liberated Lynchun from Prince Orlu the Undefeated, another one of Eltnia’s most famous warriors, and Queen Syda, the daunting mage, a skilled warrior in her own right. I’ve heard about your exploits. You have earned quite the sobriquet: Othrun the Great. Odd, you’ve risen to such acclaim. I remember Father saying while he liked you, he never thought you would be anything more than a spare heir. Your brother, back then your First Prince, had all the glory. He got the woman, my king’s fairest daughter, Lady Dira. And your brother got the kingdom, Atalantyx, said to be the fairest kingdom on earth.”

			I reminded her, “And they are both gone now. Queen Dira and...the Last King of Atalantyx. His kingdom is gone. Washed beneath the waves. I’m still here.”

			She agreed, for the first time, not smiling. “You’re still here. You know, one of the reasons my father liked you back then, Lord King? You’re smarter than your brother. He told me you paid attention to certain things.”

			“Not enough attention,” I admitted. “I always suspected why Dira was the only woman permitted into the capital, during our embassy to Norsoon. Unfortunately, your king tempted the future King of Atalantyx with Dira. Our future king took the bait. I should have prevented that; it would’ve saved much grief. But everything happens for a reason. Even mistakes such as those I made can turn out well. Now, back to our business at hand. No, I’m not King of Meridnia. But I am a godly, law-abiding king, bound by chivalric oaths as a knight, to stop crime I see occurring. Kidnapping free citizens to turn them into slaves is a transgression I won’t abide in my sight. No matter where it happens in Acremia. So, tell me, why are you really here, Chieftain Rupaa? Are you only picking leavings from a catastrophe, like a scavenger bird? Or did you have some hand in this horror?”

			“Thyr’s breath, how could I cause this, Lord King?” Rupaa spread her arms wide, innocently, swearing by the Sanaavian God of war. Then, I recalled what I knew of Sanaavian mythology. Udyn was the god who ruled over all the other Sanaavian gods. Nyrn was the Goddess of Fate, who decided how long, or how short, a mortal’s lifespan would be. “It’s a natural disaster!”

			More like an unnatural disaster caused by Nightsoul; still, I concluded, “Then you are just a vulture. One who I won’t let scavenge from the misfortune of the poor people of Meridnia.”

			“As you know, Lord King, we are enterprising people. Normally, our journeys seldom take us this far south. But a storm forced us to these shores. We needed to repair our ships. We found a safe harbour to do it. So, we decided to do some exploring. We knew, by our calculations, we had landed near Meridnia. Our scouting revealed, however, that Meridnia had been devastated by the storm. Well, we only brought a small scout crew. But we thought we might as well profit from the opportunity. So, we dared to sneak in, grab a few prospects, and leave before anyone noticed us even being there. Not much of a risk in all the confusion. Some men saw us and tried to stop us. Unfortunately, we had to send them to Udyn’s feast hall of the dead when they charged us. But some other sharp-eyed Meridnians must have noticed our presence, and who we took. And they informed you, their rescuers.”

			“Your wager didn’t pay off then,” I said. “You thought of kidnapping a helpless family and bringing them back to your kingdom as human profit. But now you find yourself surrounded by armed knights, and a king determined to stop your evil slave trafficking.”

			“I hear you’re a wagering sort of man yourself, Lord King.”

			“Really? Where did you hear that? From your father again? I didn’t think he’d know that.”

			“Your reputation proceeds you,” she said, but her tone was more unfriendly then, rather than praising. “Will you gamble more today?” Rupaa’s smile was devious. “A fight. Your warrior wins: we free all the serfs, alive, into your keeping. Though, we still get to leave with our lives. My warrior wins, and we go onto our boats with the serfs, unharmed. That way, we save good fighting women and men. If your men are as good as no doubt, you believe they are, this is an easy wager for you, no?”

			“We could just destroy you,” I stated.

			“You could try, Lord King,” said Rupaa. “But if you did, the hostages would be dead. You don’t want that on your conscience. After all, you rode all this way to save them.”

			“Don’t try to play on my emotions!” I snarled.

			“Forgive me,” she bowed slightly, but I knew she wasn’t chastened. It was all for show, to get me to agree. “As a sign of good faith, you can trust my word...” She turned and called. A strapping Sanaavian, even bigger and more splendidly attractive than Rupaa, with a giant mole on her cheek, which did nothing to mar her looks, came forward. She held a bony woman, one of the captives. “Yimaa! Give her to our friends here!”

			The bigger warrior called Yimaa gently pushed the trembling Meridnian woman, presumably Ouris, towards my arms. Cantic stepped forward and grabbed her, bringing her back behind our horses. Ouris struggled and called for her family, while Cantic tried to shush her.

			“See, Lord King?” said Rupaa. “I am not without mercy, and I’m trustworthy.”

			I could hear Ouris wailing for her husband and children and the children whimpering. I saw Rupaa’s cunning, and I said as much. “Fools fall for tricks, Chieftain Rupaa. You let the mother go, so she can cry louder for us to save her family. To deter us further from battle. So, we can accept your terms.” Chagrined, I added, ready to capitulate, “Who is the warrior you put forward as your champion?”

			Rupaa smiled triumphantly and gestured to Yimaa. “Not my best warrior,” she said, drawing a frown from Yimaa. “But she will do.”

			“I’ve no woman to fight another woman,” I protested.

			“By Udyn’s mercy, you are scared a woman can beat one of your men?” mocked Rupaa.

			“We have codes of chivalry,” I bit back at her. “Women don’t fight amongst our people.”

			“They do amongst ours,” said Rupaa. “Better than many a man. You’re in Acremia now, Lord King. So, you should do as Acremians do.”

			“And you shouldn’t presume to lecture a king, Lady Chieftain,” I said sharply. She bowed again in mock acquiescence. “I must force my knights to violate their oaths of chivalry to fight one of your female warriors. What, you’ve no male warriors to choose from?”

			“Those I have are at my ships,” said Rupaa. “I don’t suppose you will let me march there to retrieve them.”

			I felt trapped. I knew most of my men would balk and be distracted fighting a woman. All perhaps, except one. “Lord Cantic!” Cantic was brash enough to fight anyone, regardless of their sex, if anyone among my party was.

			Cantic came back to my side, having heard it all. He was incredulous. “Lord King? You truly want me to duel a woman?” Even Cantic, at first, balked at the idea. Then, Rupaa taunted Cantic’s bravery, Yimaa teased about his manhood, and Cantic grew wroth.

			“As you command, Lord King,” Cantic said eventually, bowing almost savagely, ripping his sword from its sheath. He glared at his opponent, insulted that he must fight a woman, yet still spoiling for a fight.

			“To first blood, Lord Cantic?” asked Yimaa.

			“To the death,” snapped Cantic. I was immediately worried. I sized up Yimaa. Yes, she was a woman, but I remembered seeing Lysi fight. She was more than formidable. I always thought the Sanaavian men, by reputation and appearance, would be fearsome warriors. I never considered them having women warriors who looked and seemed just as frightening. But foolish Cantic was willing to risk his life. What if he lost?

			“So be it,” nodded Yimaa.

			She moved forward, and Cantic shuffled on his feet, rolling out his neck, waiting. Yimaa drew her short sword and readied her shield.

			Cantic was not one for caution; he never was. He was one for glory. And he saw a chance for glory that day. Though, he must have felt that killing a woman would lessen it, even if she was a war leader amongst the feared Sanaavians. Still, he must have felt more than confident enough to stake his life upon it. I wasn’t so sure at all. I wanted to close my eyes through the fight to not see the possible result. I didn’t like to see a woman killed, no matter her comportment as a fighter. And, of course, though he was boastful and brazen, and I didn’t like him much, I valued Cantic as a lord and knight.

			Cantic bravely sprang forward, immediately lunging at his foe. Yimaa didn’t parry. Instead, she dogged easily. But I give Cantic this, he was fast. He spun quickly and lunged again. Yimaa was faster. Once more, she maneuvered away. Cantic drew back then, amazed that she still lived. He re-assessed her. Realizing then he was indeed in for a fight, and that a warrior born a woman, was no less a warrior. Yimaa looked relaxed, stern, yet eager. She had not struck a blow yet; she merely kept her shield ready, her sword low.

			Cantic’s blade hissed as he missed swing after swing. I realized Yimaa’s game was to tire him and make him expend himself uselessly trying to get past her guard. Yimaa was the larger, if not stronger, opponent. Yet she moved like a lithe panther, and taunted Cantic to frustration, evading him every time.

			But Cantic was a cunning fighter and not easily defeated. He saw Yimaa’s game and began to conserve his energy. He stalked her now, but I felt Cantic was the prey. As my knight circled Yimaa, looking for how to attack her next, taking a quick breath, suddenly, Yimaa swung. The cut was so fast and abrupt, that if Cantic was not so good and able to raise his sword to barely parry, she would have sliced him from shoulder to breast. Yet the cut was so substantial, it seemed, that Cantic’s sword fell ringing from his hand.

			She disarmed him. I heard my men gasp.

			Cantic raised his shield, and took several more hammer blows from Yimaa, managing to block them all and, to his credit, also somehow managing to draw his dagger, crouching behind the shield, waiting for an opportunity to strike back. But I knew the fight was essentially done then.

			It ended when after plummeting more blows down on Cantic’s shield, Cantic took his chance to strike. But Yimaa anticipated it. With one hand blocking his dagger thrust with her shield, the other whipping her sword hilt mightily at the side of Cantic’s helmed head. With a thud, Cantic went down, almost knocked senseless, his dagger and shield falling from his grip. Yimaa wasted no time placing her foot like a heavy stone upon his breast, pinning him. Her sword pointed at his throat.

			We Eastrealmians were stunned into dumbfounded quiet, that a knight of Cantic’s prowess could be so easily bested. Yimaa made short work of one of our best knights, the same way some of our best knights made short work of the Meridnian peasants who attacked us with mostly ploughshares, sticks, and hand axes.

			“Yimaa!” cried Rupaa, breaking the shocked silence.

			“Chief?” she replied, not taking her eyes from the foe she had beneath her boot.

			“Don’t kill him yet!”

			“Yes, Chief!”

			“By Nyrn’s sweet bosom,” said Rupaa to me, and she was not gloating. In fact, her tone was regretful. “I am a woman of my word, Sire. Are you? Will there be reprisal if Yimaa kills your man lawfully? Will you seek a blood feud?” Her eyes narrowed.

			I raged inside, fearing to see Cantic die under Yimaa’s blade. Cold acceptance hit me, along with grief and impotence. All I did was shake my head.

			Rupaa nodded with satisfaction. “You are wise, Lord King, not to waste these fine men. And just lose one.” She indicated to the prone Cantic. “Do you want him to have his sword?”

			“What?” I said half-dazed, that one of my earls should be slaughtered before my eyes.

			“Do you want him to have his sword in his hand? So that he passes into Udyn’s feast hall, after his life is over?”

			“We don’t subscribe...to such practices.” I quickly made the sign of the Triangle and Circle. My men did along with me. Some muttering in grief and rage, that Cantic should be slain. I almost couldn’t get the words out, looking sadly at my knight, who was about to die. “We...pray for the soul of a devoted knight and lord of men, and servant of the Single God.”

			“Very well then,” said Rupaa curtly and nodded to Yimaa. I held my breath for Yimaa to deliver the killing blow.

			It didn’t come.

			Instead, Yimaa sheathed her blade, moved her shield back, and offered Cantic her hand. Cantic looked up, confused, expecting some sort of trick.

			“Come,” gestured the big woman, waving her proffered hand. “I’m not trying to fool you, Lord. You fought well. Well enough to earn you your life.”

			“You dishonour me,” said Cantic miserably.

			Yimaa guffawed. “By giving you your life? Then you’re a fool. But by Nyrn’s grace, a living fool. Come, take my hand, Lord.”

			Cantic accepted and was roughly hauled up. He stared, abashed, at Yimaa. For some reason, he even suffered Yimaa to pat his cheek condescendingly. I think, like me, he was half incensed, half charmed by the Sanaavian women. I couldn’t believe what I had witnessed.

			But Rupaa and Yimaa were not fools, even if Cantic was, and I couldn’t help but agree with that assessment. By showing mercy and sparing one of my lords, there was no means by which I could think about going back on my word. I’d been easily outsmarted. Once more, by Sanaavians. I was as much a fool as Cantic.

			Rupaa must have read my thoughts because she asked me again, “Lord King? You will keep your word?”

			I fumed, defeated. The eyes of the woman, the mother and wife of Rupaa’s captives, were on me. “You’ll treat the...” I couldn’t bring myself to say slaves. “Prisoners well?”

			“Other than saving my warriors rowing home all the way, using him to spell them at the oars,” promised Rupaa. “He will be treated well. You have my word. If my king doesn’t have other uses for him, he’ll be one of my household serfs. He will be well cared for, housed, fed, clothed. Not whipped or mistreated.”

			Singular? “He? Not they?” For a moment, I feared she would kill the children. 

			A word from Rupaa and the three children were released. They ran to their mother, Ouris, who staggered to greet them, hugging them to her breast and silently weeping for her husband.

			“The woman and children are scrawny,” shrugged Rupaa. “But the man is strong. He’ll make a fine thrall. The woman can marry again, find a new husband, and she’ll have her children. The man can find a new woman amongst our serfs. This is the best I can do.”

			I couldn’t believe it, but I realized, Rupaa had brought the woman and children only to ensure Vali’s compliance more easily. She only wanted the man all along.

			Her following words confirmed it. “I would’ve let them go, as soon as we got the man to our ships. A single thrall is valuable enough. So, will you bar our way, Lord King?”

			I sighed and signalled to Cantic. The knights were ordered to back away, the circle broken. The Norsoonian warriors began to walk backwards, not breaking formation. Disciplined. Soon they were yards away, but Rupaa remained.

			Cantic began, “Lord King, you can’t let her—”

			I bellowed, “Silence! I gave my word! A king’s word is unbreakable!”

			I turned back to Rupaa, still wrathful. “Chieftain, I will not forget what happened here today. As Earl Lyayr said, you murdered and pillaged human cargo, to satisfy your deplorable slave trade. But kings keep their oaths. As vile as your actions are, I must permit you to get away with your crimes. Perforce.”

			Rupaa said mockingly, “And we’ll not forget that Atalantean knights are pretty. But for all their beautiful shiny armour and good steel, they should train some more with the blade, before they think to challenge anyone from the cold north.”

			I wanted to retort, thinking better of it. Instead, I tried to calm myself, asking her again, “What are you really doing here, Rupaa? In Meridnia. You’ve gone through all this just to take a singular slave? I don’t believe it.”

			She showed her teeth again, her smile alluring. I had to admit, barbarian, thickset though she was, not the type of woman that I would usually find attractive, I didn’t doubt Rupaa lacked for suitors. And not just because she was a chieftain. “Believe what you will, Lord King. That’s your prerogative. Who am I to tell a king what to think?”

			Thinking of all Sila and Hert said of recent events in Sanaavia, I said, “Perhaps Sanaavia is dying, that you become so desperate that capturing one servant is worth the risk.” My mind worked. “And because your lands are drying up, this is all covering something else. Your ships were scouting Eltnia to judge defences. You searched for a landing point, where you could invade in the future.” I pressed her, not expecting an honest answer, but more to hear my voice out loud, satisfying my own theories. “Is that it? Are you a precursor to a planned invasion, Chieftain?”

			Rupaa betrayed nothing save a tiny slight clench of her jaw. Something I said had hit the mark. She would only repeat, “Who am I to tell a king what to think? Believe what you will, Lord. And I will take my leave of you, while you’re left with your musings.”

			“Before you go,” I pleaded, trying to keep her still. “Tell me, how fares King Mag? He’s old now.”

			“He would be touched that you inquire after his health,” smiled Rupaa again. “Old, yes. Maybe past sixty now. But the king could still cleave me in half, with one swing of Envy.”

			“Envy?”

			“His battle axe.”

			“So, he’s still hale,” I commented. I was still trying to stall. I wanted to find another way to save the man Rupaa had taken. But I couldn’t think of one. I had run out of ideas and time. Unless I went back on my word, I’d lost.

			“Hale, strong in body and mind. By this time, most men would be dotards. But Prince Vel, the king’s heir, who you might recall as well, waits patiently to assume the crown. For his father doesn’t seem likely to have Nyrn cut his life chord anytime soon.” Rupaa paused and added, “And King Mag hasn’t forgotten you.” This last part clearly had a sinister connotation. But Rupaa wasn’t about to waste any more time. Yimaa was already marching away, leading the warriors and their captive. I seethed in frustration but kept my hands clenched at my sides.

			Rupaa gave another bow, the last of her party to move off. “I’ve your leave to go, Lord King, so I’ll take it now. Although I must admit, I’ve never enjoyed a king’s company so much as today. Nor, have I met one quite as appealing.” She leered at me salaciously. “Perhaps you have tried to keep me longer because you, too, have enjoyed my company. A pity, for even if you do find me...interesting...I don’t think you’re the sort for a quick tupping before I must board my ship. But if you were that sort...we could find some bushes....”

			That wasn’t the kind of stalling I was willing to do. Still, I could see why many men would take her up on her offer. I said huffishly, “You are brazen, Chieftain. I’m an honourable king, godly knight, and married man. I’m faithful to my queen, and you aim high thinking to lie with a king.”

			“Father always said I didn’t know my place,” she winked at me. I had to stifle a laugh because I couldn’t help liking her. Even though she was a pirate, a slaver, a killer, my enemy. And as a rule, I despised Sanaavians. I hated them because of Dira corrupting Erthal. For the foul Sanaavian druids, so-called holy men, killing innocent citizens of Atalantyx in human sacrifice, contributing to the downfall of my blessed homeland, and so many other reasons I held valid for detesting the people of the Northronland.

			“Goodbye, Lord King,” said Rupaa. Then, as she turned away, she added, “I will give King Mag your regards. By Nyrn’s breath, I have a feeling you’ll see him again one day.”

			I called after her, “Is that a threat?”

			She called back, a sudden wind arising, almost snatching her words, but I still heard them, “Sanaavians never threaten, Lord King! We only promise!” I watched her stride off to catch her crew.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			With Ouris and her children weeping for her husband Vali, our partially failed mission returned to the site that was once Calurdon, the chief stronghold of Meridnia. We found our men had been working hard. They had moved a heavy piece of the wooden palisade from the destroyed fortress, under which two small children were found, fallen into a pit below the downed wood, miraculously alive and unharmed, but scared and thirsty. Kyda and her crones fluttered about, lending a hand wherever needed.

			In my absence, our rescue party had been joined by two smartly accoutered troops of Badonia soldiers. They bore the banner of the white swan on blue adorning their shields. Led by a dashing captain, with a fixture on his helm resembling a swan’s head, and swan wings spreading out from the sides of his cheekpieces.

			The Badonian armies might not amount to much in battle. Yet, they certainly looked and acted the part of great warriors with their attire and were polite and intelligent in their speech and mannerisms. The Badonian troops were digging massive trenches, their cloaks sitting on top of their spears, which were planted upright in the ground like markers. I guessed, rightly, though the trenches were empty, they were graves.

			The Badonian captain with the swan helmet bowed, greeting me courteously. His name was Mirc. He apprised he’d been patrolling the southern border of his realm, when the storm struck the previous day. He and his men had taken shelter in a small village in southernmost Badonia. When they emerged, they realized the extent of the disaster south of them. Mirc sent one of his men back to Swan’s Gate to bring word to King Irly. But he hesitated to enter King Felk’s realm unbidden, even in such exigent circumstances.

			Then the Meridnian refugees started streaming into Badonia, and Mirc took charge, trying to order things and assist as best he could. Another two troops, led by one of Badonia’s earls, arrived to reinforce the border. At that moment, what was left of the army of Meridnia, ten ragged soldiers wandering like lost souls, splashed across the river towards Mirc and his companions. The men all bore various wounds. None of those wounds from battle, rather from enduring the effects of the storm. But the tale of the highest-ranking spearmen among them was more alarming.

			“The chief spearmen told me they were men of King Felk’s personal household troops,” said Mirc. “They said that King Felk, a man of stern, sometimes bilious, but overall sensible temperament, had been displaying erratic behaviour over the past few months. The spearmen said Felk kept speaking of his realm being threatened. But the king wouldn’t disclose to any of those close in his counsels, exactly what those threats were. Then, one night, Felk awoke his personal bodyguard of forty men. The king, it was said, was in a particularly irascible mood, demanding the bodyguard girt themselves for war. When the king’s men asked who was attacking Meridnia, the king told them it was the Meridnians, who were going on the attack, but wouldn’t say who they would be striking.

			“The men, of course, had doubts but did their sworn duty, following their king. The king’s son, Prince Snud, tried to stop his father. Felk became so wroth at his will being challenged, that he struck his son, called him craven, mounted his horse, and, refusing to be stopped, took his footmen west into the mountains. He wouldn’t say where he was going. As you may know, Lord King, though you’ve just come to these lands, I understand, from across the sea, no warrior of these realms will march anywhere near the realm of...the Dark West...which is what we western Eltnish kingdoms call Nightsoul’s realm, so as not to utter that evil name. But it is said that’s where Felk was leading his bodyguard. To...the Dark West, Lord King.”

			I gulped. What Felk had done sounded much like what Hert told me Gaim had done, all those years before. For some unfathomable reason, Gaim believed he could challenge Nightsoul, and Gaim’s kingdom was wiped out.

			Mirc said next, “Felk and his men weren’t seen again after two weeks passed. Then...one night, as the wind began to howl with the start of this unseasonable storm, a dark figure in a hood came to the gates of Felk’s fortress on a black horse. The figure, whose face was never seen but had the voice of a woman, called to Prince Snud to come to his ramparts. So, the prince came to his battlements, and the figure said she was Nulthe, Dowager Queen of Borenia.

			“She claimed King Felk had trespassed into the Dark West, and his life and the lives of the Meridnians were all forfeited. Then she reached into her saddlebags, tossed an object at the gates, and rode off speedily. Snud, terrified, didn’t dare send anyone to pursue the feared sorceress. Cautiously, he sent men out to inspect the object. It was the head of King Felk.”

			Mirc had broken out in a sweat as he told me all this, his eyes bulging with fear. I felt that same fear in my own soul with his tale. He continued, “Everyone who lives near...the Dark West…knows the story of the destruction of Olicia, Lord King. So did Snud, now King of Meridnia. Snud assumed his kingdom was doomed. Still, he valiantly attempted to evacuate his people, before it was too late. Sending out men in the raging storm, to spread the word to his subjects, to flee, before his kingdom was eradicated. All the men he sent were never heard from again. Desperately, he called ten of his best men to his side, charging them to get to Badonia and beg for the aid of King Irly. The men went out into the storm. Apparently, just as they left, lightning struck, and Calurdon was incinerated. The men were flung away from the blast, their clothes singed, and some had broken bones.

			“But they wouldn’t fail in their mission. They fought through wind, rain, and wreckage, ignoring the bodies they saw along the way to the border. The river was high when they reached the border, and they nearly drowned. Twice they had to abandon the crossing, washed back on their own shore, but far downriver, to the east. They lay there for a day, starving, cold, and injured. Then the storm passed, and they made their third and final attempt. That was when we found them.”

			I was shaking, and Mirc was, too, when he finished speaking. I had nothing more I could say. Neither did Mirc. So, I nodded, leaving him. I found Glathan, who, with my other lords, had already spoken to Mirc.

			“What dark craft of the underworld do Nightsoul, Nulthe, and Barbis possess that can do this?” I muttered. “With the precision of a surgeon, destroying an entire kingdom, leaving the surrounding kingdoms unscathed? With a storm of such immense power, it ripped the very foundations of a strong fortress, from its roots?

			“The power of the Six Elementals, so it’s said, as you well know, Lord King,” said Glathan, just as perturbed as I was. “All we can do is help the Meridnians, as we may. What’s left of the Meridnians, that is.”

			“Reports,” I demanded briskly, not knowing what else to do, but inquire about our current standing.

			Glathan advised word had been sent to Lynchun, Middlinia, Frawon, and Carthlughe, for further aid, food, supplies, horses to carry those too injured to walk, and surgeons. Unfortunately, it would be many days before such assistance could arrive. If it arrived, before there was nothing left of Meridnia to save. Badonia was sending more troops forthwith, Glathan said, and thankfully hundreds of Meridnians had survived the storm. Many likely long departed out of the disaster zone for other kingdoms, seeking refuge.

			For fear of pestilence caused by the destruction, though it was the normal custom that only the noble dead in Eltnia burn in burial, bodies and body parts found would be cremated. Mirc and his Badonians were charged with these unpleasant tasks. That was why they hastily dug massive pits to put the bodies in and set them on fire.

			As such, Kyda and her crones, just common busybodies who had lived long near Calurdon, and knew many people and businesses in the ruined kingdom, tried to help identify whatever remains they could. They matched lost family members to live relatives or dead ones and helped my priest record—who often served as scribes to their lords—the names of the deceased for any future reference.

			Glathan had sent out ten of our knights to try and scout the rest of the kingdom. To see if more survivors could be found. But those knights didn’t get far. The rest of the south of Meridnia was deemed impassable.

			“Landslides, Lord King,” said my cousin. “Thick walls of mud have risen, to the south, to the east. But, of course, I didn’t send our men near the mountains to the west. They’ve returned and reported they could see...see bodies trapped in the mud, some half alive. Some...cried out for aid. They couldn’t risk pulling them out for fear of becoming trapped themselves. They could do nothing for them. This land is destroyed.”

			“What do we do about this, Lord Prince?” I wondered, heartsick at all the death. “Nightsoul, Nulthe, Barbis! They act with impunity, destroying whole kingdoms! No one can stop them? No one tries to stop them? We must put an end to them! Before they destroy us too!”

			I looked over towards the mountains, to the north and west. The gloom hung over it, over Nightsoul’s realm of Borenia, cloaked in shadow. Perpetual cloud, it seemed. It chilled me just looking at it. Nightsoul, Barbis, and Nulthe were spectres haunting the Guardian Mountains, emerging to terrorize at their pleasure. No one knew Nightsoul’s lair; Borenia seemed to be a kingdom composed of ghosts. No one knew where Nightsoul’s fortresses, towns, and cities were. No one ventured into Borenia and lived to tell the tale. No Eltnish warlord, no matter how capable or brave, had managed to defeat Nightsoul.

			Nightsoul’s mother, Nulthe, walked out of the shadows when she wished to lead the Coven of Mages. And no one dared assassinate her when she was alone, to try and stop her offspring’s evil? Why did the coven themselves, if they were so devoted to the preservation of Eltnia, not band together, assuming their witchcraft combined was stronger than Nulthe and her daughter-in-law Barbis, and defeat the leaders of Borenia?

			Were the mages of Eltnia, supposedly the most powerful presence in the land, that craven of Nightsoul, Nulthe, and Barbis? Or, too fractious to band together to defeat evil? Or were the mages all so evil and corrupt, that they stood by, doing nothing? Or even secretly aided Borenia? Did it serve the other mages, somehow, to see kingdoms like Meridnia destroyed?

			I voiced all this to Glathan. He had no better answer than I did. What he did say was this: “Wely, Hert, Lysi, all powerful rulers, fear to confront Nightsoul. They avoid Borenia. They have all advised you, Sire, to avoid Borenia. You worry Eastrealm is too weak right now, to wage open war against dangerous warlords, like Gart and Blas. How, by the Single God, can we think to battle one such as Nightsoul? The time isn’t now, Lord King. Not now. Let us assist the poor Meridnians, how we may, and leave this accursed place, and go back to our own domains.”

			He, too, looked at the cloaked mountains in the distance and shuddered. He warded himself, making the Triangle and Circle sign. “One day, Lord King, we will face Nightsoul; I feel that in my heart.” He looked back at me and admitted, “I feel as you do, Sire. Evil needs to be confronted. These lands, our kingdom too, will never be at peace until Nightsoul is ended. Borenia is a scourge; its evil, a plague we must rid Eltnia of. We have seen that now with our own eyes. I…I do not know if…believing that this disaster was caused by dark magic is heresy. I do not know if…I should only accept that this was a random act of nature. Or, if the Single God had some reason, to cause this havoc. I’m not sure it matters, anymore. What matters is that people believe…not just Eltnish, but I see the look in the eyes of our godly knights. I hear their hushed chatter. They make their signs of the Triangle and Circle and clutch their amulets…because they believe this was caused by pagan witchcraft. Though they can never voice this aloud. Still…the perception has become the reality. The thing to focus on, perhaps, is not whether Nightsoul’s dark magic caused this catastrophe. The thing to take heart in, is that our brave knights, though they are frightened, want to face the evil that may have caused all this. Their courage, their chivalry, their desire to fight evil, makes me proud to be Atalantean.

			“We are the scion of Old Atalantyx, of the House of Atalan, the conqueror-king. The blood of warriors runs in our veins. We’re bred to fight, to take the challenge to the foe. You said you wanted all Eltnia to see the noblesse, the courage, the mettle of the Last of the Atalanteans. And they will truly see one day when we face Nightsoul.” Glathan’s words both comforted and inspired me. Though, at that moment, I was impatient, proud, and eager for glory. “But not now, Lord King. Now...is not the time.”

			“I sense that too,” I allowed reluctantly. We weren’t ready. Without knowing more of our enemy and being potent enough to have a hope of success, we would meet the same feat as Gaim, as Felk, if we took our formidable knights, the world’s greatest fighters, in silver mail, shield, spear and sword, and rode into the mountains to seek out Nightsoul. Which is what I yearned to do. Knowing if we did, we would fall. We didn’t know enough about our own kingdom yet, or the rest of the lands of Acremia, to take on Nightsoul. But it wouldn’t be that way forever. “When, Glathan?” I asked him. “When?”

			“We will know,” said Glathan. “We’ll know. Opportunity.” He smiled at me. And even amongst all the horror of the wreck of Meridnia, I smiled back. Our private little joke. Opportunity, seeing the way, the time, the place where you can flourish. We, the Last of the Atalanteans, had capitalized, smartly, on the opportunities presented to us so far, and we thrived.

			We had escaped the drowned kingdom, defeated many foes, and established our new realm. I couldn’t risk all that we’d accomplished, when I knew so much more lay before us, until we could take the right opportunity to defeat Nightsoul’s evil. Glathan was right. Now wasn’t the time.

			Eld joined Glathan and me. “We rescued what survivors we could find. Or gave those we found wandering about, what assistance we could render,” said Eld. “I believe that’s the sum of all we will find alive. Your knights work tirelessly, Lord King. They are great men, brave men of great stamina. But of course, I knew that already.” He tried to smile. Still, his eyes were troubled at all he had seen. And Eld, though young, was a stalwart prince of many battles, and much death. However, this was different from war. This was utter annihilation caused by dark sorcery, a dark painting of death with brush strokes masterfully guided by Nulthe, mother of the accursed Nightsoul.

			“How many survivors have we found?” I asked.

			“Not yet tabulated,” said Glathan. “Hundreds. But there were ten thousand people at least, in Meridnia, Lord Eld tells me. Moreover, we have found more than a thousand corpses, the ones we could access.”

			“Many more escaped, I believe,” said Eld. “They have gone north into Badonia, Lynchun, Eastrealm.”

			“This land is a wasteland now,” I said.

			“But will it always be?” said Eld. “Land unclaimed in Eltnia is land seized, no matter its condition, for land is valuable.” He looked at me. “Lynchun will lay no claim to this land, Lord King, I am certain. You are the one who led us here. Will you claim it as part of your territories?”

			Despite what the Angel told me, with all that had occurred, I’d forgotten the Anchali sent me to Meridnia, saying there was a kingdom there for me to acquire. I was so preoccupied with trying to help the Meridnians, then the attack on our person, tracking down the Sanaavians who took Ouris and her family, the whole purpose of my trip south had been lost. “Can I?” I asked. I didn’t know enough about Eltnish law, to even hazard a guess.

			“Yes,” said Eld. “If no member of the Meridnian royal family lives, and the people have abandoned this realm. I doubt that King Irly will seek to annex it. Frankly, it’s no secret he struggles to defend his own realm, much less to take on another. King Irly’s is the closest realm north of here. Perhaps Parlania to the south, or Middlinia to the east, will want Meridnia for themselves...I don’t know. But, if you claim it, it prevents others from claiming it. Which is good. Empty land, taken over by enemies to make their kingdoms stronger, is never good.”

			Glathan said, “An empty land, mostly destroyed, with no subjects, in the shadow of the most feared kingdom in the continent, which seems to be responsible for the destruction. Is this land we are standing in here, worth claiming?”

			“And will...Nightsoul not claim it?” I dared to ask.

			“Nightsoul doesn’t seem to acquire territory,” said Eld with a shudder. “Nightsoul only seems to destroy them.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			It was a week until Glathan, Eld, I, and the rest of our party returned to the Circle Tower. Many days behind us, and many days in front of us, trailed caravans of Meridnians destined for Badonia, Eastrealm, Lynchun, and surrounding environs.

			Meridnia was emptied out.

			We were exhausted. With the rest of my men and more arriving troops of Badonian and Lynchun warriors, we spent five days seeing that graves were dug, bodies were collected and burned, and survivors were rescued and attended to. Viwa, Glathan, Eld, Sila, Apolt, Cantic, Mirc, and I, with other nobles and captains, organized these efforts, leading, encouraging, and comforting. We went over the river at nighttime, lodging in Rivermouth. A humble but welcoming village in Badonia, where Mirc and the Badonian earl in charge of Badonia’s rescue efforts, had stationed his headquarters.

			The villagers opened their arms to us. They arranged for each of the royals in our party to have separate accommodations, in some of their best homes. Many of the denizens of Rivermouth, though busy tending to the refugees, took time to pay special attention and reverence. Particularly to Sila, their new princess, coming to take up residence in her new lands.

			And Rivermouth’s citizens were awed by the presence of Eld, Prince of their Badonia’s ally, Lynchun, Glathan, I, and all our knights in shining silver mail. We may have been attacked by Meridnians who somehow held us accountable for the disaster. Yet soon, we would cultivate a different reputation: as great lords and saviours, coming to do godly charitable work.

			Fridlyr rode from Eastrealm with five priests and five priestesses, to help administer to and pray for the old, sick and infirm who couldn’t travel far from the disaster. These unfortunate ones lay on blankets in a rough field hospital, arranged by Irly, on the Badonian side of the Stonewater River, close to the Bleeding Tears. I visited the hospital on my way back to the Circle Tower.

			When I arrived there, I saw Fridlyr’s usually immaculate white robes stained with blood and pus. He sat on the ground, holding the hand of a dying man, whose amputated leg, crushed by a falling tree in the storm, had turned gangrenous. The infection had taken hold of the rest of his body. I gained a new respect for Fridlyr that day. But didn’t speak to him; I just watched him. Then, after a short observance, sadness weighed my heart, as I got back on my horse to return to my wife and kingdom.

			Sila parted ways with us in Meridnia. Mirc and his troop would be escorting her from there to King Irly.

			“Your good deeds, and those of your people, will be remembered in Meridnia, Lord King,” Sila praised me as we stood apart from the others, saying our goodbyes.

			“Not more than yours, Lady Princess,” I said to her. “Sadly, we couldn’t do more. But The Single God is a merciful God. He has provided us to help give the people of Meridnia mercy in their time of tragedy. I pray for those poor people. Those who seek refuge in Eastrealm will be given succour and new homes. We will care for them.”

			Sila bowed to me as I mounted Merin, but before we parted, I asked her, as she stood at my stirrup, “What should I do...about Viwa?”

			Sila smiled. “It would seem you’ve found yourself a mage, Lord King. Isn’t that what you wished for?”

			“Tell me truly, Lady,” I implored her. “You...or your sister, encouraged Viwa to sell The Painted Mage and come to Eastrealm? To be my mage?” I saw no reason she would tell me the truth, save I believed she was somewhat more honest than her sister, which she seemed to affirm.

			“I swear to you on all Six Elemental Goddesses,” said Sila firmly, “Viwa offering her services to you isn’t part of any scheme or coercion of mine, nor any plan of Queen Lysi. Viwa made her offer to you, of her own mind, because she truly wants to serve. And she wants to find herself, her true destiny. I believe she feels that destiny is serving not only the Six but also serving you. She is a good person who has been through much. Running and hiding who she is all her life. I know something of that, but Viwa had no choice in the matter, unlike me, who selfishly hid my mage mark to avoid its implications. Viwa’s far more courageous than I ever was.”

			Her admission impressed me, and I saw then Sila had none of Lysi’s hubris or conniving mind. She had deceived her sister, but not maliciously. “Viwa’s confided in you,” said Sila, “who and what she is. That means she trusts you. She was raised not to trust anyone easily, for her own safety.”

			I smirked, “She could scarce hide what she is, her hair turning red right in front of me.”

			“She could have concocted some story to explain it. She didn’t. She told you the truth. The kindness you showed her, Lord King, isn’t something she will forget. She believes in you. She’s led a sheltered life, mostly hidden inside a small place like Paw or inside a tavern. But she’s a princess of royal blood. A mage. It is a great honour and gift, Sire, if she’s offering herself to your services. Will you refuse her?”

			I said, confused, “There are so many concerns if I accept her. While I desire a mage in my armies, how do I go about...taking her formally as my mage? Is there some process, like taking oaths of fealty to me, that involves the Clan of Mages that she must do? Are there special mage duties she must do for me as her sovereign, if she’s my mage that I wouldn’t be aware of? I am ignorant of...mage business. Then, there’s the issue of me being a sovereign who worships a...faith contradictory to the Six. I may be a king in Eltnia, but I’m not an Eltnish king. I don’t know yet how to reconcile having a mage with my responsibilities as the leader of our religion. The business of mages...is still considered witchcraft, heresy by my Atalantean people.

			“Moreover, I don’t really have a place for Viwa in my court. As what, an itinerant princess? I’ve no lands to give her right now. They are all spoken for by my current vassals, save Meridnia; that’s still a debatable place, whose rule might still be contested. Then, there’s the matter of her hidden heritage. I’ve told no one about Viwa’s lineage, or her offer to me, for her protection. I can’t divulge she’s a princess yet.

			“But her new appearance presents a problem. Her red hair makes it obvious that she’s a mage. People will begin to form their own conclusions that she’s of royal blood, mage blood. I have Eltnish and Atalantean subjects, who will be more than curious about Viwa for different reasons. I told you; I needed your sensible counsel. I meant it. I need your counsel now, more than ever, about all these things.”

			Sila blushed and lowered her head for a moment. When she raised her head to look at me, she had an odd twinkle in her eye. “You’ll always have my counsel, Lord King. I promised you, you would. However, it is clear you’re unready to...take advantage of Viwa’s offer right now. Yet must you act right away on it? Why not wait until you’ve sorted a few things first? In the meantime, encourage Viwa to return to her tavern in Eastrealm and resume her life as it is now. Yes, a tavern owner with red hair among the Eltnish will raise all sorts of commotion and questions. But not as much as if she’s in your court.” Sila chuckled. “No doubt the speculation and gossip will draw a crowd, increasing traffic in Viwa’s tavern triple-fold. The beautiful red-haired tavern owner serving frosty ale and tales of magic. I can see the crowds lining up now.”

			I laughed too. But I said gravely, “I must assign men to protect her, to watch her. A mage is a target. I have enemies. Many enemies, enemies whose faces and motivations I’m still unsure of. People know I’ve travelled here, taking Viwa. She has already associated with me. I need to give anyone pause who might think to hurt her or use her against me. Until I can decide what to do with her.”

			“I warn you, Lord King,” said Sila, still smiling, but she was also serious. “One doesn’t control mages. They offer themselves to you in service, but that doesn’t mean you own them. You would know that by now, having dealt with ones such as my lady queen sister. They’ve strong wills and their own designs. Moreover, Viwa may have her own plans beyond serving you. You’d be wise to consider this as well.”

			It was my turn to blush at the mention of Lysi. “I hear you, Lady Princess.”

			Sila promised, “I’m Lady Viwa’s friend, now her sister in magehood. You are my ally...and one I hope to call...friend. I shan’t abandon her, nor will I forsake you. I will write to Viwa as I become more acquainted with my own journey. I’ll help guide her and you on what needs to be done to appropriately incorporate her as your mage. That may take some time, though. There will be some...obstacles ahead for me to surmount, before I can help you and Viwa. As far as I can ascertain, my first step after I speak to King Irly about my new role is to present myself to...the Great Wika of the Clan of Mages, claim my magehood, and request to be mentored by a senior mage.”

			I sneered and ground my teeth. “The Great Wika of the Clan of Mages. Nulthe. Mother of Nightsoul. Who just finished destroying Meridnia and slaughtering thousands of innocent citizens. Who murdered King Felk and his royal family and disappeared without a trace.”

			“I don’t wish to be a mage, Lord King,” said Sila petulantly, and I instantly regretted my anger, remembering how she avoided her place as a mage. My anger wasn’t directed at Sila, any more than hers was directed at me. For my part, it was my frustration at the complications with all things dealing with mages. I needed to appreciate how much more complex it would be for someone like Sila, who tried to shun becoming a mage at all costs, perhaps trying to skirt becoming entangled with the pure evil of someone like Nulthe, and the manipulations of someone like Sila’s own sister, Lysi. Sila seemed to regret she’d snapped at me too.

			She said softly, “I don’t wish to be a mage, but I’ve come to understand that real courage is facing your destiny and your responsibilities. That it’s noble to serve. And I’m a princess, now the Lady of Badonia. My adopted father, King Irly, is a good man, Lord King. He deserves a good mage. I...I don’t have to be like Nulthe, even if I must...respect her as my leader in matters of magehood. I can be a good mage and not deal in evil.”

			“How can you?” I asked, horrified. “How can you bow to someone like Nulthe?”

			“That’s the duality, the complexity, of being a mage. Balancing the needs of Eltnia with the needs of one’s realm. To do this...I must respect Nulthe...even if I hate her and her evil. I’ll never forget what I saw these past days in Meridnia. What she did to the people of Meridnia.” The flash of hatred for Nulthe in her eyes took me aback for a moment. It was gone almost as soon as it came. Once again, I found myself thinking the Mouse Princess had more fortitude and fire than I’d attributed to her.

			Her acrimony gone, she said soothingly, “I will be there to help Viwa, Lord King. And to help you. Let me settle in Swan’s Gate, then I’ll write to Viwa. I’ll help guide her and you once I know more about my path. But, for now, tell Viwa you will give time and consideration for her proposal and offer of service to you and reply to her as soon as you are able.”

			She blushed again but kept her eyes on me intently. “I’ll visit Eastrealm once more to spend time with Viwa in the future. I would be honoured and pleased, as well, to enjoy the grace of your kingly company and that of the gracious Queen Aliaz. Please thank your lady queen again for all she’s done for me.” Was that guilt in Sila’s eyes? Guilt for setting sights on the husband of a woman who had been so benevolent towards her? For that’s what I saw plainly in her eyes. I saw tenderness, hope, and longing.

			Sila was a good person. But inappropriate feelings towards me on her part were blossoming, I could see. Feelings I couldn’t encourage. However, I also couldn’t upset her or turn her away. I was flattered. But I needed Sila on my side as an ally, not a lover. And I did like her, yet not in that manner, and I already struggled to keep Lysi from causing problems for me and my marriage. I didn’t need to be entangled with another daughter of King Ina. She had said nothing wrong, but I knew that look.

			She was more ladylike, not nearly as forward as her sister. And I believed she had enough integrity never to pursue her feelings of amour, or even express them openly, for propriety’s sake. But all the same, I was certain the feelings were there.

			“The Queen Aliaz and I would enjoy the honour of entertaining you when the Circle Tower is completed,” I said gallantly, emphasizing Aliaz’s name. “And we can offer you better accommodations than a tent, Lady Princess. Until then, farewell. May the Single God bless you.”

			“May the Six keep you, Lord King,” she bent her head to me meekly, and we parted. Suddenly, I had the opposite problem of too few mages vying to assist me.

			Moreover, suddenly, I had the opposite problem of too few subjects to properly populate my kingdom and too few labourers. In an instant, I potentially had too many. Still, many Meridnians wanted nothing to do with Eastrealm, begging for safe passage to other realms where some had relatives. Most of those requested to go to Lynchun, and passage was granted.

			But after word of our actions to rescue some of their countrymen spread, many Meridnians begged to leave to become citizens of my realm. They saw me as a protector. And after what trauma they had experienced, they wished for protection above all other life necessities.

			Additional crops and foodstuffs were brought from Lynchun and Carthlughe to help sustain the refugees. They wouldn’t want for land nor overlordship, and I was only too happy to have more potential soldiers for my armies, in service of my vassals, and considerably more labour for my construction endeavours. Uthlen assessed that with hundreds more strong hands looking for immediate employment, all our projects would finish well ahead of schedule.

			But the arrival of the Meridnians forced the issue of worship in the realm. When those Meridnians who elected to remain in Eastrealm were added to the Eltnish who were already there, Eltnish outnumbered Atalanteans multiplied by three.

			Eld sent a rider to Goldhall with an urgent letter to his father, the king, to discuss the matter of Meridnia and its ownership.

			It wasn’t long before the rider came back. Wely said that I should take Meridnia as my domain, and that he’d send a letter on my behalf, as my overlord, to the kings of the surrounding kingdoms, stating such an intention, allowing them to contest any claim. For any territories I claimed would be subenfeoffed to him.

			It didn’t seem real, but I’d somehow gained a whole kingdom overnight. It also didn’t seem right. I had gained a kingdom which was destroyed by Nightsoul’s evil. Was I no worse than Rupaa, picking at the leavings? I reminded myself that the Anchali himself had set me on the path to Meridnia’s rule but promised myself I’d ensure there were no more members of Meridnia’s royal house alive that could still claim its throne. I vowed, if there were, I would bring them to Wely and assert that they should rule their kingdom instead of me.

			I contacted Glathan, asking him to go through Fridlyr, and the priest who came with us to Meridnia, who’d been keeping records of those fallen and displaced, as best he could. I charged Glathan, despite Wely having the situation in hand, to covertly make inquiries to ensure there would be no sudden succession claims to my new territory. What if, like Viwa, a rightful ruler existed, hiding in the shadows, disinherited, wandering some Eltnish kingdom? What if they were in Eastrealm, as one of my new subjects, coming as a Meridnian refugee? I had already disinherited the Ready...but it was easy to deceive and disinherit someone I’d a right to despise. I could stomach no more such treachery on my hands with some innocent noble of Meridnia, whom I bore no grudges towards.

			Regardless, I was happy to have Wely deal with the matter of Meridnia’s rulership, as he was Eltnish, one of Eltnia’s greatest kings, and the issue was better managed by him with his knowledge of the other realms and their rulers. I’d already had so many other problems on my hands, forced by the situation in Meridnia, that I had to deal with right at home in Eastrealm. Particularly with, to add to my burdens, my nobles beginning to stir up trouble. Fortunately, I had a secret weapon the Old Guard had not accounted for—my wife.

			The Old Guard, led by the Ready, Samata, and Canothan, tried to push the issue that Eastrealm should be homogenous in its faith. However, its people were anything but homogeneous, even at the risk of offending our Eltnish masters. But ailing Gogest, Fridlyr, and the bulk of my supporters advocated strongly for the worship of the Six to be formally recognized as permissible, amongst the realm’s Eltnish subjects.

			In the end, it was persuasive arguments from none other than the queen herself who turned the tide. Countess Samata may have been popular with the Old Guard, but my wife was perhaps the most well-liked person in the kingdom, and one of the most highly respected.

			In the short time she had ruled beside me, Aliaz became beloved amongst all her citizens, Atalantean and Eltnish. It had been at her insistence that I decree all manner of worship be permitted in the realm. While the religion of the Single God was to be preeminent in matters of state and governance, the Six were to be respected.

			No censure was permitted of those who elected to convert to worshipping Water, Fire, and other ancient deities. All throughout the land soon learned that the queen wished her realm to be one people, free to choose whom they bowed down to. I was shocked at my wife’s insistence that worship of the Elemental Goddesses shouldn’t be condemned but instead supported.

			“You, like I, believed those heathens,” I reminded her as we lay in our bed one evening after some gentle lovemaking, taking care because of her pregnancy. “You even feared them, coming here to Eltnia. You feared them as barbarians, who would seek to kill us.”

			“And I was wrong,” said Aliaz. “I’ve met many Eltnish now. The time I spent with Hert, Wely, and their people. My time in Carthlughe as Hert’s guest was extensive. I’ve met lords, ladies, and common folk of Eltnish origins, great and small. They are all good people, the Eltnish. And Eltnish people, Husband, are among your subjects now. Not just some of your subjects, most of your subjects. And you are subject to two Eltnish lords. But you’re not just their vassal. Two Eltnish princes of Lynchun, their father, the King of Lynchun, and the King of Carthlughe, are among some of your closest friends. You and I, designated naming father and mother to Hert and Binis’s firstborn child. You stood as Hert’s chosen man at his wedding. So, we are...already almost like family to the royal families of Lynchun and Carthlughe. Will we turn our backs on our family and scorn their faith?”

			“I’m not trying to scorn anyone; I’m trying to keep a kingdom together, Wife,” I said wearily. “Beyond preserving our true faith for the sake of not sanctioning apostasy, I must please the Old Guard, and ensure they don’t uprise against me, because they think I’m more pagan than godly.”

			“And we must please our Eltnish subjects too, and our Eltnish overlords who are also our friends. What will they think of us, the lords of Lynchun, if we don’t treat our Eltnish people, who were once their Eltnish people, well?”

			“What a turnabout that now you care so much about the Eltnish and what they think,” I said, more unkindly than I should have.

			“It’s not just about what they think!” said my wife, with a sudden fierceness that surprised me. “It’s about who we are! It’s about the example we set! It isn’t enough that we convert Eltnish to our holy faith, which is happening more frequently. We must show them we’re worthy of their admiration and trust and that our God is true, as evidenced by how true we are! That our society, come from across the sea, was truly peerless. Didn’t you want to show the Eltnish our noblesse, our goodness? Haven’t you told me that is the key to us becoming the greatest realm in Eltnia? A realm reminiscent of Old Atalantyx?”

			My wife was a passionate woman under her ladylike exterior. Passionate in bed and passionate for causes she believed just. “We must lead by example, Husband. With charity, goodness, and patience for those who haven’t yet seen the Light. Praying that one day, they will. But still accepting and loving those who never will and choose to cleave to their Six Elementals. Leave their souls, and the judgment of them, to the True God. While we worry about our own piety, and how good we are as people, and the model we make for others.”

			“Converting ALL the Eltnish in these lands,” I insisted, “is the point of us being here. To show them the example of how one should live in goodliness and light. We will know we’ve succeeded when most of our Eltnish subjects have converted to the True God. When their children are being raised not to worship Sun and Wind, but the real divinity.”

			“Listen to me, Husband,” said my wife urgently. “The realm you see with your kingly eyes, may perhaps not be the realm that I see evolving before us. Eltnish and Atalantean fall in love every day, and now they marry among our commoners. Some chose earthly love over religion. Some Eltnish convert to our faith, so they may marry our people because that is the only acceptable way according to your laws. But some of our people, Husband, some Atalanteans, I’ve heard noised, would likely convert to the Six for the sake of love of an Eltnish partner, if we allowed it.”

			“We never would,” I hissed, “for that would be allowing heresy. And those who’d turn aside from faith of the True God, born of Atalantyx, would be idolaters, subject at best to excommunication or exile, and at worst, execution by being purged in the cleansing fires of the stake!”

			Just as fiercely, Aliaz said, “And as this realm grows, and our original Atalanteans die out, and our blood is mixed with the Eltnish, who outnumber us in this region by tenfold, how will we stop them? And you’ll have no citizens left if you excommunicate, execute, or exile most of them for worshipping Wind and Earth. If you do, who will help finish this keep? Who’ll help build your bridge to Lynchun? Who will march in your armies?”

			I couldn’t deny her pragmatism. She continued to make her point, “We deny Atalanteans the ability, should they choose it, to convert to paganism. Isn’t that enough, for now, that the Eltnish see the contradiction, that their religion is put in disfavour? For that reason alone, yet so much more, isn’t it enough, for now, to keep the worship of the True God preeminent, but declare every man and woman is free to worship the gods of his or her choice?

			She held my hand, “This is what you must do, Husband. Make such an edict. Uphold our religion as paramount in Eastrealm, as the official faith. But verify, that none of our Eltnish subjects shall ever face persecution, for holding to venerating the Six. That they may openly worship their goddesses, without risk of censure. What else can you do? You can’t outlaw the faith of most of your people and your overlords. But you can’t sanction our people turning to the Six or make them believe you put the Six over the True God. It is the only solution.”

			This is exactly what I feared, and what it would lead to. Yedwol the Old, my uncle, had warned me, when he was alive, on the first day we landed in Eltnia, that we Atalanteans were too few to multiply a nation sufficiently on our own. He’d said that to populate and secure a kingdom, my realm would, by necessity, be a nation of godly Atalanteans married to heathen Eltnish if it were to thrive.

			Uncle predicted, eventually, I would rule over a land where marriages were presided over by pagans, not prelates. That the religion of the Six would finally have precedence over the True God, and our Atalantean faith would be expunged. I had denied, back then, that I’d ever let such things happen to our sacred religion, culture, and people. But if I allowed the worship of the Six to flourish, wasn’t that the first step to precisely the sort of unthinkable future Uncle foresaw?

			The worry gnawed in my mind. The Anchali, when he first appeared to me, gave me the mission of tearing down the idols of the pagans. Erecting temples to the Single God, to bring Acremia under godly rule, my rule. Uniting the races under my banner, and our favoured religion.

			Yet, the Anchali never seemed displeased with me at my actions so far to achieve the task he’d set for me. He had never said I was doing anything wrong, by allying with Eltnish kings. Swearing to Eltnish overlords. Killing mages, because I believed enough in their pagan magic, to think such a murder could stop that magic. Courting Eltnish princesses to be my mages, or even to be my advisors. It all seemed to be part of achieving the mission.

			But it all also seemed contradictory to the mission, like so much the Angel told me to do. For example, the Angel said I must always expand my empire to suppress heathen lands. It seemed I was expanding already in acquiring Meridnia. But the lands and people I acquired were increasingly more heathen.

			So, wasn’t my wife’s counsel wise, despite my befuddlement about everything? Wasn’t her advice consistent with achieving the ultimate goals? The Anchali gave me no detailed guidance on how to go about my holy assignment. I continued to pray and assume that it would turn out right in the end. That the Anchali had a plan, that he’d not ultimately revealed to me, a mere mortal, but would bring everything to fruition. All the while, I worried everything I was doing for the right, seemed wrong.

			But wasn’t what my wife, and Fridlyr, proposing but a little thing in the grand, sacred errand from my angel? Just one more small concession to reach the greater goal? Still, I waffled and doubted. “You love the True God,” I accused her, again unfairly, “but you advocate on behalf of pagans?”

			“I am not Dira, Husband,” said Aliaz firmly, not letting go of my hand. “I don’t believe in praying to the Water and the Sun, or to Udyn, or any other multiple gods. But I don’t castigate those who choose to do so. The God of Life, Light, and Love is forgiving, it’s said. He treasures all people, even those who don’t believe. Who are we, mortals, not to treasure them as well?”

			“You have been speaking too much with Gogest,” I grimaced. “He’s the only godly person I know, who speaks like that about our heathen subjects.”

			Aliaz kissed me. “Indeed, I’ve been speaking with him. But I need not him to convince me of anything. You know your wife. You are my lord, and I live to serve you, and do as you will. But, still, I have my own mind, dear Husband.”

			“Yes, my love. You always have.” And so, the edict went out the next day, because my godly wife stood up for paganism.

			Yet, Aliaz’s will, tolerance, and practicality truly did not interfere with her piety and devotion to the One God of Light, Life and Love. What spare time she saved from running the royal household and the affairs of the realm, she gave unceasingly to her faith. She patronized leading priests and priestesses, gave generously of her personal treasury to the Temple, and unfailingly attended mass. Despite the pressures of the throne, and of the baby in her womb.

			Her charity extended to risking her personal safety as well, which we argued over, one of the few heated issues between us. I refused to put my wife and heir at risk. Frequently, some of the rare times overall she went against my wishes, the kind-hearted queen was known to travel under heavy guard on spontaneous missions. To help minister to dying subjects throughout the realm.

			Just as she was there to help comfort Uncle Yedwol on his deathbed, she comforted many of those who were elderly, sick, despondent, and about to breathe their last. I’d come down from hours-long council meetings, or back from the practice yard, to find out Aliaz had gone out into the towns below. Or the nearby countryside, outside of the royal precinct.

			Whenever she returned, I screamed at her guards, one of Lyayr’s lieutenants. Later, Aliaz more quietly berated me. Telling me, she had insisted the guards obey her, that they weren’t to blame. Eventually, I gave up, and ensured Lyayr himself went with her on such excursions. While his lieutenants took the easier task of guarding me, in the tower and surroundings. I prayed unceasingly for my wife’s safety, and nearly fretted myself to death with worry, over my suddenly strong-willed queen. But in the end, she had her way. Until her belly became too thick with child and travelling on horseback or otherwise too uncomfortable. So, I was relieved when this time came.

			Thus, while I mainly stayed at the Circle Tower, my wife ventured out and saw my kingdom for what it was, for good and for ill. Naturally, I was grateful to have such a sought-after representative of the crown, raising the reputation of the Atalanteans among the common people.

			It was Aliaz’s example that ultimately made me resolve my decision. My Royal High Council met to discuss how things would be implemented. I had Glathan advise me on how to word the edict. I had it reviewed by Uthlen, in consultation with the ailing Gogest, Fridlyr and Canothan, and finally (reluctantly) Yedwol the Ready. I sent a draft to Wely and Hert via bird. Both kings responded favourably with their approval. So, it was done. Malean drafted the edict, and Apolt and his men rode forth throughout Eastrealm, to ensure it was announced widely in the land.

			Henceforward, all Eltnish were free to worship the goddesses of their choice in Eastrealm, with the assurance of royal protection from any who persecuted them. The religion of the Six was to be respected. But the official religion of Eastrealm, was that of the Single God, the True God, the God of Life, Love, and Light. I left the matter of citizenship in Eastrealm open and unresolved for the time being, for further discussions with Wely and Hert on the subject.

			I prayed to the Single God that my decision to issue the edict was the right one. Something in me felt better after doing it. Perhaps, simply it was the easing of a pending choice, among so many options and decisions a king had to make. Maybe, somehow, even amongst all my trepidation and confusion over the matter, the feeling I had done something right.

			Winter came at the end of Twelfthmonth, nearly the new year. I heard, as Hert predicted, horrible snows in Carthlughe, Rogonhe, and Sanaavia. But only mild frost in the morning touched Eastrealm. On occasional days, it was warm enough not to wear a cloak at the height of the afternoon sun, and some evenings, hearths in the Circle Tower were cold until the later hours required the fire to be lit.

			One day not long after issuing the edict, I returned to our apartments after my evening training with sword and shield, and Aliaz returned from her ministrations to the downtrodden. She approached me, concerned. “Husband, what do you know of this school for educating Eltnish children that Lord Prelate Canothan keeps?”

			“A noble endeavour,” I commented. “If these children are to grow up in the light of the True God, it is good to have proper instruction.”

			“A noble endeavour, perhaps,” said Aliaz carefully. “But...I’ve heard some...troubling things concerning this school.”

			“What troubling things?”

			“How sternly the children are disciplined.”

			I did not like the sound of that. But I was loathe to criticize something that would do so much good for the realm. So I began, “Canothan has done good work managing Eltnish converts to the faith and attracting Eltnish to embrace the Single God.”

			Aliaz said waspishly, “He has also increased the Temple’s coffers. And, somehow, managed to commence building two rather opulent new houses, for the occasional stay of visiting high clergy. One behind this fortress’ temple. Another behind the school he’s built. Humph. Oddly, one visiting high clergy never seems to be in residence, at either of these locations; otherwise, they remain vacant.”

			I raised my eyebrow. “What of it?” I said more sharply than I intended, at her challenge. “That is why I consider Canothan a deserving contender for the High Prelature. He’s enterprising.”

			“You prefer Canothan to Fridlyr, don’t you, Husband?”

			“Fridlyr is too outspoken,” I said sourly.

			“Because he stands up to you and the nobles? Rarely will you find a man of more honour and integrity. Canothan, in comparison, is more fawning.”

			“You mean Canothan is more respectful,” I said contrarily.

			“Please, Husband,” begged Aliaz. “I pray, give the matter of this school some of your attention.”

			“Very well,” I placated her, thinking I had little time to investigate if Canothan’s priests gave wayward children an extra lash, when disobedient. There were other things on my mind.

			In the tumult of ordering, building, defending, and ruling my new kingdom, keeping a step ahead of assassins, training in martial arts, the impending birth of my new heir, and a host of other responsibilities and challenges, my thoughts still wandered to old holdings. Finally, however, I acquired a new one in Meridnia.

			But I still wanted the old one. One I was entitled to.

			Berefet.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			I had so little time to spare for anything. But in the dead of most nights, though weariness typically claimed me the moment I laid head to pillow, somehow, I found time to think. More accurately, I found time to brood. Especially those nights, I lay awake with Aliaz. Who tossed and turned more frequently, unable to get comfortable with her burgeoning belly. Or rising at all hours, to be ill in her chamber pot, as our child grew inside her. In these times, particularly, I often found my thoughts turning to my dead Uncle Yedwol, and to Berefet.

			And to gold.

			I was paranoid about being a poor king. I knew it was foolish. Though it was so plentiful that it would take lifetimes to deplete, I often asked Scolan as treasurer, randomly, for an accounting of our treasure reserves brought over from Atalantyx. The portion of our hoard that remained untouched, to solidify the continuity of my kingdom’s wealth for generations.

			“Seven hundred thousand golds, Sire,” Scolan would always patiently remind me. He knew I knew that precise answer. He also knew, somehow, it soothed me to hear it from his lips. “Buried beneath the foundation of this very tower we sit in. A literal mountain of gold.”

			Much of that hoard had been won by Old Yedwol, confiscated from Berefet, a land rich in gold. Naturally, the Ready kept a good portion as his inheritance. But Uncle still made Eastrealm even more prosperous than it already was. Unfortunately, most of the treasure Uncle won was sunk beneath the waves with Atalantyx. So, we only managed to take a small portion with us to Acremia. Yet that small portion made us, I believed, one of Eltnia’s wealthiest kingdoms.

			I even toyed with the idea of naming my capital city: Wyrmshoard. So much did I want to imply that I was a rich king. Legends said, dragons, the great wyrms, liked to hoard treasure, so much they slept on heaping beds of gold. Well, I was a dragon too. Like my uncle, and many high lords of my family, down through the ages. Greedy dragons, stockpiling their treasure, guarding it jealously, fiercely.

			By the time Uncle Yedwol fought during the First Berefet Rebellion as a youth, it was said that all the deep gold mines of Berefet had run dry. Over the years, the Atalantean masters of Berefet had stripped the place bare of any gold, from noble treasuries, buildings, from personal hoards. Still, Uncle had discovered another humongous secret stash, when he’d captured the capital city of Haref. And where there was one hidden reservoir of gold, there is always another.

			Berefet had been under the heel of Atalanteans for decades. Now that Atalantyx was no more, what had transpired in our most incredible colony? And how much gold indeed remained there? Every fibre of my being told me Uncle hadn’t managed to find all the gold the Berefetish were keeping from us. I knew there was more there, somewhere; I could feel it. And I was entitled to it. It was mine, as titular Lord of Berefet, heir to the Kings of Atalantyx. Why should I worry about ever running out of money, when I could have Berefet’s gold?

			Scolan always looked at the ledgers and shook his head at my fears. “Sire, you will never run out of money. You have more than you could spend if you lived for centuries.”

			I supposed all kings feared running short of money. I received it in tremendous amounts, yet I found I was spending almost as quickly. Moreover, it gnawed at me that Berefet—a colony that we Atalanteans had earned through conquest—lay but a few hundred miles across the sea, and I couldn’t simply sail there, and replenish my treasury. From riches to which I was entitled.

			Uncle Yedwol made his reputation throughout the realms, as the man who’d brought Berefet under his domination. Uncle brought treasure beyond compare, back to his king and his people. He helped preserve Atalantyx’s stature as a power truly to be feared, making our drowned homeland kingdom even richer.

			I wanted to bring the same reputation to Eastrealm. Nations would fear us, but we wouldn’t be cruel. We would be godly but still be conquerors, taking what we earned. We would be rich. We were already rich. We could be more prosperous, if we had Berefet and their gold again. It wasn’t enough to be a generous land-giver, or giver of titles, as a king and great lord. I needed to be able to continue to give gold in rewards to my men. But I didn’t wish to drain my own hoards. I wanted to provide them with Berefet’s gold.

			The drive to acquire Berefet began in earnest in the second month of the new year. I learned from my spies of an Eltnish trader. The trader apparently was well-travelled, and just returned by sea from the east, landing in the Peernian capital of Three Rivers, then en route home to Frawon via Eastrealm. When I learned the trader had recent knowledge of the goings-on in Atramland, he received the unexpected and considerable honour of an invitation to the Circle Tower. A month later, he was in my hall.

			The old man, on his mother’s side, Peernian by decent, was reputable; I found him extremely well informed. He’d even resided in Berefet recently.

			“For the better part of three years, Lord King,” said the man, “until I found life there far worse than when the Atalanteans ruled there. So, I returned to Acremia.”

			“You have travelled far,” I said.

			“All over the wide world, Lord King,” said the man, relishing the esteem of the company of the King of Eastrealm, as he looked in awe around my grand hall, yet incomplete and dusty with renovations, partially hidden by scaffolding. Still, majestic and imposing, even incomplete.

			He took in the impressive central hearth, the soaring, decorative ceilings, the massive beams. The high ornate windows of stained glass, the beautiful floors layered with rushes, scented with fragrant herbs. Covered with a long red carpet, a giant black dragon embroidered in the centre, leading from the entrance to the dais.

			He marvelled at the great dais where the lofty thrones of Aliaz and I sat, and the splendid banquet tables and benches of solid oak, big enough to seat dozens of guests. He noted the magnificent banners suspended from the roof, arranged by Apolt, displaying the heraldry of my lords. He stared at the hanging tapestries, murals. And, of course, the centrepiece art of the hall.

			This centrepiece was a fabulous painting of the heart of Atalantyx. It depicted the Circle City, including the Elynlyr River, the Spire of Atalan, which capped the High Tower, and the backdrop of the Lantyx Range, and Mount Atalante, looming, hovering, casting its long shadow over the city. The painting was done by Uthlen. Whose talents with artistry were legendary. Uthlen had made the painting specifically to adorn my castle.

			The man went on, “I’ve been to the Sanaav. To Southronland. To Atramland, and yes, to your homeland of Atalantyx. I was at Havenshur, the former seat of your Prince Glathan. Off a Husdanlandish vessel. To deliver goods, the year of the Festival of the High Moon, in the reign of your father, King Atalan, Ninth of that name.”

			“That was late in his reign,” I commented as pages poured wine for the trader and me. “I see you live up to your claim of being well-travelled, if you’ve been to Atalantyx, and the port of Havenshur.”

			“Next port of call for me was Ceane,” continued the man, savouring his wine. “I met a lovely Ceanish lass there and...well, her charms kept me there longer than I thought I’d originally stay. We wed. My ship left me. So, I waited years there, working as a shipwright. Then, sadly, a fever took my Ceanish beauty.”

			“I’m sorry,” I offered politely, sipping.

			“Thank you, Lord King,” said the man. “When she died, I was distraught for a time. I had always been a wandering man, a lover of the seas. Yet, my wife tied me to land for a time, not the land of my origins. I tired of Ceanish food, which seemed tasteless without her. So, I hitched my fortunes with another trading ship. This time, bound circuitously for Berefet, and spent more time on the ocean before we made for home. Well, if you call Berefet a home. I know it’s a decadent place, but it’s a decadent wasteland to me. I’d never seen a desert before I saw the sands of Dutul. I never thought I would survive the place, I tell you, Lord. Heat that brought a thirst no amount of water could quench. But in the end, we arrived at Haref, the great city. Never had I seen a city and a palace as grand as that. Perhaps if I had been to the Circle City in Atalantyx, as depicted in that painting on your walls, but I only saw Havenshur. Though it was splendid!” he added hastily to avoid offending me. His eyes went back to Uthlen’s painting. “Truly a marvel in vividness and colour!”

			I agreed graciously with his compliment, as I patiently listened while the man related his time in Haref. The more he spoke, the more attention I paid as the man’s tale became of greater interest. “After I’d spent some months in Haref, the city was abuzz one day. As it was heard the great lord, Yedwol, Prince of Berefet, would make congress to the land.”

			“My uncle’s last trip to Berefet,” I said. “Not that long before Atalantyx drowned.” 

			The merchant nodded. “I couldn’t get close to seeing the great prince properly. For a considerable guard shielded him when he rode through the streets. But, nevertheless, I could see he was...a venerable lord of many winters, hardened of many battles. Such were the whispers of the Berefetish.”

			“You chose your words carefully,” I smiled. “Yet I’m aware, being the conqueror that brought Berefet to heel, Uncle was not revered there. So rather than praise for my uncle’s exploits, I am sure instead, the Berefetish whispered conspiracies on how they might get past his guard, and stab him through the back.”

			“True, Lord,” muttered the man nervously. It was apparent he had not wanted to speak ill of Uncle. Still, it was clear he had heard the Berefetish, who had no love for their Atalantean masters. And complete hatred for Uncle, grumbling murderous intentions towards him when he arrived in the capital. “They called him the Butcher of Haref. In any event, Prince Yedwol didn’t tarry long in Haref. He stayed perhaps a week, then departed. That spring, we heard your royal father died. Making your royal brother, the new overlord of Berefet. Summers passed. Rumours reached us in Berefet of a terrible calamity that had occurred in Atalantyx. Some said the island sank. No ships from Atalantyx came anymore to Berefet. No Berefetish ships that went to Atalantyx returned.”

			I was rapt, leaning forward in my seat. I needed to know the state of Berefet after Atalantyx fell.

			“Earl Nithan, Underlord of Berefet, vassal of your uncle, sent a ship of his own men to investigate. On that ship were some of the great Atalantean navigators, and stout seaman of Berefet. After nearly a month at sea, they returned. They confirmed to the earl the rumours. Atalantyx had vanished. It seemed it was no more.” The man swallowed hard and steeled himself on what he had to tell me next. “The Berefetish seamen who returned from looking for Atalantyx didn’t stay silent. Quickly, word spread in the city. First, there were seven days of expressions of mourning among the Berefetish. For whom they hailed as ‘Prince Offnidha, the Martyr,’ they said perished in the drowning of Atalantyx.”

			I gulped, knowing and fearing what I’d hear next. Offnidha was the last living member of the former Berefetish royal house. When Uncle sacked Haref, he slew Offnidha’s father, the last King of Berefet, on his throne, and knocked the boy Prince Offnidha unconscious.

			Then Uncle took Offnidha as his hostage back to Atalantyx. There, the deposed and rightful heir to his father, King Offnid, lived out the remainder of his life a prisoner. Kept in a gaol near the very top of the Spire of Atalan, which crowned the High Castle, the palace of kings, in the Circle City. Offnidha died an old man, just a few years before Erthal took up Atalantyx’s kingship. The crown of Atalantyx kept Offnidha alive, as one more measure of control over the Berefetish people. Though they must have known that we’d never let him free, even as a puppet king to lord over his people in name only. When Offnidha died, his death was kept secret, and his body was cremated in the dead of night. But with Atalantyx destroyed, the Berefetish would know for sure their heir was no more. Regardless of how, or when he died.

			“Earl Nithan,” the man said shrewdly. “When those men sent to find Atalantyx returned and told him what happened, he should have kept it secret. Perhaps, Lord King, he should’ve killed any Berefetish among the crew that discovered Atalantyx was gone. To keep the news from spreading. And he should’ve taken what men he could and fled Berefet. For he would have known, once the Berefetish became aware, there was no more Atalantean army backing the garrison in Berefet. That would mean, he and his knights were as good as dead, at the hands of the vengeful Berefetish.”

			“He should have,” I agreed sadly. “But he didn’t, did he?”

			The merchant shook his head. “The minute that the hour of the mourning time for Offnidha was complete, rumblings spread, and there was great terror in Haref. I hid at a friend’s house that day, as I knew trouble was afoot. I looked out my friend’s window...I saw the slaughter. Perhaps a hundred men, in silver mail, such as you wear, great King. They were brave. But the people rose in bloody insurrection against them. They really should have left once they heard of the drowning of Atalantyx.

			“But Nithan, their commander, I heard later, said he would await orders from King Erthal. Or Prince Yedwol. Hoping somehow, they lived. So Nithan refused to allow his men to abandon their posts. They paid for their fealty with death. Thousands swarmed their garrisons, slaughtered them all. They fed the bodies of those loyal knights to the Dutul wastes, leaving them for carrion. Only Lord Nithan’s corpse was kept. His remains, they flayed. They dismembered his corpse. Then they hung what was left of that poor lord, in what was once called the Courtyard of the Prince, named for your royal uncle. Then they tore down the statue of your uncle adorning the city square, declaring themselves free of Atalantean rule. Since their overlords were all dead.”

			I grimaced and gripped my flagon tightly in anger. It was just as I feared, and as I’d voiced to Glathan some time ago, the day we had first landed in Eltnia, after Atalantyx’s downfall. The Berefetish had cast off their shackles at once, just as I‘d guessed they would. Murdering poor Nithan and his men, while we were blown away from our drowned kingdom, making it safely to Eltnia.

			“Not all of their overlords are dead, my good man,” I said, my teeth clenched. “Not all.”

			Before the man left, I rewarded him beyond the honour of my presence. The old man left the Circle Tower, gleefully clutching several golds.

			From that conversation forward, I was like a man obsessed. I couldn’t relinquish what I considered my birthright of Berefet. I craved revenge for poor Nithan, and the garrison at Haref.

			One afternoon, I spoke to Glathan again, as we sat in my dusty Great Hall. I related the merchant’s tale to my cousin. Once more, I broached the idea of writing to Berefet, and asserting my sovereignty.

			“They overthrew the garrison there,” I fumed. “Murdered its men. It pains me to hear that go unpunished.”

			“How will we punish them?” asked Glathan. “We’ve spoken of this before. Atalantyx and its might are no more. We have no fleet, no great army. They’re beyond our reach. They’re free of us.”

			“They think they are free of us. But an heir of King Atalan lives. I’m here. The blood of thousands of Atalanteans was spilled to take those lands. For the sake of their memory, and all my uncle gave to get and keep Berefet, should I not try?” I shuddered, recalling Uncle’s tale of the First Berefet Rebellion. He set fire to the bodies of his men, risked scorpions and thirst, and drank his own piss, to stay alive. He killed innocent Berefetish children to force the Berefetish into subjugation. An abomination. But it succeeded. Should I let all that sacrifice be wasted?

			Once more, Glathan was less than enthused. “What would compel Berefet to obey?”

			“Fear?” I replied, hopefully. “The Berefetish will remember Long-Stroke, the sword of Prince Yedwol. His heir, the Ready, still carries that blade. And he isn’t alone. The remnants of Old Atalantyx, our fearsome knights, and the heir to Berefet’s kingdom, in me, all live.”

			Glathan scowled. “Let me speak plainly, Sire. You’ve fought in Berefet. I’ve fought in Berefet. You know our actions over the years in Berefet, didn’t just inspire fear, but hatred. You told me they named Old Yedwol ‘The Butcher of Haref.’ The Berefetish were subjugated harshly. We didn’t try to make them part of Atalantyx. We tried to break them to our will, make them our serfs. Your Lord King Grandfather, Athlyr First, made them slaves in their own mines to fill our coffers. Many died horribly in those conditions. We put them, and their children, to the sword.

			“That was the will of the Kings of Atalantyx, the will of kings like Athlyr First and Atalan Ninth, and deeds of your Uncle Yedwol. The deeds of all of us, who fought under the ancient kingly war-banner of the Aliphan, that banner of the mighty mammoth. But the Berefetish are made of stronger fibre than most nations I’ve seen. They take pride in remaining conquered but unbroken. They rebelled twice in the long life of your uncle. Then, when they realized Atalantyx was no more, they spent little time casting off the yolk of what they’d perceived to be ruthless oppression.”

			“They unlawfully killed the men of their liege lord,” I replied angrily. “You fought beside Nithan. He was a noble knight and valiant captain.”

			“He was,” agreed Glathan. “I mourn him and his men. But we have no hope of avenging him. How long would it take us to build enough ships to reach Berefet again, and take it? Decades! Not that we could put ships anywhere. We’re a land-locked nation, with no ability to keep a fleet. How many men would we need to retake Berefet? Tens of thousands! We have barely enough men to hold this new kingdom, much less entertain such ideas!”

			“It was our greatest colony,” I insisted.

			“It was the greatest colony for Old Atalantyx. Eastrealm is the new Atalantyx. We will have many more colonies in the future, I foretell. So, leave Berefet in peace, Lord King, is my counsel.”

			I left things there with Glathan, but I wouldn’t relent. One of the few times in my reign to that date, I patently ignored my Seneschal’s counsel.

			I would regret it.

			Instead, to the rage of Glathan once he found out, and to my shame at the danger I created, impulsively, I summoned the Lord Constable to my solar that evening. Then, against my better judgment, I consulted with Yedwol the Ready about Berefet. Because I knew the Ready would be much more ebullient over the idea of trying to recapture Berefet, than Glathan. The Ready’s eagerness only grew when I, in a moment of nostalgia, wishing to honour my uncle’s memory, promised that Berefet would be the Ready’s fief. If we managed to convince the Berefetish to continue to acknowledge my overlordship.

			The Ready went to his knees in gratitude. It was the happiest I had ever seen him. I promised him I’d make him a prince—a title he always felt should have been his. He was lavish in his thanks.

			“Write them, Sire, see what they say,” he urged me when he had finished and arisen.

			“I will,” I promised, calling for quill and paper from my pages. “Who knows? What if they comply? What do we have to lose?”

			I saw a look on Lyayr’s face, as he overheard this conversation, standing nearby on guard duty. I thought I saw a snicker that he quickly erased. Lyayr had fought in Berefet too. I’m sure he thought the idea was just as foolish as Glathan, but he kept his peace.

			“Why would you forsake my counsel, asking the Ready’s advice?” demanded Glathan after he learned I wrote to Berefet.

			“I value your counsel, Cousin. It is my will, if I always take it.”

			“You’re too sensible, not to listen to your advisors.”

			“Is my Lord Constable not also one of my advisors?” I asked irritably.

			“His advice, in this matter, could only be compromised,” protested Glathan. “You know it would be. He’s got a massive stake in Berefet. His father won his fame by acquiring Berefet. Now you seek to get it back for his heir and make him its prince. With that carrot you have dangled in front of him, what else would he do? Except advise you to proceed with asserting your claim?”

			I became stubborn, shutting down. “I won’t hear I’ve erred trying to get back what’s mine. I seek to get Berefet back for me. It is my birthright. It’s only meet, I should give it as a fief to the son of the man who won it in the first place. Do you question that?”

			“I question why you write to them at all! When you know the answer you will receive. The reply will be supercilious at best, if they reply. If they do reply, they’ll laugh at you.”

			I said mulishly, “Let us speak of it no more until we hear.”

			We didn’t wait long for an answer. Not quite two months passed, and a bird arrived from across the ocean. The weight of the letter the bird carried likely didn’t kill it; however, what was attached to the letter might have. Unfortunately, that bird expired shortly after reaching the Circle Tower. Glathan made the sign of the Triangle and Circle about the bird’s death. An ill omen.

			For attached to the letter by the string that held it was a blood-soaked ring studded with emeralds and rubies. A rich man’s ring. A lord’s ring, an eagle, engraved into the centre. And the ring surrounded a severed middle finger.

			We all knew Nithan’s sigil had been an eagle and that the finger must belong to him.

			Glathan somberly removed the gruesome digit from the letter. He set it aside reverently, standing silently during the Royal High Council session about to begin, when Uthlen received the letter from one of his attendants. Uthlen read aloud to the lords present, who, other than Glathan – after the fact - the Ready, and Lyayr, knew nothing of me writing to Berefet.

			The answer had no greeting. Instead, it was more than curt, proud, and mocking, as Glathan predicted.

			It was a threat.

			When news reached us of the fall of our former oppressors, we mourned for any of our subjects who were on the island when it was destroyed, especially the noble Offnidha, the Uncrowned King. Save for the death of our enslaved people on your godless island, and our true king, we rejoiced beyond all measuring with your kingdom’s demise. A favourable sign from the gods. Berefet is now free once more from tyranny. We are our own masters again. We recognize no suzerainty from you; we reject it utterly. Therefore, by the grace of the gods and will of my people, I am declared the rightful Queen of Berefet. I am a cousin of good King Offnidha, hidden over the long years, my lineage kept secret. But now, I rule over our ancient lands.

			You have told us in so many words that you are now a vagabond king ruling over a land of refugees. Your threats are as empty as the Dutul Desert. You think to press claim for the rule of our realm, but it is you who will feel the boot of oppression. An ocean is between us, but do not think that vast water can keep you safe. You gave us subjugation, slaughter, and enslavement, but we will give it back to you thrice-fold. One day you will see ships flying the banner of the white moon on blue blanketing the shores of Acremia, and you will see your folly before we pay you back for what the Butcher of Haref, your uncle, did to the poor children of our lands, and for decades of oppression.

			Thank you for letting us know that you live and where you reside. Rest assured; we will not forget. We will come for you, and not all the gods and goddesses in the world will spare you from our vengeance.

			Nilis, High Sultana, Blessed of the Gods, Soul of the People, Moon and Sky, Sovereign of Berefet and Dutul.

			Uthlen blushed, quietly putting the letter down on the council table, crestfallen on my behalf. Glathan looked more weary than smug. He indicated that Uthlen should pass him the letter for him, to read himself. So, he did, frowning all the while. Lyayr tried to stifle a smirk; he wasn’t very successful.

			He had no issue seeing any idea attached to the Ready fail. Especially one so obviously foolish, even though it was linked to his king. Thurol shook his head in disbelief that I had the audacity and stupidity to write to Berefet, but per usual, kept his peace. Gogest shrugged mildly. The Ready fumed silently.

			I settled back into my chair at the head of the table, staring blankly ahead.

			Pride, greed, and stubbornness had led to my stupidity and willful blindness. I knew I was a man with flaws. But my flaws were inexcusable, when they led to flawed decision-making that endangered my kingdom. It was the worst decision I ever made as king. I vowed to never make another one so woeful nor so avoidable. If I’d just listened to Glathan. A child, I realized in hindsight, would have made a better decision than I made writing Berefet. And I was supposed to be a clever king.

			I deserved to have my skin flensed and my carcass butchered for such a decision. Somewhere beyond the grave, I heard and saw Uncle Yedwol shaking his head and saying, in the splenetic yet dignified way only he could, “Fool boy,” the way he always used to call me.

			Optimistically, Uthlen offered, “It would take decades for the Berefetish to build up their military might, and a fleet capable of invading us here in Eltnia.”

			Glathan was the next to speak. “We must continue to get our riches elsewhere than Berefet, it would seem.” He looked at me pointedly, and I nodded sheepishly. Then, he tore up the letter.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			Springtime came to Eastrealm. The first four months seemed promising and gradually warmer each week. But then, things took a sudden turn. In Fifthmonth, the weather was like winter to me, and the land’s blossoming set back. Eld, not yet returned to Lynchun, told me it was an unseasonably cold month. Partly bare trees, just having sprouted new buds that nearly died again in the sudden cold, whistled in the biting wind. It rained most days.

			I thought of Centi, who’d told me once that the saying went, “Rain in Lynchun means snow in Carthlughe.” I also thought of Hert. Who had given me a priceless wolf’s pelt coat as a coronation gift. He’d jested with me, that when I began to shiver of a bit of frost in Eastrealm, I should think of him, seeing snow piled up to what would be my waist, outside of Hert’s Wolflodge fortress. Indeed, I heard those snows were just beginning to melt in the realm of my friend and overlord, who planned to visit me in the summer.

			But bad weather or not, Hert was happy in the north. He and Binis had wasted no time in getting heirs. Like Aliaz, Carthlughe’s queen was expecting a child to be born, not long after my own heir was expected. I rejoiced at the news. As did Wely, proudly anticipating his first grandchild.

			A certain a mid-Fifthmonth day began particularly chilly. I donned that cloak from Hert and sat sipping hot broth in my hall. Glathan came to me and informed me Gogest was on his deathbed.

			It didn’t snow in the former Golden Valley, my new Kingdom of Eastrealm. Just as it didn’t snow except in the Lantyx Mountain range in Atalantyx. Yet it was slightly colder in Eastrealm, than the coolest months in our island kingdom of Atalantyx. Which was famously temperate, though not tropical.

			But my former Atalanteans weren’t used to that colder weather. The sudden cold spell during what was supposed to be spring, proved deadly. When the temperatures plummeted, the elderly among us didn’t fare well. Many caught chills faster than seamstresses could stitch warmer cloaks, add fur to the lining and collars, insulate boots, and make heavy quilts for bed covering.

			I recalled Uncle shivering, in Wely’s summer palace of Pridehearth, in late summer, before he died. When I visited Gogest’s hospice, in a large room built into the rear of the not-yet completed Triangle Temple, I found him shivering in his bed. Like Uncle had. Looking pale and shrivelled. As Uncle had. I knew that the Single God must take Gogest to His bosom soon.

			Incense burned to hide the stench of age and coming death in the High Prelate’s chambers. Priestesses constantly chanted prayers, as they stood along the edges of the room. At the same time, Canothan, Fridlyr, and several senior priests, gathered around the old man’s bedside, bundled in thick white cloaks over their white robes.

			There was the Ready, too, standing with Canothan. I knew the Ready had no great love for Fridlyr. But the impending death of the High Prelate was an important enough occasion, that the Ready must have thought he should be present.

			Besides that, no doubt as Gogest breathed his last, the Ready would petition the ranking prelates and senior priests of our faith. Pushing his man, Canothan, towards the High Prelate’s seat. It was a throne not as opulent and lofty as the Dragon Throne, my seat. But it wasn’t far off. Its back was carved into a triangle and circle, padded with golden cushions with purple tassels, and mounted on a dais in the rear of the temple. Those supplicants entering the temple must do their obeisance, to the High Prelate, if he sat on this throne, before they could go to their individual prayer pits (the shallow pits big enough for them to go to their knees, and have their faces touch the ground, that every wealthy temple had, instead of simply prayer carpets in the lesser temples) to do their devotions.

			With Glathan at my side, I stayed back a moment as I entered. Soon as the others saw us, they did their obligatory bowing and scraping, before turning back to mind the dying man. I requested a moment with the High Prelate while he had moments left. Bending their necks to me, the rest, including Glathan, drew back to the room’s edges, to join the constantly chanting priestesses.

			Gogest may have been dying, but his mind was still sharp. Unlike Uncle, he wasn’t partially blind. And unlike Uncle, in his last moments, he was lucid, and had no problem recognizing me. I went to my knees, holding onto his hand. He was still strong enough to grasp it. Still, his speech was far weaker than his grip.

			“Lord King,” mumbled Gogest feebly.

			“My most worshipful Lord High Prelate,” I said mournfully. “I’m sad to see you so.”

			“I am at peace with my God and my life. I’m ready for the next journey,” muttered Gogest with a smile. Then, surprising me, he asked, “What...what made you go to Meridnia? It seems you will...acquire a new kingdom, eh?”

			An odd question, now that he was dying. He had never asked me before when I returned from Meridnia or since. “I....” I turned around to ensure the others in the room were too far away to hear my words. I bent closer to his ear and whispered, “The Anchali. He revisited me. He told me to go to Meridnia to get myself a kingdom.”

			Sometimes it was a relief from burdens to discuss the Angel with someone. Only Glathan, Gogest, and Lysi knew of him. With Gogest about to pass, that was one less person to share the burden of that secret with. A secret that meant I was the most extraordinary being walking the earth but still, by definition, an illegitimate king. Or a madman who hallucinated angels. If I had no one else to speak to of the Angel, I think I’d have gone completely mad if that hadn’t already happened. How could I honestly know?

			“What else did you say to the Anchali?” asked Gogest softly, urgently. “What did he say to you?”

			I searched my memory of the conversation with the Angel, which was always somewhat obscure. “I asked him about...Prince Yedwol, the Old on his dying bed, speaking of angels.” I had confided in Gogest about what my uncle had said some months ago. “I asked him about Sure-Steel, and the sword calling me. I asked him his name—”

			Gogest squeezed my hand suddenly with the strength of an able man who could rise out of his deathbed, and prance merrily about the room. “And...his reply?” he croaked. “What did he say his name was?”

			I knew this was important, as he ignored all the burning questions I posed to my mighty father. “He said his name was Bylyr.” I held my breath as he squeezed my hand, barely daring to hear his response, in case it boded ill for me.

			But Gogest relaxed his grip and eased back in his pillows. “Bylyr. Bylyr.” He squinted at me, “You are certain he said that was his name? Tell me, Lord King. Remember, please...the words...the exact words, are critical. Remember this, always, as a king. Every word matters. If you’re to hold someone to their word...your words must be accurate. Did he tell you, implicitly, his name was Bylyr?”

			“Yes, yes,” I confirmed hastily, ready to dismiss it and move on. “I...I’m ashamed I do not know—” I stopped. I recalled the Angel’s exact words. I felt a hot flush come to my cheeks. “Well, he said...precisely what he said was that I might call him Bylyr. But I’m sure that’s what he meant, that Bylyr was his name.”

			I looked at Gogest. He said nothing but stared at me with consternation. Was the fact that the Angel said to call him Bylyr, rather than specifically that his name was Bylyr, that crucial? Was the Angel trying to lead me astray as to what his name was? I asked as much, “Lord Chancellor...can...Anchali lie?”

			“No,” said Gogest quietly, “Even the ones who fell from the Single God’s grace cannot outright tell a falsehood. Unfortunately, however, they can deceive. Lying by omission.”

			I vaguely recalled that in the Parables, somewhere, there were mentions of fallen angels. Rebels against the might of the Single God. And they were known to be deceivers, the most heinous of beings. Who spun their lies around men, turning them against the True God, the God of Life, Love, and Light.

			I swallowed a sudden bile that I felt arise in my throat. I knew all about lying by omission. “My Lord, again, I’m ashamed. I don’t know my Parables as well as I should. Which angel is Bylyr?”

			Gogest sighed, closing his eyes. I feared he would die before he gave me the answers I desperately sought. But then he opened them, and told me, “Bylyr was one of the warrior angels of the angelic host. He was a rank below the great prophet angels, who were second only to the Single God, the True God, Himself. He was second in command of God’s holy armies. A great heroic angel. Be not ashamed, Lord King; you don’t know the angels well. The knowledge of them...grows archaic in these times. Even many of my new senior priests and priestesses don’t focus on them or know much about them as my contemporaries. But...but I recommend, strongly, that you....”

			A coughing fit took him. I saw one of those new senior priests, out of the corner of my eye, tentatively move forward to assist. I savagely waved him off, turning back to Gogest. The coughing fit passed, leaving his chest heaving, and the High Prelate exhausted. His breath became more laboured.

			But he still grasped my hand firmly as he said, “Bylyr was ever one of the incorruptible angels, doing only good. But...Lord King, I strongly recommend you...find one of my more learned, older priests you can trust implicitly, not to ask too many questions about your inquiries. I would say Canothan, but...perhaps you should choose another.”

			That was all I needed to know about how Gogest felt about Canothan. He said, “Fridlyr can be trusted, but that...isn’t his area of expertise. Even...if you fail to find a priest, your cousin, Lord Uthlen. He is one that...is learned enough. He’ll will know how to search the appendices of the seventh book of Parables of Light. Not the main appendices. The auxiliary ones...the ones seldom referenced. They are not written...in High Atramlandish, like so much of the Parables. Part of them...written in an ancient Madish dialect. The one who wrote them...a king of antiquity of Madi named Cinafet. Remember, Cinafet. Written in Madish. Only...only a few Atalanteans remain who can read Madish. I’m sure if Prince Uthlen cannot, he can find a way...to translate it. Tell him...find the celestial hierarchy of the Anchali. The celestial hierarchy...do you hear me, Lord K-aah!”

			A spontaneous wave of pain seemed to hit the High prelate. He arched his back and moaned. The priests tried to intercede again. Once more, I demanded they go back, and leave me alone with Gogest. I saw Glathan and Fridlyr wringing their hands in distress. Some of the priests looking angry at me. I didn’t care. They must have seen my face and figured wisely, despite their concern, it wasn’t the time to test my patience or risk my wrath. I needed to speak to Gogest alone before he died.

			Gogest settled again as I let go of his hand. I patted his shoulder as soothingly as I could, and adjusted his covers to make him warmer, and hopefully more comfortable. “Forgive. Me...Lord King,” he managed to say hoarsely, panting. “Strength...fails me. Remember...Madish...celestial hierarchy...auxiliary appendices...seventh Parables...remember...”

			“I will remember, my Lord,” I saddened. Gogest’s tenure as High Prelate would be short. But I’d grown quickly to like and respect the old man. He was an odd one, but he was a good man. I was sorry to see him pass.

			He whispered then, “Has...has Sure-Steel spoken to you again?”

			“No,” I said. The sword had been silent since the first day I landed in Nyrimia. It had been out of my care for a month with Uthlen. While he was in Carthlughe with most of my people, and I meantime, played out my grand theatre in Lynchun, trying to salvage Wely’s kingdom. But since I’d got Sure-Steel back, I’d heard no more from the sword. It seemed like a dream that had never happened. Yet, I would never forget the sibilant whisper of that sword imploring me, “Join us.” I shivered at the thought, drawing the wolf’s pelt closer around my shoulders.

			And I was being unfair. Gogest was a great friend and mentor to Glathan. The First Prince deserved to spend some final moments with him. So, I gave Gogest one last reassuring pat, and made the sign of the Triangle and Circle over him.

			I told Gogest, “I’ll take my leave of you now, my Lord Chancellor, High Prelate, most worshipful priest of the realm. I’m grateful for your devoted service to me, the Temple of the Single God, and the kingdom. May the Single God grant you recovery. If not, may he grant you rest.”

			Gogest smiled faintly, “All hail...King Othrun...the Great. God save you, Sire. Long may you reign.”

			I rose and turned away before I shed a tear. Immediately as I walked away, the others rushed over. Fridlyr glared at me, before turning to give Gogest all his attention. I left them and went outside, where Lyayr and five of my bodyguards waited for me.

			Gogest died peacefully the next day. It was the first time the completed bells in the incomplete Temple, customarily used to summon penitents to Mass, rang out in mourning during my reign for the passing of a great person of imminence. Sadly, little did I know then, it wouldn’t be the last.

			Almost at once, over the following month, as the weather turned warm again, the vultures circled, sides were chosen, and the competition to see who would succeed Gogest began.

			The senior priests seemed to be divided almost equally in their opinions, about who should next grace the High Prelate’s throne. For the Old Guard, Canothan was their clear choice. That became obvious when the knives came out. Shrewish but undeniably beautiful and influential, Samata tried tacitly to imply some scandal with Fridlyr in the past. She claimed he was suspected of having groped one of his priestesses and made sure she spread the gossip amongst her gaggle of crones.

			Fridlyr wasn’t the man to be trifled with, though, when his reputation was besmirched. He immediately called a private conference with the Ready. To address the fact, Fridlyr had heard rumours defaming his character, had been circulated by noble ladies associated with the Ready’s wife. Fridlyr fervently denied the slander. He demanded anyone who believed them produce a name, and evidence that he’d immediately submit himself, to judgment before the senior priests, and before me as king.

			The Ready deflected and denied his wife was linked to any rumour spreaders. Fridlyr huffed off, still incensed and ready to demonstrate his honour. But the situation quickly died. I was sure Samata hoped the insinuation meant damage already done. Yet even Fridlyr’s worst enemies in the church, refused to believe those accusations of the prelate. Fridlyr’s morals were impeccable. He might be brash and speak his mind too much, but he was no philanderer. I laughed at the whole escapade, not taking any of it seriously. Particularly the hypocrisy of Samata, when her own son’s reputation was considered.

			“If Fridlyr needs lessons on how to pinch bottoms, then the Ready can simply refer him to his son for instruction,” I said tartly to Glathan. “I’m certain the Bard would be only too happy to provide demonstrations, with repetitive lessons to ensure Fridlyr learns properly, as long as they are plenty of lovely ladies to use for instructive purposes.”

			We had an excellent evil chuckle about it. As young Yedwol the Bard, ever since he was old enough to produce seed, assumed that any pretty girl in Atalantyx old enough to bleed and willing deserved to sample his. As a result, the predatorily handsome Bard, only about fourteen years old, had fathered bastard children from Merentyx to Myntlan Earldoms in Old Atalantyx, and everywhere in between.

			Sadly, those illegitimate children, never acknowledged, but still cared for financially—since the Bard seemed to have a tender spot for children, and his grandfather, my pious uncle, had plenty of gold to pay off wronged damsels handsomely—had all perished in the drowning of our homeland.

			But the Bard seemed motivated to replace them since coming to Eltnia. I’d heard even some comely common Eltnish girls, had their wares sampled by the son of the Lord Constable. As I had predicted jokingly to the Ready, the day of my coronation, it seemed many little Bards would be old enough in a year or two, to be running around my kingdom.

			The Ready, unwilling grandfather of the Bard’s bevy of by-blows, put on his best behaviour and most convincing, obsequious voice, when he came to me to plead for his friend to become High Prelate.

			“My Lord Canothan has done exceptional work attracting Eltnish converts to our faith, Lord King,” said the Ready. “He also greatly increases the royal treasury and the Temple’s coffers with all his efforts.” The Ready knew that appealing to my purse was a sound strategy. He also knew that even if I didn’t honestly like Canothan, I really didn’t like Fridlyr.

			“Fridlyr is too outspoken,” I complained to Glathan as the time came nearer to decide who would receive official endorsement from the crown as the next Chancellor, which essentially assured that person would be chosen as High Prelate.

			“Fridlyr is unimpeachably honest,” returned Glathan. “Of the highest moral fibre. He would give his life for the lowliest of his penitents. He works tirelessly to try and minister to the sick and the downtrodden. Canothan...seems more concerned about courting the Old Guard, padding the Temple’s riches, and his own personal riches, Lord King, than the salvation of the Temple’s souls. If I may be so blunt. Gogest preferred Fridlyr as his successor.”

			Glathan looked sad, remembering Gogest. “I believe the late Lord High Prelate’s judgment in this was sound. He was a great leader for the Temple. His loss will be felt throughout the faith. And I feel it sorely.”

			“I am sorry for the loss of your friend, Cousin,” I offered my condolences to Glathan. “Yes, Gogest was a good man. A good priest. I wondered about him...at first. But you were right about him. You knew him far better than I did. But I must consider that Canothan has the Old Guard’s backing. And, how to mitigate any political damage, should Fridlyr be selected.”

			“The Ready wishes to form his Order of the Triangle and Circle, and Canothan supports this,” Glathan slyly reminded me.

			The Ready ever looked for creative ways to recapture prestige for his house. Of old, Atalantyx had six exalted orders of knighthood. The Order of the Mammoth was the highest. That order was founded by my hero, the famous Arclan, the Purple Prince. In Eastrealm, only twenty or thirty knights of that highest order remained. I was one of them, knighted in my first campaign in Berefet by the Ready’s father, my uncle, who had the privilege of serving as the last Grand Master of the Order.

			The Ready currently had an appellate before me, submitting to create the first holy chivalric order in Eastrealm. He wanted to call it the Knights of the Triangle and Circle. The Ready, as Lord Constable said, that the interceptions of highwaymen and marauders harassing my subjects were on the rise, with the influx of new citizens and burgeoning commerce. As such, the Ready’s household troops, and the Lynchun border forces, were saturated with internal security work.

			A group of young squires, coincidentally most of them sons of Old Guard patrons, were clamouring for promotion, eager and ready to don their spurs. But not prepared to deal with more than thugs and poachers, as these novices were untested in actual battle. The seasoned knights were too valuable to continue to be spent on such meagre endeavours. The Ready’s solution was to have these relative neophytes mount the knighting stool in huge numbers. Creating a special force, dedicated to tackling the highwaymen problem.

			Of course, the Ready only had one man in mind to be the proposed new order’s Grand Marshal: Yedwol the Ready. Canothan had apparently committed to ensuring the squires were accelerated through the peacetime Temple ceremony for ascension to knighthood.

			I didn’t like to remember the failure of my efforts to re-acquire Berefet. I had promised the Ready, he’d be a prince, if Berefet willingly resubmitted to the overlordship of Atalantyx. Since I couldn’t deliver on that promise, perhaps allowing him to be Grand Marshal of the first new order in Eastrealm, would pacify him.

			I was the king. I could always create a more esteemed order later when I had time, putting my order on top of the Ready’s in terms of esteem. If I felt the influence of being a Grand Marshal was too detrimental to my base of power. I could even create an order, anointing myself Grand Marshal! Those were the things a king could do.

			“A compromise,” suggested Glathan. “Give the Ready his Order of Knighthood and permit him to be the Grand Marshal of the Order. Have it noised that, at this time, your preference is Fridlyr as incumbent successor, as Chancellor. That way, the Temple leaders will feel compelled to start thinking of, and ultimately creating Fridlyr High Prelate. Allowing Fridlyr’s unimpeded ascension now to the High Prelature. Also, noise that Canothan is the presumed successor to Fridlyr as Chancellor. If you change your royal mind, as is your prerogative, down the road, if another better candidate arises for Chancellor than Canothan....”

			Genius.

			Glathan shrugged, snickering. “And that influences the ranking priests to pick another instead of Canothan. Well, that’s a future issue to deal with.”

			Clever Glathan. But even though his plan was sound, did I want to give the Ready his little private force beyond his considerable household troops, and those of his own vassals to play with?

			The Ready had done, by all accounts, a very competent job in his duties as Lord Constable, acting with bravery and skill. But I knew his request for additional resources was not just for his glory. It was true, my informants told me; the robbery issue was becoming something that needed attention. My citizens needed to feel safe. Moreover, I had big plans to attract foreign visitors to Eastrealm. That couldn’t happen if the new roads I was building were infested with hoodlums and cutpurses.

			“Done.” I agreed with Glathan that the lesser evil was to give the Ready what he wanted, which was also beneficial enough to me that it made sense.

			That evening, in our chambers, I told Aliaz.

			“Fridlyr will be shriven and anointed as High Prelate before the next moon,” I announced.

			“Wonderful!” said Aliaz softly, clapping her hands together in delight. She admired Fridlyr and wasn’t so fond of Canothan.

			“I hope it is, Beloved,” I murmured. “Regardless, Canothan will succeed him. Fridlyr isn’t much younger than Gogest. Canothan can’t be forty yet. Canothan will have his time in the High Prelate’s chair.”

			“Husband,” asked Aliaz pensively, “did you ever investigate Canothan’s school of instruction for Eltnish children?”

			I had forgotten about that again. “I will, I promise. I—”

			Aliaz gasped and clutched her belly. She looked up at me in pain but also in rapture. “Husband....”

			I bellowed for my guards, and for them to summon the nurse-wives. I grasped Aliaz’s hand and helped her to our bed.

			My queen’s birthing labours had begun. I soon forgot all about Canothan’s school, and his little Eltnish pupils.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			On the third day after my queen, Aliaz, Lady of Eastrealm, took to her bed in labour, in the sixth hour of the morning, the tenth day of Sixthmonth, ten days before my own birthday, in the full glory of summer, just as the sun rose brilliantly over the Golden Valley, the great tower bell in the unfinished temple tolled, exultantly. There was just cause for celebration.

			A healthy and robust baby boy was born to Aliaz and me, for whom the realm could rejoice around. Finally, Eastrealm had a proper heir to the throne, and I finally had the son I always longed for. To no one’s surprise, I immediately chose Glathan and Holita as naming father and naming mother. Even less of a surprise, the prince and princess agreed that, after me, the newborn should be called Othrun. So, of course, my royal consent was given for that to be his name.

			But the joyous birth came at the ultimate, terrible cost.

			Aliaz lingered those few days after the prince’s birth, feverish, bleeding unceasingly, panting, crying out piteously that her insides were being ripped out. I was helpless to comfort her. Whilst the prayers of my subjects, and all the surgeons and nurse-wives’ healing efforts, proved fruitless in saving her life.

			I had already experienced so much loss in my life, barely more than two decades walking the earth. Yet, the drowning of five hundred thousand souls was still less devastating to me than my wife’s death. At the bedside of Aliaz’s corpse, I was inconsolable. I tore my clothes, punching my breast, screaming, while Glathan held me close, trying vainly to soothe me.

			I passed my birthday; usually a day of celebration for the realm, shut in my room. In darkness, weeping, alone. Save for my embalmed, dead wife, lying in our bed. Incense and scented candles burning, and additional herbs surrounding the apartment to keep the stench of death at bay. I sat in a chair beside her, drinking wine. I had also passed my last birthday in melancholy, preparing to depart Atalantyx after Erthal banished me. But then Aliaz had been alive, with me, trying to cheer me up about leaving our homeland.

			Now, she was there no longer, at my side, as my constant comfort and support. Aliaz had always been such a balm for me. Yet I could provide her with no comfort in her final moments. All I could do was weep. My poor Aliaz. Even in death, she was my better. She was so brave despite the pain and ultimately triumphed. Even in death, giving me our son.

			A fortnight passed. So passed, without formal recognition, just like my birthday, the anniversary of the day we left Atalantyx, and the drowning of our fair kingdom, the thirtieth and final day of Sixthmonth. Solemn Mass, to commemorate the drowning, took place in the temple below in the west-side town below the Circle Tower, and in the yet unfinished Triangle Temple across from it. After the morning of the Mass, people streamed into the Circle Tower to see the Queen of Atalantyx. Laying in state, as my apartments were opened to noble visitors, to pay their respects to their queen.

			The morning after, the first day of Seventhmonth, the temple bell tolled again. This time, tolling the death tolling, for the queen’s passing, once at sunrise of her burial day. It would toll again, once at sunset. All dressed in black, prestigious lords and ladies made a sombre funeral procession.

			Six knights of my household, as pallbearers, carried the body of my young queen on a silken draped bier. Covered by a red cloth, adorned with a pattern interspersed with both black dragons and gold crowns. They took her from her chambers inside the Circle Tower, where she died, toward the Triangle Temple.

			The short, sad trip, travelling to the place of the funeral service and then the burial place, had five priests and five priestesses at its head. Chanting prayers appealing to the Single God, to take my wife’s soul directly to Heaven, as they strode mournfully behind the bier. High Prelate Fridlyr came next, with Prince Uthlen and Earl Thurol. Then King Wely Lioncrest came from Lynchun. With him were King Hert and his new wife, Queen Binis, daughter of Wely, from Carthlughe. Their tiny daughter, Hiris, born early, almost a month early, was wrapped at her mother’s breast, rather than a wet-nurse’s bosom.

			King Jorgo of Rogonhe and his wife, Queen Mames, who were on royal progress in Lynchun, also attending with Wely’s entourage, were next. Close behind them, huffing and puffing, came obese but kindly King Irly of Badonia, himself widowed, helped by his men. Princess Sila trailed behind her adopted father.

			I remembered, a vague thought amidst my grief, that I’d heard, in the brief time she’d served as the Lady of Badonia, Sila had become like a real daughter to the lonely, widowed king. She was now the apple of his eye. It was also rumoured Sila loved Irly like a father. I took a moment to be happy for Sila. Someone deserved happiness in this world. I feared my happiness had been ripped away forever.

			After Irly came Lords Donc, Arom, Jaint, and Leut, great earls in Lynchun and Carthlughe, accompanying Kings Wely and Hert.

			I came after them. Glathan was on one side of me, Holita, wife to Glathan and my queen’s dearest friend, on the other. Behind them came Princes Eld and Centi of Lynchun. Behind those princes was a wet nurse with the baby Prince Othrun in her arms.

			Captain Lyayr and the best of my king’s guard followed behind infant Othrun. Then Earl Yedwol the Ready, his son, Lord Yedwol the Bard, and Countess Samata, wife to the Ready. After them, were seven of Aliaz’s favourite handmaidens. Then sundry lords, ladies, gentlemen, knights, and warriors of Eastrealm, Lynchun, Carthlughe, Rogonhe, and Badonia.

			The commoners lined inside the near-complete first out-wall, by the hundreds, both Eltnish and Atalantean, separated by long ropes and stanchions. Many cried out loud, distraught, at the death of the beloved Queen of Eastrealm.

			Only half the walls were yet made on the massive mausoleum behind the great temple. But it was behind in construction, compared to the principal place of worship itself. A chilly wind suddenly blew through the partially open tomb, on the early summer morning, biting into the mourners, as we halted.

			I could barely feel the cold outside, so cold was I inside. I was alone, a widower, a king with no queen. Aliaz was supposed to outlive me. She should be burying me many years in the future, after a long life together in happiness. How had it come to pass that I buried her instead, I thought bewilderedly?

			None other than the talented Uthlen had completed Aliaz’s death mask. In truth, there were several masons and carvers in the realm, who I knew could have bettered even my cousin’s skilled work.

			Despite my love for my departed queen, or perhaps because of it, I wouldn’t spare those other craftsmen from their essential work of completing my fortress, the fortresses of my other lords, or the mighty Strong Ford Bridge. Life was fleeting. Aliaz’s death proved that. My son, beautiful Othrun, needed an impregnable realm around him. I needed to protect him. Such construction projects couldn’t wait, even for his mother’s death.

			Still, Uthlen made a good likeness of Aliaz with the death mask. Unfortunately, the nose was a bit too long. But he captured her eyes perfectly. I loved looking into her eyes. But I would no more until we met in the hereafter.

			The eulogy was by the new High Prelate Fridlyr, standing in front of the bier, held aloft by the honour guard of knights. I knew it was my place, my right, to deliver the eulogy, should I choose. Yet, I deferred to the leader of the Temple. Fridlyr would do better justice in memorializing my wife, with fewer tears to interrupt the speech than I could guarantee.

			Thurol, not a man of many words, also declined to give the eulogy for his beloved sister. He was as numb as I was.

			As predicted, Fridlyr emphasized my queen’s innate goodness, compassion, intelligence, and humility. Fridlyr spoke of her devotion to the king, kingdom, and the Single God. He lamented the grief that her husband, brother, and subjects would endure with her passing. He bemoaned the sadness of the new First Prince of Eastrealm, growing up without the nurturing of his mother.

			Fridlyr concluded with the hope and joy that Aliaz would be with her God and become a bright Anchali in God’s court. He said the congregation would meet Aliaz again in the life to come. Bundled in his swaddling clothes, in the arms of his wet nurse, my baby prince mewed happily. Oblivious to his mother about to be laid in the cold stone.

			I stood in a long black silk tunic and black hose, my head bare. I carried Aliaz’s crown in my hands. Corult, walking behind me, carried Sure-Steel. Glathan may have stolen the sword from Erthal’s troves, but he passed it onto Aliaz. Who had the blade blessed, the new scabbard made, and then she gave the sword to me. Something about it being near as we buried her, was fitting.

			Once the High Prelate finished and blessed the corpse, Thurol took charge of the pallbearers, marching them with his sister’s remains, toward the tomb prepared for her. Beside it lay another hollowed-out coffin, larger and more splendid. But far from complete. That was to be my final resting place one day. Thurol commanded the pallbearers to place their burden inside the tomb. Reverently, they completed their mission amidst the wails and cries of many in attendance. When they finished, they stepped back, at still attention.

			Thurol muttered a few words of prayer, his head bowed in front of the coffin. Then he turned away, standing beside Glathan. Seldom had I seen my brother-in-law weep before. I could recall twice before when Thurol’s mother passed, then when his father died. Now, he cried again unashamedly.

			I could put off the time no longer. I stepped forward, laying Aliaz’s crown on her breast. Raising the death mask, I kissed her ashen brow and put the mask back into place. Then I straightened, backing away, as I wept silently and nodded. This was the signal.

			The tomb’s lid was lifted onto its base by the escort of six. Thus, the Queen of Eastrealm was sealed away to her forever sleep.

			The assembly made the sign of Triangle and Circle, or whatever Eltnish warding signs according to their beliefs, to wish the queen a safe final journey out of this life to the next. I went first to Thurol. We embraced. He shuddered against me, sobbing, then took control of himself. After I let him go, I went to Wely and Hert, embracing them in turn.

			When we broke apart, Hert wiped his eyes with the back of his hand while Binis wept openly, holding Hiris, the dainty little thing. I stroked the tiny head of the baby, now the Crown Princess of Carthlughe. I said a few kind words of congratulations to her parents, despite my grief.

			Then, linking arm in arm with Glathan and Uthlen, I led the procession away from the tomb.

			For two days, I did nothing. I shut myself in my chambers, mostly sitting in the dark, staring. Sleeping in a chair when I did sleep. Which was not frequent. I ate nothing. I only drinking water and wine. I just stared at the empty bed, Aliaz’s corpse no longer there. I left the running of the kingdom to Glathan and Uthlen. They let me be.

			Then those forenamed two cousins came to visit me, in near darkness, just as night set in, three days after Aliaz passed. Glathan lit a candle and summoned Corult, who stood outside my door with Lyayr and two other knights, to stoke the hearth and bring me food. Despite my insistence, I had no appetite.

			When Corult left, Glathan and Uthlen inquired about my health. They noted, as per Lyayr, that I had ate not at all since the queen’s passing. My clothes felt baggy and loose-fitting about me. Corult returned, bringing in hand a plate of venison, soft bread, and more wine. He gave it to Glathan, who prodded me insistently, as Corult left again. Finally, I agreed to eat some of the food, but only picking at it.

			Glathan and Uthlen next begged to speak to me regarding some matters of importance. Wearily, I gave them leave. They cornered me in my apartments, the sanctuary I’d shared with Aliaz. An empty place without her presence. I was too broken and exhausted to resist.

			Glathan began by expressing his sorrow for Aliaz’s death. Yet, he said that, though the realm was broken, it would mend. And so must I. But I didn’t want to hear any of it. So, I sat in silence, playing with a scrap of bread.

			Glathan went on to state that he, Uthlen and Thurol, who were of royal blood, had no children yet. Likewise, Yedwol the Ready, the other high lord of the blood, and his son, the Bard, had no daughters. At least, Glathan added delicately, concerning the Bard, no legitimate daughters.

			“What of it all, things I already well know?” I asked sourly. “What does it matter how many daughters anyone has in our family?”

			Glathan advised he believed the best interests of both king and realm would be served if, once the traditional one-month mourning period for Queen Aliaz was completed, I turned my thoughts towards selecting a new bride. Glathan said, that is why he referenced, there were no female cousins available for me to wed.

			“How can I think of marrying again now?” I was outraged. “My beloved isn’t dead three weeks yet, barely cold in her tomb!”

			Glathan said gently, “Now’s the time to speak of such things. While others begin to ponder marrying into your house.”

			“I care not what others ponder,” I said miserably. “I’m pondering a dead wife, a prince with no mother.”

			“Precisely the reasons you need a queen,” said Glathan, more assertively. “Will you have nurse-wives, and female relatives of the Old Guard, who you detest, have sway over your son? Rather than providing a proper stepmother for him?”

			I didn’t respond. I had never felt so glum. Losing Aliaz was more painful than I could bear. To lose influence over little Othrun couldn’t be contemplated. He was my son, who I would raise in my image. But I did need a woman in my life to help rear him. A woman loyal to me, and me only.

			Samata and her brood only had desires to undermine me. Even the lovely Holita, Glathan’s wife, couldn’t be a proper surrogate mother for little Othrun. I thought of myself, turning to the Ready’s mother, my dear Auntie Lolove, because I had no mother. I wouldn’t let that happen to Othrun the Younger.

			Glathan continued, “The King of Rogonhe came hither to pay his respects to Queen Aliaz, as he was already in Lynchun when news reached him of her death. But merely being respectful wasn’t his only purpose in coming here. He, other kings, other minor lords are inquiring with Kings Hert and Wely, Uthlen, Thurol, the Ready, and I. With any whom they believe are close in your counsels, as to when you would be disposed to marrying again.”

			“What?” I mumbled, only half paying attention.

			“Our queen was beloved, never to be forgotten,” said Glathan. “Yet, a young king must have a lady beside him. To help him run his kingdom, and, his household. It isn’t proper for you to be a bachelor.”

			“I am not a bachelor!” I cried. “I’m a widower! My queen has died!” I cuffed back a tear with my sleeve as I felt my heart ripping apart. The way Aliaz said she was being ripped apart, when my little Othrun came out of her.

			“And we grieve with you, dearest Cousin,” said Uthlen tenderly, laying a consoling hand on my arm. “No doubt Othrun the Younger will grow to manhood and follow you one day on the high seat. But we all know, it’s most sensible to have more than one heir. You need more sons, and a young queen who can give those to you. The realm needs security and continuity. More heirs to the throne help give your kingdom that. You also need more than one heir for reserve.”

			I sighed and sniffled. My cousins waited for me to speak. At that moment, Corult knocked, then once bidden, came within, interrupting with a bow, “Sire, and Lord Princes, Lord Yedwol the Ready waits without.”

			“Let him in Corult,” said Glathan as I composed myself. Corult bowed and went back out to fetch his cousin’s husband.

			“You invited him to this conversation?” I was taken aback, staring at Glathan. 

			“He should be here, Lord King,” whispered Glathan, even as the Ready swaggered into my chambers. “His...knowledge and support of who you marry is...suggested.”

			“Humph,” I said, hating it was true and still horrified by the thought the Ready was that important and influential. He was.

			“Lord King,” the Ready bowed officiously.

			I returned a curt nod. “How now, Cousin? You know what we speak of, as Glathan has invited you here?”

			The Ready said, “We mourn for the lovely queen. But, still, we must get you a new wife.”

			“An Eltnish wife, Sire,” added Glathan quickly, as if he choked on his own words.

			“What?” I asked sharply. I couldn’t believe what Glathan proposed.

			“You shouldn’t marry one of the Atalanteans, Sire,” said Glathan. “You should marry a highborn lady of Eltnia. Preferably the daughter of a king. Thus, any children produced from such a union would be half-Eltnish. So, we must ensure any such children are fully—”

			“You expect me to marry a heathen princess? Are you mad?”

			“Glathan’s right, Cousin,” said Uthlen. “We gain nothing by you marrying within the blood.”

			“That is, always has been, always will be our way!” I protested. “To marry in the blood, to keep the blood clean. It protects our royal line!”

			“We don’t suggest completely mongrelizing the descendants of Atalan the Revered, Sire,” said the Ready condescendingly. I hated him, wishing he was not there. But he was my cousin, my most vital lord after Glathan and Uthlen, and he had a right to be present. “That wouldn’t do. Yet, we gain nothing by marrying you off to some butcher’s daughter merely because she was born on Atalantyx. We need more allies. The easiest means to acquire allies is via marriage.”

			I snapped, “The price is too high! Rather find me the supposed butcher’s daughter than any Eltnish dame.”

			Glathan was steady. “Sire, we need to cement more allies beyond our overlords. We have potential real enemies on all sides of our kingdom. We cannot fight them all, even with Carthlughe and Lynchun by our side.”

			“Sire, I beg you, listen to the reason of your Seneschal,” urged Uthlen. “Besides, there are no eligible damsels of marrying age among the Atalanteans who would make you a suitable queen.”

			“Prove it to me!” I demanded tetchily.

			Uthlen readily produced a scroll. He read: “As per your command, Lord King, as you are aware, a census was taken recently. Our Lord Constable here, Earl Yedwol, took men and rode back and forth to all corners of the realm to gather the required information. It was my lot to compile it in a manner that could be easily read.”

			Oh no, I asked for it. Uthlen was just waiting to read it to me. To silence me.

			Uthlen went on, “Including the refugees from Meridnia, at that time, of Eltnish native persons considered citizens of the realms by your decree, there were fifteen thousand, six hundred, forty-one, and five. Of those numbers, more than half were female, and of that number, two thousand were unwed and of marrying age. Of the pure-blooded Atalanteans who still live, including those who came over the sea with us and those infants born these past two years to parents both of Atalantean descent, including the young Prince Othrun himself, we counted eighteen hundred, thirty and two. Of those, three hundred and six were women. Sixty of those were unwed and of marrying age. None of those sixty had parentage of any noble birth.”

			I should have known better than to ask a man of such scholarly abilities to provide me proof. I slumped in my chair, defeated. “It would seem I must marry oxen, or goat, lest I pay some exorbitant dowries to wed the imagined butcher’s daughter.”

			In Atalantyx, it was customary, as in most parts of the world that dowries were normally paid by the family of the bride to the groom. But in our drowned homeland, protocol dictated, if the groom were so far above the station of the bride – in the case of a common woman aspiring to marry a king, for example -- that the dowry was expected to come from the king as the groom, instead of the reverse.

			The Ready agreed. “The price of such a bride wouldn’t be commensurate with her worth. Any Atalantean commoner will expect his daughter’s weight in gold back from you, for the privilege of joining with his child.”

			“So much for keeping the blood clean,” I muttered.

			“This will likely be the extent of any co-mingling of royal blood with Eltnish, Sire,” said the Ready. “None of the more prestigious Atalanteans will marry outside the Atalantean. Even if they must marry below their station. Nor should we—” I stared at him, and he caught himself, correcting his words quickly. “Nor would they support any more co-mingling. This bride for you is to be done as an exception, not a rule. We agree, you, my dear cousins here, and I, as much as possible, the blood should remain clean. Othrun the Younger is a clean-blooded Atalantean. He will inherit your throne. But we can afford your spare sons to have Eltnish blood in their veins. If anything, it’ll please your Eltnish overlords and your Eltnish subjects. Who outnumber our purebloods considerably.”

			“You have consulted with Hert and Wely about this already?” I asked.

			“Not with the kings directly, Sire,” said Glathan quickly. “That would be your place.” Glathan looked at Uthlen and the Ready for affirmation. Both nodded primly. “You should do it when the time is right. But we have...mentioned it in passing to Prince Eld, and he agrees. As you know, though he is not Maneprince, he’s closer to his father than Prince Bartho, and it’s seldom Eld doesn’t know the mind of the Lioncrest.”

			“In passing,” I repeated, sneering, not believing the casualness of such a conversation. “You three and Eld have been plotting. You plan to marry me off to the first Eltnish dame who but glances in my direction.”

			Uthlen began, “Sire, we only think to—”

			“No matter her pedigree, what makes you three think I can countenance making an Eltnish woman, or any woman of a race other than Atalantean, my mate?” I asked. Though I knew I was being a hypocrite. I could lie with Lysi well enough. My three cousins knew it too. “Besides, haven’t we learned many Eltnish royal women are mages? Think of what we’ve heard and seen with our own eyes? Do you believe we can merge a godly king, with a woman who practices what most of us consider heresy? Aren’t many mages, such royal women, conniving, scheming...potentially evil? Like...Syda?” Single God help me, I almost said, like Lysi.

			“You know not all Eltnish queens and princesses are evil, Sire,” said Uthlen patiently. “Queen Binis is lovely, intelligent, and gentile, though she isn’t a mage. Princess Renat is one, but she’s also gracious and talented. So, while obviously they are both taken, others like them among the Eltnish royalty would be suitable.”

			“You cannot insult our Eltnish royal neighbours by scorning offers of their daughters’ hands in marriage,” added Glathan. “What would Hert and Wely think, if you looked upon joining into their households with disfavour?”

			“I haven’t the desire to address this right now,” I said sternly. Then I softened. “But I will permit you, Cousins, to act on my behalf. Search, and find me, a woman suitable amongst those whom it would be most advantageous to wed, be she Eltnish or Atalantean. But she must be of royal blood and a princess, at least. A countess is too lowly, even. Only a princess or a queen. If you can meet these demands of mine, we can consider marriage for me.”

			My three cousins bowed. I was not finished. “Hearken to me, my lords. Ensure you’ve exhausted the search within those of clean blood first, before you move on wedding me off to an Eltnish lady. Aliaz was my cousin. But, she was also my match in every measure. I believe I would be happier with a woman who isn’t a foreigner to the House of Atalan. Someone who understands our ways intricately. I also don’t doubt that an Atalantean lady would be happier with me, than an Eltnish damsel would enjoy being my bride, for the same reason. No doubt, it would be difficult for any Eltnish lady to manage an Atalantean royal household.”

			Much less deal with the Old Guard, I thought, looking at the Ready. How would that be done, even with the Ready supporting my marriage? Or would he? Was this the whole point? The Ready encouraging me to my face to marry an Eltnish lady, setting me up to castigate me for it behind my back? That would be just like him.

			“Moreover,” I added, “Anyone whom I marry not of Atalantean blood and the faith of the Single God, must be reformed to our worship. No heathen lady will rear the Younger. No Queen of Eastrealm will bow to pagan gods. Even should you find me a queen, if she is also a mage, she must relinquish worship of the Six.”

			I made the last statement for the Ready’s hearing. My plan was if I was to marry an Eltnish princess, and she was a mage, that she must indeed, in public, disavow her pagan religion. I couldn’t have one who was openly an idolater raising my son. Nor cause my people to rebel against me, as I had against Erthal. For sanctioning heresy by bringing it to my marriage bed. But privately, I planned to find a way to use any mage, including my future wife, to aid me in wars to come. By using whatever powers, she could muster, against my enemies. I couldn’t let the Old Guard, led by the Ready, know of this plan. Yet, I was resolved to ensure the plan was carried out. I’d find a way to negotiate the problems this plan posed when necessary.

			“Why naturally, Lord King,” said the Ready prissily. “We are all godly men here. We would never consider, never suggest you marry anyone other than someone who’d devoted themselves to the Single God, the True God. You need to be married in a fully dignified religious ceremony, befitting the king and queen of our blessed race and faith. To contemplate anything else would be the utmost, unforgivable heresy. Why,” he chuckled, “that was the sort of apostasy that—” Again, he caught himself, blushing, and did not finish his sentence.

			That was the sort of apostasy that made us rebel against my one-time brother, Erthal. 

			I finished for him. “Agreed. I have allowed this discussion. Now, I’ve spoken my will.”

			All three of my cousins bowed. “So shall it be done,” replied Glathan. “The Royal High Council will confer with you, at your pleasure, Sire, once suitable choices for your future queen have been identified. To make it easier for you, the Council will choose their favourites to present to you. Then you can select the one you find most favourable, and accept an offer of marriage to the incumbent. I believe many, many Eltnish lords will vie for their daughters, sisters, and cousins, sue for your hand. Or the ladies themselves, as is permissible in Eltnia, will pursue you as a mate. So, you won’t lack choices.”

			“Very well,” I grumbled my assent. “Let’s finish with that business.”

			“Now,” prompted Uthlen, pushing the plate Corult brought for me closer. “Those matters are settled. Therefore, I issue you a command. As he who currently leads your household, though you are king. Please eat. You will need your strength to deal with what’s happened, and whatever is to come.”

			Grudgingly, I nibbled on the bread but not the venison. I hated venison. I needed to remember to order Uthlen to ensure the cooks never prepared deer for me again. Then, realizing I was famished, I began to eat in earnest, including the deer meat. It wasn’t as bad as I anticipated. But it still reminded me of Erthal and Norsoon. Uthlen smiled in gratitude. Between mouthfuls, I said, “I need my strength to deal with the likes of you three. You are all inveterate, incorrigible, and relentless. You attack finding me a wife, with the vigour of facing some enemy army at the gates.”

			My three cousins hadn’t mentioned Lysi as a candidate or any other available Eltnish noble lady. Did they have a particular woman in mind for me to marry? Could they be contemplating Lysi? I had tried to shut her away in a corner, in the back of my thoughts, since the entire conversation began. Lysi hadn’t sent any official word, to my knowledge, of condolences on the death of Aliaz. She had not been invited to the funeral. Because of the tenuous relationship between Eastrealm and Nyrimia, and she and I. Nevertheless, I was confident the Queen of Nyrimia would know of my wife’s passing.

			But there could be no question Lysi would, finding me free to marry, redouble her efforts to win me as her husband. It would only be a matter of time before I heard from her. When that time came, could I deny her anymore?

			If I was to marry an Eltnish lady, there was no more prestigious match available than a ruling queen. Arguably Lysi was the most powerful ruling queen in Eltnia. Would my lords and overlords, Hert and Wely, wish me to marry the daughter of our former mortal enemy, to make our formidable three-way alliance an undefeatable four-way pact?

			I had pushed for such an agreement with Lysi herself in the past. But now, the prospect left me cold. Lysi could never be trusted entirely. Her designs would always supersede any allegiances to Wely or Hert. Lysi would never bow to me as the lord and master of our marriage. Instead, she would expect complete equality, at least, subservience to her as purported High Queen of Middle Eltnia at most. Could I even contemplate a compromise between those two extremes? Which were both unthinkable to me? I underwent so much to become a king. And I was still a client king to two more powerful lords. Could I stomach being a client king in the bedroom, in matters of marriage, of state, and in my own court too?

			That is the only way such a marriage to one like Lysi could work, with me as the lesser royal. That couldn’t be borne. I may have to accept many things in life for the sake of my crown and greater purpose. Having a woman as my primary counsellor, as my wife, when I was king, was one thing. But being my wife’s primary counsellor, with her as the queen and final say, was something alien and unacceptable. Lysi was not controllable. Instead, she would make it her mission to control me.

			But my cousins were quite aware of the mutual attraction Lysi and I shared. And there would be much more to wedding Lysi that could be in my kingdom’s favour, than just me having a sensuous, desirable woman in my bed. So, I didn’t doubt for an instant, that the shrewd trio of Glathan, Uthlen, and the Ready, couldn’t help but realize how advantageous it could be, to have Eastrealm tied to the Kingdom of Nyrimia.

			They had seen the power of Nyrimia’s army with their own eyes. A power which almost crushed us, when we first landed in Eltnia. Save for Lysi’s intervention, using her mage powers to kill her own men, and betray her father, King Ina. All for the love of me, we would have been destroyed. Better to have such a considerable army and daunting mage on our side, rather than against us.

			I decided if Lysi was one of the choices my Royal High Council put forward as a wife, I would consider her, on the practical merits of a match. Like any other choice. I’d have to prevent whatever I felt for her personally from clouding my decision. Though I thought it was impossible.

			Lysi’s best chance to secure me as a husband had come. She would never have a better one. I couldn’t imagine she’d miss the opportunity. My heart told me that she’d come to me, as soon as she could to stake what she thought was her claim to me.

			And I, already lonely, missing Aliaz, and vulnerable to Lysi’s charms, would find her difficult to not finally give in to.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			My Royal High Council concurred a marriage alliance with an Eltnish ruler would be best for the kingdom. This accord was not reached without some debate, and the usual maneuverings of Glathan. It seemed I would be wedded to a heathen queen or princess, and I could scarce believe that would be my fate.

			My trepidation built, as to who the Council would put forward as choices for me to marry. But I swore to myself to let them do their work, while I attended to ruling my kingdom, and spent every spare moment I had with my son.

			At this time, in midsummer, Thurol found what I didn’t yet have—a wife. Golove wasn’t noble born. She was Atalantean, but merely the handmaid of Lady Bania, who was a niece of Earl Apolt.

			She had been scarred by a bat that had marred her, during our flight from Ina’s troops while we were deep inside Nyrimian caves that Wely had used to conceal our travel. Golove carried little dowry and had little beauty, and I almost disapproved of the match, publicly voicing my distaste for it. News of that got back to Thurol in his tower of Forest Hill, in the northeast corner of my realm.

			What changed my mind about the match, was when Thurol himself came to me to make a plea, unexpectedly riding south and west to the Circle Tower, alone without guard, on a rainy early morning just before dawn, and begged that he be my first audience of the morning. So, I left the Younger’s nursery, my first stop of the day after waking and bathing, and went to my hall, to permit Thurol to speak to me.

			I regarded my brother-in-law’s appearance that morning, when he sat with me in the Great Hall. He had the blond, comely looks of my royal house, but a rugged and weathered face, leanly muscular, and always coiled tight, ready to explode like a spring. That, and his eyes, green like mine, but constantly reminding me of a cat. Predatory, feline, and ferocious. Those attributed were the only things that gave away that Earl Thurol was the best of my best knights.

			Otherwise, he was not tall or imposing. But underestimate Thurol, to your peril. Men gave him the moniker Thurol the Quick for a good reason. I could spar with Thurol a thousand times, and not once could I touch him with a practice blade. While he would have killed me every time, in seconds, had the swords we trained with been sharpened steel, not blunted steel or wood. And I was considered fast among swordsmen in Atalantyx, one of the best.

			But that day, he looked even less the part of the best sword in the realm. Instead, he looked haggard, distressed, and morose. He still wore his road clothes, and looked like he slept in them. He wore bright mail beneath his still-damp cloak, which was thick, rich, and crimson, and clasped at the shoulders with a silver broach, a boar sitting on its hinds, which was Thurol’s personal sigil.

			His arming sword, Weeper, was Atalantean steel, as was his dagger Pincher. The hilts of the blades poked up, parting his cloak on either side of his waist. Thurol was a man of few words, so if he came to give me words, I knew it was something I must heed.

			He told me of Golove, his intended, “She is a good and godly woman. She’s scarred, but I’m scarred too, more on the inside than outside, while she’s scarred more on the outside than inside. So, let us heal each other’s scars.”

			“What scars inside do you bear?” I asked him, surprised.

			“Do you bear nothing of what battle you’ve seen?” asked Thurol. My normally taciturn and unflappable cousin looked distressed. “My father, Thurol, drank himself to a slow death because of what he had seen through warfare. I...I see the faces of men I’ve killed, not in dreams, but standing in the light of day,” he paled.

			“You have...you’ve never told me this,” I said quietly. I thought of being unable to shake the image of a young Lynchun warrior I killed at the gates of the Lionfort, though I must have slain more than twenty men that day. For whatever reason, I couldn’t get that boy’s face out of my head. But, of course, no one knew of this.

			I didn’t think that someone as stalwart and lustful for battle as Thurol, would carry any sort of the same burdens. Perhaps his sister’s death had brought something to the surface, that which had long remained hidden from my eyes, in my brother-in-law. Thurol’s reputation was of an impossibly brave soldier, who was always eager for a fight, and relished war in all its facets. It was a side of him I hadn’t seen in all the years I’d known him, and that was all my life. Since Thurol was not just my brother-in-law. He was also my cousin, and of the Royal House of Atalan, as highborn as they come in Atalantyx.

			“She soothes me when I’m troubled,” said Thurol simply. “I beg you, Brother-in-law. We all need...succour in some fashion. She is mine.”

			I consented to the marriage, and they were wed before the season passed. Thurol asked me to stand beside him, per tradition, as his closest male relative who was not his father. I was honoured and happy for my brother-in-law, as I stood on his right hand, watching him blissfully join hands with Golove, and speak their marriage vows.

			As for my betrothal situation, though all other low-born Atalanteans, such as Golove, were dismissed by the Council as being beneath me to plight my troth to, some elites believed that to marry a base-born Atalantean serving girl, wet nurse, or attendant would still be a step up, over marrying a heathen Eltnish lady. Royal, or no.

			Yet, this snobbery of the Old Guard didn’t prevail over the wisdom of those on the Council, such as Glathan. Who knew that only good would come, of securing other allies of rulers in Eltnia.

			Thus, the search amongst the families of kings native to Eltnia began.

			Of course, no search could begin outside of and without the sanction of the houses of Wely and Hert, my overlords. Yet, curiously at first, until they explained themselves, both were lukewarm to having their vassal marry into their own families. To the point of even me wondering if I was, for some reason, being snubbed as unworthy.

			That would have been irony—Eltnish kings thinking their highborn ladies too good to marry a foreign king, born of the Atalanteans. Instead, I couldn’t help wondering why neither Wely nor Hert seemed anxious to offer me, their most powerful vassal, one of their noble women’s hands. To further secure my allegiance, if nothing else.

			But it appeared it wasn’t a question of spurning me but of seeking further gains. Wely and Hert also advocated it would be more advantageous for all, were I to marry the daughter or close relation of another Eltnish lord.

			“The bonds between Carthlughe, Lynchun, and Eastrealm are strong,” said Wely to me in a letter on the subject. “We need to strengthen bonds outside of our circle. Find an Eltnish princess to marry, not of our houses. We will help you seek one.”

			And help they did. No matchmakers themselves, they enlisted Binis, and Centi’s wife, Anese, to conduct the search.

			From Primania, King Dilib propounded his intellectual, multilingual niece, who spoke Simple, Eltnish, and even Sanaavian. But the tales of three huge warts, hair sprouting from them, on her nose quickly deterred any further negotiations, no matter how scholarly the lady was.

			From tiny Rogonhe, King Jorgo’s three daughters, triplets, seductive, in the prime of childbearing years, were proposed. King Jorgo offered I could bed all three and take the one proving most amorous for my bride. Yet rumours of many other kings and lords having already enjoyed the favours of the three temptresses, met with my disgust and Glathan’s disapproval.

			From Eastrealm’s southern neighbour, Middlinia, King Merd proffered a distant cousin, a widow, fabled to be heart-stopping in terms of looks, the dowager lady of a large tract of land near the Wood River, and eager to wed the famous Silver King.

			Yet the spinster was decided to be too old, being well past thirty, to safely bear children. Moreover, I’d already lost one wife to giving birth—I had no desire to lose another who seemed risky in that regard.

			Even Gart, an enemy of Wely, my overlord, put forward a suit. Gart’s daughter, the famed warrior, Tarlis, called the Black-Haired, was offered. Tarlis was born with mage blood, and once, her hair was red. But she had lost her powers, her hair reverting to the dark colour she was born with. Such a match would be advantageous for alliances if Gart and Tarlis could be trusted, but they couldn’t. So, the match was outright rejected. Wely hated Gart.

			I was consulted whenever Glathan, through Binis and Anese, had screened some potential matches for me, providing my final say. Yet, I was generally disengaged from the search, for I still mourned for Aliaz. Regularly, I visited her tomb, weeping beside it. It seemed I relived those last hours with my wife every day when the queen was moribund, and I could do nothing to save her, only be grateful my son lived. What I mainly cared for was my son’s welfare, ruling my realm, and finding threats. The quest for a bride was beyond what I wished to concern myself with. I left that to my cousins and the Council.

			While fretting about my kingdom, Glathan worried about my well-being. For I was restless and wanted to expend my energies not just in holding the sceptre, but the sword as well. “Sure-Steel will rust in her scabbard for disuse,” I complained. “I sit too busy making rulings, presiding over court, dealing in politics. I train with sword and shield daily, but training isn’t true combat. I am a king but still a knight. I need to feel that I’m protecting my realm.”

			“You have others to do that,” said Glathan. “You cannot continue to risk yourself in every endeavour that brings the chance for battle. You are the king. There’s a balance between being an active warrior, shown to be fearless and willing to lead your men, and saving the risk to your person for the utmost need. Are Thurol and the Ready, as your Lord Marshal and Chief Constable, not doing their work well, handling any internal and external threats to your realm?”

			“They are, but I wish to join them on occasion,” I said. “Besides, we never found the man who tried to kill me with that arrow. I won’t rest until he’s brought to justice.” I knew Glathan had his own spies still trying to find the identity and whereabouts of the Ipithyian who had shot at me many months ago. I’d never let the matter rest, though the search thus far had been futile. Likely, the assassin had long since returned to his own realm.

			Or, as I sensed, he could still be lurking out there, still in Eastrealm, waiting for his chance to strike again. Of course, his job would be much more difficult now, as most of my time was spent behind solid stone walls. That didn’t mean Blas had abandoned his hope to assassinate me, at the most opportune moment.

			Glathan wanted to protest. Yet, he also wanted me to shake the malaise shadowing me since Aliaz’s death. A malaise that even the joy of playing with the Younger couldn’t lift. Glathan allowed there was nothing to raise the spirits of a young knight like me, such as the joy of the fight.

			That opportunity to fight came as summer wound down in its final months, when one of my most trusted spies came to me one evening. The man was from Ipithyia. The only Ipithyian spy Glathan had managed to cultivate.

			“Lord King,” said the man, “news of threats to your life.”

			“From whom?” I asked him.

			“Same as before,” replied the man. “Ipithyia.” I knew it. Blas was still actively trying to commit regicide. Of me.

			“When and where?” I pressed, and the man confirmed more of my suspicions. 

			“They wait, Lord King. For the right moment. They lie in wait. They assume you will go north and east at some point. They don’t want to stray too far from their base of operations. They have been hiding in your lands for a year now, moving around the northeast of your realm. Skulking, waiting for the right time to strike. There’s a rise called Valour’s Ridge. A low depression surrounds it, about five miles long and two miles wide. Lots of hamlets and steadings to hide. That is their base. They move about, never staying in one place for long. Yet they keep to that area.”

			“How close is that rise to Lord Thurol’s territories?” I asked him.

			“At the edge of them, Sire.”

			“Were I to travel to Thurol’s demesne, would Valour Ridge be on the way?”

			“It could be, Lord. A slight detour from the most direct route, but if you wished to stop at the nearest proper town—Allstown—it would make sense to travel via that ridge.”

			“How many of them?”

			“Maybe fifty, Lord King.”

			Lyayr, standing close by, with a nod from me, put a generous amount of coin on the man’s grubby fist. Then I dismissed the informant and called for Glathan.

			“Make a wide announcement. I will go spend some time hunting with Thurol at Forest Hill,” I instructed Glathan. “The game is plentiful in his domains.”

			“You want this broadcast?” asked Glathan curiously.

			“Yes,” I said. “Make sure it’s noised to all those who love to gossip and spread rumours. I leave in three days. I will be travelling through Allstown.”

			“You want your enemies to know where and when you’ll be travelling....” Glathan immediately saw I was up to something.

			“Yes. And someone will be travelling in my harness three days from now. But in truth, I’ll be departing under cover of night two days from now.”

			“You will be hunting a different kind of game then, Sire,” said Glathan. “Be careful.”

			“I will,” I promised. “I plan to trap those who are trying to kill me.”

			I sent a secret message to Thurol via bird. Next, I spoke to Eld, whose lodging was near my own apartments in the Circle Tower. Then I called for Cantic.

			“I’ve made it noised loudly,” I said, “That I’ll go visit Thurol and go hunting. En route, I will pass through Allstown.”

			I snapped my fingers, and my pages brought some of my most glorious armour and accoutrements. “You ready to play king?” I asked Cantic.

			I explained. When it was done, I verified, “Are you firm with our plan?”

			He said he was, and by then, he was ready to be deported like me.

			“Remember,” I said. “Don’t leave the valley ridge until the signal.” It was critical to my plan that it be strictly obeyed. Any deviation could lead to disaster.

			Disaster was precisely what happened.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			“What bothers you, Lord King?” asked Lyayr, as we sat in the saddle, three days later, with twenty knights, watching an overcast afternoon Eighthmonth sky, turning to drizzle, and the valley below Valour Ridge, for the signs.

			“Everything,” I answered brusquely. “My plan bothers me, though I know it is sound. This weather bothers me, though I know it’s fortuitous for us. I hope it rains. Those Ipithyians are archers, and damp bowstrings hamper shooting. Still...this ride bothers me, though I know she’s sure-footed.” I patted my horse, not Merin, but another one of the sturdy Eltnish breeds, as if in forgiveness for disparaging her. The wind gusted, raising damp leaves, and I smelled rain coming as thick clouds clustered in the sky. My old arrow wound beneath my armpit ached, a sure sign of impending rain.

			My plan was a good one. I calculated the Ipithyians waited for us in the valley. They’d watch who they thought was me, ride across the top of the ridge with a troop of men. They could attack there, then quickly retreat, likely to try to draw knights down into the valley, to be shot when reinforcements joined the Ipithyian ranks, lying in wait.

			I planned to flush them out. With Thurol’s men coming west from his hold, my men pinching up south from the bottom of the valley, trapping the Ipithyians, boxing them in, and destroying them. So long as Cantic did not over-pursue but did just enough to push the Ipithyians towards my position, it would work. If the Ipithyian force was small as I believed it was. We could face heavy arrow fire. But we’d return in kind, and sorely outnumber our opponents, based on the intelligence I received.

			“It’s been too long,” said Lyayr, worried.

			“It’s been too long,” I agreed. “I’m worried,” I added, admitting my fears, “about Cantic.”

			Lyayr sighed. I knew he shared my concerns. “He can be rash. You fear he won’t keep to the plan?”

			“I fear he has already not kept to the plan.”

			“If he hasn’t, he’s endangered all of us,” said Lyayr gruffly.

			“We wait another few minutes,” I said. I wore plain armour, no emblem of my rank, a shield just like the rest of my guard, the black dragon on red. I rode amongst the rest of the knights, behind Apolt, outfitted as me, with a crown atop his helm, one of my rich mail shirts, and a great sword like Sure-Steel at his back.

			Time passed until the time came for action. We could wait no longer. We moved, trotting along the lip of the bottom of the valley. Finally, we neared the little hamlet, which was the position where we should be at the appointed time.

			As I neared, I spoke to Apolt. He checked his horse, a white destrier like Fleethoof, who I had now begun to ride sparingly as she trained. Though the real Fleethoof was back at the Circle Tower. Apolt held up his hand, playing leader. We halted.

			The late afternoon misted around us. As my senses predicted, a slight drizzle fell. There was a sheep pen to our north. Thatched houses streamed thin smoke from the roofs, as it grew darker and damp. No one moved in the village, everyone sheltering from the impending storm.

			We stayed still, concealed behind a group of meagre abodes, all waddle and thatch, the horses snorting, grazing, shitting. We all kept scanning the valley and the ridge above, but nothing moved there. I saw a child peep its head outside the window of one of the dwellings, staring at us, but then they quickly closed the shutters. The drizzle stopped.

			Instinct is a humorous thing. Was my fear rather paranoia? Was all my surety that someone stalked me misplaced? No. I knew my instincts were right, and I trusted the spy’s intelligence. Just because Cantic hadn’t signalled three consecutive horn blasts yet—our pre-determined signal to strike—didn’t mean there were no enemies there.

			The rain pelted then. It became harder to see. The rain lessened again. But then I noticed, below us in the valley, a small band of men, maybe ten, on foot, hooded, running hard. I saw bows flapping at their backs and swords bouncing at their sides.

			Less than I thought, but that was better for us. Easier to kill.

			“Go! Go!” I shouted at Apolt, but there was no need. He was already spurring his horse. The rain had already started to abate as I sprung my trap.

			We came from our hiding place, riding as fast as the horses would allow. The killers saw us but didn’t stand to fire arrows at us. Instead, they turned and fled. We pursued them like vengeful hounds. I figured they’d used all their quarrels and couldn’t hope to outrun the horses.

			A brave, but slower one, at the back of the group, wheeled to face us. My well-trained horse reared, and lashed out with her heavy hooves, before the brave one could draw his blade to try to cut at her flanks. She caught the man in the head with a vicious kick from her iron-shod right foot. The man was helmed, but he flew away like a rag doll at the impact, his helm half-crushed, and landed in a heap.

			Other Ipithyians were ridden down by my men. I caught another one who knew his craft. He turned on me, stepping to the left of my horse and dodging my sword cut, and his blade swiped at my steed’s flanks, but the mail blanket covering them protected her.

			I spun my mount around and leapt from the saddle. I would lose the advantage, but in my anger and lust for vengeance, I wanted to meet my enemy eye to eye. I knew it would be a tired enemy, having run across the valley, and I was fresh and eager to fight. I was too boastful, enraged, and hungry to do great deeds of slaughter. I should have stayed on my horse, not relinquished that advantage. I should’ve drawn a weapon immediately, but I was full of pride and pumped for glory. I ran at the man, and he made a deadly swipe at me. I quickly ducked under the swing and leapt right, no blade in hand yet, but I had my shield.

			I feigned amusement and gave a bitter laugh. “Come and die!” I screamed as he charged me again, this time a stab which I caught with my shield, and I was pleased because I wanted him close. Finally, I drew a blade, but neither of my swords.

			Cutter was a gut-piercer. Atalantean steel, just like her elder sister, Biter. Nowhere near as deadly as Sure-Steel, my haunted great sword. But deadly, nevertheless. The Ipithyian’s stab brought him near my reach, and before he could draw back, I thrust Cutter through his extended sword arm, leaving it lodged there. He cried out in pain, and I buffeted him with my shield boss. He staggered back, and as he did, I swept Biter out fast as a whip, then slashed his ankles. Down he went, and even as he fell, Biter came down and punctured his chest into his heart. Not even a gasp escaped him as he died, even as Lyayr, who finished engaging another enemy, rode up to protect me, demanding why I’d left my horse. I ignored him, though I knew he couldn’t say it; he thought I was a fool, making his job harder to protect me. I knew he felt that he could barely trust me out of his sight before I did something rash, putting myself in more needless danger. He was right.

			I turned around to see how the rest of my men fared, and the fight was almost over. There were futile moments of cutting and lunging on the part of the Ipithyians, but it came to naught. My knights killed them, primarily by spearing them from the safety of horseback, with no losses to our side.

			I retrieved Cutter from the arm of the man I slew and walked back to my steed, who stood waiting for me and re-mounted. As I cantered over to where my men sat horsed, panting after the battle, all I sensed was wrongness, despite our completed victory.

			“Too easy,” grumbled Lyayr. “They were too few.”

			“It’s true,” I nodded as Apolt looked at me, holding his bloody spear. “There should be more. Else, Thurol should have killed them all. He would’ve got to them first. And no horn blasts. No Cantic. He should be here by now if he pushed them towards us.”

			“Could we have guessed their numbers to be larger than they were, Lord King?” Apolt asked.

			Thurol and his men, with Eld, thundered up at that moment. I’d asked Eld to travel ahead of me to Forest Hill and come with Thurol on our hunt. I wanted Eld’s knowledge of my lands, and his battle axe in my corner. I looked at my brother-in-law; he looked at the slain Ipithyians, then back at me. “The plan’s gone awry,” said Thurol grimly. “Cantic...” he left the thought unfinished. Cantic was not where he was supposed to be, when he was supposed to be. And now, we didn’t know where he was. I was immediately wroth. And worried.

			“We need to find him,” I urged. “Leave these bastards for worm food!” I pointed savagely at the Ipithyian bodies.

			“I will find him,” vowed Thurol. He sprang off his horse and picked up the trail of the Ipithyians we had killed, heading back west and north. He surveyed the ground. “Rain. Mud. Beloved friend and ally of all trackers. The signs are there.”

			He sprang back on his mount. He moved, and we followed him. Three men rode and flanked the main column as we rode, only one hand on the reins, the other hands on their bows, scanning, their heads swivelling for threats. If they found something, they would rein up, whip an arrow from the quiver, and fire at anything hostile.

			But we found no enemies. The tracks of the men we killed led back west and north. That was not a good sign. My heart quivered in my breast.

			We found Cantic and the men he led.

			They were all dead.

			It was a killing field. There in the mud, twenty men and their lord, dressed like me, in a crowned helm and once glorious armour, full of arrows, their horses full of arrows too. The cruel shafts stuck out of them like so many pins. Blood everywhere. A slaughter.

			For the first time, the blood of the proud chivalry of Eastrealm was spilled.

			We all sat in our saddles for a moment, staring disbelievingly at the horror. Then men leapt off their mounts and ran to the bodies, hoping to find someone alive. They did not.

			Apolt was hoarse with weeping. Lyayr was grim. The normally restrained Thurol swore incessantly. Eld wrung his hands in distress. Then came to me, laying a meaty hand on my shoulder.

			“I am so sorry, Lord King,” he said mournfully.

			I’d lost men before, but not like this. In my first campaign, in Berefet, Atalantean knights died by the dozens, including my former bodyguard commander and his second-in-command. I had seen valiant knights I admired fall back then, when I was but a boy prince, a novice, in his first combat.

			I’d lost friends, or at least people I came to respect, of Lynchun, on both sides of the revolt to take back Wely’s throne. Earls Crict and Claf, stalwart Wely supporters. Even Earl Badan, the ugly wretch, who started out against Wely, and chastised me when he thought I deserved it, but turned back to Wely in the end. Right before Orlu threw a dagger into his throat. Captain Amod, and Enst, also sided against Wely, who worked at the royal stables in Lionfort, where I pretended to be a common soldier, cleaning up horseshit.

			But this was not like those other losses. These were proud knights once of mighty Atalantyx, now of my Kingdom of Eastrealm, my own men, who followed the banner of the black dragon on red. Men who had come there to their deaths, obeying their oaths to me, following my plan to find those sent to kill me.

			I had responsibility, too, for their deaths. But the man I blamed most for their deaths, I could no longer berate or punish. For he was dead too. He was a fool. But he was brave, and he was one of my lords. I supposed he was not much different, a fearless, rash fool like me. Still, I cursed him.

			Yet I had so much guilt, about his death. The sigil of Cantic’s house in Atalantyx had been a prancing horse, black on gold. But that sigil had been too close for my liking to Erthal’s White Horse emblem. When I’d created my new Kingdom of Eastrealm, I’d allowed most of my lords to have their old Atalantean emblems, to be displayed as the token of their new household as my vassals. All except two. One, was Lord Pertid, because his red cockatrice symbol was more like my dragon than I cared for. Pertid had been allowed to take a new sigil of a red horn on silver. And the second, Cantic. So Cantic, as an alternate sigil, to the black horse one he desired, was permitted to use a black crow on gold.

			Was my denying Cantic his sigil, part of what made him tenuous? What made him anxious to prove himself more, because he thought, perhaps, I disfavoured him? I’d never done anything else to show Cantic I was angry with him. I’d assumed he’d merely change his sigil, and move on, chose another sigil, and be happy he was chosen by me to be a lord at all, after being a mere knight and captain. I certainly had not given it another thought, after I’d had Uthlen inform all my lords, whether their choice of heraldic display had been approved by me, their king, for the new realm. And I wasn’t angry with Cantic beyond a momentary temper, when I’d heard he wanted to keep his black horse. Once I’d ordered he change it, I soon forgot all about it…until now.

			But a lord’s emblem was significant to them. I’d ripped away Cantic’s sigil, perhaps ripping away part of his identity, as casually and maybe as callously as I’d ripped away a piece of soiled clothing I was wearing, to give to my servants for laundering. I recalled insisting to Glathan and Uthlen, when I first came to Eltnia, that my sigil would be a black dragon on red, despite any concerns that sigil might seem boastful. But I’d denied Cantic and Pertid their sigils, because I found them too boastful. Yet such is the power and rights of a king.

			Still, I reflected, oftentimes, a king may make decisions that seem trivial to him, for trifling reasons that are more about the king’s wants and desires than his needs. More about frivolity and superficiality, than what is necessary. And those decisions, based on a king’s whims, could be felt much more deeply by the subject the king affects with those decisions, born of whimsy. Had my decision to rob Cantic of the black horse resulted in a lack of complete self-assurance? One that had pushed him to do more deeds of daring, trying to regain the favour of the king, he mistakenly thought was displeased with him?

			I remembered Cantic, handsome, cocky, yet somehow still a bit unsure of himself. Still, a nobleman and warrior, in all his glory. He and Sila had flirted, the day of my coronation, I recalled. I’d even thought perhaps, with their time spent together in Meridnia, something might have blossomed between them. But Sila seemed infatuated with me instead, though many a woman in my court thought the unmarried Cantic was a desirable match. But he was young, and hadn’t married yet, not had a chance yet to be blessed by the Single God with a wife and children. Now he’d never be. One moment he was a promising young lord and knight in the land, desired by women, followed by men, a bright future ahead of him. And now that future was dust, and he was just a corpse. Thanks to his own impetuousness, wanting his star to shine a little brighter, a little faster. Perhaps, because he thought that his star had faded, in the eyes of his king.

			“That fucking fool Cantic,” I spat violently, shaking. “That fucking, glory-seeking idiot. He broke from the plan. He left the ridge in full pursuit, thinking he could ride down and kill them. But they killed him instead. And all the rest. Single God, curse him.” I needed to cool from red-hot fury. I needed answers. And I needed the Ipithyians dead.

			I turned to my brother-in-law. I knew he would be outraged and grieving too. But I knew he’d also be thinking, his mind working. I looked for tracks from the men who killed Cantic and his troop. I was no experienced tracker like Thurol. I saw nothing.

			“Give me something, Thurol,” I begged him. I was desperate to find a way to exact revenge on the Ipithyians.

			My brother-in-law shook off his morose and went over to the bodies. He looked over them, searching for some clue.

			Thurol, as was his wont, took his time and formulated his thoughts carefully before speaking. The pause nearly drove me mad, as I listened to suppressed sobs of men, as they knelt by their slain comrades.

			Finally, Thurol spoke. “Arrows in the front and in the back. Our knights were shot at when they came down the hill at the foe. Then, another force came behind them, and shot them too. They were trapped. See, the arrows in the rumps of the horses, their hind legs, and in the backs of our men. It was the ones who came up behind them who ensured their deaths. Cantic rode into a trap. That second group who shot from behind…would have been who we met and slew. The rest, the ones Cantic pursued down the valley, they were bait. They got away.”

			It made sense. I fumed. Cantic, the glory-seeking fool. I’d heard he was still shamed from losing to Yimaa, the Sanaavian. Having lost to a woman, trying to make up for it, to gain back esteem with his men. Instead, he got them all killed. It was my fault.

			I should have considered all that and never involved him in the plan. I should’ve chosen another to take his place. Instead, I wanted to give him a part in what I thought would be a great victory and help renew his esteem. This wasn’t the result I intended. Single God help me....

			“The arrows were all black save ten,” said my brother-in-law then. “Those ten were red. And those ten are in the necks and eyes of our men. They were the kill shots. The black arrows took down the horses, and some killed our knights. But, after the black arrows loosed, the red arrows were fired to finish off our men...If I’m right, they’re almost out of arrows.”

			“Ipithyians carry bundles of twenty,” said Eld. “Fifteen black-tipped, five red-tipped. They always use the black-tipped first. Five red-tipped left, a reminder to know they are low on arrows.”

			“They shot virtually all their arrows to take down Cantic and his men,” I said, seeing the path of reasoning.

			“They split up,” said Thurol thoughtfully. “The group we killed must have been fleeing after seeing me coming down the hill. They thought they’d provide us with two choices to pursue. But they didn’t know about your troop, Brother–in–law. So, one group ran into you and met their end.”

			“But the main group got away,” said Eld. “They didn’t go east, back home to Ipithyia. They knew if they ran into more armed and mounted men, low on arrows, they couldn’t win.”

			“So, they ran,” said Apolt.

			“Good,” I said savagely. “I want them running scared.”

			“They may be scared,” said Eld, “but Ipithyians are wily crafty woodmen and fighters. They know how to hunt, and they know how to evade the hunt.”

			“But where did they run to?” Apolt asked.

			“We pick up the trail,” said Thurol. “By the Single God, pray we find them before the trail goes cold.”

			“By the Single God,” I swore, “they better pray to the Six, their Sprites, whomever else they pray to, when we find them, that their death is quick.”

			The knights ordered to remain behind, staying with the bodies to prevent them from being despoiled by thieves and carrion-feeders, were torn between aching to accompany the rest of us in hopes of avenging their comrades, and wanting to not leave their fallen colleagues like offal on the plain. But they did their duty, guarding Cantic and his troop, until the corpses could be appropriately dealt with.

			The rest of our men said prayers over the bodies of our dead and swore to find their killers and have our vengeance, then return to bury them properly. We could do nothing else for them then. So, we mounted up, Thurol leading us, and we rode for an hour, evening having set in.

			The trail went cold. We circled around the area, two miles one way, two miles another way, in what felt like aimless fashion, searching. But we found nothing in the vicinity, except Eastrealmian footmen, Eltnish, patrolling the area, our own men. We warned them about the Ipithyians. They marvelled and were sorrowful over the tale of our fallen knights. The patrol captain vowed to be vigilant, promising vengefully to destroy the Ipithyians, if he encountered them.

			Not if I found them first, I vowed. Then, I would have the pleasure of ripping them apart myself.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			“Where did they go?” I wondered, frustrated. I begged Eld, “You know these lands better than anyone here, Lord Prince. Where?”

			Eld pursed his lips. Then his eyes went wide. “Crow’s Feast. It’s a hovel of a place. But there will be meagre shelter. No one looks for anything in Crow’s Feast. Because there is nothing there. No tavern. Just a ruinous old hall, never revived. The hall, in antiquity, used to be an Anib house. So, it’s made of stone but has fallen into decay. A few dozen houses there, if you can kindly call them houses. Utter penury. Goats and sheep raised nearby are skinnier than eels. Even rats can’t survive there. There’s nothing to eat. That hall is very much exposed. But no one goes there, as I said. So, it’s the perfect place to go to ground for a night.”

			“How far?” I urged.

			“Three miles, maybe?”

			We rode. Eld said he knew how to come up behind the hamlet on a hill, where there was an abandoned steading. Where it wouldn’t be easy to be seen, if we stayed far enough from the edge of the hill, so that we could scout Crow’s Feast.

			When we got close, a quarter mile away, we dismounted. While everyone else stayed back, Eld, Thurol, Apolt, Lyayr, and I crawled on our bellies to the edge of the hill, and dared to peep down at Crow’s Feast.

			I remembered Prince Centi had described Stingold, where he was born, as Gedu, the urchin, as barely a rock with houses. Crow’s Feast seemed less than that. An entirely destitute and forlorn place.

			Poor residences I’d seen before in Eltnia were waddle and thatch. But these were less than these. They were malformed huts made of mud brick, which half melted away whenever a good rain came down. There was what passed for a main street, with the mud huts formed on either side, running for about three hundred yards. The road ended where the ruins of the old hall began.

			At first, we could not plainly see the Ipithyians lying inside the yawning gaps of crumbling walls of the former hall, which had no roof. Instead, all we saw were rocks and mounds of earth in the middle of the hall. But then Eld chuckled softly at me, while I wondered if the Ipithyians were inside the mud huts. The prince whispered to me, to look closely again.

			Some of those mounds moved.

			I peered even more closely, squinting, and I could barely make out the heads attached to the mounds. The Ipithyians wore green cloaks that were coloured in such a way that they acted like some sort of concealment, making them appear curled up in balls as if they were part of the ground, if viewed from far enough away. They seemed like some sort of animals which had found a way to hide their true nature when stalking their prey, as predators. Or, when they tried not to become prey, for a more significant predator.

			In the complete dark, if we had looked down at that hall, and the Ipithyians were sleeping, not moving, we would have never been able to discern them. They could sleep almost in the wide open. Likely never be noticed if we rode by the hamlet, even if we passed close by the ruined hall.

			“They like to hide in plain sight,” whispered Eld. He chuckled softly, “Like some other clever people I know.” I chuckled back. I had to admit, that was something I would’ve thought of. “They know we’ll scour every bigger town in the area, from Allstown to the Circle Tower and back. So, they will avoid the bigger settlements. Less chance of anyone being able to give an account of their presence. The folk in Crow’s Feast probably don’t even know the Ipithyians are camped in the hall at the edge of their homes. That troop will lie low overnight, then move on before dawn. They’ll keep moving around for days, if need be. Hiding where they think best, trying to avoid our patrols. Until they can find a way to sneak back into Ipithyia.”

			Genius. But sadly, for them, not genius enough. For it was still light enough for them to be discovered. Eld knew of their cleverness and circumvented it. We five crawled back, met with the others, and formulated our plan. We waited until night fell, and camped on the hill, but didn’t light any fires. For fear of being seen.

			It was growing dark. We left five men at the abandoned steading, to stay with all the horses. The rest of us waited until some people walking with inadequate torches lit the main street, and partially illuminated the dilapidated hall. The shadows played off the sides like ghouls, and we saw nothing but dim shapes within. But we knew the men we hunted were holed up there, playing like mounds of dirt.

			Night had almost completely fallen. Apparently, the residents of Crow’s Feast didn’t keep early hours. There were candle flickers within the poor houses, and no other light save the moon and stars. So, except for five knights who guarded the horses, we all made our way slowly down the hill, circling the town from the backside.

			We reached the main street. Mangy hound dogs rolled in the mud, and dirty little children ran, half-naked, in rags, playing though it was dark. In the same sort of ragged attire as the children, some men lounged in the doorways of their mud houses, smoking some type of weed from long pipes. Some women idled outside too. But as soon as the children, men, and women saw us stalk into the town, like silent, grim-faced, avenging Anchalis, all in mail and brandishing steel, come to murder, without a word, the women promptly swept up the children in their arms. The men cast aside their pipes and ushered their families inside the mud houses. The dogs scattered without so much as howls, hiding away. Leaving the street to us.

			We hung back as we neared the hall, which was on a little rise. The fact the hall was slightly elevated was good for the Ipithyians, for a raised vantage point. It also worked well for us, as if we were careful and stealthy enough, we could get below the direct sight line of those inside. We saw no one standing watch, but one could be crouched down beneath the walls, observing us. We tightened helm straps and raised shields, crouching as we went in case we were seen and met with arrow fire. Then we skulked up to a few yards from the walls of the ruined hall like skunks. We heard nothing but snores coming from within.

			A light rain began to fall. We split into four groups for each side of the hall. We held fingers to lips, indicating no one should speak, daring to creep even closer. We stopped, below the walls, on the signal of a closed fist from Thurol, on my side. I couldn’t see, but I knew other commanders like Eld, who had taken their men to different sides of the hall, did the same.

			We had the hall surrounded as the rain stopped pattering. But the instincts, or perhaps the hearing and vision of the Ipithyians, were uncanny. Maybe, a glint of weapon or mail betrayed us. Or some slight rustle of a cloak, or muffled cough, gave us away. Though I neither saw nor heard any of that from our men. I thought we were as still and quiet as a cat creeping up on a mouse, ready to pounce. But suddenly, some men inside the hall shouted an alarm, before we sprung our trap. It did not matter.

			It was too late for the Ipithyians.

			They tried to warn their compatriots. Men fled through holes in the walls, running out into the dark, but we had the place encircled. A few made it to the street. But we chased them like wolves, relentlessly, and hacked them down.

			Most battles did not begin with such an abrupt and wholescale discharge of enemy blood for the winning side. More often, two sides line up to fight, and there are a few casualties at first for both parties. Then slowly, the battle starts to tilt for the victors. There may be changes in tempo, back and forth, as it seems one side will snatch the victory. Then things turn, and the other side seems it will emerge triumphant instead.

			But there was never any doubt what would happen in that ambush we set upon the Ipithyians in Crow’s Feast—from the beginning, it was a wholesale slaughter.

			Thurol bellowed, “For Cantic!” leaping from where he was crouched beneath one of the decaying walls, he struck one fleeing enemy with a blow to the man’s stomach of great strength for a man of such slight size, that even I was taken aback by the sheer ferocity, although I’d seen Thurol kill before with deadly efficiency, and the strength of a man far bigger than he was. The man my brother-in-law killed was wearing boiled leather armour under his cloak. But it did naught to save him from Weeper’s wrath, as the man was gutted like a carp. But that wasn’t enough for Thurol, as he sawed Weeper back savagely, then struck again though the man was already falling and gasping in his last breaths.

			Another man who was an archer and must have saved a few quarrels, instead of trying to run, came off the ground, still inside the ruins, and with surprising speed, notched an arrow and raised his bow to fire at Apolt. Apolt leapt into the ruins just after beheading a man, but that was that would-be archer’s last living act. Blood splattered, as Thurol, having killed his partner, wheeled, and stabbed the archer through the back of his neck. The man gurgled and slumped sideways.

			I was waiting for some Ipithyians to spring out closer to my location, but all the ones nearest me ran the other way toward the street. Lyayr, I, and ten of my men had been guarding the width of the ruined hall, furthest away from the houses. So, since no enemies were coming our way, we rose and gave a hoarse battle cry, “For Cantic!” blades in hand, and ran after those fleeing.

			The stray dogs howled, the rain fell, and blood mingled with the puddles in the dirt road as we cut down the men sent to kill me. No place is a good place to die cut down like dogs, but for we Eastrealmians, Crow’s Feast was a fitting place for that kind of butchery, to put an end to traitorous curs who tried to end us, for the cause of ending me. They deserved to die ignominiously, in the muck of some backwater.

			The battle fury was upon me, as in mid-stride, while running, I swung Sure-Steel at the back of the head of one Ipithyian, whose cloak raised in the night breeze as he ran from death. He couldn’t escape death that night, as screaming defiantly, I took his head at his shoulders, and the head rolled into the mud. I was supposed to stay back and let my men make the killing. But I wanted to strike back for Cantic, too, and would not be denied. But that was the only one I had a chance to kill, as Lyayr thrust me behind him to keep me out of the fighting, and the rest of my men ran past me, howling vengefully after their prey.

			One of my knights flung a spear at the back of another fleeing Ipithyian, but it missed its mark and flew past him, striking another in the leg. That man went down, yelping in pain, and his fall tripped the intended target, both men going down. My knights in pursuit leaped upon the fallen men. Atalantean steel rose and fell and rose and fell, as the screams mounted. Then the screams stopped, and all went quiet, save for the sound of blades cutting through dead skin and bone and tissue.

			Five Ipithyians decided they would die on their feet like men, not running like rats, and managed to form a shield wall at the end of the muddy street. They had no spears in hand, only swords, because many had no time to grab their spears. When they realized we had trapped them, they ran off, trying to save their skins. We gave them no mercy and didn’t even think to make somewhat of a fair fight and only have five of our men face those five.

			Thurol gave the command. A group of our archers stepped forward, taking their time in the poor light to aim, peppering the enemy with arrows as the enemy had peppered Cantic and his men. Most arrows only found shields, but some hit exposed legs if the men did not crouch down well enough. Once one of the five fell, the shield wall was split, and we rushed them, overwhelming them with our numbers. I saw my men slice down with their great swords, and jab with their spears. I heard some Ipithyians screaming, sobbing, and pleading. But those screams and sobs and cries for mercy soon went silent, for there would be no quarter given after Cantic and his men fell.

			Eventually, my battle-maddened soldiers started to cast aside their weapons when their sword arms grew tired of stabbing and swinging, and their mad fury beat the already dead Ipithyians with their leather-gloved fists. But many of those gauntleted fists had metal strips sewn into the fingers of the leather, and they pulverized the Ipithyians into mush.

			I found out after one of my knights broke his hand striking one of the Ipithyians’ helms repeatedly, but that Ipithyian was long perished, filled with sword holes, so it didn’t matter. So, my man broke his hand for nothing. But he didn’t stop till he collapsed in weariness, panting on top of the body of the enemy.

			Residents of the hamlet could not help but heard the commotion of battle. Many screamed and cried out at the slaughter we gave the enemy, watching from their homes in horror. A fleet-footed Ipithyian made it to the doorway of one of the first dilapidated mud-brick houses. In the chaos, a woman came out of the house and held her fist to her mouth in terror, witnessing our barbarity. Then she bolted back into the relative safety of her abode.

			Eld moved fast for one of his girth. His guard commander, me, and the rest of my avenging Anchalis at his heels, the prince chased and caught the man before he could attain refuge. As the man turned to fight, with a massive swing of his axe, Eld cut open his belly that the man’s coiled entrails slid out. The man fell into a seated position in the doorway, blood bubbling in his mouth, clutching at his ruined belly, dying. I heard dimly the screams of the woman inside the house, who had no doubt seen the massacre in her doorway.

			In the end, we took six alive, by my command. I wanted to interrogate them to confirm they were sent directly from King Blas before we finished them. We killed the rest. We counted thirty-five corpses. None of our men died, though there were more minor injuries, the most grievous being the knight with the broken hand. We were bloody, covered in mud and gore, but we lived.

			Pondering the number of six survivors remaining from those we had hunted; I didn’t know if that was fortuitous or ill-omened like the Six Elemental Goddesses. I remembered six traitors, of which Centi had been one, who betrayed Wely and planned to kill him. Wely had executed five but spared the one, Centi himself. Wely had mocked the five executed before he cut their throats with his own blade, so they thought they were lucky, being numbered six. Not so fortunate for the five, but very fortunate for the one.

			Things might turn similarly in this case, as I might execute five and leave one fortunate one too. But that one, would become a hostage, if he was a lord, captain, or a man of any name or status. Or, I’d ransom him back to Ipithyia, for gold.

			The people in the hamlet hid, cowering in their mud shacks from our wrath, for we were more like savages, not noble cultured knights and men of God. Rather, we were vengeful, unforgiving brutes, as we dragged the six, some by the hair, back into the decaying hall. They were thrown to the ground, bound, on their knees, surrounded by my men. Who I could feel seething, to take more lives. Even Thurol’s usually passive face, including in the heat of battle, was taut with murder.

			Eld, his guard captain, and a few of my men went to one of the houses in the hamlet. With his sweet words, the prince managed to get someone to open their door to him. He came back with slim cressets to give us some scanty light. The ruined hall was a creepy place, made eerier by the dim torchlight on decaying walls and the grim faces of our knights, all gore-covered. Surrounding a small, forlorn group of muddy, cloaked enemies in the centre of us.

			It was unlikely we had not already killed the overall leader of this band of dastardly rogues. But if, by some miracle, he remained alive or any of his subordinates…. Apolt, Eld, Thurol, Lyayr, and I huddled together, quickly conferring; the vengeful, malignant mood of us Atalanteans that night risked me not having anyone to keep for ransom.

			Apolt vowed in a savage whisper, “Let’s question them quickly, then finish the last six dogs. After that, there won’t be enough to bury.”

			“I want the leader, if there is one among them, alive,” I demanded, equally hushed, just as fiercely.

			“Why?” Apolt dared to growl.

			“Because I command it,” I hissed. That shamed and quieted him. I swung back to Eld. “How could you tell who is the leader, if any, here? Any tokens he might wear? Something about his bearing? You know these Ipithyians, their ways.”

			“A mission like the one they have, they will all be garbed like common highwaymen,” whispered Eld. “As you have seen. Nothing in their dress to give them away as the King of Ipithyia’s household warriors -- which I believe they are -- or distinguish the leader from the rest.”

			“We will find out who it is, if there was one, who we may have already killed,” I said purposefully. “Remember, if there’s some captain among these six, we keep him alive.”

			I assessed the Ipithyians. Quickly, I gleaned that five of them were older veteran soldiers. There was only one young one among them. Naturally, therefore, the young one stood out. But, of course, being young didn’t mean one couldn’t lead those older. I knew that well enough. But there were more indicators.

			He was handsome and haughty looking. He reminded me of the Bard. His blond hair was matted with blood and rainwater. Yet the fire burning in his hazel-grey eyes was wounded pride, of being outmaneuvered and mastered. The kind of pride, a lord would show.

			I could be wrong. If I were, we would kill all of them before I could determine who the leader was. But I had been doubly fortunate, I gleaned, in that the young one wasn’t just the senior among the six. I was sure I had my man: the true, overall leader of the Ipithyians sent to kill me.

			Praise the Single God for delivering these detested enemies into my hands, and sparing the life of their commander, that he might know I lived, that his mission failed, and I could gloat over it before I killed him. That he would die, despairing, knowing his triumph turned to dust.

			I whispered to Apolt, Lyayr, and Thurol. Thurol ordered the younger man to be separated from the rest. I saw the surprise flicker in the young man’s eyes. Surprise he quickly tried to suppress, when some of our men grabbed him roughly, and forced him a few feet from the others. Thurol stood, observing him coolly. The youth stared back boldly.

			Yes, that one was a lord. Unbowed, uncowed in the face of Thurol’s stare, which many a man would back down from. For though Thurol was slight of stature, he was very intimidating.

			Playing his part as if he was the lord in charge, Apolt snapped his fingers. At that, I nodded to Apolt, slightly deferentially, as if he were my superior. Then, I strode over to the youth. I felt five other pairs of eyes kneeling, observing me carefully as I passed them.

			I stopped before the youth, wondering what he would see. He’d see a knight before him, in mail, leather, sword and dagger, great sword on the back, but no earl’s chain or trappings of a lord. He scanned my accoutrements quickly and compared them to Apolt’s and Thurol’s. He would have found mine lesser. He looked to Apolt, hoping to catch his attention, perhaps thinking him a prince—since he assumed his men had scored a massive victory, and killed the king earlier that day with arrows. Then he quickly looked bewildered.

			He then went back to Apolt. He decided Apolt was the high lord. He noted Eld. I didn’t doubt he knew him as a prince of Lynchun, dressed as a great Eltnish lord of battle. Still, it would be apparent to the youth, that he was in Eastrealmian clutches, and he would have to deal with the high lord of the Eastrealmians present.

			I knew he’d been careful to now try and discern the difference in deportment. After all, if he was a royal sent to kill the man wearing the most expensive harness gold could buy, that would matter to him. He was sent to kill the king of one of the continent’s wealthiest kingdoms. So, he mistook me for a common soldier.

			“You’re the leader of this band of filth?” I asked him.

			“You may call me ‘Lord Prince’, warrior,” he said proudly, despite his situation. “For I am a king’s son.” He was unsure, but he took his gamble. I admired it. He inclined his head to Apolt. “I see Prince Uthlen over there.”

			A good gamble. But the Ipithyian spies must lack proper information, if they thought Uthlen would ever ride forth to battle with me. Uthlen was deadly with a pen and quill, but completely hopeless with a sword. “I’d speak to him,” demanded the young prince. “Or I’ll speak to Prince Eld of Lynchun over there. I know that’s him. Princes don’t treat with common warriors. I am Plas, Crown Prince of Ipithyia, by grace of the Six. Go tell your masters who I am—”

			“And you may call me ‘Lord King.’” I smiled with satisfaction, having identified the leader and my good fortune. This was not just any leader. It was the heir to the throne of Ipithyia. My, Blas must truly want me dead to risk his heir, hiding and skulking for months in my kingdom, trying to kill me.

			“I’m Othrun,” I told him. “Lord and King of Eastrealm, by grace of the Single God, the True God.”

			His eyes widened. Then came his disbelieving query, “You’re really Othrun?”

			“None other.”

			I could see Plas’s quick mind working as he accepted who I was. “That’s how you lured us into the valley,” he murmured. “The troop we killed...their commander...one of your men disguised. As you. You had...different men in your liveries. So, we wouldn’t know for certain who to target. No...no, I understand now. You wanted us to think the troop riding the valley crest was led by you. So, we’d attack them, and you could lure us into a trap below. The same type of trap we set for you.”

			“Fools fall for tricks,” I told him, one of my favourite old Atalantyx maxims. “Then fools fall.”

			“But it was a troop of your men who fell,” said Plas savagely.

			“But more of yours,” I reminded him. “You and these five are all who are left.” Then it dawned on me, “It’s you who shot at me that day I bathed in the Apple River, the day after I was crowned.”

			He was proud of it. “I didn’t miss. You’re fortunate your man is keen-sighted and quick, and shoved you away in time.”

			“You are a deadly shot,” I gave him a short bow of praise. “I should invite you to any future fairs to participate in feats of archery. I wonder how you would fare against similar skill.”

			“Shooting at a still target is nothing like trying to shoot at a moving man,” said Plas dismissively. “I care nothing for your contests. My shots need to count when I hunt live targets.”

			“It’s bold,” I commented, “to risk getting close enough to set loose a shot at me. With my men at your heels, you must have run for your life to get away.”

			“I am smallest and swiftest among my men, and the best shot. The logical choice. Your men are good. Not good enough to catch me.”

			“But good enough to catch and kill all your men today, save who remains here,” I reminded him viciously.

			“Lord King,” interrupted Apolt. “Is it time to finish here?” He nodded pointedly at Plas.

			Plas raised his head bravely, glaring defiantly at Apolt’s prompting that it was time to kill the remaining Ipithyians, as if raising his head willingly for an axe to strike it from his shoulders.

			I fumed, itching to kill more, just like my men. But something restrained my hand. Instinct. And opportunity. For a seed of an idea formed in my mind. I wanted to ignore it but could not. I was a king. I had to think of the broader game, than merely completing my revenge for the slaughter of one of my earls and a troop of his men.

			I asked Plas, “Would you have a king’s mercy, Lord Prince?”

			Plas laughed bitterly. “I’ll have nothing from you. On the contrary, if you give me a quick death, it will honour you.”

			“Ah,” I wagged my finger condescendingly at him. “That’s what you’d like. I’ve learned not to give enemies what they like.” I looked over at his bound warriors, then turned back to him. “Five of your men left. Will you see them suffer?”

			“Don’t listen to his poison, Lord Prince!” one of the warriors cried out, hearing my words. That one got a blow to the face from Lyayr’s heavy fist, nearly knocking the warrior senseless, a few teeth flying out of his bloodied mouth.

			“Next one speaks; cut out their tongue,” I ordered Lyayr harshly.

			Lyayr looked only too pleased, ugly, terrible, and convincing that he would gladly carry out that order. He drew his dagger, clenching it, as he hungrily eyed the men.

			Plas barked at his five, “Silence! Say nothing!” He looked at me pleadingly, “Take my life alone. I am their prince. I ordered them to kill you and your men. Spare them, I pray. By the Six, is not a prince’s life revenge enough? Or isn’t ransoming me back to my father worth—”

			“An error, Lord Prince,” I said mercilessly, “to let me know you’re willing to sacrifice yourself. Noble, but an error.” I told Lyayr, “Gag them all; save the prince.”

			Strips of cloth were cut from the Ipithyians’ clothes and stuffed into their mouths.

			Then I gave another set of orders. “Find heavy stones or use your sword hilts. Crush their sword-hand fingers. Smash them, ensure they’re broken.”

			Plas gasped, then spluttered at me hatefully, “You foul excuse for a king! You call that mercy? You would maim them and call yourself merciful?”

			I said coldly, “Crippled men may live to use their other hands to wield a sword or spear again or drive a plough. Dead men have no future. So, you’d rob your men completely of their future? I won’t. I call that mercy.”

			He glowered, looking helpless, but had the sense to keep his tongue. He stared at me sullenly, wincing as some of my knights returned with the stones. Then, without hesitating, relishing the deed, they untied the men, one at a time, then retied them. But before being retied, they held each man down and smashed the fingers of the warrior. Some cried out through their gags, but some bore the deed staunchly, only wincing in agony, eyes hazed with pain.

			When this was done, I said to Plas, “We will march you to the edge of the forest.”

			He didn’t believe he would live. He figured I was marching him to the forest to execute them all. “And then?” I felt sorry for him at the hope in his voice he tried to disguise.

			“You will be freed to return to Ipithyia,” I pronounced.

			“You’ll free us?” he said, stunned.

			“On one condition. Your word.”

			Confusion. “My word for what?” I could see the muffled mumbles of distress from his men pained him.

			“For the next ten summers, all Ipithyians shall leave Eastrealm alone. No raids. Your father shall keep peace, and not fight me or mine. We will have a truce between us.”

			Incredulity. “You expect me to agree to that on behalf of my father? I cannot.”

			I shook my head, “Yes, you can. And you will. Because you aren’t ready to wage war with me and win. If you were, you would have attacked me openly. Instead, your father sent you and your men, skulking assassins, hiding in the shadows in my kingdom, trying to kill me. Because you feared me. Tell your father to do it himself, the next time he wants to kill me.” I patted Biter, adding vindictively, “Tell him to come for me openly, meet me in battle, and don’t send a boy prince to do a man king’s job.”

			There was a pause. I respected the honesty of Plas, when he said carefully. “If we don’t kill you now before you grow even stronger. We’ll never be rid of you.”

			I agreed. “But that’s a risk you need to take. You need to risk not ridding yourself of me, because it’s less important than saving yourselves. Think about it, Lord Prince.”

			Plas was young, and he was conflicted. He didn’t want to speak on his father’s behalf, and I wasn’t sure his father would honour any promise I managed to wring out of his son. But Plas would remember his oath to me. If Blas chose to go against any word Plas had given me, I could tell by the type of young man Plas was, it would bother him. He’d protest if nothing else. What was that worth? It was very speculative. But as Rupaa had told me, I was a wagering sort. It would be far wiser to keep Plas as a hostage, but I believed it’d also begin an open war. No less than Blas deserved. As much as I claimed Ipithyia wasn’t ready for that yet, neither was I.

			“Have I your word, Lord Prince?” I persisted.

			“You would have my father’s wrath at me?”

			“Rather his wrath than you perish here. My men are only too eager to end your life for what you’ve done.”

			“You don’t personally want me dead?”

			“No,” I said simply.

			“Why? Even after I tried to put an arrow through your breast?”

			Why indeed? Why did I like and wish to spare Plas? Perhaps I saw something of me in him, brave and foolish. But more than liking him, I craved peace. I needed time to grow stronger. I needed more castles to be erected across the interior of my realm for my borders to be strengthened.

			I needed time that could only be measured in years. Keeping my eastern frontier secure from the threat of invasion might help buy me that time. My gut told me one day I’d have to go to war with Ipithyia. But today wasn’t the day to do it, despite what injustices Blas had committed against me.

			“Because,” I said truthfully, though I didn’t tell Plas everything I thought, of course. “You’re young. It’s a foul plot you’ve led to murder me, but...you’re a worthy leader and prince of men. Today, you were outmatched. Not too long ago, I was a young prince, trying to fight my betters. I was blessed by the Single God with a victory that could have easily ended in defeat. Perhaps I want you to live another day. To see if you can snatch victory from defeat next time, learning your lesson from this time. Perhaps...your life is worth something more than just ransom. Or a quick sword cut to the neck, to slake our just cause for revenge against you and your father. Perhaps, your life can help buy peace—a valuable commodity in these lands, I’m seeing.”

			“You won’t hold me captive instead?” Plas asked. “Extort gold out of my father? Hold me, knowing while you do, Father won’t attack?”

			“Your father will attack if I hold you,” I said. “Because he will think you dead anyway. Because he thinks I’m evil and that I’ll kill you eventually. Though I wouldn’t harm a political hostage, much less one with royal blood. Unless absolutely necessary. Besides, I prove my mercy and reasonableness, by releasing you, without first receiving your king’s agreement and conditions.”

			“You need to prove yourself?” the young prince sneered. “You feel inadequate as a king?”

			“Every lord needs to prove himself, young Plas,” I said calmly, not rising to the bait. “As you will find out as you grow older. As you will grow older, thanks to my mercy. One’s always proving oneself. And I’ve proved today, who is the king, and who is still only the prince. So, you’ll accept these terms on behalf of Ipithyia? A far bigger decision than accepting a mission to kill me. That only required suicidal bravery. This requires the trust of your enemy’s honour. A far more frightening thing.”

			“If I refuse?”

			“I still set you free,” I promised. “Unharmed. But I’ll kill your men here.”

			Plas noted, “Release me, and you have nothing to secure any pledge from Father.”

			“Someone told me the other day, I’m a wagering sort,” I smiled.

			Plas ground his teeth with the weight of his decision. Really, it was no decision to make. “I accept on my honour, and word, as Prince of Ipithyia. Ipithyia will keep its people outside your borders, except within the eaves of the Forest Arnia, save by your leave. We will cease all raiding and other hostilities, including open war against you. For a period of ten years, from this date.”

			“And you’ll cease all attempts to assassinate me,” I added. “Forever. Ten years peace, and never again shall you seek my life, or that of my children, in injudicious and sanctioned homicide, much less attempted regicide.”

			“It was enemy combat, not assassination,” said Plas stubbornly.

			“Did Eastrealm declare itself, ever, an enemy of Ipithyia?”

			“Ipithyia has declared itself an enemy of Lynchun. We’ve been raiding Lynchun lands, including these lands, for years.”

			“Lynchun is my overlord. But this is Eastrealm, not Lynchun any longer. Therefore, Eastrealm and Ipithyia could become friends. If you are my friend, you’ll be a friend of Wely of Lynchun. Not to mention, Hert of Carthlughe. And all their combined clients. Doesn’t that sound like a better arrangement?”

			He spat out, “We have no love for Lynchun. Nonetheless.... Agreed. I give my royal word. No more assassination attempts,” he added with only slight contempt, and an inclination of his head, “Lord King.”

			“You sounded very princely making that oath, Lord Prince,” I smirked. “You’ve saved thousands of lives, most of them Ipithyians. You’re a hero, though your father may not agree at first. But state your case to him convincingly. It will be hard for him to argue with you coming back, with only five maimed men from your mission, that fighting me is worth it.”

			Hamlet folk had crept out of their mud homes into the night once the fighting was over, terrified, distraught over what had occurred, and the corpses lying around their abodes. Eld went to speak to them. They had heard of the Prince of Lynchun, though they didn’t know their new King of Eastrealm. Eld calmed them, explaining the men killed were foreign outlaws.

			The folks of Crow’s Feast huddled together in front of their homes, as they watched some of our men go back to fetch horses, and those guarding them. While the rest started piling the bodies into a heap, after despoiling them of weapons and valuables.

			Eld offered anything valuable, trinkets or food, to the hamlet folk. Some were too proud to accept. Some said it was ill-omened to receive such items from dead outlaws. But some, too desperately poor to refuse, took what was offered.

			Once the red rage of battle left me, the level of poverty I witnessed in Crow’s Feast sunk in. This was my kingdom. Most peasants living in the hamlet likely didn’t know me as their lord and master, though word had been spread throughout Lynchun for many months since I was crowned.

			And so, we took the six Ipithyians back to the edge of the forest, cut their bonds, and set them free. We gave Plas back his sword, for dignity’s sake, with respect for his station, but kept the rest of his men’s weapons.

			We would not ensure they left Eastrealm. The Ipithyians going into the forest, the edge of our nominal borders, was good enough. We Eastrealmians avoided the woods as much as possible. The northwest part of the forest was incredibly dense, I’d heard. If we plunged into the trees, trapped in the undergrowth, unable to ride abreast, barely able to see a dozen yards ahead, the foliage of the Arnia woods made the perfect place for an ambush to trap and kill us. Ipithyians still essentially held the forest as their own. With enough skulking Ipithyian patrols still holding onto most of it; it was a place of peril for my men.

			Thurol was working hard to clear the forest of Ipithyians, but it was a difficult and dangerous task. It would take time until we could try to claim the forest belonged to Eastrealm, and assert my sovereignty, that the forest was indeed part of my territory. But one day, that would happen, I’d assure it. And I knew Thurol wouldn’t rest until it happened. But my brother-in-law and his men had to be careful doing it. I, in turn, had to be patient, waiting for it to happen.

			Before he left, the Prince of Ipithyia said with a reluctant grin, “I’ll remember that aphorism, Lord King. Fools fall for tricks, then fools fall.”

			“Any epigram is only truly witty, if one can back up something pithy with true force,” I told him. “Remember that too, Lord Prince.”

			Plas nodded and bowed to me, seemingly with genuine reverence, before he and his men disappeared under the tall eaves.

			“The men are displeased, Brother-in-law,” Thurol whispered to me, riding beside me on the way back to the site where Cantic and his men had fallen, to meet the guard we’d left there, retrieve the bodies, and have them properly buried. “They wanted all the Ipithyians dead.”

			“We killed most of them and disfigured the rest, except Plas,” I whispered back, piqued. “We have exacted our vengeance. I’ve purchased, hopefully, the lives of future knights, sparing them death in needless battle. We will get our noble fallen and get to your keep, where we’ll have sad news to send to the Circle Tower. Let the men hold their anger and allow their grief instead.”

			The day was old when we carried the sad baggage of my dead knights to Forest Hill. Men of the castle rushed to assist us, and wept and cried in shock, when they realized how many slain we had brought with us.

			A bath, a change of attire, and a sombre meal with Thurol, his new wife, Eld, Apolt, and Lyayr, followed the long day. Thurol’s priests kept vigil over the bodies of the slain knights, after being prepared by the priestesses, lying in state in the central courtyard of Forest Hill. Twenty candles burned, in a circle around their biers, one for each of the fallen.

			This loss bit deep. All Eastrealm would feel it. A massive defeat for the Silver King, and his new kingdom. Despite slaying fifty Ipithyians. Twenty of my vaunted knights were dead. The news would spread. The sorrow and infamy of this day wouldn’t be soon forgotten. Many of my enemies would rejoice and perhaps be emboldened to attack me too. The Silver King was not invincible; it had been proved.

			I didn’t sleep well, thinking of my dead knights. I had slaked my vengeance on many Ipithyians that day. But as my men felt, it wasn’t enough for me, even with whatever peace I may have guaranteed. So, I took my own advice, letting grief wash over me for my fallen, weeping myself to a fitful slumber.

			In the morning, Eld and the other lords slept late. But I arose, breaking my fast with Thurol, who was always wont to rise early, as I was. While we sat in Thurol’s hall, glumly eating, not tasting the food, a knight came to report to Thurol, his lord and master, with news of Lysi nearby.

			She had come, and I knew she’d come for me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			“You are certain it’s Queen Lysi?” I asked Thurol’s man.

			“The patrol at the North Stream encountered a single, hooded, cloaked rider, Lord King,” said the young knight nervously, having to address his king directly. “Standing across the stream, on the Nyrimian side. The rider doesn’t move to cross any of the bridges, Sire. We saw no signs of a trap. No one lying in wait. Just a single horse and rider. Sitting there, unmoving. We challenged the rider, and...and she answered. A woman’s voice, Sire. She claims to be—”

			“The Queen of Nyrimia,” I finished for him, smiling bitterly.

			“Yes, Sire. She...she claims you’re—”

			“Expecting her?” I interrupted him again, to the man’s further surprise. “I didn’t invite her to the borders of my realm. But, indeed, I anticipated her coming to Eastrealm soon, nonetheless. Just not the manner and timing of her coming.”

			“Sire?” the confused knight asked tenuously.

			I waved my hand at him dismissively. “Your men haven’t moved against the queen?”

			“N-no, Lord King,” stammered the man. “Without Lord Thurol...or you, there. As captain, I thought it best—”

			“You thought well,” I told him. I turned to Thurol and sighed. He read my look.

			“That is the most dangerous part of the border other than the forest itself,” Thurol gave me needless caution. “The junction of the rivers. Enemy border warriors are close by. As close as they can be. Enemies from four kingdoms.”

			“Friends close by, too,” I countered. “Friends from Lynchun and our own men.”

			“But our friends, and us, don’t outnumber the enemies in the area,” said Thurol.

			“Then we go in force,” I said firmly.

			Thurol looked at me a moment longer, judging my resolve. He knew there was no use arguing, seeing my face. He shrugged.

			“Thank you, Sir Hegelen,” Thurol nodded to his man. “You will accompany us back to where you left your men and the queen.”

			“Of course, my Lord,” said Hegelen, bowing to Thurol, then to me.

			Thurol bid men to get horses ready. Soon, twenty of his household guard, twenty of mine, including Lyayr, Hegelen, Thurol and I, rode the short distance to the border.

			We found a troop of border men there, ten stout knights with ten footmen, former Lynchun warriors who had become subjects of my realm, waiting. They bowed, saluting Thurol and me. I gave them curt greetings in return, my focus on the rider waiting on the other side of the river.

			I dismounted, took off my helm and gave it to Corult; despite his protest, I should stay helmed. I turned the reins of my horse over to Lyayr, bidding all my men to stay back. Reluctantly they did. I cast my mail coif on, then my cloak hood over it, so I was doubly hooded. I went to the riverbank.

			South flowed the North Stream back towards the forest. East and west, the Lynchun rumbled. I saw the Firth going north, where I knew it’d eventually pass Lionshead, many miles away. Not far, flowing south and east, all the way down to the great city of Three Rivers, the Fallingbrook ran. Then, I looked towards the rider, sitting eerily like some wraith, partly shrouded in mist, only her horse flaring its nostrils and snorting; otherwise, no movement was seen.

			“There are several junctions like this in Acremia,” called the voice of Lysi from beneath her hooded cloak, seated atop her mount. “The junction of four rivers. The place where five kingdoms meet: Eastrealm, Lynchun, Ipithyia, Augusnia, and Nyrimia. There are watchers here from all five realms. There’re men in those bushes, not fifty yards away from Ipithyia. But fear not, they’ve no arrows. Else they’d have loosed them at us already, maybe. They watch. They’re unsure what they see due to the mist, a little spell of mine. They fear a trap. They don’t know the Queen of Nyrimia and the King of Eastrealm are within a long spear throw. They just see two hooded figures speaking, though our voices will be muffled to their ears.”

			The hooded head jerked, indicating the way the next men she spoke of were. “As are the men of Lynchun, thirty yards the other way, unsure how to proceed. And the Augusnians, trying their best to stay hidden, but also trying to hear our conversation. So, they are sending for their captain, even now. For further instructions on what to do next. And my own warriors remain back, less than a hundred yards behind me. Protecting me.”

			And then, as I’d sometimes found she was wont to do, the queen surprised me with her erudition that had nothing to do with war, strategy, guarding borders, or anything of that ilk. It was those few times I’d heard her sound wistful. And sounding most, I felt, in touch with her spiritual side. The mage side. 

			“How strange when one thinks of it, eh?” she mused. “The rivers meet and meld together, flowing together peacefully. They feed each other, giving life from the Water Goddess, and nurturing the land. Yet Lynchun and Eastrealm are the only allies. The rest of the kingdoms whose borders meet at these waters are enemies, foes against Lynchun and Eastrealm. Rivers can co-exist peacefully, but kingdoms can’t. Lies, suspicion, ambition, intrigue, and lust for power keep us from truly living in harmony. We are all guilty of it. We need to be more like rivers, don’t we? The Water Goddess has shown us the way, but we chose to ignore it. Water is fluid, mutable, and consistent. Mortals should be more like water.”

			I didn’t reply to her philosophizing but stepped closer. Lysi dismounted, walking up as far as she could to her side of the riverbank. We stood ten feet apart. The water rushing by us, the only thing separating us. She cast back her hood. Once more, I beheld the high cheekbones, the fair, flawless skin, and the pale, haunting blue eyes I always found so hard to look away from. Her glorious, thick red hair was bound in a simple gold circlet; locks flowing past her shoulders.

			A shiver of unexpected and unwanted desire momentarily took me. I wanted to tug on that hair as I pulled Lysi to me. I shook the thought away, ashamed. Thinking of Aliaz. Then I remembered, and I thought my heart would shatter; my love was gone. I was no longer bound by fidelity to my wife. Finally, I could be free to desire Lysi.

			But then the desire fled as if it were never there. The fear and pain that gripped me with that thought were almost unbearable. My wife, my love, my queen, was gone. She was dead.

			Then, I looked properly at the beautiful mage. I had never seen a look from Lysi that I saw at that moment. It was so soft and filled with love and tenderness, that I felt my heart would stop because of it.

			She stood still, arms fast at her side. As if she restrained them, with effort, from reaching out over the water to try and touch me. Though she was too far away.

			“Beloved, I’m so sorry,” she called, her arms finally opening, spread as if she were holding me close. The way she beckoned me, if an ocean stood between us instead of a river that couldn’t have been much deeper than up to my chest, I’d likely have still wanted to wade in. Just to feel her comforting embrace. Instead, I felt tears streaming down my face I could not halt. I cast back both my hoods.

			“She’s gone,” I whispered. Somehow, impossibly, it seemed Lysi still heard me, despite the distance. For I saw her face frown, sympathetically.

			Something broke within me. I fell apart then and fell to my knees on the soft riverbank. A dam burst within me, as the sobs came, unrestrained. My body shaking, as if being stabbed repeatedly, the pain of Aliaz’s loss ripped through me once more. Combined with the loss of Cantic and his men, it all became too much. I buried my face in my hands, sitting back on my haunches and crying, distraught.

			Then somehow, Lysi was there. On her knees too, arms wrapped around me, my face buried in her shoulder. As I gave in to grief and held onto her as if my life depended on it. I cried and cried.

			I didn’t know how long we remained together, a queen and a king, on their knees, locked together, hugging one another in the mud. Yet, in time, my weeping stilled. I pulled back slightly, looking into Lysi’s face. Her eyes, locked with mine, were sad but loving. She dared to stroke my brow, soothingly, while her other hand lightly caressed my back.

			I sniffled, “I...I...I don’t make such displays, forgive me—”

			“Shush!” she quieted me like a mother tutting a child, her fingers soft and cooling on my forehead. “You apologize for grief? There’s no need. We will all find our way to the Earth Goddess one day. But it’s fitting to mourn. Especially when one so young has merged back to the dust. It doesn’t de-man you. Your queen was full of life, of good heart, kind to her Eltnish subjects. I have heard of her benevolence. Her loss is a loss for your Eltnish people, for your Atalanteans, as well as for you, her husband. She is mourned by many.”

			I said miserably, “I thank you for courtesies.” Then I stiffened, pulling away from her slightly, as I remembered, “If I recall, when we first met, you were willing to kill Aliaz, if needed. To have me for yourself. At the least, you wanted me to put her aside for you.”

			She smiled mournfully but corrected me, “I recall, at the least, I was willing to share you with her. Even if I must lie with her too. That we three would be together…intimately. Still, if you had ever agreed to that arrangement—and that would’ve never happened—eventually, you would’ve tired of her. Despite her loveliness as a person, and what exterior beauty she possessed. You would have cared for me only. If you were to see us side by side every day, she would’ve come to pale in comparison to me in every way. I am...happy it never would’ve come to that. I would have felt...guilty.”

			Lysi never failed to surprise me. “Guilty?” I guffawed. “Guiltier than if you had killed her?”

			She looked at me with so much pity, I almost resumed weeping. “I never told you. I foretold she would perish young. I saw it in my visions so long ago, before I met you. You have always thought the women in your family have scant fortune with pregnancy. I’ve never told you about seeing Queen Aliaz’s death. I didn’t have to. I never wanted you to think somehow, I had anything to do with her fate. She didn’t die because of anything I did. In your heart, you know it. You knew it was very possible, she wouldn’t survive childbirth.”

			I remembered always looking at my wife’s physical frailty, thinness, and tiny hips. She proved more robust than I thought so many times. Still, not strong enough.

			I mumbled, “I don’t know why they’re never strong enough, my family’s women. My own mother, Princess Merin. Erthal’s mother, Olana. Queen Jenvye, mother of my one-time father, Atalan Ninth and Uncle Yedwol. So many more. All dead, bearing children. Those I have named are but a few of the women of my lineage, down through five hundred years of our dynasty. Dead, trying to give their husbands heirs.”

			Lysi admonished, as gently as I’d ever heard her rebuke me, “In your grief, my love, don’t look for fault with the constitution of your women. Lay not the blame on them. Your royal line is tainted, cursed. Long before your wife or you were even born. Back into the antiquity of the time of your ancestors, whom you and your people revere as the first King of Atalantyx. Atalan First, kin-slayer, who killed his father, Atal. Atalan First did despicable deeds and was cursed by one of those who followed him.”

			I winced, though what she said was true. King Atalan First, called the Revered, the first King of Atalantyx, and Arclan, the Purple Prince, son of King Atalan Fourth, were my two greatest heroes. I hated hearing my heroes disparaged, whether they were perfect men or not. They were as perfect men as they needed to be for me; no greater lords and warriors had I ever heard of. Yet, Atalan First did slay his own father, Atal the Martyr, Prelate, a devotee of the Single God. Because Atalan First was a heathen, he feared his father Atal would spread the True God’s religion throughout Atalantyx, undermining Atalan First’s rule. Atalan First was indeed, as Lysi accused, a kin-slayer. But he was also a king. Atalantyx’s greatest king.

			Still, Lysi’s words about a curse shocked me. How could she know this, mage sight or not?

			Lysi said, “The curse was upon the females and children of his line, that most newborns shan’t survive, nor shall their mothers. And since your royal family’s ruling line, down through the centuries, has insisted on marrying close relatives, it ensured the curse was maintained. So, when kings married their female cousins, those cousins were already cursed. Your poor wife never stood a chance.”

			“How do you know this?” I balked.

			She said simply, “I’ve seen it, with Elemental sight, granted to me as a mage of the Six Goddesses.”

			I broke away from her and stood. She stood, too, a foot from my face. She didn’t touch me again but stared into my face intently. I stared back. I didn’t wish to hear of her beliefs as to why Aliaz was gone. All that mattered was Aliaz was no longer with me. Still, Lysi’s words about my line being cursed chilled me. I’d become so believing in pagan magic, that I realized my first thought was that her words were true.

			But I didn’t want to know any more about it. There were some things better off not knowing. My head was full of so many things I needed to confront but couldn’t. There wasn’t space for anymore. Still, knowing there was a curse on the women of my line...did that mean I was safer, that my future wife was safer, me marrying for the second time outside it, as I planned to?

			I turned my thoughts from that. “Why are you here?”

			She answered quietly, “You know why I’m here, Beloved.”

			“You refer to me with such endearments, as if I am already yours.”

			Her eyes searched mine. “Are you not? Will you finally see we are meant to be together? I didn’t cause Aliaz’s death; I swear to all Six Elemental Goddesses. I swear on my life. May I be struck dead by the Earth Goddess, right here, right now, if I lie. But now, Aliaz is gone. I mourn for you, but I cannot ignore her death...means my chance to have you for myself. To have a chance at happiness, for me. Selfishly, yes, I know, yet I speak the truth. And happiness for you too. You never need to be lonely again. You’re a widower now, but you don’t need to be alone for long.”

			She reached out, tentatively, grasping my hands, which were limp at my sides, with her own. Her grip was warm, firm, and reassuring. She gently caressed the top of my palms with her thumbs. I didn’t resist but was unresponsive. “You need a queen. And I need you. Be my king. Rule with me. Love me. I will give you every ounce of love I can give. Then, I’ll give you more.”

			To my shock, she went down to one knee for the second time I’d known her. The first time was to hail me, King of Eastrealm, just prior to my coronation. This time, she went to one knee, still holding onto my hands.

			Tears glistened in her eyes. “I will do anything to have your hand in marriage. Save forsaking the Elemental Goddesses. That is the only thing I cannot do. But ask anything else of me, and I’ll do it to have you. It is customary for the men of your land to bend the knee to ask for their betrothed’s hand in marriage. Forgive me, the role here is reversed, that I break your traditions. But I will now. Therefore, I ask for your hand in marriage. I propose to you, Othrun, Lord and King of Eastrealm, that we be wed. Marry me, please. I’ll do whatever you wish to have your hand. I will become your client. Or I swear by the Six, I’ll disavow my betrothal to my cousin Cahr, disavow him as my heir. Then, I’ll...I’ll relinquish all rights to High Queenship of Middle Eltnia. I will name you my heir and abdicate my throne. I’ll serve as your wife, your consort; you’ll be my king and master. Nyrimia will be yours. I will swear undying fealty to Hert and Wely. I’ll break off any alliance with the Sanaav. By the Fire Goddess, if you wish, I’ll turn on them, make war on them. All practices of slavery, selling my people, shall cease. You will have a mage by your side. One who can protect you with her life. And you’ll have a wife who’ll love you, more fiercely than you could ever imagine.”

			She paused, openly weeping, but her voice was steady. “Or, as I’ve always offered, we’ll leave this land together. We will sail away from Acremia, forging something new, something grand. Far away from here. Abdicate your throne. I’ll abdicate mine, leaving it to Cahr. Leave young Othrun in Glathan’s care. Glathan will rule Eastrealm as Lord Protector, until young Othrun is of age; then, he will be king. You know you can trust Glathan to care for your son, ensuring he grows into a proper ruler. Your line will continue with infant King Othrun the Second on the throne. I will give you new children to inherit whatever we create outside Acremia. Or we can take the Younger with us. He’ll become king of some new empire after you. Whatever you wish, speak your desire, and I will fulfill it! Please, Othrun! By the Sky Goddess! Marry me, Beloved!”

			She begged, “Make me whole. I can never be complete without you. I’ve tried, Othrun, to put aside my foolish dream to be with you. I’ve tried and failed. I cannot help but think this is our chance. Our only chance to be together. You are free. You won’t be for long. You must marry someone, Othrun. Let it be me. Please! I can never be happy, truly happy unless we’re together. No lover can make me forget you. Only you will ever be enough for me....” She trailed off and bowed her head.

			I opened my mouth, but no words escaped. I almost said yes outright. I almost said yes because I wanted to say yes. I didn’t love Lysi. But whatever I felt for her, the desire, and our mutual ambitions, whatever bound us together, would be enough.

			She would never be Aliaz. She could be something different, though, something more than satisfactory. Someone, as she’d told me before, who could stand beside me in battle, still lighting my fires in bed at night. Someone I could take to any negotiation or meeting. Who could tell me the weaknesses of any king, that king’s fears, and how to take advantage of them. Someone who could decipher a loyal vassal from a traitorous one, and what their plans for treachery were.

			Here was a woman who fit all the criteria my cousins had outlined for a desired wife. She was a queen and a powerful one. She offered me more than any other noblewoman could. My overlords and I would essentially gain Nyrimia, without lifting a finger, if I married her. A four-way alliance army would be unconquerable—our enemies would quake in their boots. We could control all Eltnia, then turn our sights on Sanaavia.

			Eventually, all Acremia would be under our sway. Besides my ambition, my loneliness, my grief, and my wanting to be with someone overtook me. I needed to fill the void somehow. Lysi seemed the best fit to fill it.

			It would be contentious, being with Lysi on every front. We would argue. Our relationship would always be tinged towards the slightly caustic, if not outright corrosive. There would even perhaps be hatred in moments. But there’d be a flaming passion like nothing I’d ever experienced. A burning. Enough passion for filling any void in my heart vacated by Aliaz’s presence, and all the dreams of a long, happy, peaceful life together, not at all like the tumult it would be to have Lysi as my wife.

			There would be goals achieved, being with Lysi, and glory reached. Or there’d be steel and blood, fire and death. We’d reach the highest heights, or we’d burn. We’d burn together, consumed, intertwined, as she’d always said we would, conflagrated, destroyed by our passion. Destroyed by our ambitions.

			Better destruction than ignominy. We would never have ignominy. Better glory and death than inconsequence. Atalan Ninth, my one-time father, always feared inconsequence. I would never be inconsequential, being with Lysi. Our ending might be catastrophic. But it’d be glorious.

			But one thing stood between us. If Lysi could meet that condition, I couldn’t resist her any longer.

			“If you will publicly disavow the Six Elementals,” I said, voice quivering, “I accept.”

			She raised her head. I could see, for the first time I’d known Lysi, panic in her teary eyes. It was a wild, bewildered look. “Beloved, please, I cannot. I cannot do that. Anything but that. By the Sky Goddess! Anything Othrun, but that!”

			“You wouldn’t have to give up...your magic, your...religion,” I swallowed, deigning to give her witchcraft such credence, but I did. “Just...just so that the appearance would be you’d converted to the Single God’s faith. You could still, in secret, practice—”

			“I can’t,” she croaked desperately. “How can you ask this of me? You know I can’t!”

			I went to my knees with her. We held hands, staring at each other. “Listen to me, Lysi! It can work! You would still be able to practice your magic! I want you to be able to practice your magic! You told me every king needs a mage. Well, I need one, too, to help defend my kingdom. But my people will never accept what they believe is heresy and witchcraft. At least, not at first, until perhaps battle is upon us. Then they will come to understand that only a mage can truly fight another mage. We’d just have to make it seem as if you had come over to the Light, the God of—”

			“I can’t,” she began to wail. I was stunned. Lysi had never wept so fervently in that manner in front of me before. “How can you ask that of me? I cannot abandon the Six, publicly or otherwise! I’d be tainted forever! I’d be destroyed! The Clan of Mages, they would assassinate me if I disavowed the Six! I’d have forsaken my oaths as a mage! I’d have betrayed both Goddesses and the Clan! By the Earth Goddess, my life would be forfeit!”

			“Your pagan colleagues would kill you?” I asked disgustedly.

			“As you would kill a vassal who betrayed his oaths to you,” she said despondently. “As you’d execute an Atalantean who publicly disavowed the Single God’s faith! You would burn them at the stake for so-called heresy! But, by the Fire Goddess, it’s no different!”

			I shook my head sadly. “There will always be a difference. For me.”

			With that, she let go of my hands, and they fell back to her sides. She bowed her head once more and wouldn’t look at me. Reluctantly, she came to her feet. I arose as well. We still faced one another. Finally, after a brief silence, she raised cool and dispassionate eyes to me that were on fire with passion moments before.

			She sniffled and said formally, “Then, regrettably, I must withdraw my offer of marriage.”

			I didn’t know how to feel. Relieved? Saddened? Disappointed? “I understand,” was all I could say.

			She gathered herself, took a running start, and, as agile as a deer, leaped across the riverbank back to the other side, her cloak billowing like bat wings. She landed on both feet gracefully, with nothing save a bit of mud splash. Her horse waited patiently for her, grazing. Finally, she mounted effortlessly, pulling her hood back over her face, as I merely stood and watched her.

			“We’re not finished with each other,” she called out harshly. “Would that I could free myself of you and my love for you. But it’s beyond me. The Elementals have demanded that we be together for a reason. One day, you will see what that reason is. Farewell, Lord King, for now.” She made a “tsk” sound with her teeth twice, loudly, and gave heels to her horse, pulling her reins. She pranced away into the mist, lost from my sight.

			“Farewell, Lady Queen,” I said to no one, left standing there, looking into the fog.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			While I hunted and finally captured the assassins, and Lysi hunted but failed to capture me, the hunt for my future wife came to an end. Glathan sent word a decision had been made, requiring my approval. He didn’t say who was chosen in the message that arrived at Forest Hill. I supposed he wanted to keep me in suspense and speak to me about it in person.

			I left Thurol. After Lysi disappeared back into the mist, back to Nyrimia, Thurol, as was his wont, said nothing of me seeing her. I’d never appreciated more my brother-in-law’s reluctance to speak on matters he felt were no concern of his, than I did that day.

			Then, with additional melancholy, I realized Thurol was no longer truly my brother-in-law. But I would never think of him otherwise. Still, if Thurol never openly criticized me for being entangled with Lysi while his sister was alive, I knew he wouldn’t do so now Aliaz was dead. I’d felt Thurol’s silent disapproval of my involvement with Lysi in the past. Now what I sensed most from him, was simply overwhelming sadness, for the loss of his beloved sister.

			And I dared hope, a desire to see me, his friend, his cousin, forever his brother-in-law, and brother-in-arms, content in the arms of someone who could make me happy. Even if that someone was Lysi. Who was the closest woman so far to spark something in me that approached wanting to be with someone, other than Aliaz.

			Thurol was married now, happily, after a long bachelorhood. Perhaps being married had changed how he looked at happiness. For before I left his halls and rode back south, Thurol and I embraced.

			He whispered in my ear, “My sister loved you with all her being. She’d want you to find peace and contentment. So, find it, Brother-in-law, where you can.”

			I turned away quickly when our embrace finished, leaving hastily, before he could see my tears.

			When I returned to the Circle Tower, three days after seeing Lysi, Glathan greeted me. He briefed me on the Council’s decision, and their suggestion as to whom I should marry.

			One of the suits that came forward wasn’t from the Lord of Badonia, Irly, for the hand of his adopted daughter, Princess Sila. Instead, the offer was directly from the Lady of Badonia herself, written by her hand. Sila herself had put forward her name, seeking my hand in marriage.

			Marriage dowries in Acremia generally were the same as those I was used to, from Old Atalantyx, except for one major deviation. Same as in my homeland, in Acremia, money or property was secured from the family of the bride, to the family of the groom, at the time of marriage. Unless, the groom were so far above the station of the bride – in the case of a common woman aspiring to marry a king, for example -- that the dowry was expected to come from the king as the groom, rather than the other way around.

			The difference in Acremia was, if the bride had no family to provide such a payment, or if she sought a match her family did not approve of - thus the bride’s family would not back her match financially – the bride could make the offer of marriage directly to the groom, instead of the groom’s family. This most often occurred, if the bride was noble, but insisted on marrying below her station, and the bride’s parents would not support the union, snubbing the young man the bride desired.

			In those circumstances, the bride could coax a surety - still known in Acremia as a dowry – from her future husband. This price for the bride was instead given to the bride’s parents, in order to assuage the parent’s scorn, or worries that the prospective husband could not support his soon-to-be-wife.

			Sila, nor Irly, of course, had no worries that if she married me, she’d be marrying a poor lord. As a matter of fact, she’d be marrying one of the continent’s richest kings. Thus, she kept her price extremely low, just a token, really, by my standards. One hundred pieces of gold. She didn’t want money as a security. She wanted me. And she was willing to be had by me, for almost nothing. It was also very clever of her, or Irly, assuming Irly was involved. At first, upon hearing that Sila had made the suit directly, I thought it was a clever move. Concocted by Irly and Sila together, to avoid Irly paying me a steep dowry that would very much lighten his treasury.

			Then, after I realized Irly was indeed involved in the plan to marry Sila to me, but understanding what he was willing to give me, instead of a dowry, changed my mind entirely. It became apparent, Sila made sure, her direct offer, was the more irresistible one of all the offers, backed by her adopted father. She wanted to be sure, she got her man. With Irly’s blessing, and assistance.

			Sila had told me you don’t own a mage; they have a mind of their own. She was correct, of course. My instincts also proved correct. Sila had set her mind on me.

			Coincidentally, it was decided by the high lords of the realm, led by the Seneschal’s guidance, once I as king proved amenable, the former Princess of Nyrimia, sister of Queen Lysi, and sole heir of Irly, was the most suitable match for me.

			Once more, as he’d done in bringing the last of the Atalanteans to Eltnia and to serve under Wely, Glathan relied on his personal trust and knowledge of Irly, and what he knew of Sila, to tie me to Badonia. As he’d tied me to Wely and Lynchun. Irrevocably.

			Irly, like Wely’s father Ture, was well-known to the Second Prince. On his previous sojourn to Eltnia, many years before I ever set foot on the continent for the first time, Glathan had made friends with the King of Badonia.

			Even in my grief, I could see the affection and admiration between the two men, when Irly visited the Circle Tower for Aliaz’s funeral. Glathan trusted Irly. Because of my cousin’s trust, I was inclined to do the same. It wasn’t so much about Sila for Glathan. It was more about Irly and what he promised to give me.

			Because, Irly agreed, to also make me his primary heir. That upon his death, as co-heirs in Sila and I, the eldest son we had together, who’d be my second son after the Younger, would rule as Prince of Badonia, clients of me, their father.

			If Irly died prior to Sila and me procreating, she and I’d rule as King and Queen of Badonia, and, in that case, Badonia would pass later to our children together. If I, after Irly’s passing, died before getting a child on Sila, Othrun the Younger would inherit Irly’s lands upon Sila’s death.

			If Sila perished, prior to giving me a Prince of Badonia, and I lived, I’d be King of Badonia after Irly, and the Younger, King of Badonia after me.

			How would Lysi, who I’d almost pledged myself to, react to me betrothing her sister? A sister that, in a fury, she’d banished for betraying her. A sister Lysi despised, whom she believed was far lesser than her.

			Lysi foretold, when I first met her, that one day, I’d be pledged to a daughter of her father, Ina the Ignorant. Wedding Sila, or wedding Lysi, would fulfill that prophecy. It seemed I’d marry the former. I couldn’t help the chill I felt. How much longer could I doubt Lysi’s powers of prescience or any of her other powers? It seemed the Six Elementals had maneuvered my fate right into their hands.

			I’d wed an Eltnish woman and a mage, one of the witches of the goddesses I supposedly disavowed. Like Erthal, I was to be joined to a heretic. If Erthal had gone to the underworld, not to Heaven, for cleaving to a pagan, he must be cackling, waiting for me to join him one day. I smiled bitterly to myself.

			I tried to summon guidance from my angel then. I silently begged him to show himself. But, as usual, he didn’t come at my behest. Perhaps, with my apostasy, in my plans to marry a mage, he’d finally abandoned me.

			Or perhaps, it was all part of his plan. To use the pagans as required, to bring godliness to the continent. But it seemed to me that the pagans distinctly had the upper hand.

			“You could do worse than wedding into Irly’s house, marrying the former Princess of Nyrimia. Earning yet another kingdom, without raising one sword,” said Glathan, as we sat together, alone save our guard, eating the nuncheon meal in the Great Hall, discussing my proposed nuptials.

			“The question is, can I do better?” I said, alternating chewing on grapes, then slabs of cheese and drinking my wine.

			“It wasn’t lost on me,” said Glathan, swirling his wine goblet. “You and Princess Sila got along quite well while she was in Eastrealm. Besides, she’s other positive qualities as someone who’s to be your wife. She’s attractive, no scholar, but intelligent, brave, and of high moral fibre.”

			“Such high moral fibre; she deceived her father and sister,” I said mawkishly, fastidiously dusting off my fingers with my napkin. “Hiding she’s a mage from them for years to escape her responsibilities.”

			“Forgive me for saying so,” said Glathan. “That wasn’t your original position regarding the princess, I recall. You defended her deception. Believing she’d a right to forge her own destiny, rather than the one she was born to. The condemnation you give her doesn’t sound like your words, but those of someone else.”

			I silently toasted Glathan in acknowledgement he was right. Then, of course, Glathan referred to Lysi. I’d told Glathan I defended Sila against Lysi when Lysi banished her. I felt for Sila because she endured something like what I went through with Erthal. Now, I agreed with Lysi that Sila shouldn’t have deceived her and should’ve accepted her fate as a mage.

			Still, Sila herself admitted her guilt over abandoning her responsibilities to me, and I’d applauded her for it. I was being unfair to her again. I think part of it was me having spent time in Lysi’s company, almost thinking it was forgone that I’d marry her. Lysi was right. Lysi seemed to be my best chance for happiness.

			Marrying her sister, just as Lysi said, Aliaz would always pale compared to marrying her. In my heart, I wished it was Lysi I was marrying, not Sila. Still, I did like Sila, promising myself to be a good husband to her, for she deserved it. My, how my stance had changed, and how strange it was I’d such affinities now, with both sisters, daughters of my dead enemy, Ina.

			I‘d no more taste for food and finished chewing a grape, turning my attention to my wine. “I wanted you to find me someone with some sense in her head. And someone pretty, to give me good-looking heirs. I also need a wife to be able to run my household properly and diplomatically. And to be able to stand up to the Old Guard. Being a heathen queen, the elite aren’t going to be easy with a woman born a pagan princess. No matter how many stacks of Parables she swears upon, that she’s a devotee to the Single God. You think Sila is tough enough?”

			“She may be demurer than her sister. But I judge she’s got the backbone to be your queen. And she fulfills other requirements you didn’t initially ask for in a wife, but obviously of benefit, that I’ve noted. After considering reasons why, beyond kindness and being her distant relation, Irly adopted Sila in the first place. Moreover, it’s my wager marrying Princess Sila will protect our fair kingdom permanently, from Nightsoul and other enemies. For, besides the ruler of Borenia, if Nightsoul is to be feared, wouldn’t your other foes doubly fear attacking Eastrealm if you’re married to the sister-in-law of Nightsoul? And, though their relationship is strained, wouldn’t Lysi, if she is truly an enemy, hesitate from attacking the realm where her sister is queen? Because I’d say, the most powerful potential enemy you have, after Nightsoul, because of your...unique relationship with its queen, is Nyrimia.”

			I’d considered the angle Glathan presented before. I had to agree. It was clever of Irly, if he helped push Sila to marry me. Though I believed it was indeed Sila’s wish. To provide, hopefully for Irly, additional insurance of his continued existence, Irly had tacitly linked himself to his most appreciable potential enemy. By adopting Sila, the relative of that enemy. Then linked his adopted daughter to another warlord, who could be his ally. Me, through marriage.

			Based on Lysi’s implications, I was unsure if Nightsoul would hold back from destroying Irly, just because his wife’s half-sister was adopted by Irly. Lysi had implied none of the remaining daughters of Ina were close. That Barbis was someone set apart, tied to the evil Nightsoul, estranged from Lysi and Sila. Who were now estranged from each other as well. Also, Lynchun was paid handsomely by Irly for Badonia’s protection.

			With that protection from Wely, his sister-in-law as Irly’s ward, and Irly being dear to Sila, Nightsoul might be loath to move openly against a kingdom shielded by Lynchun -- Eltnia’s most powerful nation -- and kill Sila to boot. There were softer targets, with fewer complications, out there if rampant, senseless destruction was what Nightsoul craved. Targets like Meridnia, easily laid waste to by the ruler of Borenia.

			But how long could Badonia’s indemnification to Lynchun and family ties prove sufficient to stay Nightsoul’s worst impulses? Those weren’t family bonds I wanted to test since I found them flimsy. But Glathan saw it as a wise play. Still, in that play, was a significant risk. I was a gambling man, as Glathan well knew, but I was still tentative about taking this gamble.

			As for my future bride, I couldn’t deny Sila was, though by no means a woman of books, smarter than she appeared. And, as Glathan said, she and I got along well enough. In fact, Sila reminded me of Aliaz in looks and manner. However, I was unsure if I found that resemblance comforting or off-putting.

			Yet, the complexity of Sila’s bloodline and what’d be my new bonds to it gave me pause. I was tying myself to Lysi awkwardly. After I’d spurned her marriage proposal, as her brother-in-law. Wedding a sister she disowned. I’d also become the brother-in-law to Barbis, wife of Nightsoul. My head spun, and it wasn’t from the wine. The implications of what I’d do by wedding Sila, were mind-boggling. I needed to consider all these implications. Carefully.

			For what of Lysi’s words that if Sila disavowed the Six publicly, the Clan of Mages would seek to kill her? A Clan of Mages led by none other than Nulthe, mother of Nightsoul? I’d never let Nulthe’s filthy hands touch my future wife. But I had to think clearly. Was I endangering Sila, and my kingdom, beyond reason, by marrying her?

			The wine suddenly tasted bitter for some reason. I put it down and ordered Glathan, “Invite Irly to the Circle Tower. I want to hear from his lips, that he’s considered all sides regarding this proposed marriage to Sila. Besides, I want to get to know Irly better.”

			I also wanted to confront Irly about the rumours he’d pedalled slaves to Nightsoul. It might be enough cause for me to reject the suit, were the rumours true. At least temporarily. Until I rang a guarantee from Irly, that he’d cease slave trading. Furthermore, he wanted his adopted daughter to wed me. Since the suit had been Sila’s, a dowry for me from me would still be due to Sila. I had no doubt, Sila would turn that dowry over to Irly, as her legal father. She had no need of the money, as my future queen. She’ll have heaps of money, and dowager lands aplenty, if she outlived me. While it wasn’t a huge amount, by my standards, a hundred golds, I wagered, was a bit more significant for Irly’s treasuries. That dowry gave me a little leverage over Irly, for him to comply with my requests. As did the fact, it was obvious, he desperately wanted Sila to marry me, for Sila’s sake.

			I was too distracted by my wife’s death when Irly was in my kingdom last, to give him the attention he deserved. Now, there was a need to take counsel with him. He’d be a close ally and my father-in-law. And I’d essentially be the heir to his kingdom.

			I said to Glathan then, “I haven’t told you of a proposal that perhaps I should’ve.” I paused. I took a breath, then told Glathan of my meeting with Lysi.

			When I finished, Glathan said thoughtfully, “I didn’t know the queen made you a firm marriage proposal. The Council and I had given the thought of you marrying Lysi due consideration. The positives, like your...seeming...compatibility with her. Her position as the most powerful queen, one of the most powerful mages in Eltnia. Her political acumen, physical beauty, battle abilities, and influence. To her detriment, the enemies she’s accumulated, including, potentially, your overlords, were given fair deliberation. Matter of fact...she still was our second choice to be your wife. Despite any negative factors weighing against her.”

			The Council considered Lysi? Even without a suit? For I didn’t believe she filed one. At least she never mentioned it when I saw her. Besides, that wasn’t Lysi’s way. She was a queen. But not one to stand on tradition and protocol. She did things her way. Rules meant little to her. Except annoyance for her to circumvent, when it came to getting her will. Or, when convenient to be used against others, to prove her cause.

			Glathan said, “Ultimately, we chose Sila over Lysi. Because we cannot completely trust the latter. Lysi’s motivations will always be dubious. She sells her own people into slavery. She allies with the Sanaavians, the colossal threat to Eltnia. She’s proven to be manipulative. Her ambitions rival any power-hungry warlord in Eltnia. She believes she’s legitimately High Queen over you, Hert, and Wely. She plans to achieve that title, not just in name. She has the cunning, army, will, and connections to do it if all her plans come to fruition.

			“You told me, Sire, that besides all this, Lysi may have proof, actual proof that she’s entitled to the High Queenship of Middle Eltnia. That she told you, the day of your coronation, that she found ancient tablets, inscribed with runes. Tablets that will demonstrate, irrefutably, that she’s a descendant of Ungala of the Anib, the last High Queen. That, when she’s ready, she plans to substantiate her assertions, produce these tablets, and press her claim fully. What if she really is capacitated to be High Queen? Wely and Hert will never acknowledge her. And they’re your overlords. But she’d be your wife. You’d be caught between the two, if she refused to back down. Who would you owe your first allegiance to? How could you navigate a situation like that?”

			“I…I don’t know,” I admitted.

			“Forgive me for saying, for you’re a strong-willed king. But...she’d overpower your will, surely using you for her own purposes. Purposes contrary to what you’ve planned for your godly realm. You’ve...a weakness for her.” Momentarily, anger rose with Glathan’s words, as I felt insulted. But could I deny the truth? I couldn’t be angered by Glathan saying I’d be vulnerable to Lysi’s will. She always got the better of me, and I couldn’t help it. She was my weakness.

			He went on, “Marrying Lysi would put you at odds with your feudal masters. Hert is Lysi’s cousin by blood, but he, too, has serious doubts about her. Wely, especially, wouldn’t approve of such a marriage. Wely detests Lysi. He‘s careful with her, but he despises her. Any alliance with her would have to be on his terms, terms he’d never trust her to keep.” Glathan paused, knowing he’d said too much, but he allowed, “But I’ve already consulted with Wely. He gives his royal blessing for you to wed Sila.”

			Sometimes, over the course of him being my closest advisor, I’d felt the need to reign Glathan in. Sometimes I thought he exercised my authority too liberally. But most of those times, I knew he made the right decision. Particularly ones I didn’t have time to make or waffled about. Glathan simply took care of things, and no one could do them as well as he did. So, I let it go. He already consulted with Wely. Though, nominally, that would’ve been my place.

			He said, “Yet finally, as proved by what you told me of your conversation with her, Lysi will never agree to conversion to our faith, publicly or otherwise. Still, have you made an enemy of her? By your refusal of her direct offer? We’ve received no formal suit from her, as we’ve had from other noblewomen, to be your wife. Therefore, we weren’t compelled to consider her, though we did. We were prepared to have a formal suit from you made for her. If it came to that. Had we known she made you a definitive offer...we don’t wish to insult her. She’s always wanted you. But wedding Sila, will bring some finality to the end of her desires. Will there be further enmity between Eastrealm and Nyrimia, if you marry Lysi’s sister? With Lysi, knowing there’s no longer any hope of having you for herself? Lastly, and most importantly, as per Lysi’s claim, will we endanger Princess Sila by demanding she disavows the Six as a mage? Our marriage contract stipulates that, and it’s non-negotiable. You can’t marry someone who doesn’t abandon their beliefs in the Six or any other gods or goddesses.”

			I drained the suddenly unwanted wine I’d been so eager to drink. “Lysi says she’s not finished with me yet. Single God help me, I’ve no reason to doubt her word. Yet, by your thinking, she won’t become an open enemy if I’m married to her sister. We’ll see if that holds true. As for endangering Sila, I’ll protect her if it comes to that. She’ll be with me, here in Eastrealm, when she’s my wife, under a heavy tower of fortified stone. An army surrounding her.” I looked at my partially uneaten meal. When my eyes rose to Glathan’s, he looked sympathetically at me. “Food has lost much of its flavour since Aliaz passed. I eat to sustain myself now, little more. I wonder if I’ll ever savour a meal again. Wine, though...helps ease the pain,” I sighed.

			That night, I summoned Fridlyr to my chambers. Not every lord can command the High Prelate of the realm give him a private shriving and blessing, but the Atasyx can. Fridlyr lit the prayer candles himself, on the little altar in my antechamber, the small candles arranged in the design of a triangle within a circle. I did not have a prayer pit dug in my chambers, but rather an expensive prayer mat, black, with the Triangle and Circle threaded in gold in the centre. I went to my knees, on that mat, prostrating myself before the prelate, my head facing eastward, touching the ground, in the sacred prayer position. Towards where Atal, holiest of cities in Atalantyx, would have been, had it still stood. That holy city, at the northernmost point of our drowned homeland, where the great forefather of our race, the great prelate, Atal the revered, first landed and established our kingdom, with his son Atalan the First, the Founder, the Revered, the first Atalantean King. Where Atal made the first shrine in Atalantyx to the Single God and erected the first Holy Temple.

			I took moment to regret, as Fridlyr chanted his prayers over my head, that I’d never make that final trip to Atal. That third trip required of all penitents to the Single God faith. For, three times in every devotee’s life, we devout Atalanteans were required – the first time, after birth, the second at mid-life, and the third before one feel’s their natural life nearing its last tenth – to make the sacred pilgrimage to the Holy City. I’d made my mid-life trip, though early, a few years before Atalantyx drowned.

			But I promised to build a new city, like Atal, in my kingdom, where the faithful could make such a pilgrimage, and continue their devotions, as godly citizens.

			I prayed hard. I prayed for the Single God, to give me strength. I prayed for Him to show me the way, and make me choose wisely, especially who I chose for a wife, for a queen. I prayed that if Sila was to be that person, that our marriage would be blessed, with many more brothers and sisters for the Younger. And that Sila would come, in time, to see the glory and wonder of the Single God, the True God, the God of Life, Love, and Light, not just profess to do so, to appease my people. And that I would have the strength, with my own faith, that sometimes felt as if it was wavering, flickering as tenuously as the prayer candles, able to be blown out by a puff of breath, to help show Sila the way to the Light. In the face of part-believing of the very pagan magic, that one day, Sila would likely practice, as a mage of Eltnia. Magic that might help save my kingdom, and all I held dear, from the destruction of Eltnish warlords, and their own mages. Such as Nightsoul.

			Throughout my life as a devotee of the Single God, I’d found little use for priests. I found enough direct personal connection with my God, that I needed no priest as an intermediary. Now, though I was Atasyx, with no king above me save God himself, somehow, I found myself wanting help, needing intercession, from my highest priest, to help me pray. 

			Three weeks later, as Ninthmonth came with the start of harvest time and turning leaves, Glathan and I once again sat in my Great Hall, this time with the King of Badonia. Who, unlike me, had no problems whatsoever with his appetite. Uthlen prepared for the voracious eating. The cooks did their work in advance to ensure Irly would be satisfied. There was extra ale on hand, for the king expressed he preferred the taste of hops and barley over grapes.

			“Besides, wine makes you fatter than ale,” claimed the good-natured king, licking his lips, patting his ample belly, after finishing his meal, reaching for a draught of ale—his sixth or seventh. Glathan and I shared a look, barely suppressing our laughs. “I’m trying to shed some pounds, so I’m abstaining from wine these days. Plus, the gout. My physicians say the wine aggravates it.”

			He signalled to one of my nearby attendants who, pitcher in hand, sprang into action at Irly’s beckoning to refill the king’s goblet with ale. Irly muttered a gracious thanks, draining the oversized goblet brought specially for the king with a few gulps. He smacked his lips, holding back out the goblet, the astonished servant quickly refilling it. Finally, Irly decided to pause from imbibing to speak more, laying the full goblet on the table, delicately belching.

			Irly was dark-haired; though he must’ve been past forty, no grey lightened his temples. Despite the official visit, he wore no fillet or other royal headgear. But his effortless, affable grace and experienced kingship hung about his head, as if it were a crown. He had pleasing features, the warmest smile I’d ever seen. Strong white teeth, and a booming laugh, that one couldn’t help chuckling along with. He must have weighed twenty-five stone, if he weighed a pound. Still, he carried his girth well, and he was undoubtedly stylish. I wondered how rich his tailor was, with all the silk and fur spent covering so much width.

			Irly may not have worn a crown, but only a king could afford his attire. His well-embellished tunic was sky blue. Aberat, the royal seamstress, had told me such colours were the most expensive to make in clothing. There was gold-work thread all over the tunic, and over the top, he wore a darker blue silk doublet with Badonia’s white swan. The design was so intricate, the gold and black about the swan’s eyes and beak looked as if the swan could reach out and peck at me. His sable cloak was fur-collared, his leather gloves thick and rich.

			“You know,” Irly said to me then. “Some of my lords were loath that I should give up my newly adopted daughter to your hand. They feared losing what they believed would be my realm’s best protection from the Dark West. It’s no secret our warriors are few. We’ve no expansive army to contend with any foe, much less the Dark West. My lords wondered if I let Sila marry you, it’d doom us. My lords counselled me; Sila was our new shield. That her mage potential, her very presence, saves us from the Dark West.”

			“What was your response to your lords?” I asked Irly as the pages threw more logs on the hearth, and I shivered from the chill day and all the talk of Borenia.

			“Why I scoffed,” replied Irly with a smile, “and wouldn’t hear of anything but wedding bells? Sila will grow into a celebrated mage, I predict. But while my adopted daughter may become mighty in channelling the Six, all her powers won’t protect her from a formidable army. Not when she doesn’t have an equally formidable one, at her back. I can’t provide her with that. You can, Lord King.”

			I nodded. But the rumours I’d heard of Irly, and his father before him, paying Nightsoul in horses, gold, harvest, and even slaves, bothered me. So, I confronted him about the rumour. I saw Glathan cringing beside me when I did. But I was happy when Irly denied it, and I believed him.

			“I don’t treat with the Dark West, Lord King,” said Irly sternly. “There’s been no embassies between our lands. I’d never enslave my people. Slavery is abhorrent. I don’t pay the Dark West anything, nor do we trade. We’re not open enemies, and neither are we allies. So, I stay away, Lord King, from having ado with the Dark West. I’ve never met the sovereign of the Dark West, or Barbis. Nulthe has been welcomed in my halls, only on business when she’s been representing the Clan of Mages, not representing the Dark West.”

			Irly looked petrified at the memory of Nulthe being in Swan’s Gate. He whispered, “All the crows on my battlements flew away at once, the horses in my stables were disquieted, my men trembling with fright when she came, alone, in a pure white cloak, walking with a gnarled staff. She had a pale and unearthly beauty that reminded me of a corpse. She came to escort my dear Deva, may the Earth Goddess keep her in Her bosom always, to a coven. Deva, my sweet wife. How I miss her. And my Uiri.” I empathized with Irly, a widower like me. But he had also lost a child. I could not imagine such a dual loss. I swallowed back a tear.

			“Deva was at one time an incumbent for Great Wika,” Irly said next. “She and Nulthe were…almost somewhat of… contemporaries. I won’t say friends, but cordial. Deva thought it wise...it’d perhaps keep the Dark West from my doors, if Deva had an amicable relationship with one of the Dark West’s chief royals. Deva elected not to pursue the Great Wikaship, stepping aside and voting for Nulthe. So that day, Nulthe came, leaving with Deva, after exchanging some cold courtesy with me. The half of an hour she spent in my presence was half of an hour far too long. I love entertaining dignitaries, love good spirits, and good company. I’ve never been so happy to see the back of a guest leaving my hall.”

			Irly gave me a stern look. “Listen to me, Lord King. I fear the Dark West like any other lord, and I’ve more reason to fear it than any other king. The Dark West borders my realm. I must look out, every day, for the peace of sunny Swan’s Gate, into the...into the darkness. But I fear the Dark West because of my people. I fear it for those I love. I’m old, fat, and not of much use in this world. If...the ruler of the Dark West comes for me...then may the Six grant me a good death. I won’t be able to save...those who protect me. It’s their sworn duty; like me, they must die like warriors. I hope some of my subjects will be spared the Dark West’s wrath the day the shadow of the ruler of that realm completely darkens my land. But I’d save Sila if I could. She’s dear to me. As your queen, she’ll be beyond the Dark West’s reach.”

			I regarded the King of Badonia. It took a brave, good man to believe in his heart that he was doomed and put the concern of those he might save first. What was it like, as a king, to live one’s reign right next to what everyone believed was the greatest evil in the land? An omnipotent evil, an irresistible evil that’d one day destroy you, and everything you ruled over? To see the darkness, as Irly thought of Borenia, to live beside it, knowing one day the darkness will likely envelope you?

			I pondered the ruin of Meridnia. The plumes of smoke. The shattered palisades. The riven bodies. The scale of the destruction. And the destroyer—Nulthe—vanished like a ghost. Irly knew that fate, one day, likely awaited him or a future ruler of Badonia. A fate that might only be able to be avoided for so long, no matter how many alliances Irly made, no matter how much gold he paid for protection to Lynchun.

			Warrior or not, Irly was a good man. But Irly being a good man wouldn’t help me fight a war against an enemy like Nightsoul if it came to open war. I’d met some of his soldiers, like Mirc. They were brave and gallant but too few. Without a proper lord of battle to lead them. Irly couldn’t lead men to war himself. He was so big, scarce a horse was big enough in all Acremia to bear him. I laughed inside at the thought of the famously corpulent king, trying to get aboard a horse.

			Irly couldn’t help me confront Nightsoul. He could only, perhaps, help me shield myself and him, from Nightsoul. By marrying Sila to me, and giving me his kingdom when he was dead, so I might protect it better than he could.

			I’d sworn to myself, telling Wely years ago, that Nightsoul had to be faced and that I’d be the one to face him and kill him, ending his reign of terror. I chafed with Glathan that we should face Nightsoul sooner. Yet I quaked in my boots, like every other king, with the thought of what Nightsoul might do. Because one never knew what Nightsoul might do, to whom, and when. No one knew exactly where Nightsoul was, how powerful he was, and which kingdom would suffer his horrible wrath next.

			He was a complete ghost, a spectre. Haunting the nightmares of powerful warlords, reducing them to quivering idiots at the very name. Nightsoul or Nulthe or Barbis came, destroyed. Then he, or his mother, or his wife disappeared, into thin air. How do you fight an enemy like that? The best it seemed I could do, was to be like Irly and follow Glathan’s counsel. To prepare as best I could, making political moves that might at least delay Nightsoul from attacking me. Strengthening and building up my armies.

			But to what end? With any other foe, I’d have taken the fight to them. I’d have ridden, with all my might, every knight and warrior in the realm at my back into the mists of the Guardian Mountains, seeking Nightsoul’s lair, finding him, rooting him out.

			That was what my instinct still told me to do. As Uncle Yedwol once said to me, “If you’re not planning an attack, in the midst of an attack, or re-attacking after a strategic retreat, all you’re doing is losing.”

			Yet that was a fool’s strategy, just like King Gaim of Olicia, who dared to ride into the mountains to try and root out Nightsoul. Just like it seemed that King Felk of Meridnia had tried to do. I would be destroyed, and I knew it.

			But all I could do was to be like Irly. Just trying to avoid, even appease, what I thought would placate Nightsoul and prevent an attack. It was no way to rule as a warlord, but helplessly, I felt that was the best I could do. Even faith in my Anchali, in the Single God, didn’t keep me from hopelessly fearing the power of Nightsoul.

			“Or,” I said fatalistically to Irly then, as Sila had suggested, “Marrying me will make Princess Sila more of a focus for Nightsoul’s animus.”

			“Perhaps,” Irly said quietly. “But I know you’ll guard her as best you can. She could be in no better hands than those of the most feared warlord in the realm. The man who killed Hor the Horrific. The man who snuck into the Goldhall and liberated Lynchun. The man who leads the fearsome Atalantean knights. Who better to take care of Sila than you, my son-in-law-to-be?” The king smiled, jowls jiggling. I knew I’d grow to love the jolly and gracious, straightforward Irly, for he was difficult not to love. He had the heart to match his girth.

			“Sila’s a prize many an Eltnish king covets,” Irly said, beaming, speaking about Sila. “But of all those kings, with you, she’s protected not only by her burgeoning magic but by your undefeatable swords. As Queen of Eastrealm, she’ll have a bodyguard of troops that’s unmatched and a warlord for a husband that strikes fear into the hearts of his enemies.”

			“But do I endanger her just by marrying her?” I pressed. I spoke of knowing that openly denying the Six as a mage might warrant assassination by the Clan of Mages.

			“I’ve met Nulthe, Lord King,” said Irly. “Never wager on the actions of mages, for they’re unpredictable. Yet I’d wager that neither Nulthe nor Barbis would dare try to kill my daughter via covert assassination. The Clan of Mages abides by rules. Rules set in place with guidance from the kings of Eltnia. The clan operates by the law. There’d have to be a trial and judgment, if any mage were charged with any crimes. Besides, though mages can divine things others cannot, only you, I, Sila, and Prince Glathan have seen the marriage contract, here secreted in my garments. Which, I’m about to turn over to you.” Irly patted his chest, where the contract was concealed. I was glad, at that moment, Glathan had counselled extreme discretion about who saw that paper.

			“That’s the only paper proving incontrovertibly the condition of you marrying the princess is her publicly renouncing her faith, converting to your Single God,” Irly said. “At least on the surface, enough for your nobles to be placated while Sila still practices her Elemental magic in secret. Yes, all your realm will know of it, and no doubt, Nulthe will too. But Nulthe couldn’t proceed to indict Sila without proof—proof they’ll never physically possess. For you’ll guard the document, signed by you and me and Sila, safely. As you’ll guard Sila, when you’re wed.”

			Irly downed his ale in two huge, successive gulps. He looked pleased with himself at both the ale, and how our discussion had gone. “You’ll be married to my daughter. She’ll be Queen of Eastrealm. Let Nulthe try to prosecute her then—she’d be hard-pressed to do so, to demand the life of a queen. But, regardless, you wouldn’t surrender her. I’m sure Hert and Wely would stand behind you, and they’re ones to be faithfully bound by the law. They’d never let the Clan take the wife of their chief warlord, unlawfully, without war.”

			“Whoever threatens my betrothed,” I promised, “threatens me. No matter who. Nightsoul, Barbis, Nulthe...even Queen Lysi. I won’t let anyone harm her. On that, you’ve my word as a king, lord, and knight. I’ll guard her with my life.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			After Irly returned to Badonia, I trained harder than usual for the next few months. As winter came, the breaths of my knights and me steamed the air, as we panted during our pretend fighting. I was drinking too much, which could’ve put pounds on me, and slowed my reflexes. But the constant training kept me sharp, lean, and fit. While I could practice for every opponent I might face, there was no defeating my sense of loss over Aliaz.

			By spring, the Triangle Temple’s first outwall was done, the royal mausoleum where my Aliaz was buried was completed, and the other corner towers were well underway.

			The two separate towns at the bottom of the hill upon which the Circle Tower precinct sat—now simply called Tower Hill—had finally grown to merge into one city. The city became known, colloquially, as Kingstown for the Eltnish. More than three thousand residents packed Kingstown’s homes, markets, stores, streets, and parks.

			But no official name had yet been designated for the city by my Royal High Council and me. I planned to have a sufficiently posh High Atramlandish name, since it would be my glorious capital city. But I was in no mood to deliberate on that for now.

			I hardly left the Circle Tower, becoming some sort of hermit king, almost borne down under the weight of the crown, all my numerous duties, and still in personal mourning. The anniversary of Aliaz’s death loomed. Glathan, for the same month, planned a formal joint birthday banquet in me and my young prince’s honour. But my mind was on Aliaz’s demise, not celebrating my birth, or even that of my beloved boy.

			So that’s why, before nuncheon, on a beautiful early summer morning, the first day of Sixthmonth, after sparring in the practice yard and a bath, I sat at the head of the table in my hall, drinking again.

			Four of my pages stood behind me, waiting to serve me. Captain Lyayr, with five guardsmen, stood in front of the table in vigilant defence. Otherwise, I was alone. I tried to focus on all the positives of recent days.

			Controversial or not, my most desired match or not, I’d have a beautiful princess as a wife. I’d secured Badonia as a kingdom through the match—another realm that’d be under Eastrealmian control—bloodlessly. My desires, such as I stated them to be, were being quickly fulfilled. I was acquiring lands, titles, influence, and allies. So then, why did I feel like I was failing at every turn?

			While my mood began to fall, my cousin, Uthlen, called on me in my hall. His presence would’ve likely been a source of cheer for me. But then I saw, he wasn’t alone. He came with Apolt. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Apolt. It was that their presence together, for me, bespoke trouble.

			I looked to Apolt as he strode in, for some sign of why they were together. I found none. Apolt was a warrior, and he had a warrior’s sternness, which didn’t always betray his thoughts. About Thurol’s age, older than Uthlen and I, the earl had thick dark hair cut close around his broad face. A long, carefully trimmed moustache drooped down to his goatee. His eyes were grey, honest, his jaw firm. He was handsome, with only a crescent-shaped battle scar beneath his left eye, marring his looks.

			He was dressed martially, as Lord Herald, in a brilliant orange surcoat with his grey bull sigil over his mail, his scabbards empty, having left his blades with my guards outside the door. I hoped he hadn’t come to do battle with me today, for his sake.

			Because he’d find himself disadvantaged, as if he went to an actual battle without his weapons. For, since Aliaz had died, my moods could turn extremely fouler than usual. I knew I could be a mercurial man, like all kings. Though I believed that sometimes there was an extra edge to my bladed temper. However, when I was truly cross, no one wanted to see how that edge cut, for it cut deep.

			After greetings were exchanged, I had to push down the gnawing sense of dread in my belly, to see my cousin and his lover come together to see me. For all their caring for each other, they’d proved they cared for me enough to be very discreet, to this point, about their affair. To prevent issues with the Old Guard crying, I sanctioned my cousin from openly lying with another man. As a result, they were seldom ever seen together.

			Rumours still existed about their relationship. But I had to admit, they’d satisfactorily kept things quiet, to a degree that pleased me. But with their appearance that day, their closeness couldn’t be more obvious, if they strolled hand in hand into my hall. I was immediately worried.

			“So, what brings you two...together to see your king?” I said smarmily.

			Apolt blushed. Uthlen didn’t stoop as low as I had gone to address my innuendo, which I was almost immediately ashamed of. Instead, he asked softly, “Lord King, I stood beside you in the face of all the might of the last King of Atalantyx. I stood beside you, did I not?”

			I didn’t know where he was taking me. But I humoured him to cool my suddenly rising ire, because he referred to Erthal. Still, I spoke candidly when I replied, “You did, most bravely, Lord Prince.”

			“And did I do so in the knowledge of the kind of man...the last King of Atalantyx was? The kind of king he was? Did I not stand beside you in rebellion against him, risking my very life, just as you did?”

			“For which you’ve been trusted implicitly. For which you’ve been rewarded.” I felt a twitch growing over my eye, as my blood boiled, the more he spoke of my one-time brother.

			“I speak not of reward. I speak of knowing what I faced. The good and the bad. I knew the bad of the king. I fear I didn’t know all the good. Still, I knew what was planned, when I joined you in rebellion. When I came to you and urged rebellion. Along with Glathan, and Thurol. We didn’t rebel to depose the last of King of Atalantyx. We rebelled to stop him.”

			“What’s your point?” I snapped tiredly.

			“My point is, there was good in your brother. For that good...you loved him. And he loved you. That’s why you didn’t want him killed. That’s why he couldn’t bring himself to kill you, for all the iron he was made of.”

			I slammed my goblet on the table, spilling wine everywhere. None of my guards, pages, or Apolt jumped or moved. But Uthlen did, startled. “You lecture me on my brother? Who knew him better than I? Who knew what he was better than I? But you knew, at least, my brother’s crimes? He sacrificed men, women, and little children, to pagan gods! And he slew those who disagreed with these sacrifices to silence their opposition to his vile acts!”

			“You’re hot,” said Uthlen sternly. “Too hot to be objective at this moment. Or to listen to me about what you didn’t know. What I didn’t know. Listen to me and be silent for a moment!”

			I could not believe my ears. “You’ve never spoken to me like this before. My kind and timid cousin, Lord Uthlen, upbraids his king so?” I snarled contemptuously, looking at Apolt. “Or does the presence of your friend here give you a warrior’s courage, and a traitor’s insolence? How dare you speak to me this way? What’s made you speak to me like this now?”

			“I’ve spoken before, but you haven’t listened!” Uthlen cried with a sudden passion to rival mine. “I’m dismissed as a man of letters and no wisdom. A man who could order your household. But not give you proper advice on how to run your kingdom!”

			“That’s why I put you on my Royal High Council, boy!” I snarled. “That’s why I made you a prince, gave you half my kingdom as your fief! Not to insult you! Nor to minimize you nor placate you. Because I valued you! I haven’t places of such high honour to waste on fools! You’ve been my closest advisor, besides Glathan, from the beginning. I’ve made you my steward! But, of course, I value your advice!”

			“Then listen to it now!” said Uthlen firmly, sounding like a man ten years older than he was. He sounded like an illustrious lord. Which he was, by every definition. But I had to secretly admit, Uthlen was right. I never truly gave him his due beyond his talents for artistry, mathematics, and the like. Uthlen looked pointedly at the guards and pages in the room. Irritably, I dismissed them until only Uthlen, Apolt, and I remained in my hall.

			I stared at Uthlen impatiently. “Well? You’ve something to say that’s not meant for every ear? Get it out then!”

			But it was Apolt who spoke, “Lord King,” he began carefully. “If you recall, while we stayed in King Wely’s summer palace, you and I spoke briefly in the hallway one day. That day...you requested I not let my…friendship with Prince Uthlen become anything that would...harm you politically. Do you remember—”

			“Yes, yes, I remember,” I said sulkily. “What of it?”

			“You also recall, Lord King, I tried to speak to you that day of the Last King of Atalantyx...but you didn’t wish to hear anything I had to say at that moment.”

			I remembered my dream of Erthal’s death. And, that the last word he said in my dream was Apolt’s name. I said curtly, “I’m listening now. Speak!”

			Apolt took a deep breath as if finding courage. Then he spoke, confirming what my dream implied. “I...I was in love with your brother. And he with me.”

			I gasped. “You come here to tell me...you were a lover to the King of Atalantyx? How could I not know this? I who was his brother?” It was true. Erthal loved Apolt. And Apolt loved Erthal.

			“Perhaps you didn’t want to know it, Cousin,” suggested Uthlen casually. “I knew it. Most of the court knew it. Glathan knew it. Of course, Old Yedwol, all the Yedwols. King Atalan Ninth knew it too.”

			It was true. I didn’t want to know it. Perhaps I blocked it out of my mind. But, indeed, I wondered, while in Norsoon, in Mag’s lands, where Erthal first met Dira, why, for all his good looks, intellect, well-made frame, and position as an incumbent king, no love partner pined for Erthal. Nor, for all the beautiful and sophisticated Atalantean ladies at court, no woman had melted the heart of the future sovereign.

			But the answer always stared at my face. And for the first time in my life, I admitted to myself that I’d heard the rumours. Heard the little sniggers from my prejudiced Uncle Yedwol, whom Erthal eventually rejected as his Seneschal, in favour of the detestable druid Irka. Heard the little whispers among the ladies. Who fretted they could never win the First Prince’s favour, because they lacked the right “equipment.”

			I didn’t want to know it, not because I cared about a man lying with a man. I didn’t. I cared about being embarrassed by Erthal’s actions. Just like I cared about being embarrassed by Uthlen’s and Apolt’s actions.

			“But...but...” I protested. “My brother fell in love with Dira. He couldn’t...he couldn’t love men the way you claim, Apolt.”

			“He did, Lord King,” Apolt insisted. “The king enjoyed men. However, he was also partial to women. Many men of Atalantyx were. I’m also a man who can fall in love with another man.”

			He gave a quick smile to Uthlen, who returned it lovingly. He turned back to me, “And I did fall in love with the king. It didn’t last long. A half-year, perhaps. We were...young. We kept our brief liaison as quiet as would’ve been necessary. But...there was no future in it. An heir must breed. As a man...I couldn’t give the king what he needed. A wife could bear him sons. We agreed...to end it. We came to this agreement before the king left with you for Norsoon. Then...he met Queen Dira. But there’s more than love to what he found in Dira.”

			Something in Apolt’s tone made me shiver. “What do you mean, more than love?”

			“He found a kindred spirit,” said Apolt. “And...” he stopped and looked at Uthlen.

			Uthlen gave him an encouraging nod and another gentle smile. When he swung back to me, “And someone who gave him the impetus for his plans. For, it was Dira who convinced your royal brother it was time to restore Atalantyx to its true heritage. The heritage...of Sanaavia.”

			If I still had wine in my mouth, I would have choked on it. “What madness are you speaking?” I cried. “There is NO Sanaavian heritage for ANY Atalantean to look to. Our ancestors aren’t Sanaavian!”

			“Not exclusively,” Uthlen half agreed. “Yet, the first settlers of Atalantyx, Dira told your brother, the king, were Sanaavian. Sanaavian pirates, to be exact. Dira claimed they discovered and colonized the island over a half-century before our Atramlandish forbearers arrived. Then in time, asserted Dira, the ancestors of we Atalanteans, came to the island afterwards, mixing in time with the Sanaavian population in intermarriage. But the Atalantean arrivals eventually formed the dominant culture. The Sanaavians were relegated to—”

			“Lies!” I nearly screamed. “Lies! We aren’t descended from barbarians! From idolaters! From...from...from pirates!”

			Uthlen was calm in the face of my wrath, but still, he reddened. Yet he continued his account, “Even on the other side, the Atramlandish side, I can attest as a student of history, we’re descended from pirates. Different pirates than the Sanaavians, but corsairs, nonetheless. The Paratalante, you know, was the name of that tribe, made of the tribes of many sorts of peoples, of different races, from Atramland, who claimed to discover Atalantyx. The histories attest to this. You, too, have read it yourself, knowing it to be true. Though the histories say nothing of Sanaavians being in Atalantyx first.”

			“Queen Dira,” Apolt added, “apparently found proof enough of this link of our homeland to Sanaavia, to convince your Lord King Brother it was true—”

			“I don’t care about any so-called proof!” Now I was yelling at the top of my lungs, “I DON’T BELIEVE IT!”

			Despite my rage, Apolt spoke again. He was a warrior and not easily cowed. Even by me. “Queen Dira showed the king, your brother, confirmation through records kept in Norsoon that Atalantyx, indeed, was first settled by the Sanaavians. The king believed the proof. So, the queen convinced the king 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...the king agreed.”

			“Lies,” I said obstinately, this time in more of a whisper, as the words sunk in, my anger turning to mostly disbelief. But, also wondering, perhaps, if what they told me wasn’t true. Still, I said snidely, “My brother spent his time in Norsoon rutting Dira. Not doing something considerably less exciting, such as pouring through old scrolls.”

			“Were you with him all the time?” Uthlen pressed. “I remember I visited you, some months after you returned from Norsoon. You told me about your trip to Sanaavia. You told me you could not bear to witness Dira and the king together at times. You told me you left them alone at times, went swimming, spent time with the knights guarding your fleet, and did things to get away from them. In those times you weren’t with them, is it not possible they did other things besides those of...an intimate nature?”

			I didn’t want to face any truths of what Apolt and Uthlen were telling me. But my not wishing to face them, did not make them any less true. Somewhere in my heart, a little place opened that was ready to accept what they said.

			But openly, I could not. “Even were it true, are you trying to excuse the actions of a king who betrayed his people? That he chose to lead Atalantyx down a path of heresy, murder, and madness? All in the name of taking Atalantyx back to its so-called origins? Sanaavian origins?

			“Even when...we were no longer...entangled,” said Apolt. “I remained in the king’s confidences. Almost up until he banished me, as your vassal, for my part in supporting you in the rebellion. He trusted me. I believe he still...cared for me deeply. As I did for him, though, the king would never break his marriage vows. Nor would I attempt to dishonour him. He told me, Sire, he planned to create an Atalantyx where one day, shrines to Udyn would stand alongside temples to the Single God. He told me he’d learned from Queen Dira, that in ancient times before Atalantyx conquered a quarter of the world, all religions were respected and equal. That no one God held sway. While nations battled each other, and the conquered imposed their faiths on other kingdoms, until Atalantyx, no realm had dared to—”

			“You presume to lecture me on history?” I snapped. “I’ve studied the histories of all the remarkable kingdoms, all the great wars.”

			“Not like I have,” interjected Uthlen rudely. I guffawed, but he went on. “Beyond that, could it be possible that in our zeal to revolt against Erthal, we didn’t consider he had a reason to do what he did? That he’d cause to get married outside of our faith’s constraints, to take a pagan wife? To take the druids from over the sea, bring them to Atalantyx, as counsellors? And what of the other reasons we raised, that we thought was justification for a rebellion against the king? Did Queen Dira truly encourage our king to have the druids make human sacrifices? Did the sacrifices the druids supposedly made of our Atalantean citizens back in our homeland really happen? We never had any real proof. No bodies of our slaughtered people were ever found. So, could these tales of the druids sacrificing our people be the propaganda of lords, who hated and were prejudiced against Dira, Queen of Atalantyx, because she was of Sanaavian blood? Or because they wanted their own daughters for the king’s hand?”

			Apolt interjected, “The king, your brother, told me rival nobles dispatched covert assassins to slay Dira. He told me, it’s these that were killed, not innocent citizens. And the king had them executed, not by having Irka cut them up on a table. But by beheading them after a secret trial, to suppress any word of his lords beginning to rebel against him. I kept all this to myself, keeping the king’s confidence. But now, he’s gone. I don’t need to keep these secrets anymore. I don’t want his memory to be tarnished, to be remembered as only being a bad king, a bad man. He doesn’t deserve it.”

			“So now,” said Uthlen. “Apolt’s come to me, adding what he learned of the king’s desire to re-shape Atalantyx to my perspective and yours. We have a plausible explanation now of what prompted the king’s actions. Like bringing Irka and the druids to our kingdom, though I believed those actions ultimately were unwise. He could’ve gone about everything another way. But who am I to judge the Atasyx and his decisions? I believe in the Single God. I felt a responsibility to my faith, to the crown, as a lord in Atalantyx, that I couldn’t bring myself to foresee a future where any other gods held sway in our society. Like you, that was blasphemy to my ears. But now, look at us! Here in these lands, where even I cannot help but acknowledge...the presence of the Elementals.”

			He added hastily, “Yes, I believe in the Single God, the God of Life, Light and Love. But...but I rebelled against our lawful king because I believe he betrayed his people. I believed there could be no other real gods or goddesses. And when Atalantyx fell, I believed it was because the king cursed his people, and the Single God’s vengeance for idolatry was enacted. Even though, as a theoretician, I should’ve been looking beyond the superficial. I should’ve examined the potential reasons why the king might’ve done what he did instead of merely condemning those reasons. But I didn’t. And so, we committed treason. In your name. And we could’ve been wrong about doing that, though our motives were pure. And Erthal could’ve been right about Atalantyx’s Sanaavian heritage—”

			“How dare you speak to your king this way? How dare you say his name! He who shall NEVER be named again! You forget yourself!”

			“I forget nothing, Cousin,” said Uthlen, not giving ground.

			“I’ll not hear of this!” I stood and faced my cousin, nose to nose. “I reiterate, never again shall the name of the last King of Atalantyx be heard in my presence! Never again shall his name be spoken by the subjects of my kingdom! Any man or woman I find who speaks his name faces a penalty of three lashes, first offence! A tongue taken the second time! A head struck off, the third!”

			Uthlen trembled, but to his credit, he didn’t look away nor move.

			I went on succinctly, “Let any man who’d challenge me on that face my justice.”

			I glared at my cousin one more moment, then stared down Apolt, daring them to contest me. Then I flung myself back into my chair in disgust.

			For a few minutes, no one spoke.

			Then Uthlen said quietly, “History will remember your brother as a monster because it’s the history you demand written. But I’m a student of history. I know there’s more to the tale. And yet, you’re the king, my lord and master. Your will shall be done, Sire.”

			“I decried the barbarism of my brother,” said I just as softly, my ire cooling slightly, recalling the revolt, and that tumultuous time. “But I only arose in revolution when Glathan and Old Yedwol roused me to do it. When Thurol roused me to do it.” I pointed my finger accusingly, angry again. “When you roused me to do it. Now you tell me, after all this, you didn’t fully believe the atrocities of my brother? That you didn’t fully believe he and his queen were evil or gone mad, or both? Well, by the Single God, it’s too late, for you did push me to rebel against him. You did it because you thought it was right. At the time, so did I. It’s too late to go back now.”

			“Were it you, Sire,” said Uthlen, “Whose name was painted with a foul brush, wouldn’t you insist it be restored? You’re the king. It’s never too late for a king to go back. You can re-write history, or you can correct history. The choice is yours. The power is yours. But only you can wield it. A king cannot be judged by the morals of lesser men. Still, that doesn’t mean he must abandon his morals. Kings outrank princes, and thus, your will shall be done, Sire. But don’t you want to make decisions that are not only pragmatic, but also ones you can live with? And that your progeny, in future generations, will be proud that you made them? That they’ll be proud to look back at you, as their ancestor?”

			I looked at my cousin with different eyes. “You’ve grown, Cousin. Perhaps you’ve grown into a true prince for a while. But I never truly saw it till now.”

			“Perhaps,” Uthlen shrugged. “Kings cannot see everything.”

			“And yet, my mind isn’t changed. That name is forbidden. I want nothing of the legacy of my brother to taint my reign. You’re right, Lord Uthlen. All a king has, ultimately, is his legacy. That’s all he leaves behind. So, when I die, I hope at least I’ll leave something behind that’ll survive my children and me and their children.”

			“And what of the last King of Atalantyx’s legacy, Lord King?” asked Apolt in a pained voice.

			I finished what was left of the wine that I had not spilled. I didn’t answer Apolt, speaking to Uthlen instead. Apolt, out of sentimentality, wanted his former lover’s name not to be of such infamy. But Apolt wouldn’t be one of the scribes, like my chancellor, steward, clerk, and priests, to record the histories of me and my kingdom. Uthlen was. So, he’s who mattered. And Uthlen was the prince and my blood, not Apolt. I didn’t know if Apolt was the high lord of the relationship. Apolt was, in fact, Uthlen’s direct vassal. I didn’t care.

			I focused on my cousin. “You’re a man of letters. My man of letters. You’re charged with writing my history, the history of our people. That history needs to be right history. A right history cannot include one where our ancestors were the Sanaavians, the archenemy of Eltnia, where I now sit as a king. That won’t please my political masters or endear us anymore in these lands where our popularity needs more ascending. Yes, I do have the power to re-write history, or correct it. In this case, I chose to do neither. I chose to ensure the wrong history, isn’t a re-write, of the right history. And Sanaavians being our predecessors is the wrong history. So, I forbid this to be mentioned. More than that.”

			I turned to Apolt. “Who have you told about these outlandish claims that the last King of Atalantyx made to you about...about the Sanaavians and their supposed role in Atalantyx’s founding? Tell me truly now, on your oaths of fealty to me.”

			“No one but Prince Uthlen and you now, Sire,” swore Apolt.

			“Then these claims die here, in this room,” I demanded. “Between the three of us. Prince Uthlen will never record he’s heard any of this nonsense, about Sanaavian heritage for Atalanteans. Nor will he document anything of it. Nor try to research it, to prove or disprove it. So, neither you two, nor I, shall speak of it ever again. I swear you both to this! On pain of death! Is my will heard, my Lords? By the Single God, for your king has spoken!”

			Uthlen and Apolt looked at each other, making me even angrier. It was as if they sought permission from each other to obey me. When the only important thing was obeying me, implicitly, without question or decision-making with each other.

			I added to Uthlen, “If you’ve found any records to support any of the fake claims of anything to do with Atalantyx’s origins being connected to Sanaavia, Lord Prince, destroy them, I command you.”

			Uthlen said nothing. He looked horrified and disgusted with me, but that changed nothing.

			“You’ll both heed my command?” I asked them.

			Still, he said nothing but merely nodded reluctantly, and Apolt mimicked him.

			“You will long outlive me, Cousin,” I told Uthlen sadly. “You’ll grow old, sitting with your pens, paints, and paper, and die in bed. I’ll likely die in battle, still young, my tale unfinished. Then, it’ll be up to you to finish it for me. But let that not include the name of the last King of Atalantyx. That name is dead to me. And it doesn’t matter what vision the last King of Atalantyx may’ve had for his kingdom. It doesn’t matter if he wanted to turn Atalantyx into a heathen society, where we worshipped Udyn and Thyr. His kingdom is gone, washed beneath the waves, just like him. So, let any thought of his ludicrous desires be washed away as well. So, this matter is concluded. Now, forgive my lack of courtesy, but is there anything else?” I wanted them gone. I wanted to be alone with my wine and my growing despair.

			“Sire,” Apolt cleared his throat. “Lord Prince Uthlen and I...have come to plead another matter.”

			“What is it?” I asked sharply.

			Uthlen said without preamble, “I love Apolt.” He looked longingly at the earl. “And he loves me. I know that...according to the Parables, this is wrong. But I care not. We love each other. And in Eltnia...love between man and man is more tolerated openly than among our kind.” He stopped and looked at Apolt for further courage. Apolt nodded. Uthlen continued, “We beg leave...to renounce our lordships. I’ll give up my keep of Summereach, and Apolt will give up his of Eastrush to deserving vassals of yours who can hold it well.”

			Shock. “You beg me to give up your castles, lands, and titles? To forsake your allegiance to me?”

			“If we renounce our lordships, Sire,” said Apolt, “and retire to Lynchun, we can live out our lives together. Such things are more accepted in Lynchun. I’m certain King Wely would allow us to reside there. If we renounce our lordships and move from Eastrealm, it can no longer damage you politically—”

			“You speak unmitigated treason, Lord Earl,” I said harshly.

			Apolt bowed his head. “We don’t mean treachery, Lord King. We seek only happiness.”

			“Happiness?” I mocked him. “Happiness?” My voice continued to rise. “You’d weaken me politically and militarily, potentially cause a scandal that’d destabilize my realm, for the sake of your...happiness?”

			They both looked frightened for the first time. I continued savagely, “Do you know what I’d do to traitors, what I have a right to do? You’re my cousin, Lord Prince. But you’re like a brother to me. Earl Apolt, you’re a member of my Royal High Council, an eminent lord in my realm. But if you dared to do this, I’d execute you both for high treason! I’d cut off your fucking heads! If you doubt me, speak of this again!”

			Apolt was red-faced, and Uthlen looked near tears, but they said nothing.

			“Go on!” I practically screamed in challenge. “Speak of this again!”

			Silence.

			“You got down on your knees,” I sneered at them. “In ceremonies of investiture and fealty, and to gain your lands as prince and earl. You swore oaths on a copy of the Holy Book of those same Parables you defame with your treasonous words. You promised you’d be feal to me as your lord. That you’d give your life to protect my life, my name, and my honour. That you’d never to cause me harm. That you’d observe homage to me, completely, against all persons, obey me without deceit, treachery, or absconding of your word! I intend to hold you both to those oaths, my Lords! For the rest of your natural lives, and mine! Now get out of my sight, you sorry excuse for lords!”

			“Cousin—” Uthlen tried to beg me. It was then I raised my hand to slap him. My hand quivered. To his credit, he didn’t cower, but stared at me. Aghast.

			“Get out of my sight!” I screamed, barely restraining myself from hitting him.

			Apolt grabbed Uthlen by the arm, dragging his lover away from me. They retreated from the hall. In a fit of temper, I flung my empty goblet after them. The gold cup landed on the carpet with the black dragon, bouncing and clattering onto the paved floor.

			“Shit,” I muttered to myself. Realizing I wanted to ask Uthlen about ancient and obscure parts of the Parables, celestial hierarchy, and ancient Madish kings. Unfortunately, it would have to wait until I wasn’t highly vexed with him.

			My pulse pounded in my temples. I felt my head would burst. I was incensed. But this time, I wouldn’t let anger distract me from something I needed to deal with. In fact, I let that anger fuel my resolve. I’d broken so many promises as a king, as a husband. But I made a promise to my dead wife, I remembered then, that I wouldn’t forsake. I may have treated Apolt and Uthlen a bit badly, though they deserved it. However, there might be more significant mistreatment occurring, that was long past the time I should’ve investigated.

			I called for my esquire Corult, cousin to the Ready’s wife, Samata. Though Corult was typically occupied with his duty to me, he always seemed to know the whereabouts and goings on of his family. Despite initially not liking him, I found him, as time passed, to be remarkably faithful to me. I never worried about where his interest lay: with Samata, the Ready, the Bard and their clan, or with me. Though I knew he loved them dearly.

			If only I could have as much confidence in the Third Prince, Uthlen, son of Yulone.

			And in the Yedwol the Ready, son of Uncle Yedwol.

			Corult wordlessly picked up the goblet I threw, not saying a word about it lying on the floor, as if it was meant to be there. “Summon Prince Glathan and High Prelate Fridlyr, hence, at once,” I instructed him.

			“At once, Lord King,” but I stopped him before he turned away to follow my orders.

			“Do you know if the Lord Constable and his son are still in residence?” I asked him. “They were here checking on the progress of our cavalry training yesterday.”

			“They are, Sire. They just returned from adjudicating a tenant dispute below in the city this morning. I believe they’re eating nuncheon—”

			“Find them, fetch them to me as well, with apologies for interrupting their meal if they still eat.”

			“At once, Sire.” He placed the goblet on a bench for the pages to clear away later, going out.

			Yedwol the Ready and Yedwol the Bard sauntered in first, before Glathan. When they stood before me, I said to the Ready, “I’ve heard...concerning reports, Lord Earl.”

			“Concerning reports, Sire?”

			“Of this school, the Prelate Canothan runs for Eltnish children. A school protected and guarded by your Knights of the Triangle and Circle.”

			I saw a slight twinge in the Bard’s face. I looked him over. Full head of golden curls, the haughty beauty of his mother combined with the lean martial build of both his father and grandfather, his surcoat crimson, sporting the sigil of a golden harp, from whence his moniker of the Bard originated. Though he loved to hear that instrument played, he had no talent for playing the harp.

			His skill lay in the wooing of women, singing words of golden seduction in their ears. His mail was rich as any man, including mine. He promised to be a peerless knight, having received his spurs young, not long before we left Atalantyx, aged thirteen back then. At the same age, his grandfather, the illustrious Prince Yedwol, and I were knighted. So, what did the Bard know about this school which caused his emotions to betray him?

			“A godly endeavour, Lord King,” said the Ready smoothly, trying to reassure me, but I took note the Bard looked nervous. Why?

			“Is it? I hear differently.” I would not be put off.

			“I’ve...I’ve never visited the school, Lord King,” the Ready admitted. “But I assure you if Lord Canothan is in charge—”

			“You’ve never visited the school? It operates under your direct patronage. Staffed by some of your knights, I hear. For protection of the children and clergy there.”

			“True, Lord King. A quarter troop of the best of my Triangle and Circle knights are posted there. Those that can be spared from patrolling your roads and keeping them clear of bandits. But as you know, I’ve been quite occupied. Bringing justice and order to your distinguished realm. My duties don’t carry me that way often.”

			“Well, your duties will carry you that way today. With me. Have your men ready your horses, my Lords Yedwol, both.”

			“Sire, is this something worthy of the Lord Constable, much less the King of Eastrealm, to deal with—”

			“Have your men ready your horses,” I repeated between gritted teeth, in no mood to be gainsaid, not in the slightest, after dealing with Uthlen and Apolt. “Or, by the Single God, walk all the way there behind mine. Then, as soon as Lords Glathan and Fridlyr arrive, we depart for the school. Forthwith.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			We rode, Glathan, both Yedwols, Fridlyr and I. The King of Eastrealm, the Second Prince, the Lord Constable of the Realm and his heir, the ranking Prelate in the land, rode hard. The Ready only had twenty of his own household troops about him and his son. But I had a hundred of my most trusted knights, and Glathan, fifty of his. It seemed like we were riding to war.

			When we arrived that afternoon on one side of the hills, that crested above the little valley within which lay the school, I surveyed that the complex was an innocuous-looking collection of buildings. The site was spread over three acres of what used to be steading land, five miles from the Bridle Path, the heart of the Ready’s estates.

			A single-storied central schoolhouse made of stout timber, was at the heart of the school grounds. A little wooden shack of bare plyboards, big enough to hold maybe five people standing, set apart from the schoolhouse. A plain, long two-storied dwelling that I guessed housed the children who boarded there, fronted the schoolhouse. Finally, a lavish-looking stone home, gated, with a tiled walkway, well-tended rose bushes, and an ornate wooden door under an archway providing a grand entrance, was set fifty yards away from the other two buildings.

			I immediately presumed that home was the Prelate’s residence, I heard he stayed at when visiting the school. I saw a horse tied to the post outside the home. I recognized that horse, with a purple saddle blanket and gold Triangle and Circles adorning it, belonged to Prelate Canothan. No doubt he was within the school grounds.

			“I’m not going down there, Lord Prince,” I said to Glathan. “By the Single God, neither are the Lords Yedwol elder and younger. Nor the High Prelate. Yet. Take men down, then return and tell me what you find.”

			I didn’t think Fridlyr was involved at all with the school. But I wanted him with me if what I found was true. For he’d have to deal out punishment to Canothan, and any clergy involved in the mistreatment of any children. But I didn’t want him intervening in anything yet, until there was proof of some misconduct on the part of his subordinate prelate or priests, and priestesses.

			And I wanted the Ready nowhere near the school, until we found whatever we found. My cousin, friend, and confidante or no, no one, and no one’s word, was more trusted in the world than Glathan the Glorious. Even by the Yedwols. Glathan would report what he found, with no embellishment, exculpatory or incriminating, for those involved or not. I only wanted his clear head, his poise in handling delicate matters, and his objectivity, as the one relaying what he found.

			Glathan bent his head to me, nodded to some of his men, and they guided their horses gingerly down the slope to the school.

			“Lord King, I must protest—” began the Ready, but to my surprise, the Bard interrupted and said, “Father, please, I pray. The king issued his commands. Prince Glathan will see what he can see. Perhaps there’s nothing to account for here.” I looked at the Bard suspiciously. While the Ready spent time looking irritated at his son, I spent the same time wondering what the Bard knew, that the Ready did not. Of course, I didn’t ask him what that was. I wanted unvarnished reports from Glathan.

			“Why’re you so willing to be Canothan’s sponsor, my Lord?” A thought suddenly came to me, as I interrogated the Ready. “You do nothing without gain. You put a lot of coin into this venture.”

			The Ready reluctantly admitted, “Eternal salvation, having brought little children into the light, giving them a lifetime of service to the True God, is what I gained, Lord King. Providing those children, later, with gainful employ. Once properly educated and trained, and no longer little savages, who only spoke their crude native language. They needed to be able to converse in the High Tongue, to be fit to serve in the households of celebrated Atalantean lords—”

			“To serve in your household, my Lord?” I sneered. “And the households of your contemporaries? You wanted to create servants to cater to you and your friends? Did those friends also pay you for the promise of that to recoup your costs?”

			“The lords and ladies expecting to one day have appropriate servants were well rewarded, as I, like Prelate Canothan was, in doing God’s work,” he said primly. “I’d be repaid in gratitude from the peerage. I took no money from any lords in this venture. I—”

			“Lord King!” cried the Bard, interjecting. Something in his voice made me attend to him. Was I mistaken, or was it something akin to...grief? “I beg of you...may I accompany Prince Glathan, please?”

			I squinted at him suspiciously, “Why?” Then it came to me. I gulped down my suspicions but then, without inquiring further, nodded my permission sternly. The Bard bowed his head to me in thanks, promptly taking his horse gingerly down the hill. Still, I forbade the Ready to go anywhere, though he objected, protesting that his son should be permitted to leave when he, his son’s lord and father, wasn’t.

			I watched Glathan and his men dismount and walk toward the schoolhouse. The Bard caught up, nimbly leaped from his horse, and strode after them. All went inside, leaving the door ajar when they entered. The rest of us remained, waiting in silence on our horses. In time, I heard shouting, loud enough to sound faint from our vantage point, but also loud enough to be heard from such a distance. Still, I allowed no one with me to move.

			Eventually, I saw Glathan and his men emerge. I then saw Glathan point men in the direction of the rear of the shack. Then, Glathan stepped back into the schoolhouse. The men returned after a while, and they, too, went back inside. I heard more shouting. Still, I commanded everyone with me to remain where they were. Then, I saw Glathan and the Bard leave the building together; they, too, went to the rear of the shack.

			Moments later, Glathan returned without the Bard. He climbed back on his horse, like a weary old man, though he was barely past thirty, waiting. The Bard emerged. He walked just as stiffly as Glathan, then he, too, swung onto his steed. Slowly, agonizingly, up the steep grade, they made their way back to us. Normally, they would have walked, leading their steeds. But it seemed the two lords were robbed of sufficient energy to use their legs, from whatever they had seen. A little pulse of nerves began to beat at the side of my neck. Glathan and the Bard drew up before me. Both dismounted. They kneeled before my horse.

			My heart filled with dread. I sprang off Merin as well, and the rest of the party with me dismounted. I realized I was trembling. I gathered myself before I posed the questions.

			“What’d you find?” I blurted impatiently. “Are the rumours true? Are the children mistreated?”

			Glathan was pale as he raised his head to face me while the Bard kept his head down. “We found...Lord King...I fear...we found terrible...injustices. The children...those that live...are malnourished. They....” He could continue no longer.

			“Those that live?” I repeated, horrified.

			Glathan nodded, managing to go on, “Our men...they found graves behind the shack, Sire. Tiny, unmarked graves.”

			It took me a moment to recover. Then I acted. “Prelate Canothan is within?” I asked Glathan, who nodded. “Take Prelate Canothan! Confine him to that shack!”

			“Lord King—” the Ready tried to interrupt.

			But I erupted, “NOW! Any priest or priestess I want to be confined once I’ve questioned them. Keep them in the schoolhouse for now. Have knights, yours only, take the children from here. Take them to your domains, Glathan, so....” My heart felt heavy with all my anger. “So...they can be safe.”

			That children should be taken to refuge to be safe from priests and priestesses? Dear Single God, help me.

			Glathan hastily took men back down to do my bidding. I saw tiny figures, horribly frail, looking like little wraiths, bundled up in the cloaks of the knights, and put gently before them on their horses. They rode off, carrying the children with them. While I saw red before my eyes, apoplectic. I breathed deeply to calm myself. Glathan went back behind the building, after seeing the children ride off with some of the knights, bringing more men.

			Then he returned, with only two knights, and strode over to the residence where Canothan’s horse was tethered. He pounded on the door first, then opened the unlocked door and went inside. Soon, he and the two knights exited, the portly figure of the Prelate being hustled out the door in front of them by my cousin. I could see Canothan constantly turning back, and likely protesting to Glathan, as he was compelled out of his dwelling towards the lowly shack.

			But Glathan was a man to make others do what they didn’t wish to do by gentle persuasion or otherwise. In his own outrage about what Canothan had done, Glathan would be in no mood to permit the priest not to comply. I didn’t wait to see when Canothan entered the shack. Since the children were removed, I steeled myself, ordering the rest to follow me. We went down the hill, left our horses, and entered the schoolhouse.

			The schoolhouse was cleared by then, save for a group of priests and priestesses, looking chastened, if not frightened, and five dour Knights of the Triangle and Circle who stood near them. But the evidence of some of what’d transpired there was plain. The crude building had simple wooden desks and chairs, nothing else.

			But the chairs had loops bound to the arms and legs, so little hands and feet could be secured there. Some of the chairs and desks bore drops of blood.

			I fumed, waiting for Glathan’s return, withering the clergy and the Triangle and Circle knights with my gaze, and no one dared speak to me or speak at all. Then, when Glathan returned, he told us all the awful details. While those who’d been part of the school administration stood cringing, as I heard the extent of their crimes, and glared at them. While they stood in a corner, some priestesses began to weep, while some knights looked abashed. Still, some of the knights and priestesses dared to glare back in challenge, as if their deeds were righteous, rather than completely abhorrent.

			Glathan received the entire account from one of the priestesses who had been a schoolmistress. He tried to tell me in turn, barely able to articulate it. “The children...were beaten. Severely. Tied to their chairs.... Neglected. Forbidden to speak Eltnish or speak of being Eltnish. Forced to learn the High Atramlandish, permitted only to speak in our ancient tongue. Whenever they failed in this...whipped and starved. No water was given for a day. No food for two. That shack, where the prelate is confined, was a solitary prison, where...especially misbehaved children were taken to remain, locked inside. No hearth, no furniture. Just an empty shack, where their cries wouldn’t be heard as easily...oh, dear Single God....” Even Glathan, one of the most stalwart men I ever knew, was breaking over what he heard and saw.

			“Monsters,” I whispered. Then I swore at those cowering in the corner, “Fucking monsters!” I saw the priestess cringe and the entire group reddened, including the Triangle and Circle knights, as they began to realize the extent of my wrath.

			The Ready pleaded, “Lord King. Our culture, our civilization, is superior. Lord Canothan was only trying to civilize those children, to—”

			“This is YOUR fault!” I screamed at the Ready. “Little innocent children! Their deaths, their suffering, lies on your head!”

			“My head?” asked the Ready, flabbergasted.

			“You’re stripped of earlship!” I seethed. “You’re stripped of all lands and titles, forthwith! You are lucky I don’t take your head, along with your lands!” I turned my back on him to speak to Glathan.

			A mistake.

			I heard too late the hiss of a dagger being drawn from its sheath. A fracas suddenly erupted. I wheeled around, hearing thuds as bodies fell.

			The Bard and Lyayr wrestled with the Ready on the ground, trying to force the dagger from his hand.

			The Knights of the Triangle and Circle drew their swords. My men behind me drew theirs. The priestesses screamed; the priests cowered.

			“Stand down!” I cried at the Ready’s knights, my hand on Biter’s hilt, even as Glathan drew Deliverance, leaping in front of me, ready to defend me with his person. “I, your king, command you! He who takes but one step forward, their lives are forfeit for high treason! Drop your blades!”

			There was a tense moment, for they didn’t obey me, though they were comically outnumbered. They had murder in their eyes—my murder. I admit, for a moment, I was frightened. Not because I thought they’d triumph against our numbers. I knew my own men would slaughter them.

			But I was frightened there were men in my realm more loyal to the Ready than to their king, and that I might have to spill the blood of men who should be feal to me, as their lord and master.

			But one man of God did not cower. “Lower your weapons, or be branded traitors to the crown, to your oaths, and to your God!” boomed Fridlyr in a voice of thunder at the men wearing our sacred symbol on their surcoats. Fearlessly, the High Prelate put himself, unarmed, only protected by his authority and the Single God, between Glathan and any potential antagonists. Just as Glathan had done for me.

			Weapons dropped to the floor.

			Apparently, though the men might not be feal to their king, they feared the Single God’s wrath enough, and respected our chief holy man sufficiently, that they’d listen to the High Prelate.

			Furious and embarrassed, I still managed to turn to Fridlyr and nod my thanks for his support and courage. Then I signalled for my men to retrieve and secure the discarded swords. Then I instructed them to disarm the Knights of the Triangle and Circle completely, of any daggers or other weapons besides their taken swords.

			The Ready was restrained by Lyayr, and another knight had grasped the Bard. But I commanded him to let the young lord go. The Ready was strong but was no match for the bearlike might of Lyayr.

			“Sire?” asked Glathan. “Are you—?”

			“I’m fine,” I clipped. I shook my head, disbelieving, at the Ready. “You tried to kill me? To kill your king?”

			The gravity of what he’d done dawned in the Ready’s eyes. He trembled in Lyayr’s unbreakable grasp. “Forgive me, Lord King,” he gasped.

			“Hold him here,” I spat at Lyayr.

			I appraised the Bard. He’d saved my life, saved me from his father trying to stab me. He was in anguish, but I sensed there was more to his tale. Then, some thoughts came to me. I beckoned him.

			“Lord Yedwol,” I said carefully. “You saw the graves.”

			“Yes,” he mumbled.

			“And you saw the children who live?’

			He couldn’t meet my eyes. “Yes.” Then he added, seemingly remembering himself, “Sire.”

			“One of those poor children,” I took my guess, “one of them was yours.”

			He muttered something almost incomprehensible. But I saw the tears filling his eyes, and I knew I’d hit the mark. One of the children was one of his illegitimates. “Does the child live?”

			He nodded, but his look said the child might be better off dead.

			“Your father and Canothan caused this, Yedwol,” I said softly, the first time I remembered using his proper name, without a title in front of it. I spoke to him like my cousin, not one of my lords. “But you can atone for what’s been done. Take care of your child and the others who remain alive. Help Glathan do what he can to succour them.”

			He looked utterly lost and bewildered. I felt sorry for him. But, like me, he couldn’t contemplate what his father, a so-called godly lord, had furnished. What Canothan, a so-called man of God, had done.

			The Bard was a sinner, like the rest of us. He’d gat illegitimate children on Eltnish maids that he didn’t acknowledge. But there must’ve been something good inside of him because, in his own way, he cared about these children. And like me, he couldn’t conscience what had happened.

			I looked at the priestesses and priests in their plain white robes with their Triangle and Circle amulets. For the first time in my life, that most sacred symbol brought me not comfort, but dread and loathing.

			I looked at Fridlyr, who looked with utter disgust at the clergy assembled. Fridlyr, finally eschewing plainer dress with his promotion, was attired in his wealthy prelate’s vestments, embroidered with the Triangle and Circle pattern all over his robes. It’s in the name of the god whose symbol it belonged to that Canothan and the Ready had wrought so much evil.

			Who and what was our Holy Temple, but the instrument of God? But many would say the Temple was also the instrument of the crown. And clearly, the Temple must bear responsibility for the horrible abuses and injustices done to the children. As the school was funded by one of my preeminent vassals, I, as king, was also responsible. I was the crown.

			I’d given Canothan leave to be responsible for the instruction and care of Eltnish children, and allowed him and his followers to harm them, even kill them. Dear Single God....

			Someone would pay.

			I’d revelled in the delight of seeing my firstborn child. I longed for the perfection of more newborns, free from sin, any thought of avarice or malice or selfishness. I loved children, and I’d wanted my own so badly. The Younger would rule after me, yet I also knew I’d be joyous in the birth of any daughter. I’d wanted many sons and daughters. While she was alive, I’d prayed that Aliaz could give me at least three of each gender.

			I’d envisioned the pride of seeing all my children riding their first horse, seeing my sons grow into tall warlords, and my daughters stately, beautiful ladies of the court. Each child with their own unique traits, quirks, and smiles. Each with their own special abilities and talents. One might be a famed swordsman. One might be a renowned harpist. Another, a skilled theoretician.

			Every child was unique, not just royal ones. Children were the future. A realm couldn’t flourish without children. Nightsoul had destroyed many of the children of Meridnia; that was his greatest evil. He’d robbed the realm of its children, and thus its hope, its future.

			Killing children was the cruellest crime any person could commit. But, to rob parents of their legacy and a realm of its prosperity, was as unconscionable as the actual taking of the life of an innocent.

			But Canothan had done far worse. He’d targeted those he’d sworn to protect. He’d perverted the very meaning of his oaths of office as a high lord of the Temple.

			I had to deal with the Ready, who’d just tried to kill me. But first, I’d deal with Canothan.

			“See, he remains confined,” I said to Glathan of the Ready, moving off, Lyayr and ten men at my back since other knights took charge of detaining the Ready. “Where will you go, Lord King?” asked Glathan.

			“Canothan,” I said grimly, and I knew that Glathan didn’t like the look in my eyes, but he only nodded, saying nothing.

			I strode across the grounds to the shack. I stopped at the steps leaving Lyayr and his men there. The guards posted were also two of my trusted ones.

			I paused before I entered the guarded shack. I tried to gather myself and contain the ire burning inside me, threatening to burn through my eyeballs. But I had to remember, as evil as Canothan was, he was a prelate.

			I didn’t know what punishment to meet out against him, but it had to be severe. By law, he wasn’t strictly mine to punish. Indeed, that’d be Fridlyr’s domain. But I couldn’t let what Canothan did go by without him hearing my wrath.

			I dismissed the knights there. One of whom raised an eyebrow at me, but otherwise bowed and left. I sucked in a deep breath and entered the bare room, devoid of anything save the snivelling priest.

			Canothan paced. When he saw me, he ceased stomping about impotently, immediately flaming at me, “How dare you confine a high priest of the Single God’s faith?”

			“You dare mention His holy name when you defile it with your shameful deeds?” I snarled back.

			“I was doing my duties in His name!” he protested miserably.

			“You caused the deaths of innocent little children! Little children!” I was torn between screaming and weeping. My heart ached for what I’d seen. But I had a thirst to revenge myself on Canothan for the crimes he’d committed. That thirst was overwhelming.

			Then the bastard sealed his fate with his next words.

			“Those little brats!” cried Canothan. “Savages! Filthy little heathens, illiterate, ungodly! You wring your hands over the fate of that filth—”

			I don’t know what came over me then. In my head, I could see little Eltnish children, starved, beaten, abused with horrible words, and treated like they were less than human. Little innocent children whom I was supposed to protect. They were hurt terribly, then buried, cast aside like so much refuse.

			Children. Only a monster could do that. Only a monster, not a man of God.

			I backhanded him with my gloved hand so hard, I must’ve knocked teeth loose. For one spat out of his mouth. He fell.

			He lay stunned, mouth full of blood, as I quivered with rage over him. His eyes became re-focused, then filled with hate. “You dare you to strike a man of God! Apostate! I’ll see you excommunicated, king or no, you shit stain—”

			If you asked me later what happened next, I recall what I did, but it seemed as if someone else did it. It seemed that someone else drew Biter from its scabbard. Someone else literally shook with righteous anger as they drove Biter down into his breast, puncturing his ribs and slicing his heart, watching him gurgle in agony, unable to utter a word. It seemed like someone else who then let go of the sword, leaving it there, impaling him, observing his death throes as he thrashed about. It seemed like someone else who, satisfied, then ripped forth Biter savagely from his twitching corpse. Then just stood there, regarding the dead man, his eyes frozen in surprise.

			I’d never forget the shocked look on his face, and I relished it. I would’ve stabbed him again to see that look. The look of one who thought he was too important to ever face justice for the horror he’d wrought.

			Time passed. I don’t know how much.

			I just watched the dead snake of a priest, revelling in the blood pooling near my feet, somewhat dazed but somehow very satisfied.

			Then I heard the polite knock of someone at the door. I knew it’d be Glathan. Still, I didn’t answer. The knocking became more insistent. Then, with no response, he opened the door.

			He took in the scene, his eyes disbelieving at first, then realizing what had happened, he immediately closed the door.

			His gaze swung from staring at the corpse back to me and then to Canothan’s now still form.

			“What have you done?” gasped Glathan, turning pale. “Othrun, what’ve you done?

			I shook my head, breaking the spell. “What have I done?” I snapped. “I killed a snake. I killed a hypocrite. I killed a child murderer. You’d defend him? Was that sack of shit truly a man of God? Or was he a child killer? Worse than the worst.”

			Glathan made the sign of the Triangle and Circle. The room stank of the blood and voided bowels of the so-called priest when he died. Glathan didn’t move otherwise. He just stared at Canothan.

			Then Glathan composed himself, looked back at me, and said quietly, “Othrun, no one can know of this.”

			I thrust out my chest, waving Biter. “I’m proud I killed him.”

			“Othrun, NO ONE can know of this.”

			Cold logic fought through my rage and satisfaction with Canothan being slain. Indeed, Glathan was right. Even a king couldn’t kill a priest and escape outrage, though I’d escape actual formal punishment.

			But more than that, if Canothan’s actual crimes were exposed, Wely and Hert might demand all the clergy of the True God be put to the sword. Moreover, they may want me put to the sword for permitting such atrocities to happen to innocent children of Eltnish birth.

			I was suddenly overwhelmed with the images in my head and everything that had happened. I turned aside and vomited on the floor.

			Single God, help me and forgive me.

			Glathan reached over to take Biter from my grasp. I let him. He drew his kerchief and quickly wiped off the blade, tossing the kerchief on Canothan’s body. Then he handed it back to me.

			I managed to sheath her, but my hands were shaking. I pulled out my own kerchief, wiping my fouled mouth with it. I spat to rid my mouth of the taste of bile, but all I could taste was shame.

			Glathan urged, “Othrun, go. I’ll take care of this. Go! Now!”

			He opened the door, almost shoving me outside. I staggered drunkenly, first not wanting to leave, then suddenly wanting to flee, the guards who I’d dismissed, gathered nearby, there staring at me in surprise.

			“Go!” cried my cousin. “For pity’s sake, Othrun! Go now!”

			I stumbled away from the shack, as Glathan closed the door.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			Glathan’s most trusted men guarded the schoolhouse grounds. To prevent anyone from coming there and finding evidence of what had transpired. The five Knights of the Triangle and Circle, and the school priests and priestesses, were taken to the Circle Tower by fifty of my knights. The Ready’s troop of twenty men was now under the command of the Bard.

			The remaining fifty knights of mine and I rode to the Ready’s keep. With the Ready’s men and the Bard, taking the Bard’s disgraced father with us. His hands were bound, riding his own mount, being led by Lyayr. The Ready had left his lands a few days before, coming to the Circle Tower as a man of high eminence. Now he returned a man of disrepute, a traitor to the crown, who had tried to slay his king, who would no longer hold such coveted lands.

			Westhedge, the Ready’s fief, more of my kingdom I’d never seen, was all hills and dales. I was too morose to truly appreciate the beauty of it, in the glory of the fading day. Still, I couldn’t help but marvel when we arrived at the keep. My uncle, the Ready’s father, had been called The Gold Lord because of the wealth he’d accumulated, mainly as his reward for conquering Berefet. I wondered how much of Uncle’s gold went into the construction of the Bridle Path.

			I hadn’t seen the splendour of the Bridle Path before, but I noticed I’d been remiss. It was opulent, and it was huge. A massive rounded central tower, its façade pinkish stone, impeccably crafted, almost as big and high as the Circle Tower, was surrounded by a moat, set on five acres of carefully tended parkland, with gently sloping glens. The warm and fragrant scent of rose gardens that bloomed around the donjon, perfumed the air. The pink stone of the main donjon, and the surrounding rose gardens, had earned the tower the name of the “Rose Tower.” Of course, the Ready wanted his keep to stand out, as much as any lord. He’d the money to make it stand out more than most. Thus, his keep had already earned a positive nickname, enhancing its prestige.

			A long stone single-story barracks house, capable of housing at least twenty men, with a Triangle and Circle carved into the archway above the door, stretched adjacent to the front gatehouse, which centred the outwall and ran around the grounds. I grimaced, knowing that’s where the Ready kept his private little army of Triangle and Circle knights. I silently vowed, vengefully, as we confronted the startled guards at the gatehouse, seeing the King of the Realm bringing their master back to them arrested and bound, that I’d have that barracks torn down brick by brick.

			Loyalty to one’s lord is one thing, but a feudal society works in that the king is the ultimate lord. The allegiance of the Ready’s men belonged to me before their former earl. That former earl was too chastened, too ashamed sitting with his hands bound, to say anything. I was fine with that, because he didn’t deserve to speak. Nor did I wish him to.

			So, a taut moment came, as I told the Ready’s guardhouse attendants their lord was in my custody, and I was commandeering Bridle Path in my name. I demanded the guards, henceforth, consider the Bard their direct feudal master, not the Ready. The Bard gave a silent nod to the guards, who looked at him askance, concurring with me.

			The guards could’ve refused and raised arms against us, which could have begun a bloody insurrection. But thankfully, they remembered their oaths. They moved aside, staring at us mutely, as we went past them into the interior grounds of Bridle Path.

			The Ready’s steward’s quarters were the next building we came to, at the edge of the inner estate. We brought the Ready there under heavy watch. The steward wasn’t within. But the Bard surrendered his keys to the site.

			We locked the Ready inside the steward’s house, with four of my guards posted at the door. Some of my other men fetched Countess Samata from the main tower, having her partially dragged there as well.

			I took command of the keep. I only had fifty men. The Ready had a hundred left for his garrison plus the fifty the Bard commanded. And they all obeyed me. At first, the Ready’s steward, found inside the keep proper, was outraged that I held his lord and lady prisoner, and was impudent towards me. Until I told him the Ready tried to kill me, and he saw the wrath upon my face. He backed down, meekly promising to keep the Ready’s men under control, away from the steward’s quarters, and take the Bard’s commands in place of the elder Yedwol.

			Hours later, after dark had fallen, Glathan arrived. The Bard was commanded to remain outside like a beggar at his father’s door, with Lyayr and his lieutenants watching over him. While Glathan and I conferred in the Ready’s own solar. Ironically, I stood under the portrait of Uncle Yedwol, dominating the room, while I pondered what to do with the Ready.

			The portrait was painted when Uncle was a young man, about my age. In the painting, he had his lips set primly. He wore a glorious coronet, the crown that signified him as the titular Prince of Berefet. Uncle couldn’t have looked less pleased, staring down at me, as I decided the fate of his heir.

			“The Ready must be executed for attempted regicide,” was the first thing Glathan said when we were alone.

			“I can’t kill the Ready,” I said to Glathan, shocked by his suggestion of what to do with the Lord Constable of the Realm. “How can I kill him in good conscience after what I’ve done? He tried to kill me in a fit of passion. I killed a priest in a fit of passion. Perhaps letting him live will...somehow balance the scales. Helping me atone for my sin of killing Canothan. Yes, Canothan was evil and deserved to die. But he was still a priest, an unarmed man. But I’m a king, no king but the Single God above to judge me. On the other hand, I stand in judgment of the Ready as his lord and master. I can still give good justice to the Ready.”

			Glathan said grimly, “You must execute the Ready. If you don’t...he’ll come back at you. He won’t rest till he finds a way to see you dead. You’ve disgraced him. His honour, his pride...it’s difficult, but you must. He’ll plot to kill you.”

			I shook my head. “Not if I banish him. Where will he go? No Eltnish realm will accept him after what he’s done. No Eltnish realm will give him passage to Sanaavia if he dares to go there. So, he’ll have to leave the continent. Perhaps he can convince Atalantyx’s old ally, King Bern, to take him in at Ewarn. Who knows? But his time in Acremia is done.”

			Glathan disagreed fervently. I couldn’t argue the sense in his following words. “There’s no turning back from this pass. I bear responsibility for this situation too. I counselled you to allow the Ready to have the Knights of the Triangle and Circle. I supported Canothan in establishing the school. But hear me now. The Ready has wrought his own downfall, the downfall of his house. The Bard deserves to be spared. He tried to stop the Ready, helping Lyayr, saving your life. And it seems the Bard wasn’t complicit in what happened...to the children. Although, he clearly knew about the school, as his own child was there. I suspect willful blindness on the younger Yedwol’s part. Knowing, fretting about his child in the clutches of Canothan, but not wanting to bring attention to his indiscretions of fathering illegitimates.”

			“The Bard will hate me for killing his father,” I said.

			“He’s raised by his father to hate you regardless,” said Glathan. “While he may hate you, he’ll understand your actions. Believe it or not, for all his pride, indiscretions, vanity, and loyalty to his father, the Bard is the best of the Yedwols living. He has more of the integrity of his grandfather, than the outright duplicity of his father.”

			I tried to change the topic away from executing Yedwol the Ready. “What of Samata? I cannot, nor will not believe, she wasn’t complicit in the Ready’s doings. So, what shall I do with her? And how is it sensible to leave the Bard as one of my lords, when I can never trust him again? No matter what punishment I deal his father?”

			“Test him,” answered Glathan. “Test the Bard’s honour further. Let that test decide what you do to him. As for Samata, executing a beautiful woman, a beloved countess, isn’t wise. Our people’s sensibilities towards harming a woman, even one who deserves punishment...our sense of chivalry.... By sparing Samata, you show mercy. But the Ready....” he trailed off.

			“Test the Bard how?” I asked, distraught. The situation was of my creation, despite Glathan taking his share of the blame. I’d given the Ready and Canothan too much latitude, too much trust. Look how they repaid me. I blamed myself. However, I had to see a way forward that could salvage things politically, yet appropriately punish the Ready for his part in everything.

			“I’ll banish him,” I repeated the alternative. I thought of Erthal. He’d banished me, but I’d managed to survive and flourish, and Erthal fell. Would I be the one to fall, if I spared the Ready, as Glathan feared? But I couldn’t bring myself to kill my cousin.

			“Lord King,” said Glathan. “That’d be a fatal error. Listen to me. Let’s test how treacherous the Ready is. You say his attempted regicide can be excused by a fit of passion. But now, he’s had time to cool. What if he’d still conspire against you. What then?”

			“How can you be sure he will?” I wanted to know.

			Glathan said somberly, “Because I do. Indulge me, Lord King, and I’ll prove my words true. Tell the Bard you’ll banish the entire family, including him. Have the Bard deliver the news to his father, rather than you tell the Ready yourself. Tell the Bard, I advised you to kill his father. But you’ve decided on leniency, which is the truth. Then see what transpires.”

			I didn’t know what Glathan planned, but my heart told me to trust him. I silently hoped he was wrong. And that I wouldn’t be forced to kill the son of one who was like a father to me. I looked up at Uncle’s portrait. It seemed he was judging me, as I was about to judge his son.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			I, Yedwol the Ready, son of Yedwol the Old, couldn’t believe I’d sunk so low.

			But I’ve been unlucky since almost birth. So much has been stolen from me.

			First, the true love of my life, Olana, the twinkle in my eye, the taste in my food, the breath in my body, was ripped from me by my cruel grandfather, King Athlyr First. And given to my Uncle Atalan, future second-last King of Atalantyx, to marry.

			Then, I was robbed of my rightful rank of prince. Robbed, after leading the ungrateful cur Othrun’s armies to victory over his enemies in Nyrimia. Robbed, after administering his laws, keeping his new realm free of highwaymen scum, and being a beacon of light for our exceptional people. I was stranded in these heathen lands, as a famous spiritual and military leader for the Last of the Atalanteans. While Othrun descended into depravity, and idolatry.

			What gratitude. Although what did I expect from the grasping, ambitious, false Othrun?

			I wondered what he’d do with me. I believed he was too craven, and too cunning to kill so beloved a lord as I. Nor would he dream of killing my beautiful wife and son. Who were nearly as popular in the kingdom as I. Surely, that’d incite an outright rebellion against his rule, if he killed us.

			My beautiful Samata bit her nails or fiddled with the hem of her gown. She sat near me that night of our confinement, by candlelight, and the light of the hearth. While I paced about the steward’s quarters, the door opened. I saw the guards at the entrance part, as my son entered from the darkness outside.

			I didn’t know how to feel about my boy after he restrained me. Had I killed Othrun, I might’ve wrested the kingdom for myself right there. That wasn’t my intention—I’d reacted in a blind rage, which I regretted. I should have been more controlled.

			But I could have seized the opportunity. We were heavily outnumbered by Glathan and Othrun’s men. But, with Othrun dead, would his men have put up a fight? We might’ve triumphed, without shedding much blood. Seeing Othrun dead, and me the clear perfect choice for king, living. Glathan had no desire to be king. And indeed, if he did, his claim could never be as good as mine, Second Prince, or no. Glathan, a man of reason and good sense, might even step aside and support me being Lord Protector of the Realm, instead of him ruling the land.

			Then I’d proclaim myself king, and exile Othrun’s child. Or, if I must, make the child disappear. A dastardly move, yes. But one that would capitalize on the opportunity presented to me.

			But, if I hadn’t killed Othrun but merely wounded him, and he survived, his men would’ve certainly defeated mine. If I lived through the fight, he’d have my head cut off. In the end, I supposed I had to thank the Bard. He didn’t want to see me suffer any consequences for such acts. So, he intervened. He’d never spoken to me of Canothan’s efforts to educate the children properly, but it seemed he suspected something was amiss.

			How could I be expected to know one of my son’s bastards was at the school, being mistreated? How could I know any of them were being mistreated? My son never mentioned anything to me! I’d heard some rumblings, but Canothan was a prelate, a pillar of the church! How could I think he was doing anything wrong? Was he really doing anything wrong?

			After all, he and I were just trying to do God’s work by giving little Eltnish wretches a chance for a proper indoctrination into the light of the Single God! It’s regrettable what happened, but after all, I’d put my trust in Canothan that he knew what he was about. How could I have known...what’d happen? If one cannot trust a prelate to care for children, who can one trust?

			My son looked haggard and tired. We embraced. I could tell he’d been weeping. I knew my son had no wish to inherit my earl’s seat by my deposition, and disgrace. He’d be broken overseeing these injustices done to me. But right now, I suppose for stopping me from killing Othrun, my Bard was still somewhat in Othrun’s good graces.

			But the Bard was my son, not Othrun’s. My Bard’s loyalties would lie with me. First, last, and always. So, when we broke our embrace, the Bard held his mother tight for a moment, then separated.

			“So,” I pressed him immediately when he let his mother go. “What news?”

			He hesitated. I feared the verdict would be unpleasant. But I breathed, “What? Death, then? Will Othrun kill us?” I felt Samata grasp my hand and heard her sniffle back tears.

			“No,” replied my son, and I sighed with relief. “I remain free, Father, to carry out our family’s business until the punishment takes effect.”

			“What then is the punishment?”

			“Banishment. Our family is to be banished from Acremia. We have thirty days to prepare. Othrun will have our personal belongings assembled. We must furnish our departure from these lands.”

			A bitter medicine to swallow. But I wasn’t unprepared this might be the punishment. What alternative did Othrun have other than killing me, if he didn’t exile me? However, banishment meant life. And where there’s life, hope endured. Hope to rise again, to achieve my aims.

			“Banishment it is then,” I gritted my teeth, still angry but satisfied. “Come, we haven’t much time then,” I added urgently. “For though Othrun has taken away Long-Stroke, he’s left me other weapons, just as deadly. Like pen and quill.” I turned to my wife. “Beloved, if you’d fetch me writing implements and paper, please?”

			Samata kissed my hand. Even as she wept that she’d be cast out of Eastrealm, no doubt fretting over our fate. My twice-banished wife and household, first cast aside by Erthal, now by Othrun. But I would restore our house to all its former glories, and beyond. Othrun wasn’t the only clever lord who knew how to scheme and plan, ensuring his survival, no matter the cost.

			Samata returned with the pen and paper, and I quickly scratched out a letter. My seal, engraved in wax, three upright bows with three arrows underneath, was soon affixed to the paper.

			When it was done, I nodded reassuringly to Samata. Then, I drew a cord out of the desk drawer, so the letter might be rolled and bound. Then my son stopped me, asking, “What does it say, Lord Father?”

			I hesitated. Once I told my son, he was fully complicit in what would be interpreted as my treason. But if I couldn’t trust him, my heir, who could I trust? I handed him the letter, which he opened and read.

			My son paled and dropped the letter on the desk, “You can’t do this, Father!” he cried, staring at me balefully.

			“I can, and I must,” I said. “Our family must survive and flourish. We’re alone in the wide world. A world of savages and heathens. We must use them to achieve our ends. I take a page from the book Othrun, my nemesis, has written. That’s why I am sending this letter to the Queen of Berefet. We’ll help them destroy Othrun and conquer Acremia. In exchange for refuge now, lands and titles later. We know all the secrets of this realm, and how best to defeat Othrun, Wely, Hert, and all their allies. Berefet wants Othrun destroyed. So do we. We’ll help Berefet do that, profiting from it. Then, our family will rise again to greatness.”

			“To do that,” said my son, appalled, “We’d have to kill our former Atalantean countrymen. Our kinsmen! We’d go to war with them, destroy them too? We’d betray them all? And Father, in this letter...you make it seem as if Othrun was responsible for...what happened to the Eltnish children at the school! As if he harmed them himself. He knew nothing of it. It’s not the truth—”

			“What truth?” I said flatly. “That’s not OUR truth! That’s the only truth people need. Our truth, dear son. An alternate, better truth. A truth that’ll inflame the Queen of Berefet to hate Othrun more, if I portray him as a child killer, just as they believe my father was, killing their Berefetish children. But their children were merely casualties of our righteous wars against them, when they rebelled against our sovereign authority. So, we’ll give the Queen of Berefet a truth that’ll hopefully make her overlook whose son I am, and drive her to embrace us, as we hand her the means to destroy Othrun.”

			My son pleaded with Samata, “Mother? You know of this plan?”

			Before my wife could reply, I sneered, “Yes, of course, she knows of it!”

			My Bard shook his head sadly, “Then you condemn her too. And me.”

			I touched my boy’s face tenderly. He’d grow to understand the necessity of what I’d done. “This secures her future. Your future.”

			As I let my hand drop from his face, my son answered shakily, “By the Single God, this is treason against the crown.”

			For a moment, I wondered if I’d made the worst mistake of my life, letting my Yedwol read the letter. Should I have merely sealed it and charged him to deliver it? “Will you commit a worse act then?” I demanded of him. “Treason against your father?”

			The Bard looked like he was ready to sob. “How can I?” he said miserably.

			That’s my boy. I bound the letter, handing it to him. “Then do your duty to me, your mother, and this family! Get a bird off, with this letter! You’re the only one with the freedom of mobility at this moment. Don’t wait for the morning. Find our trustworthy steward. If not him, find his second. They’ll know how to get a secret bird off. And be careful! You’ll be watched!”

			My son had tears in his eyes as he looked at me. “If I’m discovered, Othrun will kill us all, for certain.”

			“Then don’t be discovered,” hissed his mother.

			“I’ve already committed treason,” I put in. “Othrun, let me live. He won’t kill me. Besides, he has Glathan as his main advisor. Glathan will plead for me. Glathan, ever reasonable, ever wise. He won’t let Othrun kill me.”

			My son startled me by saying, “Father, it’s...it’s Glathan who advises you die. Othrun, who wants you spared.”

			I trembled at that. Glathan? Glathan, ever wise, ever fair. But was he also a snake? Did he want me, as a rival, off the board that badly? No. He had no rival for Othrun’s trust. He knew that. So, if he wanted me executed...for some reason that made me hang my head momentarily in shame. If noble Glathan wanted me executed, he truly believed I deserved to die.

			Then I hardened my heart. So be it. When I returned at the head of a conquering army, riding beside the Queen of Berefet, to take all Eastrealm as my fiefdom, Glathan, Othrun and all those who follow them, would pay.

			“Get that bird off,” I commanded my son. “First light in the morning, begin arranging for ships from Three Rivers to get us from these lands. Return to me when it’s done. And be strong! You’re my heir. You cannot quail when your sternest test is coming. Remember, you’re Yedwol the Bard, son of Yedwol the Ready, son of Yedwol Prince of Berefet. Remember who you are!”

			My son’s shoulders heaved as he sighed, resolving himself to his task. He kissed Samata’s cheek, bent his head towards me, then left. The letter in his grasp.

			The next time I saw that letter was hours later, as I sat in my temporary prison, my steward’s quarters. As Samata held my hand, stroking it gently, trying to soothe me, and convince me that all our plans would not end in ruin.

			But the ruin had come, for it was Othrun who entered, carrying the letter.

			“Your son,” said Othrun. “Is the only worthy member of your family. He’s loyal to his king and his oaths, above all else. He came straight and gave me the letter, telling me your plans.”

			I couldn’t breathe. I gasped for air. Yedwol, the Bard, my own son. My chest heaved, but it seemed as if no wind had come from it.

			“High treason,” Othrun said then. “Conspiring to ally with Berefet, to raise an army, kill your king and his subjects. The second time you’ve tried to kill me, today. But to be willing to kill your own people...that cannot be borne. How will your friends among the elite respond when they learn of what you contemplated? They’d tear you limb from limb themselves. But they won’t get to enjoy the satisfaction of causing your death. By the Single God, I will!”

			Samata went to her knees and prostrated herself before Othrun, trying to grab his hand and kiss it. But he flung off her grasp, as I sat numbly watching. My son betrayed me, I thought. Single God help me.

			“Please, great King,” wept Samata from the floor, crumpled in a heap. “Please, spare us, I beg of you.”

			“Rise, Lady,” said Othrun harshly. “Your son’s actions have bought your life and his own.” He looked at me pointedly.

			It was then I realized the Bard’s treachery had purchased his life and Samata’s by betraying me. By offering up mine.

			Othrun said nothing. But his smug, self-satisfied look confirmed my guess. Samata shook her head wildly, pleading, screaming. I yelled at her to be silent. Finally, she mostly quieted her protestations, snivelling and choking back sobs.

			I was cold all over, as if I was already in the grave. Still, I managed to laugh at Othrun, allowing, “You’ve no choice. By the Single God, I’d kill you in your stead.”

			“I hate you for making it come to this,” spat Othrun. “Your father bled for the cause of enmity with Berefet. He lost an army for the cause of enmity with Berefet. He risked death by heatstroke, scorpions, thirst, and battle for enmity with Berefet. Single God have mercy, he set fire to the bodies of his family and men, cut off the heads of Berefetish women and children, all to bring Berefet to heel. And now you’d betray his memory through the most heinous treason—”

			I raged, “Don’t you dare tell me anything about MY father! He was MY father! Mine! Not yours! You may have fancied yourself his son. You may’ve wished yourself his son even though your father was the king! Because King Atalan Ninth never loved you. King Erthal Sixth never loved you. The only love you ever got was from my father and mother! From MY parents! But it could never approach the love they had for me. You always wanted to be me! You wanted to be the son of the august Prince Yedwol the Old! You had everything! You were the Second Prince, but that wasn’t enough. You wanted to be king; you wanted your father’s love, my father’s love—everyone’s love! And you wanted to rule. By the Single God, nothing was ever enough for you!”

			Othrun replied softly, with pity in his voice, which made me detest him even more, were it possible, “You rant, Lord Earl.”

			I became desperate, “You spared enemy combatants who tried to assassinate you! Who killed poor Lord Cantic, and a whole troop of Eastrealmian knights! But you wouldn’t spare me, your greatest general?”

			“I spared a prince, who guaranteed me peace on my eastern borders for a decade,” said Othrun, and his next words, I must admit, seared me. “That prince had more honour for all his heathen Eltnish blood in his finger, than you have in your whole body, though the blood of kings runs through your veins. That prince I spared was useful to me. But, decidedly, Lord Earl, you’re no longer useful to anyone. So, I’ve no reason to spare you. You’ll be executed for high treason, by the Single God, in three days’ time when the sun rises. May the Single God have mercy on your wretched soul.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

			On a Sixthday, our holiest day among the Atalanteans, when we were called to Mass, and I, Yedwol the Ready, rightfully prince of the blood of Old Atalantyx, was to be executed, the bells in the Triangle Temple were silent. Everything in the precinct of the Circle Tower, where I’d been taken to be confined the day my son betrayed me, was quiet. Like a tomb. It was the fifth day of Sixthmonth.

			When dawn came, I was given a final meal of bread, cheese, and grapes. They asked me if I wanted robust wine. I declined. I’d face my death sober.

			When I’d broken my last fast, precisely at the sixth hour of the new morning, the Master Executioner, and three of his knights, came for me. Lyayr was the Master Executioner.

			How poetic, how fitting. The man who’d saved Othrun from my blade. The man I had fought beside in glory, and whom, in the past, I’d also reviled for disparaging me. To the point that it’d nearly come to a duel between us.

			But that Lyayr wasn’t there that day. This was a cold-blooded man whose ugliness was concealed by a black hood. But there was no mistaking the man’s size and bearing. As Captain of the King’s Royal Guard, it was Lyayr’s task to serve as the King’s Lord Master Executioner.

			Lyayr, the man I knew, disappeared for me that day. Becoming a disembodied voice behind a black hood, only his fierce eyes and thin, cruel lips visible. He would be the foul instrument of my demise. He was a spectre, a wraith, who would take my life, snuff it out, as a candle would be extinguished.

			“It’s time, my Lord,” was all he said. His voice was neither sad nor angry. It was merely advising me that my time on this earth had come to an end. A casual announcement, like announcing the sky was cloudy. I tried to still the tremors in my body, attempting equal casualness in my response.

			“Very well, my Lord. I’m ready.” My voice nearly caught in my throat. As I spoke, I took note of the enormous axe strapped across his broad shoulders. The axe head peaking up behind his thick neck. A killing instrument. The means of my death. By which, Lyayr would lop off my head.

			My hands were bound in front of me, and I was taken from my gaol. As we left, the wind raised a small dust storm. Despite the heat, I felt a chill in my thin white linen shirt, and thin white linen trews.

			Those who considered themselves godly, if sentenced to death by Atalantean tradition, were dressed all in white for their final journey. So, they might be purged in the holy white light of the Single God, cleansing them of whatever sin had gotten them executed.

			They also went without shoes, to come barefoot, in reverence before the Single God once they ascended into Heaven. So, my feet were bare, as I shambled into the courtyard, my toes cold on the paved stones.

			They marched me from the dungeon of the keep across an empty courtyard, eerily devoid of life. Save for the small crowd standing near the gates. Then I saw the block of wood, near that crowd, where I’d spill out my life’s blood. In protest, I almost let out a cry like a rabid animal then. But I wouldn’t give Othrun the satisfaction. I stifled my cry.

			For it’s he, Othrun, who waited for me there. Seated in a high-backed chair, in front of the crowd. Like Lyayr, his men, and all those assembled behind him, Othrun was dressed all in black. I didn’t want to admit it, but he looked handsome, regal, sitting there. All in robed black, with a plain gold circlet at his brows.

			For a fleeting moment, I saw why lesser men yearned to emulate him. Why prominent lords in their own right willingly followed him. Why beautiful and sought-after women fell for his charms. His effortless regality and natural impressiveness shrouded him like a cloak he’d carelessly flung over his shoulders. And there was…something else about him, I could never quite name. God’s grace? Necromancy? I suppose it didn’t matter. I’d be dead in minutes. I’d never set eyes on him again, in this world. And hopefully, not in the next.

			As I grew closer, I relished that his eyes were pained. Though his expression gave nothing away. I hoped he’d agonize over executing me. I hoped it haunted him all his days. I hoped he wouldn’t enjoy an ounce of peace as my ghost haunted him for the rest of his miserable reign.

			I scanned the crowd of perhaps twenty, all garbed in mourning black, just like the rest. The only one of my family among them was my Bard. My Bard, my son, who had betrayed me. Still, I loved him. Yet, by the Single God, it tore me apart that I’d never set eyes on him again, save in Heaven. But he had to be strong that day. For he’d take up my earl’s seat, downtrodden though it was, with my undignified end.

			But with life, hope remained. Perhaps my Yedwol would restore our house from shame. Perhaps, despite his betrayal of me, he’d revenge me upon the hated Othrun. I hoped I’d be looking down from Heaven, bearing witness to it, when it happened.

			In the end, I couldn’t blame my son. Either naked ambition, cold and calculating, or simply making the most logical play guided his hand. More likely, the way I’d raised him, it was the latter. He loved me, but knew I was a dead man no matter what, with my fate in the hands of someone as evil and untrustworthy as Othrun. So, my son saved himself, his mother, and the future of our house.

			He must have thought a speculative future, in Berefet of all places, never would’ve been satisfactory. But even I had to admit, so many things would’ve had to go perfectly for my plan of allying with the Queen of Berefet to turn out well, without us being killed. The conjectural nature of an alliance with Brown heathen savages, natural-born betrayers because of their race, would always be dubious and hard to trust.

			My father raised me to never trust non-White races, or races who didn’t worship the Single God. But vicious Othrun was as good as a pagan, courting Eltnish lords, betrothing Eltnish women, and prepared to breed half-mongrel Eltnish children, all to keep his precious kingdom sustained. Father would have spat in Othrun’s face with contempt, were Father still alive, at all the actions of apostasy Othrun had taken since becoming King of Eastrealm. And he’d have stabbed Othrun’s breast himself, before he permitted Othrun to execute me.

			Many of the rest of the preeminent earls and lords comprised the waiting party to see my demise. Including Glathan and Uthlen, one on either side of Othrun. High Prelate Fridlyr was there too, beside Glathan, eyes squeezed shut as he continually muttered prayers. For my soul, I supposed.

			A crow flew overhead, past the crenellations on the west battlements. I looked up at the only other sign of life, as I walked toward my fate. Its wings spread, and it soared out of sight.

			Lord Master Executioner Lyayr halted us before the block of wood. Fridlyr came forward, and I saw that he wept. Though I considered him my enemy too, I shuddered that even he was mournful to see me die. He might be my enemy, but he was still a priest.

			I wished for Canothan, instead, to give me my final benediction, but I assumed he, too, had been disgraced, perhaps even removed from the clergy. I wondered about his fate. He was a noble man, one I respected and supported. But one more who I’d brought to ruin. Or had he brought me to ruin? I supposed it mattered not.

			My hands were momentarily unbound. I knew why they had done that. I was to be allowed to prostrate myself, knees and head touching the ground, pointed in the most eastward direction, towards where Atalantyx and Atal, holiest of cities, once stood.

			But my wits failed me for an instant. I trembled and stuttered like a drunken man or some fool who’d lost their senses. In my discomfiture, I was helped to my knees by one of the knights to receive the blessing. I regained my composure and assumed the proper position for prayer.

			Fridlyr made the sign of the Triangle and Circle over my head, asking me to make my peace with the Single God, repent of my earthly sins, and look with joy at the life to come.

			I muttered back to answer, realizing that there, at the end of my life, my faith was the only thing that hadn’t forsaken me. Father raised me to be devout. I’d go to my grave praising the name of the Single God on my lips and cursing the name of Othrun in the same breath.

			When Fridlyr had finished and moved off, I was helped to my feet. Othrun arose as well. I knew he was to pronounce my doom. Redundant, as my fate had already been sealed. I held my head up and stared my hatred at him as he spoke, and Lyayr’s men retied my hands, this time at my back, so I couldn’t interfere with what was soon to come.

			The rope bit into my wrists, but I relished the discomfort, for it gave my mind clarity, the ability to concentrate better on Othrun’s decree.

			I vowed to listen to every word, because I knew they would be some of the last words I heard on this earth. Words from a man I hated. I cursed him then. I cursed his seed. I cursed the womb of his heathen future wife, that she’d die before bearing heathen brats. I cursed his line that it would fail.

			I cursed him and all his progeny in the name of the Single God. But still, I listened to his words. The words confirming my fate. I thought I heard a tremor in his voice, but maybe it was the wind.

			He said, “Yedwol, son of Prince Yedwol, son of King Athlyr First of Atalantyx. Once High Lord Constable and Chief Magistrate of Eastrealm. Once Grand Marshal of the Order of the Knights of the Triangle and Circle. Once Earl of Westhedge, and Lord of Bridle Path. Hear me. I, Othrun, son of King Atalan Ninth of Atalantyx, son of King Athlyr First of Atalantyx, Lord and King of Eastrealm, Lord Protector of Meridnia, have by my authority as the Atasyx, king over kings, with no king save the Single God, the True God, the God of Life, Love, and Light, above me, find you have committed, by our royal charge and indictment, the offence of high treason against our blessed realm, by attempting the regicide of our royal person. I have therefore passed sentence upon you for this heinous offence. My sentence is that your period of confinement for these crimes has now ceased, and that your ultimate punishment for said crime, is death.”

			And so, it was confirmed. There would be no last-minute reprieve, as I’d dared to hope, a doomed man’s hope. I would die today.

			“Therefore,” the vile Othrun concluded, “You are to be lawfully executed forthwith. By having your head struck from your body. Before your execution is carried out, have you any final words to say before those assembled here?”

			Hatred lent me composure, but it couldn’t extend my life. I thought of all the vile things I could spew at Othrun. But I had to remember, no matter if he’d decreed to strip me of rank, titles, and even life, I was still by birth a lord.

			By rights, I was a prince of men, born to a prince of men. Of the most extraordinary lineage in the known world, rightfully a lord and prince of the blood of Old Atalantyx. Son of the Prince of Berefet. I wouldn’t be so undignified as to debase myself for the sake of one so unworthy to hold the title of king, as Othrun.

			I struggled to choke out the words and heard my voice sound high and raspy, “May the Single God, the True God, the God of Life, Love, and Light, swiftly carry my soul to Heaven.”

			I would give Othrun the satisfaction of no other words. No utterances of hatred or revulsion. No vows of vengeance from the grave, coming back as a ghost to torture his dreams. I’d go to my death bravely, without piteous emotion. I’d be remembered as a lord who displayed his courage, right up until the end.

			Othrun stared me in the eyes, then nodded twice. Once to me. Second to the Master Executioner. His henchmen guided me down, surprisingly gently, to the block. They turned my face to the side. I could see only the dusty courtyard, but I could also see and feel the sun, warm on my face. But it couldn’t dry the tears that fell.

			I felt the Master Executioner pull back the collar of my shirt to bare my neck.

			The block was hard and cold. Courage failed me in the end. I could feel my bowels voiding. I shook uncontrollably. I’d sunk lower than the lowest creature on earth. What an ignominious end.

			God save me, I thought not of my wife, beautiful Samata, in those last moments, but of another beauty. Who died long ago, in childbirth, bearing Othrun’s brother Erthal, the last king of our drowned homeland.

			I thought instead of a delicate nose, captivating hazel eyes, and a soft and willing mouth. Fair Olana, my cousin, originally my betrothed. But whom Grandfather, King Athlyr, took from me to give to Othrun’s father, First Prince Atalan, the future king, for a bride.

			All our love, Olana’s and mine meant nothing to Grandfather. He gave my most precious gift to Atalan Ninth, and Olana did her duty, bearing Atalan his first son, Erthal. Though she paid for her duty with her life.

			I had loved Olana with all my heart and remembered, Single God forgive me, for wanting to throw myself in grief from the top of the High Castle to be dashed to pieces below when she died. Though she wasn’t my wife, but instead First Princess of the Realm, wife of the heir. I lost her twice, my Olana. Once to Othrun’s father, then again to death.

			But now, it seemed, I would be reunited with her. That almost made me smile in my despair.

			I was supposed to be one of the greatest lords the world had ever seen. But shortly, I’d be a headless memory.

			In my last breaths, I whispered for Father, the revered Prince Yedwol, to forgive me for my disgrace. Then I prayed silently, as the axe came down, “Single God, God of Love, Light, and Life, please deliver m—”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY

			That evening I sat in complete darkness in my solar, brooding. Glathan was given admittance by Lyayr without knocking. He was the only lord in the land, who could come unbidden and unannounced into my rooms.

			He entered and fumbled around, until he lit a candle, while I stared ahead in silence. He knew the layout of my apartments as well as he knew his own. He sat beside me.

			“You had to do it, Lord King,” said Glathan.

			“Yes. I did. You told me I’d have to do it. I didn’t want to listen.”

			“The most difficult decision of your reign.”

			“But there will be worse to come,” I said.

			“There’ll be worse to come,” agreed Glathan sadly.

			“You said to me the day I was crowned, that day would be the best day. That henceforth I’d know defeat, loneliness and despair. That I’d have times I won’t know friends from enemies. That there would be conspiracies and betrayals. It seems you were right, Cousin. I haven’t had many good days since that first day.”

			“By the Single God, I wish I wasn’t right.”

			We enjoyed silence for some time. I, and my best advisor, my cousin, my friend.

			“I presume you’ve cancelled the planned celebration for mine and the Younger’s birth?” I said.

			“Postponed, rather than cancelled outright. After the official month of mourning for the Ready’s passing, we’ll have a scaled-down celebration, perhaps in Lynchun, away from...some of the bad memories associated with the Circle Tower and Sixthmonth. One day, better, more joyous memories will replace those that aren’t so good. But for now...I’ll consult Wely. A trip abroad might do you good. You haven’t been to Lionfort since your coronation celebration, and Hert and Binis’s wedding. A royal visit to your primary overlord is overdue. And perhaps Wely can host the festivities in Pridehearth, instead of his capital city. Pridehearth is closer to the Circle Tower. And the gardens of Pridehearth, as you know, are beautiful, with the orchards and the fountains in the summer.”

			“Fine. Whatever you think is best. And...the school?”

			“Burned to the ground. Made to look like an accidental blaze. Its ashes. The only building remaining is the stone house. It is by right property of the Temple. Fridlyr will put it to some godly use.”

			I grunted satisfactorily but did not speak again for a while. Glathan waited patiently. He knew me. I would have more questions when I was ready.

			“His body?” I inquired eventually.

			“Lies in a plain wooden coffin, for now, in the Temple.”

			“Give the Ready’s remains to the Bard, to have him interred as the Bard sees fit, in the Bard’s domains. He died a traitor’s death. Yet, he may have a lord’s burial. I was tempted to mount his head on a pike outside the Circle Tower. But that would be gratuitous and gain me no friends among the Old Guard. Still, his execution will show I will countenance no rebellion, no traitors to my rule.”

			Glathan nodded. “The Bard and Samata may be in mourning now. Their grief will, in time, galvanize them into resolve to do you harm. Politically, if not physically.”

			I nodded tiredly, uncaring, and asked what I did care about at that moment. “The mood of the people?”

			“Among our Atalanteans, some quiver with righteous indignation over the Ready’s death, saying you were just to do what you did. Many of them are of the Old Guard. But there’s a schism there. Some of the Old Guard believe you were cruel and unjust to kill him. But, of course, they know nothing of what happened at the school. They only know that the Ready tried to kill you. They’re ignorant of the Ready’s forays toward Berefet. That he was ready to sell us all out, for the sake of his ambitions. If they did, their opinion of the Ready would be far worse. He would be anathema.”

			“The Bard’s reputation would suffer too,” I said. “They’d never believe he wasn’t in on that plot. In truth, he was apprised; he just did the right thing and told us. But that works well for us. We will preserve and protect the Bard’s image, and he’ll publicly do the same for us. He will keep what happened at the school secret. We’ll keep his father’s ultimate treachery secret in turn. We are all hiding secrets. Conspiracy makes odd comrades, does it not?”

			“It does.”

			“And the Eltnish?”

			Glathan sighed. “It will be hard to keep what happened from coming to light. Nothing of this magnitude stays hidden forever. Wely...Eld...Centi...they have many spies and informants as well. There are rumblings...questions...fortunately, the Ready kept no Eltnish in his household, not even foot soldiers. Still, our Eltnish subjects who have connections to children who attended the school, any Eastrealmian soldiers of Eltnish origin who’ve heard any rumours...our Eltnish overlords will surely be seeking answers about the school if they become aware—”

			“I’ll deal with them when the time comes,” I said wearily. “The Knights of the Triangle and Circle?”

			“The fifteen who were not present at the school, patrolling the roads for highwaymen, were brought to join those five we arrested. So, therefore, all that Order is now here, in the royal precinct. Not in the gaols, but under secret confinement.”

			I knew it was better if I didn’t know where those men were being jailed. Thus, I didn’t ask. I’d be tempted to kill them all myself, if I knew where they were kept. Even those that weren’t complicit. Just to slake more of my vengeance for the children.

			“They are to be completely disbanded,” I said. “The name of that order erased from memory. Those fifteen are to be stripped of knighthood, lands, and titles. Arrange work for those fifteen who weren’t at the school. So they’ll languish in obscurity the rest of their days. I don’t care if they dig latrines, until they die of old age. The five who drew swords against their king are high traitors. By the Single God, they are to be executed, like the Ready. Publicly or not, I’ve no care. I leave it to your discretion, Lord Prince. Just see, the punishment is death. I will no longer worry myself with any outrage from the families of traitors. I’ll leave that in your capable hands.”

			Glathan nodded sadly. I sensed a quick and furtive killing of those five unfaithful knights, was what he’d planned. He’d ensure they’d be branded as the traitors they were, and deal with their families afterwards. I trusted him to do that. Just as I trusted him with everything else.

			“What happened to the priests and priestesses?” I asked. “The ones complicit, by doing nothing or following Canothan’s orders?”

			“First, Fridlyr had them perform punitive acts on themselves. Self-flagellation. They have been sent to the poorest Eltnish villages in the realm, overseen by some of Fridlyr’s best and most loyal priests and priestesses. To toil in service, and anonymity, to the Eltnish sick, ministering to the infirm. As penance.”

			“It’s not enough,” I said vengefully.

			“I know,” said Glathan. “Will it ever be enough?”

			“Most of those children died horribly. Those children that lived, more dead than alive. What fitting punishment could be crafted to address that sort of evil?”

			Glathan said nothing.

			“I want Fridlyr’s aims to come to fruition,” I declared. “Improve the lives of the Eltnish. No Eltnish child...should die in poverty. We’re a rich kingdom. All our subjects should enjoy that wealth. The type of penury I saw in Crow’s Feast....is unacceptable. Tell Malean and Scolan to reach into the treasury. Use whatever funds necessary.”

			Glathan nodded. “I have never known a nation not to have poor. But yes, we can do more to ameliorate the lot of common folks. We’ll do better.” Glathan added, “I’ve claimed Canothan died suddenly of burst heart from the stress of his many duties. But Fridlyr is no fool. I’m sure he suspects Canothan’s death was different than what I’ve told him. Especially, based on him being confined, never being seen again after you went to speak to him…as I’m sure others will wonder.... No matter. Fridlyr will repeat this claim of mine to all who will listen. I have his guarantee on that. He has no interest in any priests, or anyone else who are friends of Canothan, spreading any noise of foul play. Anyone who might say anything credible, who was present at the school, is in no position to be heard and have anything they say taken credibly. They’re either effectively exiled or dead. Our men loyal to us will keep silent, of course. Many within the clergy, even among the Old Guard, had no real love for Canothan. He was useful to them, but that is all. Few will weep, save sycophants, to see him gone.”

			I nodded, satisfied with that as I could be. Glathan was a good man, a godly man. But he was ruthlessly loyal and efficient, when it came to protecting me and my reign. “Lastly, then, Lord Prince. Hear this command. Find...find any family you can of those children. I know most of them were orphans. But some had living family members who put their children in our care, in our trust. We betrayed that trust. Find a way to recompense them. Give them gold, employment, whatever you can do...it will never clear my conscience, but...perhaps it will allow me some measure of repentance.”

			“How can there be true repentance?” asked Glathan miserably. “Without acknowledgment, it happened? Can there be true atonement without apology? I know I can never truly atone for my sins, my part in failing to recognize what was happening. For… utterly failing those children. My part in the conspiracy, my urging to bury it all deep in the ground, so no one can ever find it. I will carry guilt for it all, to my last day. It destroys me, inside, that I can never go to the families...the families of those little children, go to my knees, beg for forgiveness, which is what I ought to do. Not try to soothe my conscience, as I stuff gold into their hands. No matter how much gold I spread about...no matter how many prayers I make in the Temple.... It will never give me...any peace.”

			“Gold doesn’t compensate for the loss of innocent lives,” I told him. “But it’s better than nothing at all. So, find those families, and give them some of my kingdom’s wealth, Lord Prince. They’re owed that much, at least. Then, try to find your peace where you can. And I’ll try and find mine.”

			But Glathan was right. No true peace could be found in the clutches of abject guilt, conspiracy, and lies. Most of all, if I couldn’t protect little children from my own clergy, I’d be useless as a monarch. For the first time in my reign, I felt completely unworthy of being a king. This couldn’t be what the Angel intended for me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

			Yedwol the Ready was dead, but life went on in my kingdom. My son, the Younger, grew vigorous and robust. He was my and the realm’s delight. I thought I saw much of Aliaz in his eyes, and in his sweet-natured temperament. But the rest of him, looks-wise, was that of a replicate Othrun, true to his name.

			Winter came again before I knew it, and the Younger was a year and a half old. He loved when I flung him high into the air and caught him, giggling with delight. I laughed while his nurse-wives looked on with disapproval at the rowdy play. Fussing that I’d drop the heir and injure him severely.

			Sila, his future stepmother, wrote to me. I hadn’t seen Sila since Aliaz’s funeral. I’d barely said a word to her then. Back then, I’d merely numbly accepted her condolences, as she cried genuine tears over my wife’s death. I knew she liked Aliaz, and Aliaz liked her. Despite Sila’s connection to Aliaz’s hated rival, Lysi.

			In the letter, Sila expressed joy at our coming marriage. She said she fared well and had reached out to Lysi. Who agreed to take her to a future Coven of Mages, one of their so-called holy high meetings.

			She said Irly fared well, too, but was drinking too much beer. Ha! Well, I was drinking too much wine, she would soon find when she lived with me. A king may drink as he pleases. I hoped she planned not to criticize me in letters to anyone about it.

			She said she had written to Viwa, and I knew that Viwa fared well, her tavern now the most successful in all Eastrealm. Sila concluded that she prayed to the Six for my good health and that of my son.

			She also candidly expressed her sadness, that she had not heard anything from her future husband for more than a year, since I’d accepted her suit. She had written me several letters in the interim. In response to which, I had either Fridlyr, Glathan, or Malean craft pat responses.

			Already, she chastises me like we’ve been married for decades, I thought. That gave me a mild chuckle, one of few I’d enjoyed recently. Women were all the same. Once they felt you belonged to them....

			I returned her letter. I had begged for time to myself, not to see her until just before we wed, so she could settle affairs in Badonia, and I could mind my own with all the things I had to care for. Including preparing for the wedding. I promised I’d come to escort her personally to Eastrealm a few months before the ceremony. Then, we’d be together in our kingdom, where she would remain, for the rest of our lives together.

			I lied and said I, too, was looking forward with eagerness to our marriage, our future children, and building a realm of blessedness. I ended my letter, hoping not to hear from her until the time came for me to retrieve her. Trying not to think of Lysi.

			I had heard nothing from the Queen of Nyrimia, since I saw her that day by the rivers. Surely, she’d heard by now of my engagement to her sister. Despite saying she’d spoken to her sister, Sila mentioned nothing of it in her letter. It seemed their relationship was not as bad as I had thought. I left it all be, too weary to think of Sila or Lysi anymore that day.

			I had seen Viwa but once since returning from Meridnia, when she paid a visit to my hall. Like Sila, weeping, offering condolences just after Aliaz’s death. I’d followed Sila’s advice and asked Viwa for time until I acted on her becoming my mage. She said she understood, knowing her situation was not my priority in my time of grief. Without protest, she went back to running The Half-Lion.

			I knew her Eltnish customers asked her frankly about her hair colour. I heard she played mysterious and coy about it, only stoking rumours to a fury. She played up those rumours, turning them into standing-room-only inside her establishment.

			I also heard Eld, Prince of Lynchun, was one of those who frequented The Half-Lion. But of course, with his exalted status, he never had to stand around waiting to get a table, like those of lesser blood. Besides jumping the queue because he was a prince, he also received preferential treatment because, ever since the time spent together in Meridnia, Eld had taken an interest in Viwa. And Viwa returned the interest.

			Moreover, it seemed Eld’s affection for Viwa was significant enough, that his usual visits to my kingdom’s brothels waned. Any woman that could dwindle Eld’s lusty appetites for whores, must be someone he cared about, indeed.

			The prince, and the princess and mage-in-hiding, were seen strolling together in the parks, during the few times that Viwa managed to get time away from running her establishment. It was said Eld and Viwa had been caught, looking adoringly into each other’s eyes, and showed every sign of courting on a serious level. I was happy for both. Besides that, Eld’s presence around Viwa, the presence of a mighty warrior and high noble, who often travelled with a substantial bodyguard wherever he went, would keep her safer. That gave me additional comfort.

			The reason I knew so much about the budding romance between my royal friend from Lynchun, and the proprietress of The Half-Lion, was because of spying.

			Contrary to Sila’s advice, I placed a man, supposedly a glassblower, and regular patron of Viwa’s tavern, but really one of my Eltnish spies, and a capable former spearman, as a covert bodyguard to watch over Viwa.

			He’d reported only about Eld and Viwa’s companionship, and nothing amiss so far. Save he was certain Viwa gleaned, he wasn’t a simple glassblower. I told him, in our secret communications, it didn’t matter. His job was to watch and protect her, even if she knew that was his mission. I knew he didn’t feel comfortable having to watch a mage, as all superstitious Eltnishmen would.

			But I paid him well enough to simply ward himself against any evil he felt he was committing against the Six by spying on a mage, by, as the Eltnish do, such as turning his palms backwards, and going on with his duty to me, without complaint.

			When the Ready was alive, he had dared to risk inquiring with me one day, after a Royal High Council meeting, about Viwa and my expedition to Meridnia. He said he’d heard rumours that Viwa’s hair turned red, during that trip. That she was a mage who accurately predicted our party would be attacked. He was the first one to dare approach me about it.

			He had asked me about her, why I’d taken her with me to Meridnia, about her red hair, if she was a mage. I supposed he was the only one high-ranking enough to do it on behalf of the nosy Old Guard. I had somewhat politely told him to mind his business. He’d stomped off, rebuffed. That was the end of it. After that, I heard nothing more formally from anyone about Viwa. However, I did hear rumours, some of them salacious, especially before Eld began calling on her, that she was my new secret mage lover. And that was why, as per the rumours, I was keeping her away from court.

			Well, she may have been a princess by birth, but why on earth would I have someone supposed to be a barmaid at court? Stupid elites. They had more coin than sense. One would figure the gossipers would find something more interesting to gossip about than a barmaid with red hair. It was true. But they just liked to gossip about everything.

			I had solved the citizenship issue by spring. After several trading of birds with Wely and Hert, the three of us came to a decision. And a decree. The Royal High Council was engaged. All of them, including the Bard, who’d taken his deceased father’s place as my Lord Constable, to go along with this father’s earlship, supported the decision.

			I pronounced, any Eltnish who should become citizens of Eastrealm should retain citizenship in Lynchun or Carthlughe, as guaranteed by the kings of those realms. But, of course, I couldn’t speak for persons of any other domains, who might wish to immigrate to my kingdom. Their sovereigns had to decide if they would lose rights in their homeland realms, if they wanted to become my subjects. But at least, in Eastrealm, if they were from the nations of my overlords, they’d come and go as they pleased between two realms.

			This stipulation didn’t apply to those born Atalantean. Who could have but one nationality, to ensure the core of my realm, if not most of it, remained as I intended. The proclamation was met with widespread approval by the Eltnish in my kingdom. So much so, that a holiday was declared in my honour. I was well pleased. As were Hert and Wely.

			Wely received sufficient confirmation, that no other realms wished to covet Meridnia was verified. Another royal decree from the Circle Tower was issued. I no longer styled myself merely as “Lord Protector” of Meridnia. Meridnia was officially added to my title as a high lord. I was King of Meridnia.

			Which, for now, was a wasteland. Patrolled daily, to the extent it could be patrolled, by two trustworthy troops of my knights. Those knights were permitted to be based in friendly Badonia, on the border, in the welcoming town of Rivermouth. By leave of Irly.

			I needed to decide what to do with my new kingdom. Which was mostly covered in mud. For now, it would remain abandoned. I had no worry of squatters, for most believed it haunted. And who would want to establish themselves that close to Borenia?

			I’d barely spoken a word to Uthlen or Apolt, unless required at Royal High Council meetings, since my outburst at them in my hall. They steered clear of me, and I of them. I was glum over the falling out. Especially with not really speaking to my cousin.

			But I was still angry at both. And they were still likely disgusted with my behaviour towards them. Thus, I felt it was for the better to take some more time for our tempers to cool, and feelings to heat back to ones of warmth.

			I still wanted to inquire with Uthlen about what Gogest recommended regarding the Anchali. But I’d have to wait for better relations between my Third Prince and me.

			I took out any frustrations I had with dissatisfaction over my rule and my life, despite all my recent accomplishments that spring, in the training yard. One Thirdmonth evening, I sat drinking alone in my apartments after my bath, and an intense training session. A session where Lyayr, my sparring partner, and I, beat each other nearly black and blue with practice weapons. Until we were drenched and sore, but relishing in all the sweat, the aches and the cuts.

			Glathan entered. I vowed to shake off the melancholy and attempt to be grateful for all the Single God had granted me, and be more jovial. I was still young, strong, and a king! There was much to be thankful for. Besides, my cousin’s presence was one of the few things that usually improved my mood.

			“So, we should imbibe and rejoice Cousin,” I greeted Glathan as cheerfully as I likely had since Aliaz’s death, sipping from my goblet. “Come, sit!” I played page, pouring a draught for Glathan, who accepted it graciously, thanking me.

			“What do we celebrate?” asked Glathan, pleased to see me smiling, taking a seat at my right hand.

			“Life!” I said emphatically.

			Glathan toasted me, “To life, then, Sire, and to your health.”

			My attempt at cheeriness did not last long. I asked, “How sit our defences?”

			“Sire,” reminded Glathan, “the Circle Tower is virtually impenetrable by Eltnish standards of war.”

			“The loss of...my queen,” I admitted. “This business with Meridnia and Nightsoul destroying it. The...the slaughter of Cantic and his men. The Ready’s betrayal. It has shaken my sense of security. I want the Younger wrapped in an impervious blanket of stone, until he comes of an age that he might hold a sword and defend himself.”

			“The Circle Tower is ten times stronger than any Eltnish fortress. Our mounted knights are more than a challenge for any Eltnish spearmen. There are easier targets for the rapaciousness of the warlords surrounding us than Eastrealm.” He pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Still, I’ve been pondering of late that more allies are desirable.”

			“Allies are in short supply,” I said regretfully.

			Glathan looked craftily at me. “Perhaps we haven’t explored all our options for allies yet, Lord King.”

			I should have known. Ever the plotting one, Glathan the Glorious. I poured more wine. I hoped I wouldn’t need to be too drunk to properly consider whatever proposal Glathan was about to bring forth.

			Glathan spoke of the mysterious kings of the south, not as well known to even Carthlughe and Lynchun, the major realms in Eltnia. My cousin spoke of two of these southern kings, brother kings, Quid and Agis, Lords of Yaden and Anglania. My cousin said those two rulers paid tribute to the Anib Queen, because the Anib originally held Yaden and Anglania as their lands.

			The famous, unifying Anib Queen. Undala.

			Glathan said the tribute owed to the Anib from Quid and Agis was long-standing, centuries old. However, in bygone years, monies to be paid were enforced by a central king or Queen of the Anib.

			As time passed, Anibian society devolved into the breaking apart of their realms into many kings and queens—thousands—among territories held by various tribes. Although for a while, some degree of lawlessness ensued in Anibia. During this period, the fee was forgotten by the feuding, competing Anibian rulers. Successive Kings of Yaden and Anglania, with no Anibian collector demanding the fee, allowed payments to lapse.

			But this new queen, Undala, upon uniting the entire Southronland, knew about the tribute. She calculated a high balance outstanding owed to her newly aligned kingdom, tabulated up into an enormous sum over the long years. Quid and Agis were the implied debtors.

			Owing was reputed to be the equivalent of one hundred thousand golds!

			That figure would not bankrupt Eastrealm, Carthlughe, Lynchun, and Peernia, perhaps Nyrimia, as the wealthiest realms. Yet that sum of one hundred thousand golds would take a sizeable portion of any kingdom’s treasure. Lesser kingdoms would have no means to pay in any sensible amount of time. And most kingdoms could not pay at all.

			But Eastrealm could, and I saw where Glathan was going. I might agree to what he proposed. I thought nastily, I love spending the dead Ready’s money.

			Glathan explained the new Queen of the Anib, while fair, wasn’t one to permit such a sum to go unpaid. She came to terms with Quid and Agis. She waived any interest for the amount owed. Since she believed, in good faith, by the time Quid and Agis assumed the thrones of their respective kingdoms, the tribute was more legend to them than fact. Thus, she gave the benefit of the doubt, the two sibling kings knew nothing of the payment required.

			Moreover, since there couldn’t have reasonably been any single Anibian king or queen to submit monies to for centuries, but rather a collection of warring and disparate lords, there would have been no reasonable method of collection.

			The nominal tribute was only set at ten gold pieces per year. “A paltry amount for us, Sire,” boasted Glathan.

			Nonetheless, Glathan said Undala insisted Quid and Agis commence making installments on the balance. She provided them with a grace period of one year to pay at least one hundred golds. Undala wished to have one hundred golds paid per year, until the principal amount was completed. Then the ten gold pieces per year payment would be implemented.

			It would take one millennium to pay off the balance, at a one hundred gold pieces per year schedule. A mere thousand years after, we all, including brash Undala, would be dead. In my mind, Undala ruthlessly held Quid and Agis hostage with the tribute.

			Glathan continued to assert the Anib were noble. The tribute made me not so sure. What noble queen would insist on enforcing a debt, where there could be no hopeful prospect of being paid far beyond her lifetime, or that of her great-great-great-grandchildren? Unless she simply wanted a steady stream of income to prop up her new realm.

			She was undoubtedly being greedy about it. Undala might be very shrewd but was she genuinely magnanimous? I thought not. Based on what Glathan had said, I already guessed what he proposed.

			“You wish me to take over this tribute owed from Quid and Agis in exchange for their vassalship,” I said.

			“That’s what I suggest, yes, Sire.”

			Just as I’d thought.

			“Would it be worth it,” I wondered aloud, “to tie my progeny, for uncounted generations, to this debt? For the sake of acquiring these southern lands as clients?”

			“One hundred gold pieces per year is nothing to our coffers, Sire,” said Glathan, knowing that I couldn’t help but agree. “It’s an unsubstantial amount. If we wished, we could pay off the entire sum. But we would never do that, because that much outlay of gold would leave us somewhat depleted.”

			“Agreed,” I said. “Over the course of a few years, it’s not too big a task. Yet should I establish a dynasty that survives a millennium, this debt will barely be paid off at that rate. Is tying the crown to this debt, forever, sound kingship?”

			“Yaden and Anglania would be your first clients,” said Glathan. “You’re a distinguished king. Every mighty king should have under-kings as clients. When one can achieve clients without war, without wasting men, it’s a victory. It will be a bloodless acquisition of lands. You’ll spend far more than a hundred golds a year to conquer any Eltnish kingdoms by force.”

			I knew even less about Yaden and Anglania than my overlords did. I knew they had rich spices and fabrics. But I didn’t value those kingdoms so much for their resources. Rather I prized them for the territory to pinch in likely foes, like Gart the Ghost, his daughter Tarlis, the Black-Haired, and Gart’s nephew Prince Pide Longspears, between my lands and my allies’ lands. Keeping those enemies in check.

			“It would definitely be in our favour,” I said, looking at my cousin knowingly. “Wely and Hert, of course, would need to sanction this proposal. For, if they approve, Yaden and Anglania would be sub-vassals to Lynchun and Carthlughe.”

			I stared at Glathan but failed to make him completely uncomfortable. “If, they approve?”

			“I’d hazard Hert and Wely might be agreeable to such an arrangement,” said Glathan, straight-faced.

			“You continue to act in my interests, I know,” I said in admonishment, as it was plain he’d already spoken to Wely and Hert about it. “But you must consult with me first. By the Single God, I cannot seem the fool and ignorant before my sworn overlords.”

			Glathan bowed his head. “Apologies, Sire. I speak with your voice. It’s my task to know your mind.”

			“The best way to know my mind,” I said testily, “is to ask me of it.” I waved my hand impatiently. “Come, come, what are the terms you’ve spoken to Wely and Hert of for this clientship?”

			Glathan outlined that the agreement to assume the tribute by me had been agreed to in principle by Hert, Wely, Quid, and Agis. However, things could only go forward if Undala and I signed off on the arrangement. Quid, Agis, and Undala herself, along with Wely and Hert, were ready to attend Eastrealm for a conference and month-long visit with me. To finalize the prospective pact. Which Glathan suggested would be called, the Pact of Nagre.

			Nagre, my cousin told me, was the name of the lands of Yaden and Anglania of old in the tongue of the Anib that would be the subject of the agreement.

			“How would Undala believe she’d make these kings pay tribute if they declined?” I wanted to know. “Was she ready to go to war to get what is owed to her? A channel separates Undala from Yaden and Anglania. For all I hear, the Anib are famed warlords, I’m guessing they’re no seafarers, and have no fleet to mount an invasion against Anglania and Yaden. Else they’d have taken back what everyone in Eltnia seems to believe are their ancient lands long ago, by the sword, no? Quid and Agis don’t think to resist? Can the Anib make good on their enforcement?”

			“Anglania and Yaden would pay willingly if they could afford it. They will respect the edict of Undala. I’ve told you of the Anib from the beginning; they aren’t to be trifled with. They’re just, merciful, tolerant. That doesn’t mean they will be disrespected or taken advantage of. Undala, won’t allow that. No realms on earth have more respect from other nations than the Anib. No leader arisen in recent memory has so quickly become more respected, and feared, than Undala.” He added with a smile, “Save one I can think of.”

			I harrumphed at the flattery. I arose, still holding my goblet, pacing. “Tell me of this Undala.”

			Glathan arose as well, in deference to me, and sighed. “A woman who takes the ancient title of “First,” which equates to Empress in their people, bringing the mighty Tribes of the Anib under one banner, must be special. She’s accomplished a feat beyond the capabilities of any modern Anibian ruler. Moreover, I’m told she possesses a rare combination of qualities: beauty, intelligence, prowess in battle, political acumen, and magnanimity.”

			I scoffed. Perhaps Undala held some of the other qualities, but my old prejudices arose. Could a Black woman be considered truly beautiful?

			Glathan said, “What she had to endure to unite those disparate tribes into a single mind and purpose, Single God only knows. However, she triumphed. The fact she now endeavours to recapture what’s rightfully hers, including the tribute for Nagre, doesn’t surprise me. Would you do any less, Lord King?”

			I thought of my desire to regain Berefet, biting back a retort. But, instead, I said candidly, “It’s hard for me to imagine Black people once ruled this region. I’ve not seen one dark person since I arrived in Eltnia.”

			“Centuries ago,” said Glathan, “There were Black people as far north as Carthlughe. But White settlers came from Sanaavia and other lands beyond the seas. The Anib permitted these settlers to establish kingdoms of their own as vassals. These vassals were the forbearers of the current Eltnish kings. The Anib began to wonder if it was worth their efforts to hold on to fiefs in Eltnia because some of those Eltnish kings turned on their Anibian masters. There was a war, bloody beyond the standards of our harshest modern wars. The Anib eventually triumphed, but at a considerable cost. They elected to retain only their southernmost holdings in Eltnia, where their most loyal Eltnish vassals remained, closest to Southronland. The Anib no longer trusted any Eltnish rulers completely. So, they made those southern rulers, ancestors of Quid and Agis, who ruled what became Anglania and Yaden, pay tribute to the Anib and remain clients. Allowing these two clients to keep their land. Then the Anib went back over the Channel to their ancient homelands, never to return to Acremia. So, the Eltnish became their own masters when the Anib abandoned Eltnia.”

			“And the Anib trust me to become their new ally? They’re willing to lose clients in Quid and Agis; they trust me so much?”

			“Undala wants what’s owed to her. But, with such a vast empire across the Channel, she hasn’t time to deal with clients on the continent. She still wants her tribute, on principle, I believe, more than for the money itself. She’ll not relinquish the tribute. Still, if she can trust it will continue to be paid, she’ll remove her claims of sovereignty over Yaden and Anglania. She’s willing to lose a foothold to gain allies. I also believe you, Sire, are the other reason Undala is willing to explore such an opportunity. Quid and Agis are brave, I hear, and their people are fierce warriors. But like Irly and Badonia, they don’t have an army sufficient to match their courage. Undala wants to ally herself with you, a rising military power in Eltnia.”

			“Hmmm,” I mused.

			“You have a reputation now. Undala’s too astute not to know having powerful allies on the continent won’t hurt her cause, as a new queen of a massive kingdom. The Anib largely ignored Eltnia for centuries, just as we Atalanteans did. Undala must believe that was an error she needed to correct. But there are many benefits for you, Sire, to this arrangement. You would gain almost the whole south of Eltnia.”

			I snorted derisively. “You mean Wely and Hert would gain the whole south of Eltnia. That’s why, as you say, they’d likely agree to it.”

			Glathan, unperturbed at the disdain, replied, “Quid and Agis would be sub-vassals to Hert and Wely, over top of you. You would still be the master of them.”

			“It still surprises me that Wely and Hert encourage this.”

			“Why not?” Glathan spread his hands. “It only grows their power, secures their own empires, stabilizes the southern realms, ensures peace. Of course, you’d wish the same in their place. But having you as the buffer mitigates their risk.”

			“Does it?” I wasn’t so confident. “It risks making me more powerful than they, in practical terms.”

			“Not if you’re a faithful vassal yourself,” argued Glathan. “You assume the bulk of the risk. You must manage these new clients. While Wely and Hert focus on securing their more northern domains, dealing with Nyrimia and the threat of Sanaavian invasion.”

			“So,” I asked, “how’s this pact with Undala and the southern kings to be done?”

			“All six rulers, including you, sign the pact guaranteeing this tribute to be paid in the manner prescribed. Undala releases Quid and Agis from clientship. Quid and Agis become your vassals. You’d guarantee the tribute to Undala with Hert and Wely’s blessing. If you ever default, Wely and Hert must pay it.”

			“To default would be breaking my vows,” I said. “It would be war. Against possibly all three: Wely, Hert and Undala.”

			“It’d never come to that, Sire, as you know,” assured Glathan. “You’d never prove so false.”

			“No, I wouldn’t, but I like to outline the consequences.” I raised one eyebrow. “Have you already...begun to think of preparations for all kings, and the queen, to come to Eastrealm?”

			Glathan cleared his throat. “In believing you’d be inclined to accept such a pact because Undala needs to come from so far away to reach our lands, I’ve tentatively begun, pending your royal approval, Sire.”

			I smiled. “I’m not worried about requesting the presence of Wely and Hert, even Quid and Agis. But Southronland is across the Channel, far away. How long until Queen Undala arrives if I send out an invite today?”

			“Three months, maybe four, if, let us presume, she leaves Southronland in the next fortnight or two, after confirming the invitation to Eastrealm. Of course, she’ll need a royal escort from the hosting realm, accompanied by a high lord, as per protocol. But in this case, it must be me, not you. I’ll secure passage through the appropriate kingdoms. Finally, I will bring the queen and the kings back to the Circle Tower, where you, Hert, and Wely will await them, in all your royal splendour, to welcome them formally to Acremia and Eastrealm.”

			I sighed. I wasn’t typically apprehensive with these types of meetings. In fact, I relished them. However, for some reason, the prospect of meeting Undala left me anxious.

			I hesitated.

			“The letter the bird will carry must come only from your hand, Sire,” prompted Glathan.

			“You needn’t remind me,” I said irritably, standing again, waving Glathan to remain seated in my presence. Pacing resumed.

			All those years, I had avoided dealing with Black people from the south. Glathan always wanted me to be involved with them, whatever his reasoning. Now it seemed he had forced them on me at last. I reasoned, if nothing else, if they ended up being my enemy should negotiations fail, I’d know better whom I was dealing with.

			Besides, thinking of Lysi’s assertions, she could ally with Undala; if Undala preferred allying with me instead, it could derail Lysi’s and the Sanaavians’ expansion plans for Eltnia. Not a bad thing.

			And I couldn’t help being interested in what this queen, Undala, was made of.

			“Very well,” I said. “I’ll send word to all the five rulers. But I want the Pact of Nagre concluded, Lord Prince before autumn leaves fall in Eastrealm.”

			I worried about securing the harvest and coping with more raiders after our crops. Warlords designed campaigns to begin before winter if there were to be any significant attack from outside. Additionally, I wanted the foreign monarchs out of my realm before then, so I wouldn’t have to worry about protecting them while they were in my domains.

			I smelled battle coming. I didn’t know where it would take place. But other kings still wanted me dead. I didn’t think they’d wait long to try and fulfill their desires. The more allies I had, the better. That’s why I was willing to take Glathan’s counsel, dealing with Undala and the two southern kings.

			Glathan smiled with satisfaction and arose, bowing low. “The king has spoken. So shall it be done.” Then his smile faded. He looked at me, gauging my reaction to what he’d say next. “Lord King...you should know....”

			“What?”

			“The forefathers of Yaden and Anglania.... They’re the Berefetish.”

			“T-The Berefetish?” I spluttered.

			“Centuries ago, the Berefetish established a small colony in these lands, with the blessing of the Anib. That colony later became what is now Yaden and Anglania. Eventually, Berefet broke ties with that colony centuries after founding it. In time, the colony became indebted to the Anib. The Yadeni and Anglanians have straight dark hair, skin like honey, and are obvious descendants, by their appearance, of the realm that flies the banner of the white moon on blue.”

			I growled, “You’re going to bring people here that look like our greatest enemies? That look like the people, in fact, who are decedents of those we’ve fought for centuries to subdue? Descendants of our most hated foes? To whom many of our elder knights met in battle, and lost family, or dear comrades to? The same Berefetish, lest you forget, who threatened to come and kill me, after I tried asserting my rightful sovereignty over them?”

			“Lord King,” said Glathan softly. “It’s a new age. The age after the fall of Atalantyx. Let old bigotries die, washed away by reason, pragmatism, and new enlightenment. The Yadeni and Anglanians, are still Eltnish. And you have discovered many Eltnish are good, noble people, no less noble than we Atalanteans.”

			“By the Single God, the Old Guard will never accept people who look like the Berefetish arriving here as supposed allies.”

			“They must accept it. As must you too, if this is to succeed.”

			“We’ll have to prepare them,” I muttered.

			“Leave that to me.”

			“I don’t believe anything can prepare them for this,” I said. “I don’t believe anything can prepare me for this.” I looked at him pleadingly. “All these people of different colour, or different worship. If I truly, irrevocably, acknowledge them as our equals or our better, what does that make us? How can we be great, then? How can we still be something people will aspire to? I was raised that our White skin, celebrated culture, true religion, and the combination of all those things that no other race possessed made us superior to all. If I admit the Atalanteans are equal to or lesser than...the antithesis of that combination, I speak of.... What does that do to us, our...esteem? All these long centuries, our people thought we were the greatest the world had ever seen. Do you want me to take that away from them? Do you want to take that away from me? What do we have left, then? How can we still be worthy of fear, respect, and veneration? You would take all that away from us and give it to who? The Anib? The Berefetish? The Eltnish? Next, who, the Sanaavians?” I’d blocked from my mind Uthlen’s words about who Erthal thought were the original colonists of Atalantyx. But they bubbled to the forefront of my thoughts during my tirade. “We’ve had everything taken from us! Our fair kingdom drowned! Our tremendous navy, our military, our riches, everything was taken! Single God help me, you’d take our esteem from us as well?”

			“Does their greatness lessen our own?” asked Glathan. “Can one still be exceptional without comparison to another? Is everything different doomed to be lesser?”

			“I’ve come...as far to believe that other races, other religions, are relevant. Now you want me to make the leap that they are equal or better, yet believe that doesn’t diminish us?”

			“If a king,” said my cousin, “doesn’t diminish himself, then no one can.”

			I chewed on that. Glathan surprised me when he asked next, “Do you know why I believe in you?”

			“No. Sometimes I believe...I’m unworthy of your faith in me,” I admitted painfully. “You’re...the greatest man I know, whom I’ve ever known. Why do you, who are so good, believe in someone like me who....” I squeezed my eyes shut to prevent Glathan from seeing tears. I thought of my wife, not thinking I was a good man. But, perhaps, I wasn’t. “Whose actions aren’t always consistent with that of...a good man.”

			“I believe in you because once I was you. So full of pride for the superiority of the Atalanteans. Full of prejudice and disdain for others. I’m confident you will evolve, as I did. You know what happened to change me?”

			I pondered it, no sensible reply coming to me. Finally, I answered weakly, “You...learned to think differently?”

			“I travelled. As Admiral of Atalantyx’s navies, I travelled the wide world, meeting people I was long conditioned to despise, thinking myself above. I came to places like Eltnia, like Anibia, met their people, and witnessed their majesty. I say not perfection but majesty. For they aren’t perfect. Nor are we Atalanteans. But they’re admirable. Do you know what else I found as I met people of other races and faiths? I found more similarities than differences, more things in common than what separated us, and more things I liked than disliked. Tell me truly, you have lived in Eltnia long enough now. By the Single God, can’t you admit you begin to feel the same?”

			I bit my lip in consternation, but Glathan laid a reassuring hand upon my arm. “You’re a great king, and I have faith in you. The key to your evolution is opening your doors and your heart in welcome, so you may understand, appreciate, and come to admire others for their own greatness, seeing their greatness shine like a mirror of your own.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

			With Undala, Quid, and Agis’s impending arrival, I had little rest. I couldn’t wallow in melancholy with all the death I’d endured since becoming a king—the death of my beloved wife, two of my best commanders in Cantic and the Ready, and a score of my precious knights. But I was alive. I was a king, and I had a kingdom to rule. Moreover, I had guests of lofty esteem coming to my domain.

			I had to ensure everything was perfect for their arrival. I put my mourning behind me, to look to my guests’ needs. To present the best image possible of my kingdom. My grand play in Lynchun, to get back Wely’s throne, was one of a kind of high theatre. Entertaining and impressing the supposed preeminent queen in the known world, and two wealthy and influential kings from the south, to secure an alliance that would make my kingdom famous, and even more powerful, was a different kind of theatre altogether.

			Councils, planning the great tournament and tours for my guests, trying to spend time with my little prince, and continuing to train for battle, left me exhilarated. But also, bone-weary. Besides all this activity, I continued to check in with Uthlen. As my Steward of the Realm, he oversaw the Great Hall, Royal Precinct, and city, being fitted for the coming of distinguished guests. But I fretted needlessly. Uthlen had done a marvellous job. The Lord Steward was organized, and meticulous.

			He was also cautious with me. And sullener, since I’d refused his and Apolt’s treacherous request to abandon their oaths. But I could fault nothing about the flawless performance of my steward, in the execution of his duties, during a stressful yet momentous event. I still hadn’t spoken to him, about what Gogest asked me to. But I was too busy, as was he, to interrupt his work. And I was still too rancorous, to approach the prince about it.

			I was distressed as the time came for Glathan to go south, with forty of his best men. To Anglania, to rendezvous with the Queen of the Anib. Who’d be landing on the shores of Eltnia in a week. I didn’t like the second-in-line to the throne, my most outstanding advisor and general, my closest friend and family member, risking himself on such a mission. But Glathan was the only man living, perhaps in all Eltnia, who had ever visited the lands of the Anib. He knew more about them than most of the Eltnish, who lived only across the South Channel from them. Though Glathan was raised hundreds of miles away, in Atalantyx.

			He didn’t know the Anib Queen personally. But he could speak some of her dialects. He knew many of her customs. He was the one who’d arranged, for the first time in centuries, for Anibian royalty to set foot in Eltnia since the Anib left the region. So, no one was more appropriate or worthy, to greet the mighty queen and escort her to Eltnia.

			If the pact went as planned, it might be the crowning achievement of Glathan’s tenure as a lord. After everything he’d done for me, I couldn’t rob him of his moment of triumph, despite the risk to his safety.

			Even the two southern kings accompanying him, Agis and Quid, couldn’t boast of ever having travelled to the Southronland. Glathan also spoke Berefetish, the primary language of Yaden and Anglania. So, I swallowed my concern, watching Glathan ride down the drawbridge of the Circle Tower, the last day of Sixthmonth, with a lump in my throat. Thinking if something ill should befall him, I couldn’t bear it. Sixthmonth was always an unlucky month, it seemed, for me, in many ways. I prayed to the Single God, that fortune would change.

			Glathan would be travelling through the territory of those who were enemies, such as Gart the Ghost. The Ghost felt compelled to allow the passage because of respect for the Anib. I smelled a trap, though I had no intelligence, yet, that Gart would prove false. But Glathan assured me, he and his men would be safe. Glathan said the Anib were a shield, that protected anyone who conducted business with them. No Eltnish lord would dare assail emissaries bringing the revered Anib back to Eltnia.

			It was a victory for the entire region that the Anib were returning. Glathan—and, by extension, I—would go down in the annals of history as the ones who had accomplished that feat. Other kingdoms might be green with envy. But they wouldn’t interfere, Glathan told me.

			A month later, all was ready. Glathan was expected to return to his homeland with our guests, that afternoon. So, on the first day of Eighthmonth, for miles, a hundred yards in both directions, warriors of Eastrealm, Lynchun, and Carthlughe lined a corridor, swords drawn and resting at their sides, forming an honour guard. The guard stretched from the bottom of the Circle Tower’s wide drawbridge, and the beginning of Kingstown, up well into the gatehouse, and courtyard of the Tower’s precinct.

			A perimeter ring of more warriors from all three nations—Eastrealm, Carthlughe, and Lynchun—kept a large crowd of commoners at bay, from entering the corridor that the honour guard formed. This crowd stood over to one side, in the fields on Tower Hill, surrounding the keep. There must have been a few thousand people there, filling the area, jammed together like fish inside a barrel. They were the curious. They were those who wanted to tell their grandchildren that they witnessed the historical event. There were those who held especially the Anib in high regard as legends. Regardless of why they came, they waited in a hushed silence I didn’t expect from such a large crowd.

			I observed it all from my apartment windows in the Circle Tower. I saw the waving of pennons by guards at the second outwall, signalling as the guests drew close. Finally, it was time for me to make my way down to the Great Hall to receive them. But I dared to tarry a moment, to catch a glimpse of them.

			Glathan had left Eastrealm with a customized horse-drawn covered wagon that would eventually be used to carry me and my future queen, Sila. It was constructed to carry the Queen of the Anib and her party. I saw that extremely costly carriage, four-wheeled, gilded with gold, painted black and red around the doors and walls, with dragons carved into the spokes of the wheels, and four proud black steeds drawing it forward.

			I knew Glathan would be inside that carriage with the great queen. So, I wouldn’t see her until she entered my hall. I breathed a sigh of relief that my cousin had returned to me safely; mission accomplished. He’d sent me a bird from Anglania, to tell me that he had arrived, and that the queen had also landed. Now that his standard bearer rode behind the carriage, carrying the silver comet on blue, I said a silent thanks to the Single God. Glathan was back in Eastrealm without incident.

			I was able to see the two southern kings, who came behind ten of Glathan’s knights riding on their mounts, spears up, cantering proudly. As they escorted the two chariots of the brother Kings of Yaden and Anglania, two kingdoms borne of Berefetish ancestry. I trembled with dread and excitement about what these men would be like.

			I had never spoken to a Berefetish man. I’d only killed them in battle. So how would I react when their scion was before me, come to my realm to become my allies? When I was conditioned to look at people who looked like them as enemies? How would the Old Guard react?

			Glathan had enlisted the Bard to deal with my elite, and Glathan reported things had gone well. But I was worried. I couldn’t offend these Yadeni and Anglanian sovereigns; my people couldn’t offend them. Therefore, we needed to put aside our prejudices, as Glathan said, and move forward for the good of our realm.

			Each king stood in their respective chariot, a warrior on one side at the driver’s helm and another on the other, carrying an upright spear with pennons on the end of it. One pennon with a black background and six white stars. The other was white, with a brilliant orange flaming sun. So reminiscent, somehow, of the flag of Berefet that I clenched my teeth. Remembering the full moon on blue war banners, streaming onto the beach, as we Atalanteans stormed our most hated enemy’s realm. I presumed the ones carrying the standards, were both flag bearers and bodyguards.

			The wooden chariots were curved at the front, elaborately decorated with patterns of moons and stars, carved into the wood and painted white and gold. Two warhorses with heavy leather blankets as armour cast over their backs, and bits in their mouths that looked gold-plated, were tethered to each chariot. Two long quivers affixed to each of the chariots were filled with arrows, reminding all of the true martial purpose of chariots. Though chariots were also a symbol of prestige amongst the nobility of the south, Glathan had told me. The Berefetish, of old, had used chariots in battle. But I hadn’t seen them deployed when I fought in Berefet in the Second Rebellion against Atalantyx. Seemingly, they’d gone into obsolescence in Berefet. Yet their old colonies in Eltnia had kept up the ancient tradition.

			From what I could see from a distance, the kings themselves and their warriors were impressive. Their armour, to my shock, was a shirt of golden threaded chain mail, as the Atalanteans wore! I had seen no other force in Eltnia or Sanaavia, from what little I’d seen of the warriors in the continent, who wore mail. The Eltnish wore leather armour. The richest among them, like King Wely, had a metal breastplate. But the Acremians weren’t advanced enough to forge shirts of metal links. So, it seemed that forging that type of armour was not a skill also passed down to the Yadeni and Anglanian. The Berefetish had always worn leather, too, as armour. Sometimes, with a few pieces of plate, like in Eltnia, among the absolute wealthiest of them, such as great princes and kings. How, then, did these southern Eltnish kingdoms learn to make chainmail? Or, who made it for them?

			It was hard to differentiate the two kings from each other, or even from their attendants. They were dressed almost identically. Their helms were conical. A golden arrowhead was affixed to the top and two feathers at the sides. An aventail hung from their helms. Their cloaks were white and spotless. Plumed trews with oddly shaped bottoms were gathered tight above the high boots, I could only see the top of, as they stood in their chariots. Besides the arrows in the chariots themselves, a quiver of arrows hung at every hip. And at the other, a weapon I associated with the Berefetish: long scimitars. Curved daggers were thrust into their belts. Their arms were decorated with golden arm rings. Their hair was curled long about their shoulders, poking out of the back of their helms. Their pointed beards were neatly trimmed and oiled. I would later see that their boots were also pointed, with small decorative tassels at the toe points.

			The only way I knew the kings from their men, besides the fact that they didn’t drive the chariot or stand at attention, spear in hand, was the familiar head wrappings that the Berefetish wore. Turbans wrapped overtop their helms, the golden crowns on the summit of the turbans. So, like the Berefetish. Yet, unlike them.

			I could wait no longer. I made my way, descending to the hall, to receive my guests. I had not yet seen the mighty queen, who rode under cover of the carriage. But my opportunity would come soon for that. So, I hurried down the many steps. My pages and esquires scurried behind me, Corult holding the tail of my cloak.

			As I wound down the stairs, I heard the heralds’ trumpets sound in welcome. I knew the heralds stood in the courtyard, with Earls Thurol and Yedwol the Bard. They were my most prominent earls. Those two would be given the honour of the final escort for the royals, joining Glathan to bring them all into the hall. Where I, Wely and Hert, who had already been in the hall, and the rest of my nobles would be waiting.

			The hall was lined with my elite, deported in their finery. They looked tense. I passed them on the way to my throne, my train behind me. My lords and ladies, all bended knee. I nodded reassuringly to each one as I went by. They didn’t know what to expect. They had never entertained guests of this magnitude, which were all pagan. The Atalanteans were always the important guests who came to call in foreign lands, or the venerated hosts to allow visitors that were always our lesser. Now we were the foreigners newly come to these lands, at a disadvantage. It wasn’t a position we were used to. I knew how they felt.

			Hert and Wely were already sitting on the dais, high-backed thrones on either side of my Dragon Throne, the high seat of Eastrealm’s king. There was an empty seat between Wely and me. There were two more unoccupied thrones on the other side of Wely. Three more vacant ones on the other side of Hert. Those empty seats on the wings were for the incoming guest nobles. My seat wasn’t stationed as high as the High- Chair, in the High Castle, in the Circle City of Atalantyx. However, it was still impressive. With dragon heads carved into the feet and armrests, plated in silver.

			Wely and Hert smiled as I seated myself between them, proud and eager to greet our guests. It was a grand moment for them, being Eltnish kings who held the Anib in such high worship. It was the moment of a lifetime, when they would meet the Queen of the Anib, of the race who built much of the region they ruled over.

			There I sat on the top of the wide dais of that throne, resplendent in my best royal headpiece. My crown was not as spectacular as the Tri-Crown—the three-part head adornment—part prelate’s cap, part warrior’s helm, part king’s coronet—worn by the Atalantean kings. But it was still fabulous. It was simple, solid gold, with alternating high spiking arches, then lower spikes, and the most holy symbol in the world, the Triangle and Circle, stamped into the base, just below the central arch.

			I was robed in red silks and a cape adorned by small black dragons. Cutter, my dagger, was the only weapon I bore, sheathed at my belt. Corult came and bowed to me, presenting the royal sceptre of power, a short gold staff, which I took and placed in my lap.

			The empty throne beside the Dragon Throne on my right, was the seat of my dead queen. Her favourite cushion brought from Atalantyx before the downfall, red velvet with gold stitching, still padded the chair. Aliaz had liked that cushion because, when seated, it had raised her nearer to my height. So, she could look me lovingly in the eye, more easily. I wouldn’t hear of having my wife’s seat removed. It sat as a silent spectator to the noble court coming in session. Though she was long buried, I could feel my queen’s presence and wisdom in the room. No one dared disagree; I needed the chair there.

			It seemed odd to me, and somehow not right, that Sila would sit there one day, occupying Aliaz’s rightful place. Sila would be queen soon. And she may sit in that chair, but she would never hold my Aliaz’s place.

			Household guards of all three kings seated on the dais stood at attention, at the foot of the stairs leading to the thrones. The best of Eastrealm’s men, led by Lyayr, glistened in metal and steel, while the Lynchunians and Carthlugheans stood in their finest leathers.

			When all had taken their places, the trumpets blew again. Five sharp, clear notes in succession. Pages came forth and showered roses on the path between the dais and the wide-open entry doors to the hall. The horns sounded five more high notes of welcome. Harpists played.

			Kings Quid and Agis entered, each accompanied by their two warriors. They were handsome, with skin like honey, and dark eyes full of wisdom and kindness. Until that day, I had never looked upon a brown-skinned person before other than them raging towards me, their faces mostly concealed under helms, their eyes burning with hate, their mouths fixed in a rictus of killing rage. However, I immediately felt differently about these two kings and their men. These men were not my enemies. On the contrary. They had come to be my allies.

			Agis, who I noted had a small star broach pinning his cloak, marking him King of Anglania, was slightly taller than his brother Quid. Who had an identical pin with a flaming sun. There was grey in Agis’s beard, the elder brother, some additional lines about his brow, bespeaking his age. Quid had a small scar on his left cheek, lips curled with wit and mischief. Agis looked sterner.

			To my surprise, one of their men began their introductions in flawless High Atramlandish, then afterwards repeating in Common Tongue, “Sun and Stars shine upon you, distinguished kings, lords, and ladies of the Kingdoms of Eastrealm, Lynchun, and Carthlughe. We present our lord and masters, King Agis, Lord and Caliph of Anglania, and King Quid, Lord and Sultan of Yaden. We come in peace to the lands of Eltnia, and the honour of your hosting us is a gift to us as guests. We thank you for your courtesy. Our presence in your Great Hall gives us immense pleasure.”

			Fridlyr, standing in front of the assembled nobles, was the first to go to one knee, bowing his head to the kings. Then, seeing the High Prelate be the first to bow to non-White pagans, the rest of my nobles elegantly followed suit without hesitation. I was so proud of them. I didn’t know what ran through their minds, that they would be obligated to venerate heathen kings of that colour in such a manner. Kings that looked just like their ancient enemies.

			Nevertheless, they made their obeisance without a hitch, as the two kings made their way to us on the dais. When they reached the bottom of the stairs, they bowed low, gallantly, themselves. Wely, Hert, and I arose and returned the bows.

			I swept my hand magnanimously, offering them their seats, and said, “I bid you welcome, famed kings of the south, King Agis and King Quid. Be welcome, be at peace in my humble halls. Your presence graces these walls. May you enjoy your stay, and may we enjoy friendship and forge new bonds of alliance, for the mutual benefit of all our nations.”

			The kings removed their weapons, giving them to their guards, who marched out of the hall to pass their kings’ weapons, and their own, to my men posted outside the hall entrance. No person, be they king or not, was permitted to bear arms in my hall. Neither Wely nor Hert nor their men were armed. Only my own knights and I. It was a ceremonial show of trust that the southern kings and their men should be allowed to march in with their arms. Though they were still required to remove them, at the end. I thought it was a good gesture, suggested to me by Glathan. Then the kings stood in front of the thrones I had placed for them, waiting.

			Glathan entered the hall next, walking with Uthlen, who’d been waiting for him outside the hall entrance. Together my two princes, in their finery, strode into the hall. Lord Apolt, my Lord Herald, called out, “Lord Princes Glathan, son of Glaton, Lord Uthlen, son of Yulone, Second and Third Princes of the Realm, princes of the blood of the House of Atalan, Lords of Valsyx and Fortyx, Seneschal and Steward of the King’s Royal High Council.”

			My nobles once more went to one knee, as the two princes made their way to the dais. There, those two princes also bended knees. We five kings nodded to them. They moved to the sides of the dais’ bottom, where thrones were also placed for them. They stood and waited for the event that all seemed to hold their breath for.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

			Then a voice was heard outside the hall. It was a voice accented in Acremian Common Tongue, in a manner no one in the hall had heard before, save Glathan, and the Yadeni and Anglanians.

			The voice was throaty, silky, and self-assured. It proclaimed the arrival of Queen Undala. “Here comes She, who is First Among the Anib. She has subjugated all the ancient tribes and succeeded in all the celebrated trials. She has slain lion and tiger, elephant and boar, warrior and chieftain. She wears the ancient mantle and holds the ancient staff. She bears the ancient crown. She stands in judgment over lesser queens and kings and is the giver of laws, the maker of peace. So, bow your head, bend your knee, and pay homage to who is named First Among the Anib. Undala, Undala, Undala.”

			Into the hall first strode an escort of fifty handpicked knights of Glathan’s household, who had accompanied the queen on her journey since she landed in Eltnia. Next came Lords Thurol and Yedwol the Bard.

			Then, behind them majestically came the three Anibians. Two women, the other a lad.

			“Here comes She, Undala, Undala, Undala, who is named First Among the Anib!” cried the woman at the rear of the three. It was she who had proclaimed the queen’s titles aloud, calling her name thrice.

			The three Anibians glided across the floor. Their heads were all shaved. I had never seen a woman bald of pate, hairless. The women were tall. All three were robed in long cloaks from the treated skin of animals. The sandals they wore on their feet were also of animal skin. Glathan had told me that the Anib had no use for shoes other than as decorative clothing, for they were accustomed to going barefoot. The Seneschal had claimed that the fit Anibians could run full sprint in bare feet on the hottest sand and the harshest terrain, never breaking stride—the stride of the cheetah. I could believe it, looking at the Anibians’ bare legs, showing powerful muscled calves and thighs, flexing as they walked. Half-bare torsos, covered above the stomach, just as sinewy and impressive as the lower halves—as if they were carved from obsidian—swayed confidently.

			The woman who’d been the crier of the group was at the rear of the party. She was stunning, but her eyes were hard. Her body was lithe, muscular, and alluring. She moved with the cat-like stride of a seasoned warrior who was always ready to present battle. Like my brother-in-law, Thurol.

			Glathan had explained to me that this woman would be Briduku, a minor queen herself and Undala’s natural-born sister but hailing from a sect of the Anib bred to be personal bodyguards, to the higher monarchs of the Southronland. Those belonging to this sect were called Shades, in the Common Tongue. This Briduku had the honour of being named, the Shade of the First.

			Glathan had asked me to make an exception for Briduku to carry her traditional weapon, a long knife, into the King’s Hall, where only my household guard could bear arms. I knew no one, not my overlords nor the other two visiting kings, would object to having someone of Briduku’s esteem have an exception made for them. I had allowed it. The knife was tucked into a red sash tied at Briduku’s waist. Briduku’s eyes always seemed to be moving, casually sweeping everywhere as if looking for potential threats to the safety of her queen. No doubt, she had been well-chosen for her task.

			Strange it was that Undala was supposed to be the greatest ruler amongst all of us, yet she brought a single woman for her bodyguard. While we kings had many men in our protective ranks. What could one Anibian woman, unarmoured but with a knife to defend her queen, do against an attack of any man in leather or mail girt with dagger, sword, spear, bow and shield? Yet, as I observed Briduku, the Shade of the First looked impossibly confident, disdainfully capable, distinctly unimpressed by the grim bulky warriors in mail or leather around her.

			Somehow, something told me she would fare better than I knew.

			Next came the well-made lad, who exuded a sense of calm. He carried three small bundles carefully in front of him. Two in one upraised hand, one on top of the other, and a third in the other hand. The bundles were wrapped in skins, like those of the cloaks the Anibians wore. Offerings to us as hosts.

			His cloak was richer, even more intricate than Briduku’s. His sandals laced with gold cords. This lad, I knew, was one of Undala’s children, named Ingersa. A favoured son of the queen. The occasion didn’t seem too grand for one so young. For, Ingersa carried himself with purpose and poise.

			In front of Ingersa came his mother, Undala, First Among the Anib. Like her son and sister, she was as dark-skinned. With a richness and glow to her complexion, like them that was incredibly...beautiful. She took my breath away.

			Her face was carved, it seemed, from granite. Her eyes were wide and shaped gem-like, with long eyelashes. Her cheekbones were high, her lips full and lusciously red, as if she had painted her lips as an Atalantean woman. Although I could discern no paint there. Underneath her cloak, her upper body was partly wrapped in her gold-coloured animal-skin shift, pulled tight over her perfect frame. The shift was cut, to reveal part of her stomach. Which was taut, flat, and hard as a board. Her waist was slim, yet her hips were generous, pushing out of the bottom part of the shift. Her legs were smooth, muscular, and shapely. Her rich cloak, gold in colour as well, was lined at the collar with a dark fur I’d never seen before.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I could see many of my most reserved lords and knights could not help but be titillated by the two Anibian Queens, as they bowed low with their arrival, staring, mesmerized, as they slowly passed them.

			Desirability oozed from every pore of the two Anibian women. But I couldn’t take my eyes off Undala, whose beauty overpowered me. I asked myself the other day, if a Black woman could be beautiful? Well, I suppose I had my answer. But Undala was not merely an object of sexual desire for me, as perhaps she was for my lords. She was...she was...and it’s then my preconceived notions of who and what the Anib were, came crashing down on my head.

			I knew, for many in my court, including the Old Guard, it was appalling to entertain, much less make obeisance to, Black savages from the south. Those they considered barbarians that were for them below even the level of the Eltnish and Sanaavians. Because of the colour of the Anibian skin. And for others, I guessed it would be more of a fascination, as they observed the Anib.

			No matter what was thought of their station, these Anibians were people out of legend. Yet for me, Glathan’s, Wely’s, and the words of others about the Southronlanders rang true. These were people from an ancient race, a beautiful race. More steeped in antiquity, than even the Atalanteans. These people were the first dwellers of the continent. The ones in Acremia long before even the Eltnish tribes first cast their runes, in the rocks of the Guardian Mountains.

			Second Prince and Third Prince Glathan and Uthlen, Quid, and Agis bended knee and head, as Undala, Briduku, and Ingersa walked proudly down the carpet towards me.

			The escort came to the foot of the dais. Then Briduku and Ingersa broke off to either side. While Undala remained in the middle, parallel to me. I stood, Wely on my right hand, Hert on my left. The emissaries stopped short of Captain Lyayr, who stood before them, between the party and me. Glathan arose, moved to the side of the foot of the steps, and genuflected there again.

			The three Anibians went to their knees as one. Ingersa kept his presents raised above his head in supplication, though his head was bowed.

			Captain Lyayr finally bowed as well. Then, he stepped aside and stood in front of Briduku, presenting himself as the king’s bodyguard, before the queen’s bodyguard. I loudly cleared my throat, breaking the silence. My entire bodyguard snapped to attention, waiting for their king’s word.

			The next moment was mine to take. The Anib remained on their knees, the hall deathly quiet. I tried to make my voice ring out with the appropriate authority. “Greetings, Undala, Queen of Southronland, First Among the Anib. I bid you rise in friendship. It is I, and my fellow kings beside me, mighty Wely Lioncrest of Lynchun, Hert the Brave of Carthlughe, who must bow to your magnificence. I bid you and your son, Prince Ingersa, and your sister, Queen Briduku, welcome to my hall and realm. Know that all its courtesy is yours.”

			As Undala, Ingersa, and Briduku arose, Wely and Hert went to their knees in turn. I scrambled to follow them down.

			It was then I heard Undala speak for the first time. Her voice was quiet yet clear and full of effortless command. “In turn, I bid you, all three of your Lord Kingships, rise. Mighty King of Eastrealm, Othrun, from the lineage of the esteemed Atalanteans, do not kneel before me in your own house. I bid you greetings in turn and rise. I bid you rise, Wely Lioncrest, puissant King of Eltnia’s golden kingdom. Hert the Brave, Lord King of Carthlughe’s Hills, I bid you rise.”

			We three kings responsible for the greeting arose, along with the two southern kings and the rest of the assembly. I couldn’t take my eyes off Undala. Who, I believed it wasn’t simply my wishful thoughts, stared back at me, equally fascinated.

			It was my place to speak again.

			Words failed me.

			Undala smiled at me, clearing her throat delicately. “Before I was First Among the Anib, I was the queen of a minor district around the village of Bukhana, where I was born. Before I survived the great trials and was given the sashes of all queens and kings of all the tribes, I was but a secondary queen. Born to live my life in relative obscurity, only notable among a few hundred in my village. Many honours I have received in my short lifetime, since those humble beginnings. But few honours can compare to this invitation at your behest, to the land of Eastrealm, to treat with five mighty kings, on such a matter of sizeable importance. May these negotiations bring friendship, increased familiarity, and new amity and benefits among our peoples.”

			“We are thankful the Water Goddess has brought you, your princely son, and your Lady Queen Sister safely to our shores, Queen Undala, First and mightiest Among the Anib,” Wely spoke up. “Never has so august a party stepped foot on Eltnish land in our lifetimes. Or, in the lifetimes of many generations. You honour us with your presence.”

			“Peerless Lady Queen,” said Hert, “May all the gods and goddesses you worship, and our Six Elementals watch over you, your royal princely son, and queenly sister who’ve accompanied you here, and keep you always. We are grateful for your coming. Carthlughe, Lynchun, and Eastrealm are already bound in stout fellowship. We look forward to strengthening the bonds with Yaden, Anglania, and Southronland. The first three realms I already named have become as one. We hope six shall become as one as well, in time.”

			I found my voice. I wouldn’t be outdone by my overlords. “Far you have travelled, noble Queen, to grace us with your royal presence,” I spoke of the fact that, indeed, Undala’s journey would have been long and not without risk. She would have travelled in one of the tiny Anib boats across the Channel and been met on the shores of Anglania by a troop of Quid’s men, along with Glathan and his fifty knights.

			From there, the carriage I provided would have taken the queen’s party since the Anib did not ride and would have made their way to Anglahedge, the capital of Anglania. After having a reception there with Quid and Agis, and tarrying for a few days’ rest, Undala, Ingersa, and Briduku would be escorted on the most dangerous part of the journey—up through Celtnia and Middlinia—with only Glathan’s cavalry troops and the four guards of Quid and Agis for protection. Where safe passage had been arranged with King Merd, and of all kings, Gart the Ghost.

			One could never be entirely sure of the tendencies of Eltnish kings, including the irascible King of Middlinia, much less a scoundrel like Gart. So, that was where neutrality, the word of Merd and Gart, and awe of the Anib had been tested. But they had passed the test, and allowed the passage.

			Now that the queen stood before me, she seemed all Glathan promised and more. She was truly gorgeous, regal, every bit a queen. Not the sort of royal lady I was used to. But no doubt a queen nonetheless, whose beauty had me tongue-tied.

			All waited for me to continue. Finally, I concluded, “We appreciate beyond measure the lengths you’ve taken to reach us, Queen Undala, Prince Ingersa, and Queen Briduku. May you find your journey as rewarding as we find your presence in our kingdom.”

			Undala seemed genuinely delighted at my words. “Thank you, Lord Kings Othrun, Hert and Wely. I am grateful for the additional security you thought to provide for my son and me on my journey here. To add to King Quid’s and Agis’s men, and my own Shade, my sister, Queen Briduku. I have never felt so well protected, other than in my own realms.”

			I bowed again, not knowing what else to say. Then I recovered, waving my hand and indicating Briduku, Undala, Ingersa, Quid, and Agis should take their thrones. So, they did, as I looked at all five of them. They all sat regally like they were born to rule. Even the young prince, with his gifts in his lap, as if they were sceptres, looked like a boy king.

			I watched their tranquil majesty, their causal grace, and I realized I had forgotten, just for a moment, about the colour of their skin.

			And it was then I knew, nothing would ever quite be the same for me again.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

			Undala took the lead, indicating with her hand to the other two Anib. “May I formally present my son, Prince Ingersa. Son of my late consort, King Angasa, Xulindulu keep his spirit always. And my Shade, my protector, my sister by blood, my friend, and a queen herself, Queen Briduku.

			A queen guarding a queen? Who had heard of such a thing? But I had to keep my mind open to things I found strange. For there was nothing usual to me about the Anib thus far. Bows and greetings passed between us all again. I couldn’t help catching, to my shame, that Undala was widowed. Had she remarried? Then I blushed, knowing that wasn’t something I should be thinking about.

			Then Undala said, “My son, Lord Prince Ingersa, has brought some meagre tokens from our homeland to present to the great kings, Othrun, Wely, and Hert. If they would do us the favour of accepting them.”

			We three kings expressed our thanks. Ingersa first gave Wely his gift, the one on the top of the two packages in his left hand. Lyayr took the gift from the prince, inspecting it to ensure it could pose no harm to the King of Lynchun. Which I knew the Anib wouldn’t be offended by, as was protocol all over the world in the courts of rulers, where safety couldn’t be taken for granted. Even with gifts from friends. Wely held the object tenderly in his hands, when he received it. “A real lion’s tail?”

			Since my time in Eltnia, I’d seen cats’ tails serve as lions’ tails, for the proud Lioncrest and his household warriors. But since there were no lions on the continent, Wely had never managed to find a merchant anywhere, who could provide him with such an item. I knew this was secretly a point of shame for Wely. That the rulers of his house, down through the centuries, could only wear fake lion tails. Especially considering their famous honorific of “Lioncrest.”

			Now, Undala had given the King of Lynchun, whose ancestral symbol was a lion, an actual tail. I couldn’t fathom the esteem she would have in Wely’s eyes then, after such a gift. Even more than she already had, if that was possible.

			“One I had the outstanding honour to hunt, Lord King,” beamed Undala. “The incomparable warrior—king of all beasts. Not easily did it surrender its life to my spear. A lion’s tail, to adorn the helm of the famous Lioncrest.”

			Wely was genuinely touched. “I’m beyond words, Lady Queen. I thank you.”

			The next gift was for Hert. It was a thin necklace made of tiny bones, carrying a thumb-sized seashell, partially inlaid with gold.

			I thought I saw a tear glisten in Undala’s eye as she said, “This is a charm of protection. Such as many of our Bamanthe, what we call our all-female household warriors, wear. This one was made for my late brother, King Nangulu. He never had the chance to wear it. For he died in battle, before I could give it to him. Wear this charm, made by my hand, I pray, King Hert. For you are called the Brave. And a courageous king, who will risk himself in the front lines of combat, might benefit from such a charm. Wear it, whenever you go into battle, and you shall never be defeated.”

			Hert expressed his thanks as he took the gift, scrutinizing it with wonder. Then he placed it immediately around his neck. With that look on my friend’s face, I wondered if he would ever take it off.

			The final gift was for me. I unwrapped it. It was a hand-sized carving, made from the purest ivory, of an elephant. The details were intricate. It was a priceless gift.

			“This gift, my son Ingersa, has made for you, O King of Eastrealm. He has some talent with such things, crafting of one’s own hands.”

			I stared in astonishment at the young prince’s hands. I could barely believe such a child’s hands could have made something so exquisite. It was then I noticed how large and powerful, for a lad, Ingersa’s hands were. It seemed his hands would soon outstrip his body. Lean and mighty, but disproportionate to his hands.

			Undala looked kindly at Ingersa, giving him permission to speak. There was no hint of nerves in the young prince’s voice. “Lord King, the elephant is my token. I am called Ingersa the Elephant. An elephant is loyal. He will never forget his friends. He is the strongest of the beasts, and the most steadfast. His line will never fail. I have also heard, Lord King, that stupendous elephants, called mammoths—Aliphans in the high language spoken on the continent of Atramland—once roamed your ancient homeland of Atalantyx. Your homeland...is gone, yet you survive. Your line is strong, like the elephants. So, I give this present to you, Lord King. So, long may your line rule over Eastrealm. May your line always be strong.”

			“I thank you, Queen Undala and Prince Ingersa, for this gift of prodigious worth,” I said, impressed with the Anibian knowledge of the enormous Aliphans, who lived in the Lantyx Range in Atalantyx. “I’ll treasure it.” Then, I signalled to my men to come forward with our own packages. “We’ve gifts for you in turn.”

			Briduku was given a dagger of fine Atalantean steel, with a gold inlaid sheath. The Shade of the First carefully inspected the weapon, and looked pleased, bending her neck low.

			Ingersa received a marvellous solid gold flagon, inscribed with Eltnish runes, made in Lynchun.

			“I know, the Anib do not imbibe, Lord Prince,” smiled Wely at Ingersa. “But one day, perhaps, it will be a prominent accessory to use to help serve honoured guests in your court.” Ingersa expressed his gratitude, and Wely received a deep bow as well.

			Finally, Undala’s present came. Hert gave it to her. “This is a wolf’s pelt cloak. It’s lighter than Carthlugheans wear in the winter. Yet it will help warm you in these lands, which must seem so cold to you.”

			Undala gave her thanks. A page took the presents for safekeeping, to be taken to the queen’s lodgings. However, Undala looked as if she had more to say, seeming somewhat hesitant. Which was the first time I observed her look unsure of herself.

			She looked at Ingersa while she spoke, but she addressed me. “Lord King Othrun. I have a boon to ask. I did not plan such a thing. I tried to dissuade him. But my son, Ingersa, who is but seven summers, thinks himself a man. He is the youngest of my children. He will be, likely, one day when he grows to full manhood, king of some district. Perhaps, lord of a province. Or, maybe, if he reaches high, he will rule a tribe. Nominally, he will inherit a small plot of land, and a few villages. There is honour and glory, and valuable service to our people, in all that. Yet...I have many children and siblings yet living. They will all have greater roles in my queendom than he. Ingersa has other plans than to succeed to some minor throne, in the vastness of my empire. He claims he wishes to make his own way in the world. I do not favour him abdicating his responsibilities to our people. But I cannot argue there may be a benefit, in the endeavour he proposes.”

			“What does he propose, Lady Queen,” I asked curiously.

			“He proposes, Lord King Othrun, to offer himself to your service. To bind himself to you, for life. As one of your sworn men.”

			A murmur spread through the assembly, at the boldness of the request.

			Another spy? This time, a young one who could grow up knowing all our secrets and ways, in the court? Or an immense honour for me, to have such a noble page? To make me the envy of other kings. Or the shame of having one who, in my prejudiced court, might be called a Black savage? Pretending to be my cupbearer, while he proves worthless otherwise. Which one would it be?

			As if hearing my thoughts, Wely spoke. The crowd hushed once more. “What a privilege, King Othrun, it would be to have so important an attendant in your household.”

			Ingersa himself went to one knee at my feet. “I beg you, Lord King, accept me into your service. I will grow up, I swear to you, to be one of your most faithful warriors. I will serve you on your board. Clean your rooms. I will do whatever tasks you have for me. Until I can be of age to prove myself a worthy spear in your armies. And after I have proven myself, I will still serve you on your board, and clean your rooms, if you require.”

			“Forgive him, Lord King,” said Undala, though there was pride in her voice for her youngest son. “He could not be persuaded, even by his mother. His heart is good. He is old enough to know his own mind. Yet, he is not old enough to fully comprehend, what it means to enter your service.”

			“Forgive me, Mother,” said Ingersa. “I know what it would mean to serve the great king. I will be separated from you, my brothers, sisters, family, from my people. From the warmth of the lands of the Anib. From the waterfalls, jungles, and deserts, the beauty there. I will miss you, and them. I will miss all that is glorious about the land of the Anib. Yet, no Anib will have the lifetime adventure, I will lead here, serving the Lord of Eastrealm.”

			I couldn’t help but admire the pluck of the young prince. I was one to appreciate boldness. And one to appreciate a young lord, who wasn’t a primary heir, wanting to forge his path.

			“If you are truly determined, you will become my man, Lord Prince Ingersa,” I agreed. “You’ll be one of my servants, like my pages and esquires. You will help bear my arms. You’ll see battle. You will need to be able to fight, to defend the citizens of my realm, and me. Can you do this, Ingersa, called the Elephant, Prince of the Anib?”

			“I can. I will, Lord King,” said the boy eagerly. “I swear on mighty Xulindulu, our High Goddess, Queen of all the Gods.”

			“Lady Queen,” I addressed Undala. I still couldn’t understand how she was so lovely. “You grant your royal permission to this? You would lose your son, to my service?”

			Said Undala, “Both king and prince will benefit from this, I glean. I am well pleased with my son. I would be honoured if you accept him. He does not know what awaits him. Yet, he is willing all the same. May Xulindulu watch over him, and may he prove useful to you.”

			“Then it is done,” I said. “Rise Prince Ingersa, noble attendant of Eastrealm. My first order for you, is to be free of all duties, for the next while. Except attending to, and spending time with your Lady Queen Mother, while she’s still here with us. I fear your parting will be sorrowful when the time comes. Stay by her side for now. Then, when she returns to her domains, your work truly begins.”

			“As you command, Lord King,” said Ingersa, rising and stepping back to re-take his throne.

			Glathan, I noted, grinned at these events. No doubt, he helped facilitate them, knowing him. Nonetheless, I did like Ingersa, and was not displeased. His mother pleased me even more.

			When Ingersa finished becoming sworn to me, Glathan took charge of the day. The robust feast began. Tables were brought forth to sit the lords and ladies, according to their station.

			At the main tables sat the kings and queens and their parties. Undala sat next to me, which I found highly distracting. I did my best, not to stare too long at Undala, whenever she spoke. With Briduku standing behind the queen’s chair rather than sitting, on duty as a bodyguard as much as she was a guest, ever watchful, I’m sure she caught me gawking at her sister, occasionally. But I couldn’t help but look at her. She spoke with such eloquence, such grace. I was captivated by her every word. Her speech was simple. She was given to candour. But she knew how to dress her speech, to fit the flower of the occasion. It was plain she was intelligent, an experienced monarch. Far more experienced than me.

			With her courtly manners, she quickly won over many of the stuffiest and snobbish lords and ladies. Save for the immodesty of her dress by Atalantean standards. For the Atalantean ladies, I knew much of the issue was pure jealousy. Their husbands seemed torn between shock and repulsion, versus obsession and desire, for the ruler of the Anib and her sister.

			No woman of Atalantyx could wear the outfits Undala and Briduku were dressed in, as well as the queens could. I was vain because of my hard, flat stomach. Theirs was just as taut. No indulgent lady of my court had a body so robust, battle-fit, and still so alluring, with all the feminine curves in the world, as the Anibian women did.

			The day progressed. People arose and spoke in smaller, more intimate groups, after the meal.

			One of my servants mistakenly attempted to serve her a glass of wine, which Undala graciously declined. She advised that the Anib did not indulge in the consumption of spirits. The pages had been briefed on this fact, and that one got a scolding from the chief server, for her error.

			By then, I had a moment to speak to the queen without others immediately present. Briduku stood less than twenty feet away, discreet but observant. Lyayr and his men were also nearby, discharging their duties to protect my principal guest, and me.

			“I am honoured you grace my hall, Queen Undala,” I said to her. The smell of the Anibian Queen was fragrant and heady. Violets?

			“I am pleased to be in the Hall of Eastrealm,” said Undala, bowing. “I know it would seem my mission is somewhat callous. A mission to secure gold. But, while that is my main purpose, I also sought the honour of meeting you. You are famed throughout Acremia.”

			Despite, or maybe because of, my strong attraction, it was time to test this woman, said to be a matchless queen. Was she as impressive as I truly believed? Why was she here? What was indeed her game? Would she be flappable in the face of pressure from me?

			“Is it gold you truly wish, Queen Undala?” I asked her sharply. “Or spears?”

			Undala raised a lovely eyebrow at the inquiry. Her reply was firm yet polite. “Spears, Lord King? I have not asked for warriors from Eastrealm. Or from any other Eltnish kingdom, to aid any cause of mine. If warriors are what you offer me, I am humbled. For the knights of Eastrealm are of renown. But I have just peacefully put together many tribes, whose tendency is to make war on each other. Domestically, my position is strong. I need no spears today.”

			“Not today. But it would be easy, one day to ask for spears, instead of gold from me. When I’m indebted to you.”

			“I do not seek your spears. At least, not in Anibia.”

			“Ah, so now we come to the crux,” I said. “You say you don’t need my armies to help keep your kingdom, or defeat your domestic foes. Surely then, there are foes here in Eltnia you wish me to take on? Or at least keep at bay? Foes, that you deem some sort of threat to the Southronland, perhaps?”

			“I do not boast when I say that my people nor I fear the armies of Eltnia. Should we?”

			“You need not fear the armies of Eastrealm. Our nations will not be at war but rather be in accord.”

			“My interest in Eltnia is not political,” said Undala. “Save that, as you have indicated, I do seek to establish relations between our two kingdoms. If you are to be my debtor, me to be your creditor, we should be on friendly terms. I do not wish the money to get in the way of any other potentially mutually beneficial aspects, our realms could gain from one another.”

			“You want to be the power behind the power in Eltnia, perhaps,” I probed. “Or maybe your intentions are quite noble. You believe Eastrealm, Lynchun, and Carthlughe together are power. You are someone who looks for peace. Perhaps you believe the best chance for peace in Eltnia is in the power of our triumvirate. So, you wish to have influence over us to help assure such a peace.”

			“I care not which ruler, in which realm, holds supremacy in these lands,” said Undala coolly. “I wish for peace in Eltnia. But it is not my place to ensure such peace ensues. I do not entangle myself in the affairs of others, who are more than capable of governing themselves. I believe in the nobility of you and the other four kings, who have attended this Pact. Yet, I do not espouse the cause of one Eltnish ruler over another.”

			“I have even heard noise,” I said punctiliously, “that you may have formed an alliance with the Queendom of Nyrimia and its ruler. A queen who has designs to be the High Queen of Middle Eltnia. A woman who claims to be your kindred. Lysi, daughter of Ina.”

			“Queen Lysi has made overtures,” said Undala bluntly. “But, as she is not an ally of Wely, Hert, yourself, and the other kings, I could not in good faith ally with her. I rebuffed her attempts. Still, I hear she is an impressive queen. We will continue to communicate, to explore this claim that her line is descended from the unsurpassed Ungala. It would be a wondrous thing to find distant family in these realms of Eltnia.”

			I was taken aback by Undala’s candour. “Family ties are thicker than friendship ones. If it is proven you and Lysi are kin, would you not be more inclined to strike a partnership?”

			“I have told you,” said Undala calmly. “Unless Queen Lysi becomes an ally of my allies here, that will not be. That does not mean I cannot be on friendly terms with the queen. I do not seek to make enemies of anyone. That is not desirous for my rule.”

			“What, may I ask then, do you truly desire?” I asked forthrightly.

			“A guarantor for the monies owed to my people,” said Undala, just as bluntly. “I respect Kings Quid and Agis. They are capable kings and brave warriors. Their people, though few, are fierce in battle. But they willingly admit that they do not have mighty armies. I need my investment to be protected. If you are the one paying me tribute, I have more hope that you will be able to safeguard the monies that you owe me.”

			“I have never felt more...useful,” I smiled, and Undala smiled back.

			She said, “You are an illustrious warrior with formidable armies. You are protected by the noteworthy Kings of Lynchun and Carthlughe. Therefore, you are most likely to continue a strong kingdom beyond your lifetime. So that your heirs will pay my heirs tribute without interruption, complaint, or aggravation for the Anib. That is what I seek to accomplish at this conference. What is good for my people. If additional good comes of it, then I will be pleased. Yet certainly, I will settle for nothing less.”

			“What’s the additional good that might arise of you coming to my kingdom?” 

			“Lord King,” said Undala, as pleasantly as when we began speaking, despite the pressure I put on her. “I sought an alliance with you. I could have held Kings Quid and Agis to their tribute. Instead, I chose to allow them to save dignity and more. Gaining myself a valuable ally in you. The bonus was to ally with Kings Hert and Wely, your magnificent overlords.”

			“So, my relationship with Kings Hert and Wely, is why you choose me as your ally?”

			“I heard great things about you. And I decided, based on what I’d heard, that you’d make a better ally than enemy. But when I make allies, I want to get to know them. I wanted to know why so many hold you in esteem. Not just as a king…but as a man. I was curious to see if the man could match king and reputation.”

			That answer gave me chills. Though, it was impossible for me to separate the man I was from the king I was. But if that meant Undala wanted to get to know me better, get closer to me, Othrun, for reasons other than politics, I was extremely enthused. I wanted to know immediately.

			“And what is your decision? You said you wanted to meet me and heard of my reputation. Does the man live up to the repute?”

			The Anibian laughed. “I mean no offence here…it is far too early to pass judgment on you as a man. We have only met today.”

			“Still, what of that which you’ve seen so far?”

			“So far,” said Undala. “I am impressed with the king.”

			“Not the man?”

			“Though my assessment is far from complete, it would not be proper for me to speak of what I have found concerning the man, so far.”

			“Not proper? We are two monarchs conversing. We are not bound by convention. We make the convention. We do not conform to it. Especially when we’re speaking in private.”

			“All rulers must be constrained, to some degree, by the convention, laws, and policies they make. Yet, some things are meant, it is true, for the ears of kings and queens alone.”

			“So let these royal ears hear what you will say about Othrun, the man. By the Single God, speak your mind, if you please, Queen of the Anib.”

			“I am drawn to you,” said Undala boldly. “An attraction, call it that if you wish, that is strong. One, I cannot explain. What I mean by that, is, of course, you are handsome, charismatic. But there are many such men among your lords and warriors, I’ve seen, that I could describe in that manner. But you…stand out. Not just because you are the king. There is…something about you.”

			I was certain I blushed.

			“Among your people,” she continued, “I know women seldom speak to men of these things without being spoken to first. That is not the way of my people. If a woman of the Anib, especially a queen, is interested in a man, she is not condemned as a whore by speaking of her interest. It can be done in a manner befitting a queen and a lady.”

			I was giddy. Undala returned my interest.

			“You are every portion the lady, Queen Undala. I am humbled you have such thoughts toward me. An attraction to Othrun, the man.”

			“But such attractions can be fleeting things,” remarked Undala. “So little do I truly know of you. But what I know compels me to learn more.”

			“I feel the same for you,” I admitted. “An attraction I didn’t anticipate. Nonetheless, it’s there, and it’s strong.”

			“Nonetheless, negotiations are neither the time, nor the place, for such things,” warned Undala.

			“This I know,” I replied. “Yet I find us both too sensible to brook any interference, in what must be accomplished over these next weeks. Even should the interference come from us.”

			“Sometimes,” said Undala, with a sigh, “I question my wisdom in coming here. A journey that will take half a year, all told from start to finish. A half a year away from a queendom I have created. Half a year, where my presence is not there to guide my people. Half a year, where my family and my advisors must rule in my place. Where someone else must bear the burdens. All the burdens I still bear in mind. I pray to Ghanamla, Numen of Wisdom, I have made the right decision, with this sojourn. I cannot contemplate how many things I could fail to do, or how much I risk by coming here.”

			“Yet you do gain much by coming here.”

			“I came here to gain allies. I came here to gain riches for my people. Forgive me, Lord King. For though I am intrigued by you, and wanted to get to know you better, I did not come here to find a consort.”

			Consort? I would be no woman’s consort! She would be my consort, though that could never happen! I was a king! A woman would be a consort to a man, not the other way around. I supposed it was merely a manner of speech among her people. I could forgive such a remark. She knew little of our ways. Still, what was I thinking? Consort? And she could never be my wife!

			So, what did I really want from her then? Only to lie with her? It was true. I could admit to myself, I wanted desperately to lie with her. Single God forgive my lust, I’d never wanted to lie with a woman more, in my life. But I knew I wanted more than that. I could not help it. But what more it was I wanted; I did not yet know.

			“I appreciate what sacrifices you’ve made on this mission,” I said kindly, ignoring my true thoughts and the fact I was offended. “I, too, am so weighed down by the responsibilities of kingship, I wonder how I bear it at all some days. Yet, I would not wish any other lot to fall upon me. I’m grateful to my Single God to be a king. I only wish I had more time.”

			“And what would you do, may I ask, with more time?”

			“I would see more of my people, this realm I rule over,” I said truthfully. “I’d devote more time to defending those who aren’t secure in my kingdom instead of leaving that to my knights and lords. I would spend more time with my little prince.”

			“I am happy to hear you are blessed with a beautiful son,” said Undala. “I pray for his good health.” She turned sombre. “I am sorry to hear of the loss of your queen.”

			“Thank you,” I said curtly, finding it painful to think of Aliaz and feeling guilty. I would never forget her. But for a moment, in the company of this new queen, I had.

			Undala stepped almost imperceptibly closer. “Lord King, you are lonely? You miss your wife?”

			“Yes,” I said, holding back tears. I should be happy. I would marry a beautiful young princess and gain another kingdom in the future. One to be passed to my Othrun. Yet, I’d never been sadder. I didn’t wish to admit being around Undala made me so happy. I craved happiness.

			“Then perhaps, this attraction you may feel for me is more due to that,” said Undala gently. “It is a natural thing, having lost one’s mate. Do I remind you of her in some way?”

			“No,” I insisted. “It’s not that. You’re nothing like my wife.”

			“Well, certainly I would look nothing like her,” smiled the queen again. My, she had beautiful, spotless teeth, white as pure ivory.

			“Your appeal to me has nothing to do with her death or the emptiness I feel because of it. Of course, I miss her and will forever. But...that’s not why the...allure of you has taken hold of me. I’ve said if I had more time, there are many things I would do. One thing I’d do is become better acquainted with you.”

			“You will have me in your lands for a month. So, there should be time for us to become better acquainted.”

			“Yet, the time will pass quickly,” I said. “We should arrange to meet to discuss things beyond mutual interests for our kingdoms. Let us have time to speak of...our mutual interest in each other. Let’s have a firm time, so we can devote exclusivity to this.”

			“What day and time do you wish to meet?”

			“Unfortunately, we must wait to begin the knowing of each other. We have meetings and events scheduled throughout the next two weeks. I don’t want our time together to be interrupted. Still, would you be free to meet at the fifteenth hour of the day, a fortnight hence? Back here in my hall?”

			“I am your guest, Lord King. I will wait at your pleasure. I will ask Briduku to focus on Ingersa that day, so our meeting will be more private. I will be here, then, at the appointed day and time, so that we can speak more about…our…mutual interests, in one another.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

			Two weeks of individual visits of lords and ladies from across the kingdom, seeking personal audience with Undala, Quid, and Agis, tours of the Royal Precinct and Kingstown below, meetings with the six rulers about details regarding the pact, my own Royal High Council meetings, and more, and half of my time with Undala was already spent.

			I tried to be in her presence as much as possible. It seemed she did the same. I didn’t doubt the other nobles began to see something grow between us.

			I caught Hert giving us some curious looks, as we rulers sat together one evening board, when a fine lamb was served, and Undala and I giggled, sitting next to each other, sharing some private jest. I wondered if my friend would approach me about the Anibian Queen.

			But that was one of the reasons I loved the King of Carthlughe like a brother. Like Thurol, he never intruded in business, not his own. Yet, he was always there to be supportive, when things became difficult, and a friend was needed.

			I was more concerned about Wely being wroth with me. The Lioncrest was no fool. And acquiring Badonia as a sub-fief for Lynchun, depended on my successful marriage to Sila. Just as securing the Pact of Nagre and Yaden and Anglania, as sub-fiefs for Wely and Hert, depended on successful negotiations with Undala. Wely wouldn’t want me ruining either, for the sake of his feudal holdings and eminence. However, all tread carefully with Undala. For their admiration for her seemed to know no bounds. Therefore, I believe they tread more carefully with me as well, seeing how taken we were with each other.

			On the thirteenth day since Undala, Quid, and Agis arrived in Eastrealm, the reserved vacant grounds at the westernmost edge of Kingstown’s sprawling growth, were ready to be the tournament site and festival, in honour of the sovereign visitors. That morning, the fairgrounds opened to the rush of the common crowds, and to us royals and nobles.

			Every venerable Eastrealmian lord had a role in the festival. But to my dismay, mine was not to compete in the lists, melee, or any of the tournament’s main fighting events.

			“You take too many risks as it is,” Glathan said. “By the Single God, to risk yourself in such a sport cannot be borne.” Lyayr also decried my participation. “Besides,” the Second Prince went on, “Your place would be to escort Queen Undala and Kings Quid and Agis around the grounds. Show off your chief city and provide clarity about what transpires. Some of our celebrations will be strange to our guests. You can explain our customs.”

			So, all I could do was watch the flamethrowers and dancing bears, the acrobats and jugglers, the mighty jousts and clash of sword and spear. The highlight, of course, was the tourney and the clamour of men, armed with blunted spears and swords, on horseback, or on foot.

			The tournament saw my brother-in-law, Thurol, win the individual melee, with Apolt winning the jousting. Thurol was also rewarded with the coveted Knight of the Day prize. Wely and Hert, lords who loved all battle-related things, particularly enjoyed the fighting games. Both kings cheered lustily as Thurol, whom they of course admired as one of the most famed Atalantean knights living, knocked Earl Pertid off his horse, in the final match to win the day’s prize.

			I bridled to see my mighty knights armoured in their splendour, proving themselves against each other. While I would always feel, with more than a touch of vanity, that I was one of the best amongst the lot, I could do nothing but serve as a royal guide. I even allowed the Old Guard to make a show of wooing Undala, Quid, and Agis. I had them sit next to the beautiful, but shrewish high lady and widow, Samata. Instead of sitting next to me, as we observed the jousts from the stands erected for the nobility.

			I knew Samata and the Old Guard wanted to put on their own show of the prestige of Old Atalantyx. Even though I knew secretly they were displeased at debasing themselves to monarchs, whom they considered heathen savages, of an undesirable skin tone. Nor did they wish the official visit to be a stunning success for me, whom they must obey, but detested. But they had done nothing, thus far, to sabotage it.

			However, I couldn’t be more pleased. After the tourney, events finished for the afternoon. Twenty knights of my guard, the four warriors belonging to the southern kings, and Briduku with them, walked protectively behind Undala, Quid, Agis, and me as we strode together. Ingersa was just in front of us, marvelling at the festival sights, sounds, tastes and smells. Wely, Hert, and their entourages remained in the lists. Where singers, dancers, and minstrels would take over the tourney fields, once the knights had vacated, delighting the noble crowds with stirring songs, prancing feet, tales of mighty battles, and feats of daring from bygone times.

			“Stuffed eel, young Lord?” a vendor cried to the young Anibian prince as he walked by, proffering the delicacy on a stick. Ingersa looked for permission from Undala, who smiled her assent.

			Ingersa happily went back, and a nod from Undala had Briduku taste the eel first to ensure it was safe. Then, the Shade trailed the boy prince for protection. Quid and Agis, meanwhile, were utterly fascinated by the flame devourers. So, they stopped there for a while, with ten of my men breaking off to join the Yadeni and Anglanian guards, to keep watch over them. After that, Undala and I continued slowly with the rest of the knights, walking the grounds. It was wonderful to be free to enjoy each other’s company more privately, even for a moment or two, until the others caught up.

			“Your son is a boy of admirable composure, bearing, and maturity for one so young,” I said.

			“Thank you,” said Undala. “He must be. He will have to find his place here in your lands. It will not be easy for him. He will need to be a man early in his life.”

			“He will be given every advantage afforded to a prince of the realm,” I promised.

			“Every advantage save the tint of his skin,” observed Undala frankly. “For perhaps some of your people value White skin above all other tones, not seeing the same beauty, we Anib see in all races, and will scorn him for his colour.” I fumed, wondering if the Old Guard had said anything untoward. But in pondering it, I didn’t think so. I’d been close to Undala, listening carefully in the lists. Even Samata had been on her very best behaviour. It was something Undala intuitively felt rather, than what someone said or did.

			I stopped walking and looked at her. My men halted and remained a few paces back. I vowed, “I will not permit that to affect his fortunes.”

			“Can you prevent it, my Lord King?”

			“This is my kingdom, Madam Queen. By the Single God, my word here is law.”

			“But you cannot be everywhere. And there will be times and places when he will not be in your company.”

			“He will be a foreign prince, in a land not of his birth. I know something of that difficulty. I may not always be with him. But I’ll be there enough to guide him.”

			“You were a prince sought after, welcomed by the most powerful king in Eltnia,” argued Undala. “If the things I heard are true, you speak Eltnish like an Eltnish king. My son does not yet know the tongue of the Atalanteans. As for Eltnish, he has knowledge of some words. He is not as educated as some of my older children. Who speak the High Atramlandish as well as they speak Anibian. That does not mean to say Ingersa’s intellect is lacking. Just that he has not had the same opportunity. My eldest son speaks seven languages. Including Sanaavian, and Eltnish. My eldest daughter, ten languages.”

			I was amazed. “Most impressive. It would seem your children have quite the head for languages. I don’t doubt Ingersa will quickly pick up both the Eltnish and the High Tongue. As for the colour of his skin...your people are indeed beautiful, Queen Undala.” I blushed. “Beautiful, inside, and without. I...I must admit...I didn’t at first appreciate that, as I should have. I...I’m ashamed to say my prejudices have blinded me in the past. I’m more aware of them now and how wrong I was. I will not let such prejudices, the prejudices of my people, harm your son.”

			“It takes a great man, a great king, to admit he was wrong,” said Undala softly. “Will your people do the same, Lord King? Even if they see Ingersa’s true worth?”

			“If they don’t wish to anger their king, they will,” I said. “Prince Ingersa is welcomed and valued by me. The tint of his skin is right by me. And what’s right by me, will be commanded to be made right with my people. So, I will never let anyone abuse him.”

			“He will need a protector besides you while he is young,” Undala was still concerned. “No one is busier in a realm than its ruler. You have a whole nation to mind. You cannot spare time to mind one small prince, no matter how important he may be to you.”

			“Then he will have it, Queen Undala,” I said, hearing the truth in her words. “He’ll have a protector.” My attention was too divided to properly care for Ingersa. I would need help to keep him safe and rear him in the ways of a high lord. Which in my mind, is what he would one day become. His skin might be black, his tongue not of the Atalanteans, and his land far away. But Ingersa was a prince. He deserved to be treated as such. I would find one of my trusted lords to ensure Ingersa’s success.

			“I thank you, Lord King,” smiled Undala. I gestured with my hand that we might continue walking. But Undala wanted to turn back, to see what Ingersa was doing. So, we did.

			We found Ingersa, having devoured his eel, looking for ways to work off his repast. He’d found some companions his age and sparred with several other boys. They all had wooden swords. Briduku watched them, looking amused, her arms folded at her breast.

			“The prince accounts for himself well,” I noted to Undala. Ingersa stupefied the other lads with his quickness. He was clearly much better than the rest of them.

			“For one who is not well-trained yet in the art of swordplay,” said Undala, trying not to smile with pride. “But put a spear in his hands, and he truly does well for one so young. In Anibian training for feats of arms, warriors learn spear fighting first, then mastery of the sword.”

			“We will teach him the dance of the blades,” I promised. “And how to hold his shield.”

			“And how to ride a horse and fight on horseback?” asked Undala, frowning.

			“To be a complete warrior and lord among our people, yes, Queen Undala.”

			“I see,” Undala did not sound as if she liked the idea of her son riding.

			I paused a moment. I added hesitantly, “Ingersa will never be a knight, though. Much to my regret. He cannot be.”

			“Since a knight is sworn to your Single God,” nodded Undala.

			“Yes,” I confirmed. “A knight of our lands must be a pillar of our Temple, a defender of our faith. I’d never expect Prince Ingersa to forsake his own gods.”

			“Nor would he, right now,” said Undala. “Even for the favour of the king that he has given up everything else to serve. Yet, I cannot say what will happen down the long years. Years far from now, when he is, perhaps, more Atalantean or Eltnish, than Anib if he lives here among your people. They will become his people. Perhaps your faith will also become his faith. Even if he still cleaves to the gods he was raised with.”

			“Would that displease you?”

			Undala sighed. “I do not want my son to lose where he came from, who his family is, his estimable heritage. But I am not foolish enough to believe, he will not be changed by living here. That he will have friends and comrades, and even a wife, who worship not the exalted Xulindulu, but the Wind Goddess, or the Single God, or Thyr.”

			“Even at this age, he seems strong in his convictions,” I commented.

			“He is still young,” said Undala. “He is not yet a man. I would not try to predict his convictions after a lifetime spent as an Eastrealmian lord, and warrior. In any event, I thank you. Whatever my son becomes, I know he will be great. He has greatness in him.”

			“I do not doubt he will make a fine soldier.”

			We left Ingersa and sought out Quid and Agis. After a few dozen paces, Undala stopped and looked earnestly at me. “I do not want him only to be acknowledged in feats of arms. I want him to be a wonderful man. I want him to be a celebrated prince. Will you teach him that too, Lord King? Will you teach him how to be a great lord?”

			“I...I will do my utmost, Queen Undala.” I was intimidated. I never wanted to fail this queen.

			Undala seemed satisfied with that. We walked again. I looked wistfully at a knight outside his tent, being armed by his esquire. Undala caught me looking.

			“You wish to fight, Lord King?” she guessed rightly.

			I put my hand on Biter’s hilt. “Proving ourselves against each other in these impressive endeavours of arms is in our blood. It’s in our traditions. Every worthy knight, surely every worthy king, would chafe restraining themselves from fighting in such a noble game.”

			Undala asked me, “So if you wish to fight, why do you not compete in your own tournament? A tournament I presume you have paid so much for.”

			“To my chagrin, it wouldn’t be appropriate. When the stakes are high, a king can risk his person in battle. But not in such gaming. Nor can the next most senior lords, like Princes Glathan and Ulthen. Not now while my kingdom is still young. Should any of we high lords be hurt or killed, it would be grievous for the realm. With mostly young and unproven heirs being forced into lordship. Besides, while my lords and knights are trustworthy, it’s the perfect opportunity for anyone wishing to advance themselves to do so with impunity.” I thought of the Ready’s treachery, which still pained me. And the fact that even if he wanted to participate in the tourney, unlike Glathan, Uthlen couldn’t fight worth a heap of dung in a privy. My mean jest made me laugh maliciously inside.

			I went on, “Some ambitious lord, wishing to change the line of succession, could conspire to assassinate me. By having some upstart come forward and kill me, during a joust or a melee. Under the guise of lawful and sanctioned combat. I couldn’t risk destabilization of the realm that way. Especially, while my son is still a babe, not ready to assume kingship, and I have no other children.”

			“If you had other children, would you compete?”

			“I might,” I admitted. “Were they of age to rule, should I fall. More likely, it would be my younger adult sons who would compete. I’d still be forced to be a spectator. A king must think first of his realm, not his desires.”

			Again, I blushed, the last words which came out unintentionally, holding a lot of other meaning. Undala’s eyes bore into me, a smile once again creeping onto her lips. “I took many risks with my life when I was but a prince. Even though I was lord of my people. I still take many risks with my person, now I’m a king. My advisors would tell you, too many risks. Yet, I must still take those risks. But only in the direst circumstances, when I believe the need outweighs the risk. Once anointed and crowned king, I cannot do the same as I did, before I took the crown.”

			“I agree,” said Undala. “A sovereign cannot reign if they are dead. There are enough risks to bear without needless ones.”

			“Yet, I may still find a game in this tourney I can take part in, where the risk is low.”

			Undala inquired, “Is there some other reason why you desire to compete today?” 

			She was too clever for me. “Yes,” I admitted. “I want to win you a prize, Lady Queen.”

			“A prize?”

			“Let me win you a token,” I begged.

			“You wish to impress me?”

			“Yes, I do.”

			“Your company is token enough,” said Undala sweetly. “Yet, if you wish to show me your prowess,” her eyes sparkled teasingly, “I would not wish to interfere. I always love to be impressed.”

			“Let us hope I do not disappoint then.”

			“As long as whatever you compete in,” pleaded Undala, “you spare the poor animals.”

			“You have given me a challenge. Of course, impressing you will not be easy. But save for the melee, which I cannot enter due to the danger, there are few other events where I’ve skill that does not involve animals.”

			“I do not believe animals are needed for such…entertainment.”

			“I see,” I said, not wanting to sound non-committal, but not quite sharing her views.

			“Animals are treated with respect in my lands, Lord King,” said Undala firmly. “Animals are sacred.” Undala looked at the dancing bear and shook her head sadly as if to say, but not here.

			I had to respect her feelings about animals. I loved animals as well. But I saw no wrong in using them for sport. “Then we’ll enjoy some sport here that doesn’t involve beasts,” I said,

			looking about. “Never fear, I’ll find one.” Though that would be difficult.

			But then, after we walked some more, I found what I sought, and we found Quid and Agis.

			“Archery!” I exclaimed happily, rubbing my hands together eagerly.

			A crowd of men, including the two southern kings, stood enticed by the Master of Arrows to join the competition. A massive round target loomed near the Master’s tent, propped on wooden stilts. The shots were to be from twenty, forty, seventy and finally, one hundred yards.

			There was exuberance and bragging among the men until they saw Undala and I approach, and then all went to their knees, save Quid and Agis.

			Agis said excitedly as the group arose, “Hail Lord King and Queen Undala!” Then, he eyed me, “Do I guess you would join this game?”

			“I’d be happy to have the honour of competing against you, Lord King,” I bowed, grinning ear to ear. Glathan had told me that the Yadeni and Anglanians were nearly as formidable archers as the Ipithyians. King Quid had already regaled me at my evening boards with tales of chariot charges. Of Yadeni bowmen shooting out the eyes of their enemies, from hundreds of paces away.

			Agis leaned over and spoke low, so only Undala, Quid, and I could hear, “Do not think so as not to shame you in front of your men, I’ll let you win. As I know, competitors are wont to do when a king is in the game.”

			“I would expect nothing less, as we’re both kings,” I laughed. “I will relish this game, Lord Agis.”

			“So,” remarked Undala, “there’s one other reason a king finds less joy in these tournaments. Because your men try to let you win because they do not wish to displease their king.”

			“King Othrun needn’t worry about that today,” reiterated Agis, his attendants taking off his plain, but rich black cloak and black outer doublet. The king was down to his inner tunic. He rolled up his sleeves, saying enthusiastically to me, “By the Fire Goddess, I’m looking forward to beating you.”

			And I always relished competition. I looked at the other competitors, eight all told, all proven knights and archers.

			“Hear me,” I cried to them all, “let no man here throw the game to let good King Agis or I win. If you beat me, you beat me fairly. Now, let’s compete!”

			Archery was a game for only the very strong. Keen eyesight was needed. But that was no use, if one hadn’t the strength to bend the bow. I had such power. My frame was a bit leaner than some of those that shared such might. Yet, my sinews were full of muscle. I’d been shooting nearly since I could walk. With my constant training, I used a bow almost every other day since I became king.

			But it was rumoured that Agis was one of the best bowmen in Eltnia, able to shoot from his chariot, even on horseback. The tales said he could fire, standing in the stirrups of his horse. A feat that only a master rider and archer could dream of accomplishing, after many years of practice.

			“Three shots each round!” cried the Master of Arrows. “There shall be three rounds initially. A fourth, if anyone can hit the mark at one hundred yards. Best two archers from each round move on to the next!”

			It was no surprise that Agis and I were the last ones standing when the first three rounds were completed. Agis hadn’t missed one shot. He had struck the middle of the target on every try. I was not as accurate. But my shots were good enough to advance. Since both of us succeeded at seventy yards, we moved back to the distance of one hundred paces.

			Agis finally didn’t strike bull’s eye with his first try from one hundred paces. But he still hit the target, a finger’s breadth from the centre. I was much further off the mark, nearly missing altogether.

			Agis’s second shot went askew, striking the wooden background behind the target. He frowned, shaking his arms out. I knew he grew tired. So did I.

			But I still had a chance.

			I grimaced as my second shot missed the target altogether.

			Agis shot his last shot.

			The third shot went awry again, missing wholly.

			I had my final shot. I took a deep breath, my arm steady. I bent the bowstring, closing my left eye so my dominant right eye could home in on the red-painted centre. I let the quarrel fly. I missed the target.

			As both Agis and I missed, another shot to each of us was given. Agis had gleaned something, I believed, from his failure at the previous shot. I watched his keen concentration, a look of confidence when he let his arrow loose.

			It hit the bull’s eye.

			The onlookers cheered. He blushed with pride as he let his arm fall to his side.

			I had a final chance.

			I, too, like Agis, tried to make some adjustments for the shot. I had to hit the bull’s eye or lose. The wind was still. I felt I had a perfect draw to my ear, my body perpendicular to the target. I let my arrow fly. I felt an immediate elation at the way the arrow left the string. I knew it would be a good shot. It was, but not good enough.

			I struck the target but not the bull’s eye.

			Dejected, with polite applause and shouts of praise in my ears, I swung back to see Undala genuinely beaming at me. She came to my side, “Well shot, Lord King!” I managed a feeble smile. I’d shot well, I knew, but coming second place grated on me. I wanted to win the archery prize of the day for Undala. I wanted to impress her. Still, I knew losing to an archer of Agis’s calibre, to a fellow king and warrior, was no shame.

			Agis came to me, and to my surprise, we spontaneously embraced like old war comrades. Before that embrace, I’d never touched a person of another colour, except in battle, when I killed them. But nothing felt unnatural about it. Because I liked and respected Agis. I felt a sense of guilt, knowing I paid far more attention to Undala than Agis and Quid. But Undala enraptured me, and I couldn’t miss out on the chance to be by her side as much as possible.

			Agis knew I wasn’t pleased with being bested and said graciously, as we came apart, “I’ve never feared to be beaten in such a contest as I have fretted this day, Lord King! By the Wind Goddess, you’re a superb shot!”

			I praised him in turn, “Well done, Lord King! By the Single God, never a truer shaft has been loosed!”

			Agis had won the prize for archery on his final shot. I was sure he paid for his award, with his back and arms aching, as mine did.

			Still, he showed no ill effects and beamed while I looked on with more than a bit of envy, as the Master of Arrows presented the king with the prize. A mountain cat’s head.

			It was a rare prize. Few had hunted an Eltnish mountain cat and lived. For they were notoriously ferocious and challenging to kill. I was downcast because I felt the prize would have been the perfect present for Undala. She was a famed hunter, after all. I would’ve been so pleased with myself and puffed with pride had I been able to offer it to the queen.

			I felt a blush of guilt as I recalled that, had I won the prize; indeed, it should’ve been given to Sila, my betrothed, not Undala.

			In any event, I learned I was fortunate not to have won it. Because following the contest, I admitted to Undala I was disappointed for not being able to win her the mountain cat. While she praised my marksmanship and that of Agis, she told me she would have refused the gift had I won. She told me she was honoured that I would think of giving the gift to her. But she disapproved of the fair because of its treatment of animals. Therefore, she would’ve respectfully declined the prize.

			“But your people hunt animals!” I protested. “You gave Wely a lion’s tail for a present!”

			“Not for sport or pleasure,” said Undala. “Of course, I admit to the thrill of the hunt. Like triumphing over any difficult foe, when you take down a mighty beast, there is the excitement of the conquest. But we honour the distinguished animals, for they are lords onto themselves. For every animal we kill, we send a young Bamanthe into the jungle as a potential sacrifice in tribute. There is no honour done to this animal you have hunted and slain. It was killed for sport. I cannot accept it.”

			“What?” I asked, astounded. “You send a warrior as a sacrifice to the animals you kill? Help me understand, Queen Undala! Forgive me, but that sounds like madness to my ears!” I blushed at my rudeness, knowing I’d gone too far. Insulting her customs, no matter how barbaric I found them.

			Undala didn’t seem offended. “Among the Sanaavians, I believe it is called wergild. The blood-price. If a leopard, a panther, or a lion comes into one of our villages and kills our folk, then no, we do not offer wergild. We treat the leopard as any other invading enemy, and hunt and kill it. We will use every part of the animal’s body. None shall go to waste. It will become food and clothing. But suppose we, of our own accord, need food or vital provisions that we seek to make, from a slain animal. Suppose we invade the animal’s territory, to hunt a beast that has done no harm to us. After we kill it, in that case, we shall send a Bamanthe into the jungle, armed with only a knife, to sleep the night. If the Bamanthe survives the night and returns to us, it is joyful and a felicitous omen. We have a bountiful feast with their return. If the Bamanthe is killed by those same animals, we will mourn them. But we know the animal lord accepts the sacrifice for our unjust killing.”

			“But Queen Undala,” I said. “You’ve complained of the barbarity of our jousting. The needless waste of good men. Yet your people spend good young warriors, into the teeth of the beast? For no reason, other than to satisfy a sense of obligation to a witless animal? By the Single God, you owe those animals nothing!”

			“You have praised your steed, Merin. Is that not the horse’s name? She is well-trained and intelligent. She knows friend from foe. She knows how to respond to a touch of your thigh on her flanks. She answers to the urgency in your voice, when you call on her to ride faster. Is she a witless beast? Have you not often told me your horse, is more valuable than five hundred pieces of gold? That she is more valuable than some of your common foot soldiers’ lives in battle? And that if you had a choice between bringing more servants with you from Atalantyx, more persons of the medical arts, more builders that you say you sorely miss, you would choose to bring your future warhorse, called Fleethoof, instead? Why should we not honour our animals, if you think so highly of your horse?”

			I muttered, “Once again, you humble me with your logic, Queen Undala. Still, I wish for you to ride my Fleethoof one day.”

			“If there is one thing, I have no courage for, that is to ride such an animal,” said Undala, her face pinched with distaste. “I am honoured you wish to allow me to ride your prized Fleethoof. But as I have said, the Anib do not ride horses.”

			“Perhaps in time, you will find courage for that. As you have courage, it’d seem, for everything else that is dangerous or challenging, Lady Queen,” I said.

			“I will be gone back to my tribes, long ere I find that measure of courage, Lord King,” said Undala. “And I wish to make something plain. I hunted that beast, the lion, whose tail I gave to King Wely, because it attacked, and slew several children in one of our villages. But, because I also elected to take the lion’s tail for gifting to the King of Lynchun, I did not think it right for no sacrifice to be made to the lord of the lions. Therefore, my second youngest daughter was sent into the jungle, with but a knife for protection, to stay the night. Praise Xulindulu; she survived but was slightly wounded from a fight with a wild boar. She bears the scars with pride.”

			She sent her own daughter?

			“You look at me with surprise,” said Undala. “How could I ask another mother or father to send their child into danger, when I planned to use part of the noble beast for frivolous purposes? My daughter took the honour. I was glad of it. So was she. And I am glad that King Wely was pleased with the gift. The omens were auspicious for all concerned.”

			All I could think as I gazed upon the Queen of the Anib, was that there was no one like her. Knowing this, how could I let her go? I felt my time with her ending, sooner than I had hoped. My time as a widower was also ending. When Undala left Eastrealm to return to her own lands, it meant I’d soon go to get Sila from Badonia, to take up Aliaz’s empty seat, and place in my bed.

			Oh, Single God, help me! What was I to do, beginning to fall for a woman to whom I was not betrothed?

			“All the omens were propitious with your coming to Eastrealm, my Lady,” I said. “We’re better for your presence. A happy day for your people, it’ll be, no doubt, when you come back to them.” I could not help the admission, “And a sad day for me.”

			Undala stopped and looked me full in the face. “You say my company...has become that dear to you?”

			“Very dear to me. On my honour, on my chivalry. You’re very dear to me, Lady Undala.”

			“Chivalry,” Undala grinned. “I suppose, when I do not understand a word, it must mean something significant in terms of how dear I am to you.”

			“Chivalry,” I grinned in return, “is our warrior code. It’s how we, as knights, define ourselves. It’s how we describe our fealty to our Single God through our courage, honour, and nobility. It’s also how we describe the gallantry we display towards a special lady we’re courting. We treat her with such respect and admiration, it’s evident to her, and everyone, how much we treasure her. We compliment her, shower her with gifts, and attempt to impress her. We pursue her affection with faithfulness, and persistence. We offer her our protection, our devotion...we romance her.”

			“So, because I am that special lady for you, you will show me this chivalry?”

			“If you’ll allow me.”

			“So be it. For I would desire such attention from you, Lord Othrun. Your company is also very dear to me. We spoke of initial attraction on both our parts. Now, I wish to see if...a deeper fondness than I have not permitted myself yet to explore, could flourish.”

			My heart did flips. “I, too, wish to see if...if that could flourish.” I felt breathless. “I want more time to experience all your wonder. We’ve had little time alone to truly get to know each other. We should spend more time together.”

			“Will we be discussing the Pact further, then?” Undala was clearly teasing now.

			“There are many manners of treaties I wish to discuss with you,” I said slyly, and Undala laughed throatily at my plain flirtation.

			We circled back to find Ingersa and Briduku. As we approached, I saw the prince was still sparring with the other Eastrealmian lads. All the other boys were older, taller, and broader than him. The oldest of the group was perhaps twelve, nearing manhood. Briduku watched silently, not interfering. I supposed that was because if anyone, it was the other boys who appeared in danger if there was danger. Not Ingersa.

			Ingersa held the sparring sword like a spear. He was soundly beating the other boys as oddly as he held the blunted weapon. He was not just defeating them. He embarrassed them. He was too quick, too strong. He spun out of their grasp when they tried to reach him, then delivered more smarting blows. He was unstoppable.

			One of the Atalantean boys, arising from the ground, dirtied and shamed, screamed out viciously at Ingersa, “Black monster! Dark scion of the underworld! Go away! Back to the abyss! Monster!”

			Ingersa did not react, nor did the other boys. Everyone seemed too stunned at the outburst to move. However, Briduku, almost unnoticeably, moved closer to Ingersa in the event things turned uglier.

			Suddenly, the boy who had insulted Ingersa was back on the ground, a heavy boot on his chest. Thurol was the one who pushed him to the ground.

			“Whose son are you, cretin?” growled my brother-in-law at the boy, as I was surprised by his appearance on the scene.

			“M-m-my Lord,” stammered the boy, unable to rise, pinned beneath Thurol’s foot. “Tenlyr’s son, my Lord. I’m also called Tenlyr—”

			Thurol pressed down his foot a bit. The boy gasped at the pressure. “When I want your loutish name, I’ll ask for it. You’re speaking to a knight and a lord in these realms. Speak only as I instruct you to. That is a prince you just insulted. A prince, I’d add, who just beat you silly. Any half-dozen girls would’ve stood a better chance than all of you and your lot.” Thurol’s men standing about him chuckled. The other boys dared not utter a word.

			Thurol said to Tenlyr, “That prince is worth a thousand of you and more, Tenlyr’s son. I’ve heard of Tenlyr. Isn’t he a bowyer?

			“Aye, my Lord,” said Tenlyr timidly at first, then turned defiant. “Daresay, he’s the best bowyer in all the land.”

			“You’re rude and boastful, Tenlyr, son of Tenlyr,” accused Thurol. “Pride in one’s father is warranted. But you know nothing of the craft if that’s what you think. Ipithyians have the best wood and make the best bows in Eltnia.” Thurol would know. He’d spent most of his time, by then, trying to hold safe my eastern borders from Ipithyians, and after our encounter with Plas and his men, my brother-in-law knew even more about all things Ipithyian.

			Tenlyr didn’t dare argue, being underfoot. He merely whimpered.

			Thurol went on, “I know your father. He’s an honourable man. But would your father, the famous bowyer, be pleased with his son’s behaviour today? Uttering vile, hateful insults at a royal prince and visiting dignitary to our realm?”

			“He’d beat me, my Lord,” said Tenlyr miserably.

			“He will beat you,” promised Thurol. “For I’ll tell him what you did. That’s scant punishment. Even though Prince Ingersa has already beaten you as well—a prince half your size and weight. Can you imagine if I also gave you the beating you rightfully deserve from me?” Thurol moved his foot. “Up, boy!” he roared. “Then, on your knees before the prince.”

			Tenlyr scrambled to his knees, looking at Ingersa with a barely disguised hatred. The prince regarded him implacably. Briduku hovered menacingly.

			“Look,” said Thurol to young Tenlyr, bowing low as he pointed to Undala and me. The other men with Thurol followed their lord’s example. “Here comes the great queen, the prince’s mother, and your king. They have seen your shameful display. After seeing how you dared to abuse the prince, what might they command I do to you?”

			“My Lord, please, please!” Tenlyr was becoming hysterical. “I’m sorry! Forgive me, my Lord! Please! I beg you, don’t take my head!”

			Thurol’s knights laughed more now. “Who said anything about taking your fool head, boy?” said Thurol. “I only take things of value! There’s nothing of value between those ears of yours!” Lyayr, standing behind me, joined in the mirth, and I stifled a grin.

			“Now, quickly!” cried Thurol. “Apologize to the prince, you oaf! Before he gets his real sword and decides to teach you a real lesson. Go on! Make it quick!”

			Tenlyr made an insincere but fervent apology to Ingersa, who acknowledged him with indifferent acceptance. Then, with a final boot to the rump, Thurol chased off Tenlyr, the other boys scrambling away in his wake.

			“Forgive that uncouth boy, Queen Undala,” I said worriedly. I hoped she didn’t change her mind about allowing Ingersa to remain with us, fearing the abuse he might take while he was here. I surprised myself, concerned that Ingersa might not be permitted to stay with me after all. I liked the prince, spy or not. Additionally, he was my opportunity to get to know more of Undala and their people, having him remain in my realms. I felt a red tide of shame to know that a child of royal blood, could suffer such injustice in my lands. Because he was Black, considered a savage to my people, and essentially lowborn. Though he was a prince. Even low in the eyes of a common-born Atalantean tradesman’s son.

			“A child, Lord King,” said Undala, dismissing the incident. “With a child’s immature comments. My son has more wisdom than to harm one such as that, when he is a guest here.”

			I thought of the Old Guard. They may be behaving now, but that didn’t mean they always would, concerning other non-White races in their lands. I’d have to ensure Ingersa was well protected, as I promised Undala. There were grown men, powerful men with might both in arms and in influence, who would also probably dislike the young Anibian prince. Men whom he couldn’t beat off with a sparring sword. I thought of the helpless Eltnish children and Canothan’s evil. Ingersa was no helpless child. Still, he needed time to grow into the vaunted warrior I believed he could be and defend himself.

			“And forgive my display, Lady Queen and Lord King,” said Thurol. “A little cruelty done, a little cruelty does, so they say in Atalantyx. I’ve no tolerance for bullies.”

			Undala said to Thurol, “I do thank you for coming to my son’s defence, Lord Earl. Though, he was well protected.” She smiled, looking at Briduku, who nodded her head, grave as usual.

			“Oh, well, I know it, Lady Queen,” said Thurol, appraising Briduku. “I know the look of a formidable warrior when I see one. No doubt, Queen Briduku is quite formidable. And, of course, Prince Ingersa can deal manfully, it would appear, with those who dare challenge him.”

			“I thank you, Lord Earl,” said Ingersa. “Of course, you know, though you threatened Tenlyr with it, I regret I do not have a real sword.”

			We all laughed.

			“A foolish lad, that Tenlyr,” said Thurol with another rare grin. “Though I would say, Lord Prince, you’d be even more fearful if you knew how to hold a sword properly. If you did, I might be worried about standing a chance against you myself. Would you allow me to show you Eastrealmian swordcraft?”

			Ingersa looked dutifully at Undala for permission. The queen seemed confused. “Lord Thurol, are you speaking of some sort of permanent tutelage?”

			“We could start with that tomorrow, Lady Queen,” said Thurol, shrugging. “If you and the prince are agreeable. Today, I’ve seen an exhibition of strength and skill beyond his years. Prince Ingersa shows extreme promise as a warrior, Queen Undala. I request the honour of tutoring him in the Atalantean ways of combat. At least for a day. I assume he has already been taught by weapons masters in the Southronland. I’d be privileged to build on those teachings. As I understand, he’s to remain with us here in Eastrealm for some time.”

			“If Earl Thurol the Quick wishes to show your son Atalantean combat,” I said, “He’d have no better teacher in all Eltnia, Queen Undala. One day of learning from Thurol would be better than many receive in a lifetime.”

			“I am honoured, Lord Thurol,” said Undala, bowing her head towards my brother-in-law with a disarming smile. Thurol returned the gesture a bit shyly. I thought for a moment that my brother-in-law, like me, perhaps still grew accustomed to bowing, and being in awe of, a Black woman with such power and grace, and such disconcerting beauty and charm, which bedazzled every man and woman alike.

			“The honour is mine, Lady Queen,” returned Thurol. “Can we begin on the morrow?”

			“I approve,” said Undala. “I shall be meeting with King Othrun tomorrow. Meanwhile, you can train the prince. Then, when I am finished speaking with the king, I can find out what my son has learned during his day under your instruction.”

			“I’ll try and keep him engaged, Queen Undala,” replied Thurol with a sweeping bow.

			Evening loomed. It had been an eventful day. It was time for us of noble blood to depart the fair as the tamer festivities wound down. The nighttime would give way to rowdier and bawdier pursuits. Mummers, prostitutes, and more salacious entertainers the commoners delighted in would emerge to take over the grounds. I said I’d be departing the fair shortly. Undala said Ingersa wanted to have a last look at the contest, where men cast horseshoes on a post, before they left the grounds. So, she took her leave, moving off with her shadow Queen Briduku, ten of my men, and Prince Ingersa.

			“Thank you, brother-in-law,” I said to Thurol.

			Lyayr, moving forward to join us, raised an eyebrow. “The boy is talented, Lord Thurol, I agree. But can foreign...princes or no, make good pupils?” I was angered briefly, thinking Lyayr wanted to say “foreign savages” but thought better of it.

			“He has all the makings of an acclaimed knight,” said Thurol of his new student. “Exceedingly strong, quick, and daring.”

			“No heathen can ever be a knight,” warned Lyayr.

			“Perhaps not,” said Thurol. “But he can page, even potentially squire, even if he can never take the vows of knighthood.”

			He turned to me. “Brother-in-law, if the one-day session goes well enough, I ask, let me take the prince into my instruction on a more permanent basis.”

			Lyayr was about to speak again, likely to object, but I raised my hand. “A moment, Lord Captain. Brother-in-law, do you wish to formally train the prince? For the long term?”

			“Why not? By the Single God, he’s a prince, and a prince needs to know how to fight. There’s prestige in it, for me, frankly. How many can say they have had the privilege of tutoring a foreign prince in the Atalantean ways of war? So, I will bring him with me to Forest Hill. Then, I’ll give him back to you in a year or two to properly begin his service. I will keep him as safe as possible. Still, he’ll come back to you better suited to one day lead men in your armies. My wife would be pleased to have a young lad at Forest Hill. We have… not been blessed yet with children by the Single God. The regular laughter of children, besides the laughter belonging to our pages, and children of my vassals, around my court, would be a welcome sound for her.”

			“Lyayr?” I smiled, thumping Lyayr companionably on the shoulder, well pleased. “Stop looking so forlorn! Having more formidable warriors serving me, is a good thing! It makes your job, as my guard commander, easier! I’ll wager you, under Thurol’s tutelage, the prince will blossom into a warrior of great esteem, be he a knight or no. Will you gamble me on that?”

			Lyayr grudgingly said, “Seems the prince would be apt. Very apt. I don’t know if I’d take that wager. Your prediction may turn out to be true, Lord King. There is..much to like about Prince Ingersa.”

			“He knows how to hold his tongue, watch, and listen,” remarked Thurol. “He doesn’t seem querulous or demanding. He doesn’t jump at the slightest provocation, from a lesser opponent. Though he was within his rights to demand young Tenlyr whipped so harshly it’d probably kill him, for insulting a great prince, and his race. By the Single God, those qualities I find much to my liking.”

			“Very well,” I said. “It would please me to have such a noble guest benefit from the teachings of our most acclaimed knight. Even if the prince can never be a knight himself. I appreciate your offer, Brother-in-Law. As does Queen Undala.”

			It seemed I’d found the perfect protector for Ingersa.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

			As we egressed from the fairgrounds, back towards the Circle Tower, I stopped to speak with some of the earls who had intercepted me. They wanted to curry favour and compliment me—or subtly mock my defeat—on what they heard was a brilliant shooting match between King Agis and me.

			As my chat with the nobles concluded, I realized Lyayr had left the rest of my guard troop but was coming back toward me.

			“The Lord Earl Chieftain of Lynchun craves audience, Sire,” said Lyayr.

			“Lord Leut is here?” I asked in surprise and pleasure. Sure enough, the slight, wiry, but once sturdily built Leut made his way towards me, his guard hanging back. As Leut drew closer, I noted his pale look. He appeared sickly. The Leut I knew, though more than sixty, was spry and a fearsome warrior.

			This Leut looked like a tired old man. A richly dressed one, unlike when I had first met him. For now, he was one of Lynchun’s most august lords. When I had first met Leut, he was a retired war hero. But just the steward of an earl, managing that earl’s estates. Back then, he was hardy, fit, and looked strong.

			Now his frame had become gaunter. His earl’s chain hung heavily on his chest, seemingly weighing him almost to the ground. I took note of the rings of care below his eyes, and the way his flesh seemed to sag, making him more like a pack of bones. But his eyes still gleamed fiercely with a warrior’s resolve. That resolve had survived many Lynchun campaigns, and helped Wely recapture his throne, from Wely’s usurping brother and duplicitous wife. For Leut had fought bravely alongside us in recapturing the Gold Seat to put Wely back in his rightful place. For his troubles, Leut was first made an earl. Recently, with Centi’s heritage as a rightful prince coming to light, he was promoted by a vote of his earl peers, to the vacant Earl Chieftainship.

			Leut went to his knees, coming up as I bid him to rise. We embraced, for I considered him an old war comrade. “To what do I owe the pleasure of the presence of the Lord Chief Earl of Lynchun?” I asked cheerily.

			But I received no cheer in return. Ever blunt, Leut said, “I’m dying.”

			I grasped his arm, alarmed. “What?”

			I saw the tears in his eyes, though he faced his end bravely. “A canker, in my head, Lord King. The size of my fist, it is said. I feel it growing....” He gingerly touched the back of his pate, underneath iron grey braids once blond. “The healers say...I should already be dead. For now, I live. But not for long.”

			“I’m sorry, Lord Earl Chieftain,” I said regretfully. Still, I did not want to give up hope for him. “You’re sure nothing can be done? Our royal surgeons and nurse-wives—”

			He dared to interrupt me, and I forgave him, considering his situation. “I have already been to see, thanks to the graciousness of Lord Prince Glathan.” So Glathan knew about Leut’s illness. Why didn’t he tell me? I wondered. Why didn’t Eld or Centi tell me? Why didn’t Wely send word? He must’ve read my look. “I’d asked King Wely to keep my illness quiet. I don’t want a fuss. I want to pass naturally. I’m old, and no one would be surprised...if I suddenly took ill and died. And there’s nothing left for me to do but die, I’m afraid. Perhaps a few months, perhaps a year, so the surgeons say. But eventually....” he trailed off.

			Acceptance and sadness sunk in. “I’m sorry, Lord Earl Chieftain.”

			Leut shook his head. “Lord King, I’m sixty-seven summers. Most men are lucky to see fifty. One way or another, the Earth Goddess would soon take me to her bosom. But before I die, I....” he hesitated. “I’d beg a boon of you.”

			“Name it.” I couldn’t refuse any dying wish from a man I held in such esteem.

			“Mava.”

			“Mava. Your daughter?”

			“Yes.”

			I recalled Mava, too young a daughter for such an old man. “She’s a lovely, precocious little thing,” I said, remembering her with fondness and a smile.

			Leut smiled too. No doubt, Mava was a true comfort for the old warrior, especially considering the imminent death he faced. “She’s growing more precocious and stronger. Small of stature. But she will be better than most warriors with a spear and sword one day.”

			I still had to grow accustomed to women being fierce. But I was getting more used to the idea by the hour. “What of Mava?”

			“I’d ask you to advocate on my behalf—on Mava’s behalf—with the mighty Queen Undala.”

			I was puzzled. “Advocate?”

			“I’m dying, Lord King. Mava will be orphaned.”

			I didn’t understand. “You have enough riches to ensure Mava is well cared for.”

			“But not by a mother. I never remarried after Wida passed. I couldn’t, though I should have. I was too selfish. I should’ve, for Mava’s sake, but...I couldn’t bear the thought of waking up beside anyone else but Wida. I was wrong. Now I’ll die, and Mava will still be young, motherless, and fatherless.”

			“Why does this concern the Queen of the Anib?”

			“Do you recall Mava’s desire, Lord King? When you first met she and I?”

			I searched my memories, and surprised, I found them. Mava had apparently made quite the impact, that I would remember so small a detail that would have otherwise held such little significance. “Her one desire was to join the Anib. To become a Bamanthe.”

			Leut nodded, looking piteously hopeful as he stared at me.

			I gasped. “That is imposs—” I stopped myself. Was it impossible? Would the mightiest queen in the world accept a little Eltnish girl, as one of her legendary warriors?

			I voiced my thoughts. “Do they even accept...would the Anib even accept...would the queen accept…her?

			“Do they even accept White children into the ranks of the Bamanthe? Foreign children? Is that what you ask, Lord King?”

			“In this matter,” I muttered, “a king is ignorant.”

			Leut, seemingly aware of recent happenings, reminded me, “Lord King, you have accepted Prince Ingersa, I’ve heard, into your service, as some sort of esquire.”

			I scoffed. “That’s quite different. A king accepting a noble attendant. Ingersa is a prince.”

			“And Mava’s the daughter of the Lord Earl Chieftain of Lynchun,” said Leut proudly. “By the Sky Goddess, she may not be nobly born, but now she’s a noble.”

			I tutted, “This is madness. You want me to ask the Queen of the Anib, to accept your child, to become one of them?”

			Children were our future. When Atalantyx fell, I wept most for the tens of thousands of children who died. Innocents with guileless, laughing faces, who had lived faultless lives, not yet familiar with sin, were snuffed out. I mourned for the Eltnish children who died due to Canothan’s prejudice, greed, and cruelty. I thought of children, both Atalantean and Eltnish, coming forward with their wreaths the day after my coronation to honour me.

			I remembered being disguised as a common Lynchun soldier, meeting Leut on his estates, and first encountering Mava. Mava was a brave, precious mass of blonde curls and inquisitive hazel eyes, then seven years old, who charmed and captivated me, making my heart melt. When I met Mava, I remember thinking I wanted a daughter like her one day, and that Mava reminded me of Aliaz. My dear, sweet, departed Aliaz.

			I recalled plainly Mava then insisting she wanted to be a Bamanthe warrior. Of course, I dismissed it as the fancies of a child, the impossible. And yet, now it seemed the impossible had happened. I’d never thought to ever meet an Anibian, much less begin to have feelings for the Queen of the Anib. A queen who would be empowered to grant Mava her impossible wish.

			“I don’t believe the queen would grant such a request,” I said. “But for you, Lord Earl Chieftain, if you’ll ask, I will lend my royal vouchsafe on your behalf. If the queen will consider your plea.”

			“By the Wind Goddess, thank you, Lord King,” said Leut gratefully. He beckoned one of his men, whom he sent off to fetch Mava. Who I learned was also at the fair, occupied watching the dancing bear. Soon, the little mop of curls stood before me, curtseying to me. I squatted down, looking her in the eye. She courageously returned my gaze. Then, we traded a laugh about the last time she saw me, when I looked and smelled more like a common soldier than a king, as I was in disguise as one of Centi’s warriors. I scrutinized her.

			“Mistress Mava,” I said mock-stern. “You make huge demands of kings and queens.”

			The little lips trembled, but that was the only sign of fear. “I do, Lord King. But may the Six grant my wish. Father tells me you’re a noble king, and Lady Undala is a noble queen. If my wish is noble, then will it not be granted?”

			All I could do was nod at such child sagacity and arose, bidding Mava and Leut to follow me. Turning on my heel swiftly, as I did not want Mava or Leut to see that my eyes misted.

			We didn’t have to search far for Undala. She had trodden the same path as I, about to leave the fair, and return to the Circle Tower. After introductions, and Leut and Mava doing obeisance, Leut wasted no time, and asked his boon of the esteemed queen.

			Undala was more surprised than offended. “You would trust me, Lord Earl, with your daughter?”

			I was astounded by Undala’s humility. She was the Queen of the Anib. Yet she marvelled that an Eltnish lord—a lord, yes, and a Lord Earl Chieftain, but indeed a far lesser noble than her—would trust his daughter with her. I thought then I would trust Undala with my life. She inspired that sort of trust.

			“I would, wondrous Queen,” said Leut. “By the Sky Goddess, she’s my most precious possession. Whose hands better to hold her than the First Among the Anib?”

			Undala stooped down to face Mava. She gently tilted her chin and looked into her eyes kindly. Mava was plainly frightened but returned the gaze. Then Undala rose, nodding to Briduku.

			Briduku looked stern and addressed Mava. “Have you ever fought in any battles, Mistress Mava?” inquired the Shade of the First of the Anib.

			“No, Lady Queen,” answered the child nervously.

			“Have you ever killed anything? An animal?”

			“No, Lady Queen. But I’ve cared for them.”

			Briduku raised an eyebrow. “Cared for them?”

			“Yes, Lady Queen. I’ve helped feed goats before...before Father became a lord. I fed them and tended to them when they were sick.”

			“You like goats, Mistress Mava?”

			“Yes, Lady Queen.”

			“Would you kill one, Mistress Mava? If you had to?”

			Mava shed a tear, but her voice was firm. “Not willingly, Lady Queen. But if I must...if the goat tried to hurt someone. Or if it was too sick...my friend, Juni...sorry, I should say Lord Juni...he used to be our goatherd, but now he’s a lord too, like Father. Juni used to have to kill the goats sometimes when they fell too ill to recover. If it was like that...I would do it only to spare the goat misery.” I smiled thinking of Juni, once indeed a goatherd, now an earl, a crafty fighter.

			If it was some sort of test, Mava passed. Briduku gave a slight nod to Undala, who lowered herself again to speak to Mava. “Long and hard will be the training to become a Bamanthe, most splendid of warriors among the Anib, Mistress Mava. But I believe you shall pass the trials. None other than my sister, Queen Briduku, will ensure you are instructed in the ways of our people, and trained to the standards of the Bamanthe.”

			She looked up at Leut and smiled. Leut wept openly. Even normally dour-faced Lyayr, witnessing the events, looked as if he would shed a tear. “You will come back with us,” said Undala to Mava. “When the time arrives, to live among us in the land of the Anib.”

			For a moment, I envied Mava. She would be with Undala, seemingly for the rest of her life. Never to be parted from each other.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

			The day after the fair concluded, I visited the royal nursery. Two nurse-wives were with the Younger, who was ill and fretting. I was concerned. The women told me my young prince ran a fever. I fussed over my son. The nurse-wives fussed over both of us. One woman was Celove, of long service in my house, since I was the infant Second Prince of Atalantyx. The other was a novice whose name I did not know. The novice looked frightened. Overwhelmed at the breadth of her charge, as one partially responsible for the care of the heir to the throne of Eastrealm.

			While the young prince squirmed in my lap, a knock came outside the nursery door. The guard posted there entered, advising, “Queen Undala searches for you, Sire. She says she’s supposed to meet with you?”

			I had forgotten. We were to have our private time together. How could I forget something so important, that I so desired? Since Aliaz died and I was distracted with worry of the Younger, I had become forgetful. I instructed that Undala be given immediate admittance. She entered, looking as beautiful as usual.

			Undala bowed. “Forgive me, Lord King. I do not mean to intrude. Your Captain, Lord Lyayr, told me to come here. Did I mistake the hour we were to meet? If you do not have the time to speak, another day would be suitable.”

			“Nay, Queen Undala,” I said, my child wriggling in my lap. “The fault was mine. I just needed to see my boy. When I finish here, could we meet then? Or perhaps it is better to meet another day. My son is ill.”

			Undala nodded sympathetically. She graciously introduced herself to the nurse-wives. The novice bowed low. Celove showed less humility, giving a curt nod, barely passing for obeisance.

			Undala turned her attention to the Younger and me. “He looks feverish,” she said of my son. “Do his tonsils trouble him?” A physician too? She quickly diagnosed what troubled my son, but she had not even touched him.

			“Yes, but you needn’t trouble yourself with the prince’s health,” said the senior nurse-wife primly. “We have secured his care well in hand.”

			Undala inquired about what remedies were used, to address the prince’s fever and tonsils. She got reluctant answers. She did not seem happy with what she heard.

			“Madam,” said Undala to Celove, horrified. “You put bloodsuckers on the prince’s gums?”

			“That’s a proven remedy,” said the chief nurse-wife haughtily. “Those of our kind who practice medicinal arts know, how to cure the simple ills of a child.”

			“And, has that cured the prince, Madam?” inquired Undala gently.

			Celove huffed with impatience. “Leeches, bleeding of the gums by any means, is the best cure for ingrown teeth or irritated tonsils. Anyone with a shred of sense knows this, Lady Queen.” I almost spoke up then, as the last comment was insolent. But I thought to let Undala speak for herself. Additionally, I was curious. I wanted to hear what remedies, if any, Undala could suggest.

			“Are there no other means to restore the prince to health?” asked Undala, thinking over the methods used.

			“Why many!” said the nurse-wife, happy to boast of her knowledge. “There are powders that work well, but they can bring on an upset stomach. Though difficult and more dangerous, burning the tonsils off can be done. Though, often the tongue can be burned unintentionally.”

			I shuddered, thinking of my poor son. The cures sounded far worse than the inflamed tonsils themselves.

			“Madam, have you tried soft, cold puddings and drinks?” asked Undala. “Ultimately, if it is the tonsils, then a surgeon needs to remove them. In the meantime, the temporary remedy I like best is a tea made of white willow bark, to address both fever and inflammation. On my journey here, I saw white willow growing all about this land, in the meadows.”

			Celove was skeptical. “A tea made of white willow. That sounds poisonous!”

			“If it is, it has failed to kill any of my many children,” answered Undala. “If the willow can be brought to me, I can make the tea. If you also have some honey, could you bring that as well please? The added sweetness will make the prince more encouraged to drink it.”

			The Younger fussed in my arms, then dozed fitfully. I felt my little boy’s brow. He felt so hot. First, I looked at Undala, then the old woman.

			Celove helped look after me when I was a babe in swaddling clothes. And except for giving me her breast, she nursed me through illness, bound up childhood wounds brought on by mischief and misadventure. Took excellent care of me until I grew to young manhood. I’d known her all my life. Now she cared for my son, as she had cared for me. I’d known Undala for but a few weeks. Yet, instinctively, I trusted her.

			I said, “My good Celove, I pray, find the white willow Queen Undala speaks of, in sufficient quantity she requires for the tea. Also have one of my guards outside fetch some honey from the larder. Please, make haste. I’d have my son comforted and rested as soon as possible.”

			“Lord King—” began Celove.

			I would hear none of the protestations. My son’s health, perhaps his life, was at stake. I felt that the Younger was in real danger. I never saw my precious boy like that before. I tried to be kind, but I was firm. “Please, Mistress. Do as your king instructs.”

			The nurse-wife glared at Undala. Then she turned to the novice, hovering behind her. “Get white willow from the grove below the window,” she snapped. “At least three or four. Be quick about it!”

			The novice scampered off. Celove put her head out of the door of the room, to request one of my men fetch the honey.

			“Mistress,” said Undala politely. “If I could trouble you for a bowl, a serving spoon? And another bowl and soap to properly wash my hands. Thank you.”

			When the novice returned, Undala washed her hands, then crushed the white willow bark. The guard returned with the honey in a jar. There was a hearth and kettle in the room, already warm. Undala added the willow bark and honey to a hot cup of water to steep. She rewashed her hands. Then she asked for my prince. I was reluctant to surrender my son at first. Then realized I was being foolish. I could feel Celove’s silent objections as well. But that made me more willing, in some strange way, to hand my child over to the Anibian Queen. Perhaps I was being contrary in the face of Celove’s beliefs for how to best treat my boy. There was no reason for it. It was irrational. Still, that was the way I felt.

			Undala took the young prince, who had awoken. Initially, he cried out when the queen took him into her arms. Then she stroked his back and made cooing noises. Slowly, he calmed down.

			To my surprise, the Younger soon put his head on her shoulder and slept again. I stood and pulled a chair forward for Undala to sit in, with my little prince in her grasp. She looked up at me gratefully as she sat. The tea sat on the table beside her. She placed the prince with his back against her breast, sitting in her lap, facing forward. As soon as the tea had cooled a bit, she gently woke him, and encouraged him to sip the tea. The Younger sipped tentatively at first, but then soon drank it eagerly. Then, turned around, snuggling with Undala, and fell back asleep on the queen’s shoulder.

			“Let him sleep now,” suggested Undala. “However, the sooner the tonsils are removed safely by a surgeon, with a proper knife, rather than fire, the less pain he will remember when he is older.” Celove huffed again at this part, but kept her peace.

			“May I take him back, please?” I asked.

			“Of course,” smiled Undala, confidently transferring the Younger back to me. The prince stirred but did not wake.

			Celove stood by all the while, looking less than pleased, the novice looking nervous at the turn of events. The initiate was undoubtedly wondering if her teacher truly had all the answers to treat the prince’s malady properly, as she boasted she had.

			“I thank you, Mistress Celove,” I said. “We will see if the prince will sleep. I’ll summon you when I leave, so you may watch him again.”

			Celove looked at Undala, as if wondering if she would be leaving as well. It was plain she didn’t think it proper for the queen to remain. Still, she knew she’d no power to order anyone there, who were monarchs. She snapped her fingers at the novice. They left.

			I yawned. “I should let the prince sleep.”

			Undala said kindly, “You look as if you, too, need sleep.”

			“A ruler has little time to sleep; no doubt you’re aware,” I said ruefully.

			“What do you need to do right now, at this moment?” asked Undala.

			“So many things I should be doing, at this moment,” I replied. “But I can think of none more important than holding my son right now.” And sharing your company, I thought. But I didn’t add that part.

			“Then hold him, Lord King,” suggested Undala compassionately. “And rest.”

			I felt guilty. But I was tired and closed my eyes.

			The next thing I was aware of, Undala, shook me awake. “Lord King,” said Undala, “You dream. Here, let me take the prince so he is not disturbed.” She gently took the child from my grasp, lifted him, and laid him in his bed. My prince mumbled, but didn’t wake, as the queen covered him with a light blanket. I straightened myself in the chair and rubbed my eyes wearily. Undala returned to stand over me, regarding me curiously, and with worry.

			“You cried out,” she said.

			“I dreamt of the last day,” I murmured.

			“Last day?”

			“My last day on Atalantyx.”

			Undala sat beside me. Her lovely eyes looked intently into mine, full of compassion and concern. “Do you wish to speak of it with me?”

			I laughed. “Do I wish to speak with you of how foolish I am? How prideful I am?”

			“Forgive me. I do not understand. You speak of pride. Your last day, the day your land was destroyed. But you speak of your pride. Not of the impact of what you saw that day? Is that not why you were so disturbed in your sleep?”

			“I was distressed because I spent my last hours on Atalantyx being prideful, foolish, and certainly unlordly. I was childish, not great. I refused to leave the quays while everyone else boarded the ships. I stayed, taunting my...brother with my actions. I waited until the very last moment to board before he might act on my insolence and cut off my head. I waited until my cousins came to fetch me and plead with me to depart. I should have left. I made my parting with my brother even worse than it already was. I mocked him...those were my final words to him. Of disdain.” I didn’t like to think of Erthal. I didn’t want anyone to speak of Erthal. But Erthal still haunted me, because I knew I still loved him, and wished he was alive, to tell him so. And as much as I tried not to wonder, was what Apolt said about Erthal and the Sanaavians, being the forefathers of the Atalanteans, true?

			I shook my head guiltily. “You see, then, why I’m ashamed. This is how I acted just before all my people drowned. Because I couldn’t let my brother have the last word. Though he was king, and it was by his order I was exiled. Though he was the master, and me, the vassal.”

			I smiled ruefully. “You still think of me as some revered lord, when I tell you what I’ve done?”

			“Do you think you are less of a lord because you show anger? Because you wished to stir your brother’s anger? You wanted his attention. His forgiveness. His love, even, I think.”

			“Do you say this because this is how you truly feel?” I asked. “Or do you say this because you wish to be kind?”

			“You are a mortal man, not some unfeeling statue. There is no shame for a king to not be some cold block of ice. Still, you must understand your baser feelings, and remember to forgive them when you see them displayed in lesser men.”

			She is the one showing me how to be a great king.

			“Just do not let your passions rule you,” Undala said. “There is time for a king to show his feelings. And there is time for restraint. With age and even more wisdom than you have now, you will be better able to restrain such impulses. I was no different when I first began to rule.”

			I did not even dare ask how old she was. She spoke as if she had seen a hundred summers.

			“A king needs...passion,” Undala smiled, almost seductively, as she said the word. My heart pounded again. “Especially for his people. All distinguished lords are passionate. I would not trust a king who is not passionate about his subjects and their protection.”

			I could hardly bear to sit so close to Undala. Her face was but a foot from mine. I could smell the sweetness of her breath, like sugar. I stood to break the spell, cracking my knuckles and rolling my neck to rid it of stiffness. I looked over lovingly at my sleeping son.

			“Passion, perhaps. But not too much pride.”

			Undala stood, waiting for me to say more. That was something about her I truly admired. She did not always need to speak to make herself seem important. Instead, she spoke only when needed, and had something significant to say.

			“I didn’t thank you,” I said. “For easing my son’s pain.” My sleeping child looked so at ease. “He’s quite settled now.”

			Undala walked over and tenderly touched the prince’s forehead. She grinned with pleasure. “His fever has broken quickly. The tea he drank should be given twice a day until the swelling of his tonsils subsides. But again, I urge you to have a good surgeon remove them quickly and the problem will be completely solved.”

			“Queen Undala, I’m...impressed by you,” I said. I saw the look of satisfaction on her face with the compliment. “Is there nothing you aren’t capable of? Queen, politician, hunter, mother, judge, healer. All these things and more. So much more, I doubt if I knew you for a lifetime, would I learn all your talents.”

			“Well, try knowing me for a lifetime then,” teased Undala. “I, too, am impressed with you.”

			“I don’t feel I’ve been very impressive,” I lamented.

			“Many kings who aren’t afraid to face a thousand warriors in battle, are scared to care for their own children,” said Undala. “They want nothing to do with them. But you are very kind-hearted with your son, and quite willing to help care for him.”

			I looked back at my sleeping prince. “He’s so dear to me.”

			“I can see that. That is a noble quality in a king. A king who, like me, came into his own at a young age. And has built so much in so brief a time.”

			“I have built it all for him to one day inherit,” I gestured to my son. “Thank you for ensuring he lives to gain what is rightfully his.”

			Undala smiled. As always, when she did, it lit up my soul.

			“I wish to atone for the missed appointment today. Would it be possible for us to meet tomorrow, in my hall? I promise I will not be tardy this time.”

			“To be tardy, one must first arrive,” said Undala playfully. “All is forgiven. You needed to see your son. And I am honoured I was able to meet him as well.”

			“And give him succour, for which you have my eternal thanks.”

			“It was a little thing. Any mother would help an ill child. I am a mother.”

			“I will see you on the morrow then, Lady Queen.”

			“I very much look forward to it, Lord King.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

			The next day, the day of my meeting with the Anib Queen, I fretted.

			I was filled with nerves, and dread. And, as loath as I was to admit it, I was also full of the most palpable excitement and anticipation I had felt for anything in years. Except when it involved battle or getting me my kingdom. I fussed over my appearance. When was the last time I’d done so over a woman?

			The answer came to me. Never.

			I had always known Aliaz would be mine. She was promised to me, long as I could remember. She’d made my heart turn to love and desire. For which, I was thankful, because many a royal match, brought together out of obligation, never turned to love. But ours did. However, whether we would be together or not, was never in doubt.

			In turn, I was far from certain, if Undala and I could be together. What surprised me was, that I even contemplated Undala and me as twain. Did I honestly think of her as someone I wished to be with? How could it be? We were from cultures and societies as different as the sun and moon. And I was already betrothed. Beyond that, I was nervous because there was no certainty that the depth of my feelings was returned, to the same extent, by this gorgeous queen. Or, frightened of what could happen if they were.

			I tried to rid myself of these thoughts and focus on the matter at hand. Which was my presentation to someone who I so wanted to impress.

			My agitation and ado over wanting to dazzle the queen, had me wishing I’d never asked for a mirror. What did I see when I looked there? My vanity told me I had a pleasing frame. One that some female courtiers in Atalantyx had tittered over. In their whispers, dubbing it “a perfect male physique.” I wasn’t puffed with muscle like Hert, Lyayr or Glathan. But I was broad of shoulder, wide of back, trim of waist, lean and hard. My face was always described as compelling and handsome. I had the long golden locks, green eyes, and proud nose of my royal house. My eyes, Aliaz had always called “glinting” or “magnetic.” To me, this morning, those eyes looked bleary and slightly red. I looked like a tired man, full of care, older than my years. Well, there was nothing I could do about that for the moment. Hopefully, Undala would find my weary look to seem like the visage of a wiser, more experienced lord.

			I dressed simply in a long crimson robe, with a high collar bordered in gold and black swirls, black hose, and low supple black boots. My pages fiddled with my hair. At first, I wanted my old topknot back, as my hair seemed particularly unruly that day. Then I thought of my uncle, Old Yedwol. Mocking me even now, from the grave. About hating my topknot, thinking it undignified. To boot, he’d said, “You aspire to look like one of the Sanaavians?” Because he knew I’d hated Sanaavians.

			I grimaced at the memory. I instructed the pages to shear my locks at the collar, waving them off, when they presented my choice of crowns or circlets. I wanted to impress Undala with Othrun, the man, as much as Othrun, the king. As if they were two separate people, I scoffed at my own silliness. What happened to me, that I worried so about impressing her?

			I waffled again about a crown or circlet. I finally elected not to wear any of them. Instead, my pages girt me with Biter, and Cutter, per my orders. After all, for some reason, should I need to protect the queen, I wanted to be armed. My squire kept Sure-Steel in my room. I always liked to have the sword with me. But I still did not trust its behaviour. It hadn’t spoken to me for years now. But if it should speak while in Undala’s presence, I had no explanation that didn’t defy credulity. Even though, I was sure, even if it did speak, only I could hear it.

			I looked again in my full-length mirror. I wasn’t satisfied with my appearance. Yet, I knew it would have to suffice. I spent enough time fussing like a maiden, with suitors coming to call. I sighed, striding from my chambers. The pages hustled in my wake. I barked at them to stay back, as I went through the door. They blushed, taking note of my mood that day, hovering further behind.

			Lyayr was at my side at once, falling in step beside me as I went downstairs to the hall. “Sire—” he began.

			“I will meet Queen Undala this morning,” I said abruptly, cutting him off. “There’ll be matters of ample import discussed. I wish not to be disturbed.”

			There was a pause. “Of course, Lord King,” said Lyayr sweetly. But I could hear the undertone of salaciousness in his voice. “Shall I arrange for a guard to be set in the—”

			“I shall need no guard inside the hall, thank you,” I said curtly, patting Biter as I walked. “I can protect the queen in an empty hall. And, of course, I need no protection from her. Please set the normal guard outside.”

			Lyayr bowed again. I could sense the insolent smirk he made inside. “As the king commands, so shall it be done.”

			Lyayr fell off with the pages as I, two-handed, pushed open the doors to the hall.

			At once, I smelled Undala’s scent, all ginger, violets, and honey. I saw her standing in the hall, admiring Uthlen’s grand painting. She didn’t look at me when I opened the doors. But I knew she heard me enter. She somehow already knew how to put me off balance. I closed the doors on Lyayr and the pages, leaving them without. When I turned back, Undala turned towards me.

			She looked so regal. Her long robes of royal purple fell past her bare ankles, a purple cloak pinned at her shoulders. A necklace of small ivory elephant tusks circled her lovely throat. Her dark skin glowed, luscious, and vibrant. Her eyes were two black pools I struggled not to drown in.

			I didn’t move forward and made a half-bow. “Lady Queen,” I said, and heard my voice sound vexingly high and boyish. Then, embarrassed, I cleared my throat, to deepen it to its usual timbre. “I see you’ve...gotten raiment more like that of the Atalanteans?”

			Undala, to my shock, curtsied elegantly to my astonishment. “Lord King,” she said, smiling. The smile reached her eyes this time. It was a playful smile. “The generous Princess Holita lent it to me and helped me choose it. More suitable for the cold of your realm. At least, cold for me. Yet your people are warm and giving. Do you like it?”

			I stammered, “Of course. You look...like the regal Queen you are. I...I regret you’re cold. Is the hearth not large enough in your rooms?”

			Undala bowed. “You have provided every comfort, I assure you. I am grateful. The fire is more than sufficient. I am a woman born on a plain of hot sand. I will adjust in time.”

			“My kingdom is considered quite temperate for these realms. Not as warm as Yaden or Anglania, but....”

			“I shall grow used to it,” insisted Undala. “My ancestors did. They lived in Eltnia for centuries. They were much hardier than me, I am sure.”

			I could not help but ask, “Where did...where did you learn....” I left the words unfinished, embarrassed, but wanted to know, where she learned to curtsey to me, as suavely as if she were Atalantyx-born.

			“Where did I learn to do you such courtesy?” asked Undala, and I was sure she toyed with me, enjoying my discomfiture. “Once more, from Lady Holita. She was kind enough to teach me. Did I perform it properly? I am told great kings should be done such honours among your people. We of the Anib, man or woman, genuflect to our rulers. We do not have this separate devotion that only women do, this...curtsey. But I wish to honour your customs. I wish to honour you, Lord King.”

			I couldn’t help but smile back. I silently thanked my cousin’s wife. “You honour me very well and very gracefully.”

			“I am happy you approve,” Undala grinned. Her teeth were so white.

			My heart leapt and skipped. I held out my hand toward the painting. “You admire my cousin Uthlen’s handiwork? The prince is quite talented.” I mourned for my soured relationship with Uthlen. I needed to be the bigger man, the king, and speak to him about our discord. Perhaps after Undala left Eastrealm, and I had more time, I’d invite him to nuncheon. So, he and I could talk. Then, the pain of knowing Undala would go one day, leaving me, hit me again.

			“It is beautiful.” Undala turned back to the depiction of Atalantyx, gazing in awe while I gazed at her.

			“Atalantyx was beautiful,” I said nostalgically. “The most beautiful place on earth.” I stared at the painting. Then, I shook my head, mumbling, “I sound boastful, I suppose. There are many other beautiful places and people on this wide earth.”

			I turned and looked Undala full in the face. She returned my stare boldly, one lovely eyebrow raised.

			“Are you still speaking of the drowned kingdom?” she inquired, her lips parting.

			I could have kissed her then. Her lips were full and red, invoking such a longing. But I refrained. My voice came hoarse, need in it. “Lady Queen, I’ve not travelled as much as Prince Glathan. So much I haven’t seen in my young life. Yet, I’ve seen beautiful women. Aliaz.” I stopped, almost unable to believe I’d completely forgotten about my beloved, for a moment. “She was a lovely woman. And yet....”

			“You have told me of this ‘courtly love’ among your people. But I think not you will be successful in wooing one lady speaking of the beauty of another.” She teased me, her words not meant to be unkind. Then she turned sombre, her eyes full of sympathy and regret. “My apologies, Lord King. The name: Aliaz. Your queen who died?”

			“Yes,” I said. And suddenly, the pain was raw again. As if it had just happened. As if I walked in the procession to the tomb, brushed the death mask with my fingertips, or numbly listened to Gogest’s eulogy.

			“Yes. But Single God be praised, my boy is hale and strong. Thanks to your ministrations for him.” The thought of little Othrun brought joy back to my thoughts. The thoughts of Undala’s medicine curing him that she may have saved my son’s life, was something I could barely contemplate. My wonder of this foreign woman, this Black woman, knew no bounds.

			“I am glad for you, Lord King,” said Undala softly. “Gladness can come from loss. But, still, you regret the loss of your wife.” Her compassion was so tender I almost began to weep openly. But I kept myself together. “And I am honoured you trusted me to help the young prince.”

			I once again looked at the painting. It was easier than looking at Undala. “You said you have several children besides Prince Ingersa?”

			“Five, besides Ingersa, Lord King,” said Undala. “All are dear to me.”

			I couldn’t believe my ears. “Six children?” I guffawed. I recalled the first day I set eyes on Undala, her midriff exposed. I knew her stomach was as flat and taut as my own. I thought of the women of Atalantyx I lusted after in my youth. Most of them were thin and soft, which I associated with the prestige and wealth of highborn ladies. And thus, by extension, their beauty. And yet, here was a queen, and a warrior, who had born enough children to kill most women, much less allow them to wield a spear with considerable skill.

			“I never would have believed you, had you not told me. Never have I seen a woman bear children so well.”

			“How old do you think I am?” asked Undala, her hands demurely clasped in front of her.

			“It’s impolite, amongst my people, to inquire the age of a lady,” I said tentatively.

			“Then I shall save you impoliteness,” said Undala. “Before the next moon reaches its zenith, forty summers I have seen, by the grace of Xulindulu.”

			“Forty summers?” I was even more shocked. Not a wrinkle or blemish showed in the smooth black skin. Save for the wisdom in her eyes, and the circumspection in her bearing, Undala looked all of twenty. I had thought her my age or younger. “You’re twice my age!”

			Undala smiled. “Yes. The oldest of my children...well, they are older than you. How does that make you feel? I’ve spent much of my adult years birthing and raising children and ruling. Does my age matter to you?”

			I shook my head dazedly. Undala could have told me she was a hundred years old, and still make my pulse race, with every look she gave me.

			Undala said, “When I took Ingersa’s father for my concubine, he was bare fifteen summers, I no more than sixteen. I bore him two strong sons, twins, a year after he became mine. Age means little among mates in my people.”

			She had borne six children. She spent a good part of her life bearing and rearing children. Yet, she looked like a maid and appeared fitter than my fittest knight—by the Single God.

			I stammered, “F-forgive me, I do not mean to presume—”

			Lightly, Undala reached over and held out her hand to me. “In my lands, a ruler cannot be touched without their leave. It can be punished by death. Is it permitted to touch a king’s person, amongst your people, without his permission?”

			“No,” I whispered hoarsely. “But willingly, I grant my permission.”

			Undala twined her fingers with mine, her touch cool and firm. My fingers tingled as we stood, holding hands, companionably silent.

			I couldn’t help but look down and see my pale skin against her dark skin. I felt nothing but...real happiness. For the first time, I was happy. Since Aliaz.

			Undala didn’t let go of my hand, turning back to look at the painting again. “How many people were there in the drowned kingdom?”

			“Perhaps five hundred thousand at its zenith.”

			“That is all?” Undala sounded surprised. “All those impressive towers, which could hold hundreds, and so small a population?”

			“Is that all?” I repeated, sounding foolish to my own ears. “Isn’t that considered many? I don’t believe there are five hundred thousand people in all this continent!”

			“No doubt you are correct,” shrugged Undala.

			I held her hand tighter when I asked, “How many people are there of the Anib?”

			Undala swung her head back to face me, returning the squeeze of my hand. “Count all the grains of sand on the beaches of Anglania. Then count more. That is how many.”

			“I cannot envision that I confess,” I said.

			“The Botheka tribe numbers twice as many as the population of Atalantyx you have just told me. And the Botheka is the smallest of the twelve tribes of the Anib. By far.”

			Is she saying there were more than...twelve million of them? It could not be.

			“I can see by your face you doubt me,” said Undala. “I do not lie. Ask Lady Holita’s handsome husband for proof. He has travelled to our lands. He can vouch our people are so plentiful.”

			I felt a sudden stab of intense, unreasonable jealousy, when she called Glathan handsome.

			Undala’s eyes pierced me as if she could see inside my head. “Forgive me. Did I offend you just now? By speaking of another? By describing Prince Glathan as handsome?”

			I felt heat coming to my cheeks, my turn to blush. In response, Undala grasped my other hand. We faced each other, hand in hand, on both sides.

			Undala spoke carefully as if she wanted me to have no doubts about what she said. “I accused you that you would gain no favour, by speaking of another’s beauty. Yet, in teasing you, I made the same mistake. Let my words be plain. Glathan is handsome. Many of the men of your realm, your lords and warriors, are comely. You....” For the first time, Undala lowered her head as if she could not meet my gaze. “You are...so handsome. Yet, those other handsome lords and warriors...are not like you. For me...no one is like you.”

			I could not resist. I let go of her hands. I turned slightly, touching her chin, lifting it, so I could look into her eyes. “And for me, no one is like you.”

			“You must find me forward compared to ladies of your kind,” whispered Undala. “But...since I set eyes upon you—”

			I kissed her softly at first. Our lips nibbled at each other. Then tongues met, and there was hunger in our kiss. Undala tasted of cinnamon. For me, the room was gone, the world empty for a moment, while we kissed. My manhood swelled and throbbed. My hand dared to reach and softly cup her breast, so buxom, so firm, the nipples swollen and taut—

			Suddenly I was flying. I hit the ground, my breath taken, and my face smashed against the floor. I was stunned. Then, the pain came quickly. My jaw throbbed. I couldn’t move, because my sword arm was twisted behind my back, upright, pinned at the shoulder between Undala’s legs, her knee on my ear, pressing me to the floor.

			Undala also had the wrist of that arm bent back, with surprising strength, holding it with one hand. I could see nothing but the floor...and cold metal in front of my eyes—a dagger. Mine. The bejewelled Cutter was pointed at my face.

			She had thrown me, then disarmed me. In a flash.

			Undala hissed at me. “Am I some whore, that you may touch me so? If you were my concubine or husband, then, and only then, may you dare to touch my body! You are neither, be you king or not! Being your guest should not leave me at your mercy!”

			Mayhap I erred not listening to Lyayr and having a guard set in the hall.

			“Forgive me,” I gasped.

			Suddenly, I was released.

			I arose, rubbing my jaw and flexing my arm. I smoothed my hair, straightened my garments, dusted them off, and adjusted my sword belt. Undala stared at me, her face inscrutable, the dagger in her hand hung loosely at her side.

			I didn’t know what to think.

			Then, her shoulders sagged. She looked abashed. Her eyes grew misty. “No, forgive me. I am at your mercy. I have assaulted a king. My life is forfeit to you.”

			“No!” I cried, reaching for her, then dropping my hands immediately.

			I didn’t know what to do, what to say. Such a fierce warrior, and yet, so soft...so lovely.... “Listen, Queen Undala, we are...unfamiliar with each other, with each other’s customs. I take no offence, and I meant none. But....” I rubbed my jaw again. “How did you...you threw me better than any man!”

			A single tear fell from Undala’s eye. She sniffled, then helplessly, she laughed. Her laughter was clear and throaty, with genuine mirth.

			I couldn’t help myself and laughed too. Humour took me, washing away any pain and awkwardness. We laughed and laughed, holding our bellies, stooped over, crying tears of laughter. When our laughter subsided, Undala looked down at her hand, bearing the dagger. She inspected the blade. Then, twirling with expertise, she flipped it and offered it, hilt first, to me.

			Amazed by her, I took Cutter carefully, sliding it home in its sheath. I bent and brushed some more dust from my robe. When I straightened, I pleaded, “May we begin again?”

			She smiled, and my heart quickened once more, remembering the kiss. “We need not begin again. We can take up where we left off in a better place. Lord King, this way your gentle born men, your knights, are to treat all people, especially women....”

			“Chivalry,” I finished for her.

			“Yes, the chivalry. The courtly love you spoke of. I ask you plainly, do you have such feelings for me? Feelings that inspire this courtly love?”

			There was no turning back. I did not lie. “Yes. You inspire me to these feelings.”

			“I have the same feelings for you,” admitted Undala fearlessly. “So, am I not owed this courtly love from you? If I were a lady of your people, whom you cared for, would you grope me like a slattern? Or show me...chivalry?”

			I promised, “I would show you my true nature. I’d show you how a king treats a queen. A queen that...that he’s beginning to love.”

			I could not believe what I said to her came from my lips. I wondered how I could love her. I had just met her. She was Black, a heathen warrior queen. Not some dainty damsel of Atalantyx. She wasn’t what I was used to. She wasn’t what I expected. She wasn’t what I asked for in a woman. Yet that didn’t make it any less true. I was falling in love with her.

			Undala raised her head proudly, eyes sparkling. “Then do so. I am a queen. You claim you have begun to fall in love with me. If so, do I deserve any less, than the best chivalry you must give?” She looked at me boldly, challenging me.

			“No,” I agreed. “You deserve so much more.”

			“So,” said Undala, a command. “When will you begin showing me what I deserve?”

			“On the morrow, I swear, by my oath as knight, lord, and king.”

			“Then, may I take leave of you? And I will see you on the morrow?” Her voice was not plaintive but hopeful.

			“Yes, Queen Undala, you have my leave, though you need not ask it of me.”

			“No, I do not, Lord King, and I know it, for I am a queen,” replied Undala, bowing. “Yet, I give you the respect you deserve. I hope you can give me the same.”

			I didn’t want to let her go. However, I had a Royal High Council meeting later that afternoon, and more meetings with sundry lords planned, to fill my evening. I bowed in return. “If I may call on you at the seventh hour of the morning? I would ask you to prepare for a short journey.”

			“So, you may, and I will be ready. Good day, Lord King.”

			“Good day, Lady Queen.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

			When the sun had just risen in Golden Valley the following day, pushing back the night, Undala and I walked to the stables together. I was in full armour, save helm and shield. Undala wore a long orange gown, and a thick white cloak. Though it was warming, as the sun intensified.

			Knights and commoners of the castle bended knee and bowed as we passed. Still, I could tell by their stares, they were surprised to see the stunning queen, and their king, stride together so early in the morning. Lyayr and forty men of my guard, a discreet distance in our wake, and no Briduku. Just as she had for our meeting in my hall, Undala had insisted her sister remain with Ingersa, protecting him, instead of her. As I would bring sufficient men to protect the queen, for our little excursion.

			The stable master had warning we were coming, and all was prepared. Fleethoof was saddled, shoed, and ready. Along with a sleek grey horse for Undala to ride. But the queen, eyeing the horse nervously, shook her head. She edged away behind me, when it came time to mount.

			“The mighty Undala, a slayer of lions, panthers, elephants, fears to mount a horse?” I asked half-incredulously, half-teasing, trying to urge her forward.

			“We Anib do not ride, Lord King,” said Undala stubbornly. “I have spoken to you of this. I have never ridden. I do not know how. It is not our way. We do not ride beasts.”

			“I meant no disrespect to your customs, Queen Undala,” I began in apology. “I only thought—”

			She sighed, interrupting me. “Nevertheless, I will mount the beast. Only if you steer it. Only if I can sit with you on the same horse. Please mount first.”

			I dismissed the stable master. He took the other courser intended for Undala with him. “I will ensure you are safe in the saddle,” I said to Undala. “I’ll help you up first. It’s part of the chivalry I spoke of.”

			“I thank you for the courtesy. But, nevertheless, I pray, Lord King,” said Undala. “Mount first. Please give me a moment, then I’ll come up afterwards.”

			The queen was one, I thought, to never back down from a challenge. She would simply find her own way through it. “Very well then,” said I gently. “When you mount, promise to hold onto me. Fleethoof’s like the wind. I’ll give you a first ride to remember.”

			Lyayr’s snicker, caught from the corner of my eye, was barely concealed. I shot him a look. The Lord Captain was composed by the time I beheld him properly. “Captain,” I said between gritted teeth, “please assist the queen after I mount.”

			I turned quickly to Undala and nodded. “With your permission, of course, Lady Queen. My commander will only touch your person to help you gain the horse’s saddle.” Undala sighed, composing herself, then nodded her assent briskly. I waved off Lyayr and nimbly hopped aboard.

			“By your leave, Lady Queen, may I aid you?” asked Lyayr gallantly of Undala.

			I thought, Lyayr had better ask with all propriety. Or he may find himself fed horse dung by Undala. So Lyayr helped Undala put her foot in the stirrup and, for all her trepidation, with his assistance, she lithely mounted, sitting behind me.

			She seemed wholly uncomfortable. Despite Fleethoof staying perfectly still, while she climbed aboard. She immediately placed her strong hands around my waist, her chest at my back, the front of her thighs against the back of mine. I had absolutely no complaints about her holding me closely. I had to stop myself from sighing, with outright contentment.

			“Remember,” I cautioned, turning my head halfway to warn Undala. “Hang on!” We trotted off, my forty guard behind on their own horses.

			At a gentle walk, we rode across the drawbridge, down the hill on the cobblestone path, into the city, that I’d decided, soon I would indeed officially name: Wyrmshoard. Men had cleared the main thoroughfare for the ride of the king, and the visiting queen. It was early in the morning, so the city bustled with activity already. Primarily workers, on their way to various tasks.

			We quickly left the crowded city, passing into the parkland and farmland, and the open spaces within the outer city wall. The wall was nearly finished. Eltnish men laboured vigorously to complete the vital addition to my capital’s security. Many stopped, bowed, then waved, seeing their king and his guard ride forth, with the great Anib Queen. I waved back, calling out a greeting, with the men calling back wishes of “May the Six guard you, Lord King! May the Six guard you, Lady Undala, First of the Anib!”

			The opening where the gate would be yawned before us. As we approached, a dozen knights stood guard there, saluting me with their swords. I raised my hand, saluting them in return.

			We took the beginnings of the road that was being built leading to the site of the Stone Fords, cantering then. Then, the ring of the city outwall behind us, we rode into the open fields beyond the city.

			“How long did it take to build? That city wall?” Undala cried out, so she could be heard over the din of hooves.

			“Near the two years, we’ve been here!” I called back. “It will take another two until it is done.”

			We rode on, past numerous smaller towns, villages, and hamlets, and the dales unfolded before us. The slight frost had melted. Undala shivered, still acclimating to what was a frigid climate for her. A lovely spring day was coming, but I knew she was freezing, even in her thick cloak. She hugged my waist tighter. I was grateful for the chill for that reason.

			Soon, the air smelled damper. We went slightly uphill. The river grew nearer. I warned Undala every time we transitioned speed to ensure she was alright with it. We progressed from walk to canter to trot to gallop, and with every increase in speed, I checked with the queen to ensure she was not too frightened to proceed. She began to enjoy the ride, shouting with unexpected glee as we sped up. Finally, the horses were given their head. The rushing water reached our ears as we pounded the green turf.

			We halted. The horses were lathered in sweat. We dismounted and walked to a little stream, an offshoot of the great Lynchun, though we were still miles away from the river. The horses drank, and the guards allowed them to graze on the lush grass lining the streambank. While they pastured, the guardsmen checked their mounts for stones in their hoofs. Undala and I walked a bit away from the guards, keeping watchful eyes on my guest and me. She and I stood on a slight rise, surveying the Lynchun in the distance. At the edge of the view, on the southern bank of the river, more men working could be observed, digging and moving stones. A new town rose near the bridge that I had never been to before. I didn’t even know its name, or if it had one yet.

			“They’re building a ford to cross the water?” she asked.

			“Yes,” I said. “A mighty bridge. The first of several planned. To link my realm to King Wely’s.”

			Undala murmured, “Your people work wonders with stone, as my people have always done. The Eltnish are clever, but not as masons. They will be grateful for your knowledge.”

			“Our work is slower than I’d like,” I said regretfully. “Our tasks are many, to build this kingdom. We are vulnerable. Every day we take to fortify our realm, we risk attack by our enemies. We have many towers, roads, and bridges yet to build.”

			“Who could attack that stone tower you have almost completed?” said Undala. “It rivals the excellent masonry of the Anib. A thousand men could hurl themselves against it, and not break it!”

			“We have siege weapons, which could destroy it, given enough time,” I replied. “Huge catapults, and bows. With arrows bigger than a man, that one could break it down brick by brick.”

			“So, first, you make castles. Then you make weapons to ruin your work? We Anib never made such weapons to undo all our labour.”

			“Yes,” I said, smiling at the irony. “But not to undo our own work. To destroy the holds of our enemies in war.”

			Undala frowned. “It sounds like your people make a business of making war.” 

			I looked at her searchingly. “Don’t your people make war, Lady Queen?”

			“Of course, we have war,” said Undala. “Yet...war is...wasteful. Enough of my people perish by famine. By sickness. We need not wage wars, if we can avoid conflicts that further thin our populous.”

			“You have twelve million people or more,” I said, disbelieving. “I mean not to be cruel… but how can you feed them all? You said there’s famine. If there was no famine, and some didn’t die, wouldn’t, even more die with less food?”

			“We take care of all our people,” said Undala, the first time I heard her sound somewhat haughty. “Famine only occurs amongst us, when there is pestilence. We share all our food. A queen or king will starve, before seeing the poorest of their subjects go hungry. It would be the height of shame, for me to prosper, when my people go without.”

			I looked at her dubiously but did not question that. “How many kings and queens are they among the Anib?”

			“Each of the twelve tribes has either a queen or king. Under each queen or king are twelve minor kings or queens, then many more minor kings or queens of regions or villages, then chieftains, and under them many sub-chieftains. When the tribal-leading queen or kings are chosen—”

			“Chosen?”

			“Chosen,” confirmed Undala. “When the queens and kings are chosen, the great rulers, in their turn, choose their subordinates.”

			“How are rulers chosen?”

			“By the trials, of course,” said Undala. “The twelve trials. The blood trial. The trial of wisdom. The trial of noble deeds. The trial of strength. The trial of—”

			“What? What are these trials?”

			Undala explained patiently, “When an old queen, king, or chieftain dies, the elders for that tribe, region or village, twelve elders, call for the trials. These elders are not royalty. Rather, they are wise people, usually the eldest in the tribe. The trials last twelve days. Each day, the contestants strive for the right to rule, and continue to compete in the trials. One must be of royal, or chieftain blood, to compete. That means one must be the daughter or son of a monarch, or chief. The one who wins the most trials rules. It is even more intense than in Eltnia, which has the perilous blade trial, if a monarch’s rule is challenged. It is not so in your lands, I am guessing?”

			I laughed, then frowned. I thought of the secret of my lineage. That I wasn’t the true son of the King of Atalantyx. Though I was of the line, I wasn’t the true heir. I was a fraud, even though my heritage was far more remarkable, as the son of the Anchali. I lived with the secret, and sometimes it threatened to consume me. It had been a long time since the Angel had appeared to comfort me. Solace and reassurance from Glathan, my typical consoler, could only go so far.

			“No, it isn’t so in our lands, Queen Undala,” said I. “A king is chosen because he’s the eldest male heir of the king. Even the daughter of the king cannot inherit. Somewhere, some men of the king’s line, no matter how distantly related, would be found and rule over her. It’s never happened in my line that a woman ruled.”

			“So, one is born to ruling, and does not have to earn it?” asked Undala. She sounded as if she was trying hard not to criticize Atalantean rights of succession. “And daughters are always disfavoured for sons? I have never even thought about how the rulers of Atalantyx were chosen. Can you imagine? You are my ally, and I have never thought to ask you. I merely assumed something similar was done, as in Eltnia or Anibia.”

			“That’s a minor oversight, Lady Queen.”

			Undala said, “I have been remiss. That is unlike me. I have erred and assumed too much.”

			“As did I,” I said, marvelling that I should be the one embarrassed, and she was the one who was ashamed. “What are these trials? What must you do to win your crown?”

			Undala smiled. “You would not believe me,” she said, looking almost as bashful as a maid.

			I gingerly reached for her hand. She held it without hesitation, smiling radiantly, and I breathed relief. She was happy I held her hand. I cared not if my knights observed this. Touching her made me tingle with pleasure. “I will believe you. Please tell me.”

			“Very well.”

			Undala explained the trials to rule were gruelling and demanding of both mind and body. The eleven trials she spoke of were the initial ones: blood, knowledge, wisdom, noble deeds, strength, judgment, humility, cunning, patience, sacrifice, and courage.

			The twelfth trial was rulership. Undala said that trial was set apart from all the other trials at the very end. Since, only the trials for blood and rulership were directly competitive against others. Only those two rivals who survived and succeeded in the other two competitive trials, would be left in the twelfth trial.

			The Anib Queen stated each trial was different for each claimant to rulership. For example, her trial of wisdom was to decide a land dispute between two brothers, whose father had bequeathed them both equal shares. But both brothers wanted the entirety of the land. As she later learned, her final opponent’s wisdom trial, was to decide the fitting punishment for a man who stole his neighbour’s fowl, and that neighbour had stolen the man’s son in retaliation.

			“How did you decide the dispute?” I asked, fascinated.

			“The land was given to the son of the only sister to the two brothers,” said Undala.

			“Why?”

			“Because after questioning them, for some time, they admitted the land was promised to the sister. But sadly, she died of fever. In the testament of the father, a codicil was written. If the sister perished, the land should go to her son. If some mishap befell the son, the land belonged only to the brothers. But the brothers conspired to disinherit their nephew. Then, as many thieves do, they fell out of favour with each other due to greed.”

			“How did the other rival solve the punishment for the stolen fowl?”

			“He gave no punishment.”

			“Why?”

			“He decreed the foolish man who stole his neighbour’s fowl could only gain what eggs and food from killing the fowl could provide. At most, more fowls hatched, eggs sold, and so on. Meanwhile, the man who stole the son could put him to work for him and earn much more from human labour. He allowed the boy to keep serving the man whose fowl was stolen and the man who stole it to keep it but not have his son back. Both men kept what they stole and were not punished by the ruler, only themselves. At least, that is, the man who stole the fowl lost his heir. I am certain the man who lost the fowl and gained the boy, his wealth increased.”

			I thought about that. A wise decision, I concluded.

			“Tell me of the trial for blood, please.”

			“That is simply a battle between two combatants.”

			“To the death?”

			“It can be. Unless one yields.”

			“And whom did you fight, in the trial for blood?”

			“Angasa, my children’s late father and husband. Xulindulu, keep him in Her bosom forever.”

			“So, by the time you fought him, only the two of you remained to contest for lordship?”

			“Yes.”

			“What happened?”

			Undala had the humility to blush, barely noticeable, the dark cheeks tinged with red. “I had the triumph.”

			“He was a talented fighter?”

			“Yes. I nearly killed Angasa, perforce. He declined to yield. In some of his thinking, he was little more than a foolish boy then. But he grew to be a great one amongst us.”

			“Why didn’t you kill him?”

			Undala paused, looking for the words. “I do not take a life lightly. But beyond that, he...impressed me. I suppose that is when I fell in love with him. He was brave. Stubborn, wise, and brave. As you noted, he was a famed warrior among our people.”

			Another stab of jealousy. This time, for a dead hero.

			“So,” I asked, trying to comprehend, “even with victory at the...trial for blood, you still needed to beat Prince Angasa at the trial for rulership?”

			“Yes. The triumph must be complete. Had Angasa beaten me at the trial for rulership, both of us would have triumphed at the final two trials, thus a draw. We would have to go back and have another trial of the elders choosing, to break the draw.”

			Dragonflies sailed around us. The sun rose high, and even Undala shed her cloak in the new warmth. I offered to hold it for her. She smiled as I took it.

			“So, how did you beat Angasa in the rulership trial?”

			“It was a difficult trial,” said Undala. “The question posed to us was simple. If you were ruler, who would you give the best food to in your lands, from five choices: children and old, Bamanthe, sick, chieftains, or enemies?”

			Undala’s greatness and what she had to overcome to be a queen made me feel lesser for a moment as I pondered the question. Then I remembered my cousin’s words. So, I tried to see in her greatness a reflection of my own.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY

			“A difficult question,” I agreed, waiting for the answer. Yet Undala had no intention of letting me off that easily.

			“Yes. There are three answers of the five, the elders considered acceptable. One is better than the other. The final answer is best of all. If both contestants had given only the same lesser, yet acceptable answer, another trial would have been chosen, to break the draw. If one of us gave the better answer, and the other the less acceptable one, that person with the better answer triumphs.”

			“I’m guessing the lesser answers, might be ones the chieftains would give.”

			Undala appraised me with increasing respect. “Correct, Lord King. Much do you glean from this contest?”

			“So, the best answer of the three,” I continued, pursing my lips thoughtfully, “is the one showing the person truly worthy of being the ruler among rulers. The one showing the highest level of thought. The level of thought needed to rule an empire of twelve tribes, and millions of people.”

			“Yes. So, what is your answer?”

			“My answer?” I smiled, and she grinned back at me. “Ah, a test!”

			“You are a magnificent king,” said Undala. “Show me your magnificence.” She raised her head again, in that proud and challenging way, I found so desirable.

			“Why don’t we play a game,” I suggested. “I will give you first my answer. And what I’d wager will be one of the acceptable ones. Then I’ll guess the answers that both you and Angasa gave.”

			“And if you lose, and do not give the right answers?” asked Undala.

			“I will give whatever prize you demand.”

			“Be careful,” Undala daintily licked her lips, and I melted. “You know not the limits of my demands. First, I will have to consider what prize I wish to win. Then, if you win instead, what do you wish?”

			“A kiss.”

			Undala raised an eyebrow, her eyes twinkling. “You had one of those already.”

			“I wish for another one. Kings can be greedy.”

			“Just a kiss?”

			I raised my hands defensively, chuckling. “After yesterday, I dare not ask for more if I value my arm.”

			“So be it,” said Undala. “Make your guesses and give your answer. Let me see if they are the right ones.”

			“I answer, the best food should be given to the warriors. The rest shall die if the warriors cannot protect the realm. And, as the warriors, at least in my realm, who are knights, are honourable, they shall share the best food with everyone else.”

			Undala gave nothing away.

			“So, what was Angasa’s answer?”

			It still pained me to think of someone Undala loved and bore children with. Yet Angasa was a vital part of Undala. Just as Aliaz was an essential part of me. So, if I were to know her, I should also know about Angasa.

			“If Angasa was wise, a born ruler, used to ruling, as you said he was, he would give the best food to the chieftains.”

			“Why?” questioned Undala, like a schoolmaster.

			“So, according to their knowledge of their people’s needs, they may decide who should get the best food and when. You have said the rulers and chieftains would rather die themselves than let their people starve. They’d never keep the best food for themselves. They would distribute it, if not equitably, in the best manner to ensure the survival of most of the people.”

			“So why let the chieftains do it? Why not the rulers themselves?”

			“A ruler should trust his subordinates. He should delegate his responsibilities when he feels he must. The chieftains likely know better than the ruler who should get the food. This would bring the best chance of success. He must trust his chieftains.”

			“Or she must,” said Undala pointedly.

			“My apologies, or she must. Therefore, Angasa gave the lesser answer, but the correct one.”

			“Very well. What was my answer?”

			“That the food should be given to your enemies.”

			Undala’s face fell. She could not hide that I chose correctly. “How did you know?”

			I shrugged. “You are a gifted ruler. One of revolutionary thinking. One of peace. You’d offer peace to your enemies, offer them food. If your enemies are noble, they would be forced to make peace if the offer shamed them properly. And, of course, they’d also share the food with you and yours.”

			Undala said nothing, and her silence confirmed I had guessed right.

			I smiled. “A tremendous risk you’d take to do that. You are a grand queen. Yet, I lack the courage, wisdom, or trust in my enemies’ goodness that much, to make the choice you made. I’m not the ruler you are. I’m a lesser man. I’m a risk-taker, this is true but…Perhaps I lack the...faith.”

			“In what? In your Single God?”

			“In myself. In what’s truly right. What’s truly...noble.”

			All my life, I thought of her people as savages and heathens. Yet, her answer was so...honourable.

			“So, was I right in my answers?”

			Undala smiled, leaning forward for the kiss in answer, but I moved away. I glanced back at my knights, speaking quietly among themselves. “Forgive me. I didn’t say the kiss should be here. I request...a more private setting.”

			Undala looked stern, leaned back, and folded her arms over her chest, pushing her firm bosom higher. I struggled to look up at her lovely face but managed. “Are you trying to trick me into laying with you? You have shown me...so much chivalry this morning. It has pleased me. I thought you would continue to show me more of this courtly love. Do you intend to show me more dishonour instead?”

			“No, no! I swear it, by all I hold dear. No tricks. No dishonour. I only wish to be with you, alone. You shall walk with me tonight, after my board, and I’ll beg you then for my kiss?”

			Undala looked at me as if I was the least trustworthy man alive. “So be it. Only a kiss, on your word?”

			“Only a kiss. I swear it.”

			“If you try to take more, if you break your kingly word to me…if you break your...chivalry, be my life forfeit or no, I shall be less gentle with you than I was the last time, Lord King. That I promise you, by Xulindulu.”

			I rubbed my jaw, still aching from the previous day. “I believe you. I swear it. Just a kiss. Come.” I held out my hand to her. “If you’re ready, let’s return to the Circle Tower.”

			Upon returning to the keep, Glathan, Holita, Briduku, and Ingersa, with several of Glathan’s and my pages, and two of Holita’s handmaidens, greeted us. Undala said she’d had difficulty convincing Briduku to let her go off alone with me. But I was happy that she did. I treasured my time with her. The less people around us, the better. Though as a king, with enemies, and having to guard such a great queen, being alone, outside of the walls of the Circle Tower, was unsafe, impractical.

			Briduku looked perturbed, not only to see her queen come off the back of a horse, but to see how obviously close Undala and I had become. The queen’s chief bodyguard could barely conceal her scowl.

			In contrast, Holita, and to my surprise, Ingersa, grinned with pleasure. They looked happy to see Undala and me together. Then, after some courtesies were exchanged, where Briduku was polite but aloof with me, and Glathan inquired with the queen how her visit progressed, my cousin begged an audience with me.

			Promising I would see her later, bows and curtseys exchanged all around, Undala moved off with Briduku and Holita on either side of her, Ingersa walking in front of her, and Glathan’s pages and the two handmaidens tailing them to wait upon their needs.

			One of my pages handed me a wineskin, knowing I’d be thirsty from riding. I drank, then gave it back, with thanks. After that, the pages remained apart from Glathan and me, with Lyayr and the rest of the guard, behind us, as we cousins began to stroll towards the keep from the stables.

			“How come the...negotiations?” asked Glathan, the licentiousness in his inquiry could barely be hidden.

			I stopped, glancing back quickly to see if Lyayr or any of my guards appeared to be listening closely. But it did not seem so. “Your tone implies debauchery, Lord Prince. I’ve enough innuendo from my own guard’s captain today. Bordering on insolence. I’ll take none from you.”

			“Forgive me,” said Glathan soberly. “I meant no—”

			“If Lyayr wasn’t who he was,” I hissed, “I’d have him flayed at the very least. If you weren’t who you were....”

			Glathan had the good sense to say nothing to this.

			I commenced walking again. “Queen Undala is...inclined to support the new arrangements and sign the Pact. I believe she knows...she can trust us to continue the tribute without interruption.”

			“And what else is she inclined to do?”

			Once more, I stopped short, glaring at Glathan dangerously. “To what do you refer?” I asked icily.

			“Sire, may I speak plainly?”

			I nodded curtly, looking away from Glathan, nodding again to another of my knights striding past, who bowed to his king.

			“Cousin...Othrun,” began Glathan.

			The lecture was inevitable. When Glathan got that familiar with me, the lecture was sure to follow.

			“I shouldn’t lecture my king on these matters....”

			My eye roll was blatant.

			“Yet, I fear I must. First, I must say I’m happy to spend time entertaining Kings Agis and Quid. They are noble monarchs and exemplary comrades. Yet, I’m sure they’d be happy to spend more time getting to know their fellow sovereign, the king, who is their host. The Second Prince is a poor substitute for the King of the Realm.”

			“You accuse me of ignoring my kingly guests?” I said testily.

			“I only note that perhaps your royal attention towards the four sovereigns who are currently honoured guests, notwithstanding Queen Briduku’s role as more of a bodyguard than the others, has perhaps not been equally shared.”

			“You may be right,” I said. “But Queen Undala is the most important among all of them to impress. So, I’ve divided my time accordingly. I have full confidence in you being more than an able substitute for me, to keep the other monarchs occupied and engaged.”

			“Quid and Agis will be your vassals, Lord King,” said Glathan, in that sterner, fatherly tone I had come to know and despise. Even if I knew he was right. Which he usually was, when he took that tone. “Long after Queen Undala returns to Anibia.” A stab of heart pain hit me at the mention of Undala leaving Eastrealm. “You will be far closer to them than Undala. You may go to war at their side one day. Perhaps, getting to know them better—”

			“Point taken, Lord Prince,” I snapped. “Anything else you’d like to speak of?”

			“Yes, Lord King, if you’ll indulge me a few more moments. Queen Undala’s most impressive. She’s beautiful in every way. She’s intelligent, strong, and charismatic. Moreover, she is the greatest monarch in all the lands east of Atramland. Maybe she’s the greatest monarch in the whole world.”

			“What of it?” I said sharply, in no mood.

			“She’s obviously fond of you. As you would seem to be of her.”

			I gritted my teeth. “Go on. Spit it out.”

			“Sire, you know my admiration for the Anib. Why it’s who I suggested before we left—”

			“Will you try your king’s patience? Or say your peace, Cousin, and be done with it?”

			“Sire, she’s not yours. She’s not to be treated as some mistress. This is an incredible queen. The most incredible of our time. You would dishonour her, and you, to pursue her, knowing it can go no further but a tryst. You are betrothed. To a princess whose father has willed you his realm with the marriage. Do you know what you jeopardize here? What are you playing at?” Though Glathan’s tone was even, he was angry.

			I was angry too. When angry, I could turn hurtful. “What, noble Glathan? Are you jealous? Do you desire the lovely queen for your own bed? Worried you can’t outdo a king, so you can’t compete with me for her affection?”

			I immediately regretted my words.

			Glathan halted. He sighed and looked at me. “Forgive me, Lord King. I meant not to offend. I only worry...I worry very much. If you entangle yourself too closely with Queen Undala, it’ll risk the Pact. It will risk your pending marriage. Risk acquiring Badonia. We are on the verge of greatness without going to war. Though war will come, one day, these acquisitions of territory done peaceably, should they conclude successfully, will lay the foundation to secure your kingdom for all time.”

			I grasped my cousin’s arm. “No, forgive me, Cousin. I was the unjust one. I…” I struggled for the words, looking helplessly at Glathan. “I think...I love her, Cousin. No, I know I love her. I cannot help it. I cannot believe it, but I do love her.”

			Glathan looked genuinely alarmed. “Sire, you know me as well as anyone. I love my Holita. I want no other woman, queen or not. And even if I did, trust me, Undala has no eyes for any man but you.”

			I could not help grinning, lovesick. “She does? Truly? You see it?”

			“I do,” said Glathan gravely. “She’s captivated by you. As many women seem to be, Lord King. As I’ve always told you…there’s something about you that appeals to the loveliest, and powerful women. Even the mighty queen. Especially the mighty queen. That is why I am so concerned.”

			“She’s...I’ve never, ever met a woman like her, Glathan.”

			Glathan smirked. “Nor shall you again. She is a more capable fighter than any man in this kingdom. She’s wiser than any prelate, chancellor, any ruler in these lands. She rules over a territory that would dwarf all Eltnia. And yet, her beauty stops the hearts in the very breasts of every man she meets. So, who is like her?”

			“No one,” I agreed, my head spinning.

			“Please, I pray, be careful. I will say no more. You are a king, and kings will do as they will. So will queens. But if you believe for a moment, you’ll be the one with the sway in any relationship with the queen, I fear for you. For, King Othrun, blessed of God, favoured of angels, great though you be, you have met your match in Undala, First Among the Anib.”

			I rubbed my jaw again, thinking of Undala’s throw. “I don’t say you’re wrong. But I will heed your words, and I thank you. You’re always looking out for me.”

			“As will I always.”

			I nodded. “I’ll be on my way. I meet with Fridlyr today about new temple plans, then go see my little prince before the dinner hour. Then to the practice yards. Then bath, and my evening board.”

			Then, later, I would see Undala again. I shivered inside, with delight.

			“Very well, Sire,” said Glathan and took his leave.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

			That night, after dinner, Undala and I walked together, unescorted by Briduku, or my bodyguard, on the west battlements. It was there, looking out over the Golden Valley, bathed in twilight, finally alone—we shared the kiss I was promised.

			Then, after total darkness fell, we shared more.

			“I deem, you have shown me the chivalry I deserve,” she whispered to me in the dusk, my senses askew from her kisses. “Now, I will show you the lovemaking a king deserves. Time is not in our favour. Let us live, and enjoy each other, while we can.”

			Once the new day had been less than an hour old, and all was still very dark and starry outside, I directed Lyayr, who was about to go off shift, to have his relief relocate his post, to the stairway, instead of my door. I knew Lyayr knew the reason. But the captain betrayed no sign. Instead, he simply bowed to me, acknowledging it would be done. He didn’t even smirk.

			So, Undala came to me that night. Once the door to my chambers was closed, she wordlessly dropped her garments. I was breathless. She was so perfect. Flawless. I removed my own robe. She pulled me to her. Her embrace was powerful. More potent than I could ever hope to resist. She planned to leave me with nothing. She’d take it all.

			If I ever held anything back from any woman, she took it from me, as she held me. She took my vulnerability, my need, my strength. I was lost—I was nothing without her. She was my undoing.

			I ran my hands all over her luscious fullness, her curves. I sucked the sweetness of her breasts, growling with desire. She spasmed with delight. Her lips pressed against my throat hungrily. Her body was hot, wanting. Mine was impatient, searching for what I’d been missing.

			I took her to bed. It was thick with blankets, and furs. A lush repose for us to have our love. At first, it wasn’t so much a melding, a completeness, for that came later. At first, it was like a war. It was aggression born of desperation, thirst, and longing. We thrashed together. She gripped me with all her limbs tightly, refusing that we should be separated.

			Our lips were fused, our rhythm synchronizing. Her fingers clawing at my buttocks, mine grasping her hips. I thrust, she thrust back. There was nothing in my mind, but the emptiness of pleasure, as our thrusts quickened. She climaxed. Then I did. Then, there was only relief, the delicious feeling of being drained. And, of finding something, I had not known I’d lost.

			We began anew when we caught our breath. I knew then I’d never have enough of Undala. We took turns pleasuring each other with our mouths. I tasted her sweetness. She took all of me in, then her tongue flicked around the tip of me, then the whole again. When each other had released, we only rested again for a moment. Then we came together once more, fused at the waist.

			“My sweet Undala,” I murmured against her lips. She shushed me, covering my mouth with her own. We traced the outlines of one another’s bodies to imprint them in our minds. That time was tender, languorous, and patient. Until it was not. Urgency once more took hold. She trembled. I growled in triumph. Then we were spent. Satiated, we lay on our backs, angled, legs intertwined. Just breathing, enjoying the feeling of utter satisfaction, and blessed release.

			And love.

			“What do you want of me, Othrun?” Undala asked eventually.

			“I want all of you,” I said, rolling onto my side, propped up on one elbow to stare at her. She assumed the same posture, looking back at me. “I would have you...reside here...abide here, with me.”

			“As your wife?”

			“Undala, I’d offer you everything I had, every treasure—”

			“Except marriage.” Undala’s gaze transfixed me.

			With her by my side, I could do anything. I could overcome any odds. I could never be happier save having her at my side. But I couldn’t marry her. Single God help me, I knew I couldn’t. For, I was already promised. To Sila.

			She continued. “You would make me your concubine, then? I told you from the start. I will never be that.”

			“You’d never be that,” I insisted. “You are a queen. The greatest queen I have known or shall ever know.”

			“So, what then? I’ll be your...what do your people call it? Ah, yes. Mistress.”

			“I’d never shame you—”

			“You have no plan, save that, so far as I have heard. So you wish me to remain here, and take me to your bed? Whenever you please? Even though, you are promised to another? Is that not a mistress?”

			“You know of...of Princess Sila?”

			“I do.”

			Well, I supposed women will talk their women talk. No doubt Holita told her of Sila.

			“I’m promised to another. This is true. But I want you all the same.” How could I be without Undala, having found her? I cared for Sila as a friend. But how could what I felt for Sila, ever compare to what I felt for Undala?

			Undala confirmed my guess. “The Lady Holita told me. You are promised to a princess of the Eltnish. The daughter of a king who has no heirs. Except for this princess, your betrothed, who is his adopted daughter. Is this correct?” She sounded jealous. I wish that did not make me feel so good.

			“Correct.” Did Glathan prompt his wife to tell Undala about Sila? Long ago, when Undala first came to Eastrealm? To try and forestall anything between Undala and me? If he did, I laughed inside. It was one of the few times, the Second Prince had failed in a task.

			“And so, you ostensibly become his heir by marrying his daughter? This king who has promised you his kingdom upon his death?”

			“Yes.” The thought of the impending marriage, and the realm I would gain, never seemed less desirable to me, than at that moment.

			“And so, you gain a kingdom without lifting a spear by marrying this princess?”

			“Yes.”

			“Also, you have but one son. You desire more to ensure your line does not fail. Should something ill befall the child you have.”

			“Yes.”

			“And by marrying this princess, she can breed you new heirs. Heirs that will have full claim to her father’s throne. Since they will be part of her royal line, and part of yours.”

			“Undala—”

			“Answer me, I pray!” There was no shirking away from her interrogation.

			“Yes.”

			“So, without lifting a spear nor losing one warrior, with one hand, you gain clients of Yaden and Anglania by using the surplus of your riches. With the other hand, you gain another realm by marriage. In essence, you multiply the influence of your kingdom thrice, because of these moves. With little cost to you.”

			She understands. She is a queen; she understands. Yet, it was hard to hear and impossible to bear. So much did I love her. And she, me.

			“There is a cost. Unfortunately, the cost is high.”

			“What is the cost?”

			“I love you. I’d marry you in an instant, but—”

			“But,” said Undala bitterly, “never have I heard good things come of this word, when ‘love’ and ‘but’ are used in the same breath.”

			“The cost would be the freedom to marry you.”

			“I understand dynastic marriages well enough. Still, the ruler can always override them. To find a better match. One that satisfies alliances, but still pleases, in the choice of mate. Love, love, Lord King, is most important. A king or queen should be free to choose love. If a king is not free to choose his wife for love, who is?”

			Undala should know a king is inevitably bound. Bound to make decisions, not always of his choosing. How ironic. So many believed being a king, was the ultimate freedom. As once I did years ago. Before I became one. “This one isn’t.”

			“Tell me truly. Is this a wise choice? Your people, many of them, will protest such a marriage. Even as they whisper of our love with disdain, they shall likewise scorn your marriage to this Eltnish princess.”

			How quickly, I realized, Undala caught up on the gossip of my court. “Yes.”

			“Because, like me, she is not of the Atalanteans. Because she is from a lesser house in their eyes. The fact she is of royal blood is not enough. She is not of Atalantean royal blood. She will never be good enough. Nor will I.”

			“Undala—”

			“Is that not also true?”

			“Undala—”

			“Is it not true?” she hissed vehemently.

			“It’s true, for some.”

			“So, you will risk alienating some of your people, to please those who wish to expand your kingdom? To secure allies? At the risk of what? Rebellion?”

			“They shan’t rebel. There are too many who yearn for this to happen. Too many believe it’s too advantageous, not to proceed. This...this marriage, to secure one of those Eltnish lands, is deemed...a worthy sacrifice.”

			“Tell me truly. Do you desire to marry this Eltnish princess? I say not for love. For, I can tell, you do not love her. You do not even really know her well, do you? But do you desire to marry her? For the sake of all these advantages, you have admitted to me, you will receive?”

			“I say nothing of desiring to marry. I desire you only. But I must marry Sila. I’ve sworn an oath to do so. To break it may mean war.”

			“I see. So, you would love one savage. But because she is not useful enough for your ambitions, you marry another savage. Whom you do not love. Instead, that savage, is simply more useful.”

			I cringed at the use of the word savage.

			“I pray Undala, say it not like this—”

			Undala’s voice turned colder than ice. “Tell me, did you pretend all along to love me? So I would sign the Pact? So you could have your new clients?”

			“Please, never say that Undala. I love you. I yearn for you.”

			“Mayhap you yearn for lands, more than love.”

			“I never hid my ambitions from you. Pray, use them not against me.”

			She rolled onto her back. She stared at the ceiling. “You are right. I fell in love with an ambitious king. A king with significant designs on expanding his territories. One who would hold all Eltnia, maybe all Acremia, in his hand if he could. No matter the risk. No matter the price. Am I correct?”

			I said quietly, eyes cast downwards, “If you fell in love with that ambitious man, knowing his ambitions, then you must know, I’m not ambitious for ambition’s sake, alone.”

			“What noble cause drives your ambitions, then?” asked Undala, rising back to look at me closely, once more.

			I raised my eyes, looking squarely at Undala. “I have a divine destiny. Kingly responsibilities. People to protect, to ensure they prosper. Lords and knights to satisfy. Feudal masters to please. Allies to keep faith with. A legacy to build for my son, and any more children coming after. You must know my reasons aren’t all selfish.”

			Undala bit her lip. “No. You are right. I am the selfish one. I wanted your love regardless. I wanted you to love me, more than your ambition.”

			“What about you, Undala? You would abdicate your throne, abandon your people, forsake the land of your birth? You’d do all that, to be with me?”

			“All I could do for you, Othrun, yes. So much do I love you.” But there was hesitation in her voice.

			“Yet?”

			“I cannot leave my people,” admitted Undala. “A queen does not give up her reign. It is her duty to rule.” Undala’s eyes became even sadder. There was guilt in them. “Else, all the trials I have gone through are for naught. Those who died competing against me for the right to be named First Among the Anib, died for naught.”

			“So, you couldn’t marry me either,” I concluded. “You wouldn’t leave your people ungoverned.”

			“Your realms are far away from mine. A long journey, it took to reach you. I would have travelled ten times farther, to have with you what I have now. And yet....”

			“And yet?”

			“You have, what…ten thousand people in your kingdom? If that? Perhaps twice more than this once you dissolve your...new wife’s lands into your realm?”

			“Yes.”

			“I rule over one thousand times that number. One thousand times more people than you, and more. I, the first queen in centuries, to bring all the divided and divisive tribes of the Anib together.”

			All her people were faceless, nameless to me. A mass of bodies. I couldn’t comprehend their numbers. In my head, I always saw how big my realm would be, once I conquered all the Eltnish. I had my maps, courtesy of Eld, of Eltnia. I knew how big Eltnia was. I gleaned how big Sanaavia, in the cold north, was. When I subjugated every Eltnish realm, even if I conquered all Sanaavia, too, it would still be like a pebble lost in a river compared to the vastness and population of her empire. How could I expect her to give up all that for me? No more than she could expect me to give up all I must do, for her.

			“Shall I leave the fate of that many people, living largely in peace, a peace I brokered with my reign? While you fret and strain, to conquer a few hundred thousand? Or to conquer, rather, how many remain, once you slaughter all those warriors it will take, to bring those nations under heel?”

			A fit of sudden inspiration seized me. “We could rule the whole world together!” 

			Undala’s eyes widened. “What?”

			I sprang out of bed, pacing in my nakedness, my mind flooded with images. “I could eschew this promise of marriage. What would I have to fear from making enemies of weak Eltnish kings, if you and I are husband and wife? Who would we need, if our peoples and armies are all one? No one else, just us! You could march warriors, countless by our standards, to our cause!”

			“Othrun—” she started to say. But I was too far gone to hear her.

			I envisioned legions upon legions of Bamanthe, their spearheads covering Eltnia, marching, led by my knights. Undala and I, riding at the vanguard, taking Eltnia and Sanaavia, sweeping over the continent. Huge trebuchets, dragged behind the most powerful land army the world had ever seen. Grinding opposition into dust, obliterating enemies. Every king bending knee or falling to the sword. As we conquered all Acremia, in the blink of an eye. Could that be the means I should use to rule all the lands? Is that what the Angel, my father, intended? That I should marry my love, and use her armies and mine, to take it all? Undala would follow me in the worship of the True God! She loved me! She would follow me! In turn, her people would follow her. And I’d have everything. My love, by my side. And I would rule over the greatest holy empire, the world had ever seen. I’d also possess the greatest army the world had ever seen, to maintain that empire.

			We could then build huge ships. Once we rule Acremia in totality. We would sail for Atramland. With an armada that would cover the Shimmering Sea. Thousands upon thousands of ships. Millions of warriors. We’d retake Berefet and conquer every kingdom on the Atramlandish continent. We would take the whole world. None could contest us.

			I swung back to Undala. “We could marry then. What’s the Pact of Nagre, the Charter of Lynchun, a marriage contract with Irly, but worthless paper, if my mounted knights and your innumerable warriors band together?”

			Undala stared at me. A chill overcame me, as I saw her reading my thoughts, and listening to my words. She was appalled. Still, I pressed on. I would make her see! It was the solution to all! We could be together! If only, she heeded me!

			“Listen, Undala. We could conquer them all. Everything! Everyone! You and me! We’d be king and queen of the whole world!”

			“What world?” gasped Undala, now looking horrified. “A world ravaged by war. Of burned villages everywhere. Of dead subjects? A world resenting its conquerors?”

			It was as if someone had doused me with cold water.

			“A world where faiths clash?” Undala went on, her voice moderate. But her reasoning as searing as a knife cut. “And whose people’s faiths shall hold sway in this new world order, you envision?”

			I knew she knew the answer. So, there was no point in saying anything.

			Her gaze burned into me. “Not my people, surely? Not the great waves of my Botheka, my Galaja, my Asanu? All my tribes? Are you telling me that all the Anib Gods and Goddesses, in our new realm that you and I create, shall be cast aside? All the Six Goddesses of the Eltnish cast aside? The mighty Gods of the Sanaav, Thyr and Udyn cast aside? Even though the Eltnish outnumber your Atalanteans by ten times, the Sanaavians outnumber the Atalanteans by more, and all the Anib by so much more than all of them combined?”

			I had no words. My grand plans crumbled into dust as quickly as they took shape.

			“Of course, you are saying that is how it shall be!” cried Undala sitting up in bed. “Do you deny it?”

			My head hung in shame.

			“That is not the posture of a righteous king!” Her voice compelled me to obey. Not even the voice of the Angel could have been more compelling. “Hang not your head before me like a whipped dog! Are you not a king? Have you no courage to look me in the face, when you answer me?”

			My head snapped back up.

			Nothing could stop Undala. “Answer me if you are a king, a warrior, a man of honour! Do you deny it?”

			“No!” I shouted back at her. For a moment, I matched her fire, pride carrying my words. “Of course, I don’t deny it! I came to these lands to conquer and bring heathens to see the error of their ways! I didn’t come here to bend the knee to those who wallow in ignorance of the Single God, the True God, the Lord of Life, of Light, of Love. Of course!”

			“Of course,” repeated Undala quietly, looking sickened by me. Yet, her disgust did not deter me.

			“Of course! I watched my people burn and drown in fire and flood because the Single God, the True God, chose to punish my wicked brother, and all those who permitted him to rule them! He was punished, most of my people with him, because he’d turned away from his faith. None but the True God did it. The True God’s power is irrefutable! The True God broke apart our land itself. The True God swallowed up the most revered civilization on earth! Despite all its beauty and glory, the True God saw fit to destroy it! Gone! Washed away, no trace left! You weren’t there to see it. You weren’t there to witness the Single God’s power!” I pointed, stabbing my finger at my breast. “I was. I saw it. I witnessed it! Because our king, my brother, led astray by a heathen bitch—”

			I froze in the middle of my tirade. Oh God, what had I said? The fire left me. Tears came, but I fought them. “Undala—”

			“Of course!” said the queen, contemptuous. “I am a heathen bitch, too, am I not?”

			“Undala, never—”

			“We are all heathens, savages to you. It matters not Eltnish, nor Sanaavian, nor Anib. Dark-skinned nor pale-skinned. We are all idolaters! The Single God shall bind us, no? Who cares for our religions and our cultures? What matters our wishes? Centuries upon centuries of lives, led in the darkness, no? Only you, those from the drowned kingdom, bring the light. We were all wrong all this time. Praise the Single God, that you have come to save us. To deliver us from Xulindulu, Ghanamla, and Nekrananu, all of them! For only you, you, paragon of...chivalry. Only you know what is best for us. The high blood. The pure blood. The Atalanteans.” She sneered the last word. “Only you know what is best.”

			My tears fell then, unabated. I was mortified. In my ecstasy of the moment, I had forgotten about the little Eltnish children in shallow unmarked graves. I’d forgotten about killing Canothan and cutting off the Ready’s head. I had forgotten we Atalanteans didn’t have a perfect religion, perfect people, or the perfect way. We could make mistakes. We didn’t always know what was best. Undala was right to berate me. She sounded like Lysi for a moment, so stridently and effectively did she reproach me.

			“You would have me betray my people,” Undala was relentless now. “I would not waste the peace I earned with the blood of brave Bamanthe. With my own blood. A peace that cost more lives than now live in your whole kingdom. So you can ravage a whole continent with your wars. Your wars of so-called piety. To convert the heathen.”

			“Undala. I love you.” It was all I could offer, weakly.

			“That is what you call love?” Undala laughed mockingly. “Did not this Sanaavian princess, the one you believe corrupted your brother the king, love him? Did he not love her? Do you not blame this love, for destroying your civilization? I am sure many of your people feel the same way. Do they not?”

			I felt weary. I wiped my tears with the back of my hand, nodding. Exhaustion, care, worry. All those burdens erased by the lovely, precious moments I spent with Undala, returned. As if someone dropped an anvil on my head.

			“So, what do you think your people would anticipate should happen, if you and I would marry?”

			“I don’t know for certain. I don’t care. I love you.”

			Undala seemed to soften. She began to silently weep as well. Yet, her voice was as firm, and steady, as if she did not cry. “To marry an Eltnish princess, a White princess, from the kind of people you are already allied with, to gain even more lands, is one thing. You are already sworn as a client to two Eltnish kings. They got you your kingdom.”

			“Yes. I am indebted to Kings Wely and Hert.”

			“Thus, your people might accept your marriage to this princess in time. I have heard some of your people have already wed into the Eltnish and borne children of these unions. Is this not true?”

			“Yes,” I said reluctantly.

			Undala sniffled. “But for their king of the high blood, to marry some dark queen from the lands far over the South Channel, for the sake of some alliance with dark people for some future conquests, could never be sold to them as having any worth.”

			I felt defeated.

			Her words came with recrimination, rather than complete condemnation. In this, I saw, once more, how impressive she was. As both a woman, and a queen.

			She said, “You were willing to break faith just now, with the father of your betrothed, another king. You were willing to break faith with your betrothed, this Eltnish princess. You were willing to break faith with Wely and Hert, your friends, and your sworn masters. You were willing to break faith with Kings Quid and Agis, whom you have brought here, with me, to arrange the Pact, and who will be your vassals. Were you not?”

			“I was. For the love of you. To be with you.”

			“And to have everything you want.”

			“Yes. To have everything I could ever want. Most of all, you.”

			Undala sniffed again, so dignified. “I do not know if that is accurate, that I am what you wanted most of all. Yet, even if I take you at your word, having me, and everything you want, would mean the deaths of many people. It would mean you breaking your oaths. Solemn oaths. Taken that you should sooner die, than break them. The same kinds of oaths, your warriors swear to you.”

			“Yes, it would. But I see no other way we can be together. Simultaneously allowing me to fulfill what I was born to do. What I promised to do. What I intend to do.” For all Canothan’s evil, I still had a mission from the Anchali to accomplish. I’d ensure no children would ever be persecuted or harmed again. But flawed or not, was our goodliness, evil actors aside, still not the way? Were we still not the Light?

			“And what would you do to men sworn to you, who broke their oaths, to serve their own ends? No matter how noble, or how important, those ends may seem to them?”

			Once more, I was silent.

			“Their lives would be forfeit. They would be killed by your command.” It was a statement of fact.

			“Yes.”

			“Yet, you would do the same crime, for which others would be slain. You would be a hypocrite to your oaths. All for the reasons you told me. Including to have me.”

			“Yes.”

			Undala opened her mouth again, then paused. Then she spoke. “Sadly, for—” Her voice broke. It took a moment for her to be able to go on. “For perhaps a heartbeat, I thought I could do the same. That for your love, I could break my oaths to my people. That I...that we...could do so much good. You and I, together. Bringing a new order to the world. An order of unity. Of peace. One people. Black, White, Eltnish, Anib, Atalantean, and Sanaavian. One religion. With you by my side.”

			I realized I was holding my breath. Did she mean she would be mine?

			“But that religion, would have been the worship of the Mighty Goddesses and Gods of the Anib.”

			Single God help me.

			“And, for a heartbeat,” she continued, “I thought it could be possible. We could begin, and I would go along with your vision. While secretly keeping mine. That, in time, with the superior numbers of the Anib, as they mingled with your people, with the Eltnish, Sanaavians, and as—” Her voice faltered once more. “As our beautiful...our beautiful children together, yours and mine, the colour of cinnamon, became kings, queens, lords, and chieftains of the massive empire, they would ensure this new order. And, in time, all would bow down to Xulindulu, Ghanamla, and Nekrananu. Worship of them would span the wide world.”

			“Undala,” I was speechless, save for her name.

			Tears once more stained the queen’s face. “For a heartbeat, yes. I fooled myself. I fooled myself that I could have everything my heart desired. Including you.”

			I climbed back into the bed, laying down beside Undala. Not touching her. Still feeling her warmth heating the sheets, soaking in her impeccable beauty.

			“I forgive you,” she said softly. “I forgive you your dreams, your ambitions. I forgive you for thinking you could be false and break your oaths. For I thought the same. It was tempting. Oh, so tempting. For a heartbeat.”

			I reached out, gently wiping Undala’s tears with my finger. She did not move, not taking her eyes off me.

			“Peace. Truth. Honour. Those are the ways of the Anib,” she said, her tears drying. “Those are the ways in which I must lead them. If we had everything you and I desired, I would not be leading them in those ways. I cannot do that. I am their queen. I must protect them. I must love them more than my dreams. More than...more than I love you.”

			“And so must I,” I whispered, seeing the truth clearly. I could never be with Undala. What we had in the present, was all we could ever have. “For my wife must, at least in name, convert to the True God.” I felt a profound sense of loss. It was breaking me.

			“As would I,” she said. “So, it could never be our people. Only yours or mine.”

			Undala moved over in the bed and lay against me. Her head was on my chest, holding me tightly. I stroked her bald head, her muscled back. She traced circles on my arms absently.

			Undala said, “I asked to hear of your deeds as a king, from various people. I inquired, what you did to gain your crown. When I asked these things of Holita, and she told me what you, Lords Glathan and Thurol, did to help save Wely. To restore his kingdom, by going in disguise, risking yourself that way.”

			“It was....” I smiled despite my sadness, pressing my lips against Undala’s head. “Nothing. It was...the chivalrous thing to do.”

			“It was a brave feat,” said Undala firmly. “And it was your suggestion. You risked everything to do your duty to your liege lord. You risked your life, risked never establishing this kingdom.”

			“I had the aid of my cousin, and my brother-in-law. They were the brave ones. Thurol almost slew all Wely’s enemies single-handedly. Glathan protected me. He placed himself in front of a spear for me.”

			“And, before that, you fought the giant king, the one called Horrific, in single combat. One who was thought to be undefeatable. And you slew him. You freed the land of Carthlughe from their tyrant ruler. Thus, setting the noble Hert upon the throne. Finally, you brought peace by swearing to both Kings Wely and Hert. Ending a war between two former allies, that had gone on for generations.”

			“I give Centi, Glathan, Thurol, Eld, Hert, Wely and many others who played important roles their due.”

			“I know you do. As I glean from everything I have heard since I arrived in these lands. And yet, you are the king. You are the leader; the lord everyone wants to follow. The one they all will give their lives for. You are the bravest, the noblest, the strongest.”

			“I feel not so at this moment.”

			“No. You are the heartbeat of your people. The one they chose. The one they love. The one whom they will follow.”

			“So, God....” I stopped short, remembering how I said the exact words often to Aliaz. But I finished anyway, “So God wills it, my love.”

			“I have said some things...some things this night, which might make it seem I no longer love you. That I no longer believe you are a great king. Do not mistake the anger in my words. What you hear in my voice, is also regret…that we can never be together. I hope that you can still hear, the admiration for you, my love, in what I say, amongst the hurt and pain.”

			“I admire not myself at this moment,” I sighed, squeezing her closer.

			“Never doubt you are a great king,” said Undala, and I felt her tears coming full force now as she started to sob. “That...that is...one of the reasons...I love you so!”

			I held Undala as she wept. Then, when she was finished, we made love passionately, tenderly.

			Afterwards, Undala slept, curled up with me.

			Then, so she would not see me, it was my turn to weep.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

			As much as I dreaded it, the time drew close for Undala, Quid, and Agis to leave Eastrealm. There were many reasons I didn’t wish them to go. Yet, they were not all selfish reasons. One was, that I still feared my suspicions about what awaited them, when they left my protection, were true. Most of all, I feared for Glathan, who would escort them.

			A few days before the appointed departure time, one of my spies came to me in my hall to confirm my suspicions.

			“You are certain?” I pressed the man.

			“Completely certain, Lord King,” he replied.

			“And you’re certain about whose employ Gart is in with this matter?”

			He repeated, “Completely certain, Lord King,” and gave me details.

			When he was finished, I grimaced. Lyayr paid him the necessary fees. Then, when the spy was gone, Lyayr, who had heard everything, asked me, “Sire? Do you have a plan?”

			“I do,” I snickered. “How would you like to play Second Prince of the Realm?”

			The last time I went in disguise as a common soldier and had my men playing to be lords above their real station, I lost Cantic and many brave knights. A similar fear gripped me, that I could have an even worse result this time. But who was Othrun the Great, if not a man as stubborn as he was daring? Perhaps a man who didn’t learn from his mistakes? I would soon find out. I hoped no one else would pay this time, for my bold, and sometimes incredulous schemes. I was determined to move forward, as I had planned. I prayed to the Single God; this plan would have a better result than the last.

			Yet before my ruse could move forward, one crucial task needed to be accomplished, prior to the conclusion of the epic visit of the dignitaries.

			The Pact of Nagre was signed the day before Undala was to leave. In a solemn ceremony, in my hall, all we monarchs gathered. Observed by the elites of my realm, with much pomp and flourish, Undala, Queen of Southronland, First Among the Anib, officially, with her signature, relinquished her feudal obligations to Agis, Lord and Caliph of Anglania, and Quid, Lord and Sultan of Yaden. As outlined in the Pact, Undala also alleviated those two kings of their indebtedness of tribute for the ancient lands of Nagre, upon which the current realms of Yaden and Anglania sat. The brother kings signed, in agreement, that they were free of indenture to Anibia. With my scrawl on the paper, the debt of tribute from Agis and Quid was passed to me, Othrun, Lord and King of Eastrealm, and to my heirs, for perpetuity. This indebtedness was guaranteed by the signing of my feudal overlords, Wely the Lioncrest, King of Lynchun, and Hert the Brave, King of Carthlughe. The Pact was witnessed by Queen Briduku, representing the Anib, Second Prince Glathan, representing Eastrealm, and Prince Eld representing the two Eltnish nations, both Lynchun and Carthlughe.

			Then, finally, together, Quid and Agis, the splendid southern kings, went on their knees before me. They formally gave their oaths of homage and fealty to me. They promised to be feal to me, as their lord. They swore to give their lives to protect my life, my name, and my honour. They vowed that they’d never cause me harm. That they’d observe homage to me, completely, against all persons, to obey me without deceit, treachery, or absconding of their words.

			When they arose, they each kissed me on both cheeks, as was the fashion in Yaden and Anglania, and one after the other, embraced me like a brother. I do not admit I shed a tear, being so moved about their enthusiasm and happiness to become my vassals and being so honoured to have such great men in my service, as I held them to me. Men who, not two years ago, I would’ve completely scorned, for the colour of their skin alone. I hoped that I could continue to follow Glathan’s advice and see the majesty in men such as Quid and Agis, reflected in my own. I also hoped the two kings fully realized, that being my liegeman could be demanding, and dangerous. They might be about to find out, just how much.

			With that, Undala, Briduku, Agis and Quid’s business in my realm was concluded, and preparations were completed for them to return to their lands the way they’d come.

			But they wouldn’t be going without me.

			I disclosed to Glathan I would be coming with him south, to accompany the queen and the kings. When I told him the entire story of why, he was outraged.

			“You cannot come, Sire,” Glathan insisted hotly.

			“I will come,” I said obstinately. “I’m the King of Eastrealm, and your lord.”

			“You will risk the queen’s safety. Your safety. Think of little Lady Mava, a child who is travelling with us. You’ll risk her too? We have arranged passage through Middlinia through Celtnia. Dangerous Celtnia, where Gart the Ghost is king. Where his daughter, Tarlis, the Black-Haired, the former mage and fearsome war lady, protects his kingdom. Where their kinsman, Prince Pide, called Longspears of Augusnia, is at their call. Celtnia granted Undala, Quid and Agis safe passage long as you specifically did not accompany them. That is the arrangement I made with them. They only agreed to the passage, because of the steep price of gold from our coffers. And, because they dared not interfere with Undala’s embassy. They don’t want you, Lord King, to step foot in their territories. Under any circumstances. While we’re not at open war, they consider you an enemy, my Lord!”

			“They consider my realm an enemy,” I corrected him. “Me and all who follow me. That includes my heir, my warlord, you, my Second Prince. It also means, I fear for your safety going, and upon your return. Especially returning. You will not have Undala with you on the way back to Eastrealm. So why wouldn’t the Celtnish attack you on your way back? Or take you hostage? Hoping to extort ransom for you from me?”

			“They might,” said Glathan. “But they’ll surely attack me if we’re together, you and me. But why would they do this now? Why wouldn’t they do this on the trip when I travelled to escort the queen and kings or when I brought them back here to Eastrealm? I don’t see why they would do it now? If they plan to do it, once I’ve safely delivered the queen to Anglania, then attack me on the way back, when the embassy is finished, so be it! The kings and queens, and little Mava will be safe. And whomever attacks me, I will meet force with force. Lord King, I beg of you, you must let me go, without you coming.”

			“Well, in this case, you shan’t go. At least not as Glathan, Second Prince of Eastrealm. And, neither shall I be King Othrun. So, it will be two simple knights, retainers of Prince Glathan, you and me. Lyayr will go in your harness and play Prince Glathan. You and I will be plain knights of the royal train.”

			“Oh no, Othrun,” I knew Glathan was angry, whenever he called me merely by my name.

			“You must trust me, Cousin,” I said, patting his shoulder. “Besides, dressing up as someone else is always fun.”

			When I revealed the plan, or at least part of it, to Undala, I used the exact words, “You must trust me.”

			“I do trust you,” she said. “But not in this.”

			“Then you must heed me. For you are my guest, and I’m responsible for your safety.”

			“You cannot come, Lord King,” said Undala urgently.

			“I will come to protect you,” I said.

			“I do not need more protection. Coming with me endangers you. Those southern kings like Gart will not harm me. But they will kill you.”

			“Then your presence protects me,” I reasoned.

			We argued stridently for more than half an hour. Eventually, Undala saw I would not be gainsaid. She refused to speak to me for the better part of the day, leading up to her leaving the realm. That hurt me. But not as much, as if I didn’t follow the information I had obtained and my instincts. Which could result in the death of one dear to me.

			I did not witness Undala’s parting with Ingersa. Yet, I heard it was sorrowful. I wouldn’t be bringing my new attendant with me—I wanted him safely back in Eastrealm. He’d confront enough dangers in the future in my service, when he was grown. Now wasn’t the time to risk him, while he was still a boy, before all his training with Thurol was complete. So, he would be departing for Thurol’s keep on the morrow.

			The day came that we’d go south. I donned battle gear. But of the plain sort, with nothing to betray me as the king. I put on a mail coat that had been riven several times and repaired. The former rents had been well sown. But it was apparent the coat belonged to a knight of lesser means, not a king. My spear was as tall as a man of good height. I put Sure-Steel at my back. Cutter and Biter were at my waist. I pushed my left arm through the loops of a plain shield, hefting it, testing its weight. Before I flung it over my back, so it could hang by the strap across my shoulders. My helm was lined with leather padding. I fastened the cheek pieces tightly, so no one would know my identity. I wore the surcoat of blue with Glathan’s silver comet, dressed as a knight of his household. Like one of his personal bodyguards. Lyayr wore Glathan’s expensive armour and helm, replete with a crown affixed to the top. He rode Glathan’s warhorse too, fully impersonating my cousin. Glathan was attired as I was, as one of his own knights.

			I got a lump in my throat, almost changing my mind about the whole plan, when I saw how the Anibian Queens were dressed. They were dressed spectacularly, almost identically. For battle.

			The last time I saw a torque was on Hor the Horrific, father of Hert. But Hor’s slim torque paled compared to the three-ringed neck covering, which looked to be of solid gold that sat over the throats of the Anibian Queens. The torques ran from the notch of their necks to just below their chins. It was obviously a kind of armour to protect the neck. I also saw then that it wasn’t only the Yadeni and Anglanians who had mail, like we Atalanteans. Over thin yellow shifts, the two queens wore immaculately fitting sleeveless silver ringmail shirts, which came to their knees, showing off their muscular arms and legs. They wore leopard-skin greaves and gauntlets, and leopard-skin low-cut boots. Undala carried no blades. But both of Briduku’s blades were sheathed in a supple leather belt, around her slim waist. The queens’ heads were tied in brilliantly bright and colourful head scarves, of a silky fabric, with interwoven strips. I saw blue, black, red, yellow, green, and gold in, and atop the headscarves.

			The Anibians looked more intimidating, with only Briduku bearing just two daggers, than we Atalantean knights, armed to the teeth with swords, spears, shields, and bow and arrow. I saw the stern looks on both the queens’ faces and was despondent. They had armoured themselves because of me and my plan. Because they expected my plan to bring only danger to them. I vowed I would die, before I saw them harmed. But if my gamble was accurate, no enemy would dare touch them, avoiding them at all costs. So highly were the Anib revered. Furthermore, I believed keeping the Anib alive at all costs, were key to the enemy’s plans.

			Lyayr rode at the head of the retinue, as Glathan, with Queens Undala and Briduku and Kings Quid and Agis in the chariots. No covered carriage for the trip back to Anglania. We’d move light and fast, by my command. We took two hundred knights. They were all my handpicked men. They were some of my youngest, fiercest, and most trusted. But they wore not the surcoats of the black dragon on red that day. Instead, like me, they wore the livery of a silver comet on blue, Glathan’s sigil. I took my men, because I would risk none of Glathan’s personal troops. This was my endeavour. My personal men would ride to glory, or bear the cost of my shame, as would I.

			Two hundred armed knights in silver mail, were not an escort. They were a war band.

			I had sent word by bird ahead to King Merd that we’d be bringing more men through his lands than last time. I promised him the necessary additional customs taxes, and assurances that Prince Glathan would still be riding on a mission of peace and escort. Not bringing a war band to raid Middlinia’s lands. It seemed that riding with the Anib guaranteed everything would go smoothly. Merd’s cheering acceptance letter back, encouraged me that, at least, the Middlinian part of our journey would be unimpeded.

			No such word was sent to Gart.

			Amidst a throng of well-wishers, we left the Circle Tower. None seemed to be aware of the ruse of Lyayr being in Glathan’s armour as we sped past the crowds. That was my practice test. We’d have to pass that test very soon when the stakes were far higher.

			When we were away from the capital, out in the Eastrealmian countryside, Glathan and Lyayr stopped a moment to switch attire again. For, of course, King Merd couldn’t know about our ruse, much as we trusted him. So, we ensured the king would see the real Glathan at the head of our party, and not believe anything amiss, when we met him in his lands.

			Barely thirty miles across, Middlinia was one of the slimmest realms by width in Eltnia. We were met first by border guards, bearing Merd’s white unicorn on a field of purple, as soon as we crossed the Stonewater, who knew of our errand brining the great queens south. They showed immense deference to the Anib. Then, riding hard, arriving late, King Merd came to greet us. The meeting with the old and venerable lord, thin and dapper, with a warrior’s flair, was courteous but brief. Undala charmed him the way she charmed everyone, having met him on the trip up to Eastrealm, when he’d made the same welcome, when she came to his southern border. The queen convinced him of her haste to return to her lands. But she promised him the honour of a future visit. The aged king blushed like a schoolboy. He bowed and scraped, delighted with Undala’s promise to return to visit him personally. Then he insisted, he’d not keep us any further. So, we passed quickly onwards through Merd’s kingdom.

			Going south, it grew hotter. Many knights shed their cloaks on the steamy day, as we trotted across King Merd’s kingdom. Finally, the afternoon brought us to the Wood River, and the boundary of Middlinia, and warlike Celtnia. This was where the actual test would begin. Once we knew no eyes were on us, Glathan reluctantly exchanged his princely harness for Lyayr’s. Who wore more common armour that day, rather than that befitting an earl and Lord Captain of the Royal Guard. In turn, Lyayr donned the prince’s livery.

			We waded our horses through the low point on the Wood River and entered the kingdom of Celtnia. The wheels of King Agis’s and Quid’s chariots churned through the water. We weren’t immediately confronted. Which worried me much more, than being challenged. Tall reeds sprouting at the edges of the banks gently swatted our horses’ flanks, and boggy ground met us, as we entered the Kingdom of Gart the Ghost. When the land firmed up under our horses’ feet, we prepared to break into a trot again. But we were finally forestalled by the appearance of a mounted party of six warriors, pounding the turf to reach us. They rode hard. They had emerged from a small wood area to the east. We halted, Lyayr’s fist coming up to stop us.

			When the six reached nearer to us, I knew my suspicions had been correct.

			For in that party rode none other than the King of Celtnia himself, the feared Gart the Ghost. He was a stocky man with a long-plaited beard. He wore no helm. So, I could see his blunt, flat face and beady, clever green eyes. A thin circlet betrayed his rank. But foremost, the haughty way he rode, the lack of spear, though a huge, ornate-looking sword flapped at his waist, indicated he was a king. Behind him rode a man with the standard of the rampant boar of Celtnia in his fist. Two of the other men held spears. The other, like Gart, did not and looked like a lord too.

			Beside Gart was none other than who must be Tarlis, the Black-Haired. She, too, was unhelmed and beautiful. I saw a shocking streak of white, beside another streak of dark red, amongst an otherwise jet-black head of hair, and a gold circlet at her brows. She was dressed flamboyantly. Rich black leather, a white cape, her horse with silver trappings, and solid gold in her sword belt buckle.

			But Gart and Tarlis drew rein, as did Gart’s standard bearer, fifty yards away. The other three came towards our position. They stopped twenty yards from us. Only the noble typically rode in Eltnia. Yet only one of these three men looked to have truly expensive leathers and accoutrements, and an earl’s chain, which might warrant him, in dire need, to ride a horse. Usually, only princes, princesses, kings, and queens rode, but rarely even an earl. As low as earl chieftains, sometimes. And of course, common errand riders when required. I didn’t like too many enemies facing us with horses. Horse soldiery was one of the advantages in warfare we held over other Eltnish forces, and I didn’t want to lose it. I couldn’t afford to lose it, especially then.

			Unfortunately, things were playing much as I predicted, with the unwanted surprise of the Celtnish having a few more mounted warriors than I thought.

			I whispered in Lyayr’s ear as I sat beside him, pretending to be an ordinary knight, “You know what to do,” I hissed. “Remember, I guard your back. As does Apolt.”

			I was handed Glathan’s banner by one of the men. A silver comet attached to a star on a sky of blue. I would play banner bearer. Apolt would pretend to be another of Glathan’s bodyguards. Though the actual Glathan remained behind, posing as a common soldier, mounted near Undala, Quid, and Agis.

			Lyayr surreptitiously loosened his sword, Bleeder, in its scabbard. I knew his dagger, Poker, would be ready too. Lyayr fought with those two blades, never using a shield, if possible. He expected to fight that day, as did I. But as that moment came, the nerves and uncertainty leading up to what might be a fight and, at first, a trap worried him, I knew. But bravely, like an actual prince, he spurred his mount forward, with Apolt and me coming behind, leaving the rest of our party. We halted ten paces from the three who faced us. I knew the Celtnish wanted us—Glathan—to be separated from the principal royal party with Undala, Briduku, Quid and Agis.

			It would be expected for the King of Celtnia to greet Undala, Briduku, Quid and Agis passing through his realm. However, what wasn’t expected was for the king himself not to approach whom he thought was Glathan directly. It was then I truly knew my suspicions were entirely correct, much to my dismay.

			The three men were all doughty and hardened-looking fighters. One of them, the obvious earl, raised his hand in greeting, and gave a curt bow in the saddle. “Prince Glathan?” he called out. There was a tentativeness in his voice. A hopefulness which betrayed him. I could feel Lyayr and Apolt tense. I tensed too. But the game had to play out.

			“I am he,” said Lyayr gruffly. He guessed the man had never seen him before by the greeting. Another gamble. Because if Lyayr was Glathan, and had met the man before, asking who he was, might betray to the man, he wasn’t my cousin. “And you are?”

			I could see the man sizing up Lyayr. Glathan and Lyayr were roughly the same build. I guessed the man confronting us had only seen Glathan from a distance, with his helm on. If he’d seen him at all. The man no doubt had instructions to confirm Glathan’s identity as best he could, before any actions were taken.

			Meanwhile, Gart and Tarlis hung back. I presumed to claim no initial part in any foul deeds if they could. They’d claim later, a parley gone wrong, a rogue lord taking offence to something ill-said, reacting rashly, something of that sort. I was sure they planned to make up whatever story needed, asserting that we began the aggressions. Whatever was needed to cover their despicable plans, once they had been accomplished. They hoped they would murder, then assert a misunderstanding. Maybe they’d even execute the murderer they sent, claiming fair judgment. To cover up their crimes, so as not to engage in full battle with us and let Undala and the two southern kings go free. But no matter what despicable things they had planned or how they’d planned them, I planned to thwart them that day.

			“I’d speak to you, Lord Prince, in private,” said the other man. “I am Earl Edir.”

			“What do you have to say, that can’t be said from right here, Earl Edir?” asked Lyayr.

			“It’s regarding certain customs duties needing to be assessed, Lord Prince,” claimed Edir. He looked over our ranks for effect. It was true bringing all the additional men, unannounced especially, without any prior arrangement, would incur such fees. But I also knew, Edir lied. Gart didn’t give a shit about customs duties that day. He sought something else entirely.

			“You’ve brought extra men this time, in your escort for Queens Undala and Briduku, and Kings Agis and Quid,” Edir went on. “There are outstanding fees to be paid, for bringing these men into our realms. I didn’t wish to embarrass you by speaking aloud of this. But now, I must. Yet perhaps in private, we can come to some suitable agreement.”

			Lyayr growled, “The royal passage of the great Queen Undala, Queen Briduku, Kings Agis and Quid, and I, was made in arrangement with your king. Whom I see sits back there. Let him come forward and speak with me himself. Princes don’t treat with earls, when kings are available, my Lord.”

			“He’s sent me on his behalf, Lord Prince,” said the man, inching forward a bit. Lyayr moved his horse forward, too, in what might be a natural response. But it was a calculated one. Soon the two horses were almost nose to nose. I could see their equine breaths streaming in short puffs.

			There was a hesitation of half a moment, when the two men got that close. I prepared to drop Glathan’s banner. Because I, too, had loosened Biter from its sheath. Before I took the standard in hand. I took a quick glance behind me. Faintly, I could make out more horses coming from the west. It’s then I knew, with absolute certainty, the trap had sprung. I snapped my attention back to Lyayr and Edir. And Edir made his move, because he was almost beside Lyayr.

			Out swept Edir’s sword to stab Lyayr, to pierce his shining mail, to hope to burst through his body, and take his life. But Lyayr was ready. He spun his horse away with one hand, pulling the reins, while Bleeder swept out, and up, with his other hand, and came down again with vicious precision, quickness, and fury. Edir fell from his horse to the earth, Atalantean steel having parsed through his helm and brains and all, his head cloven in two, dead before he hit the ground.

			Edir’s companions urged their horses forward with a cry. But Apolt and I were already going to meet them, as I whipped my shield off my back. I flung Glathan’s banner down to the ground, as one of the men came at me with a spear, and out came Biter. I kept my shield low until the last moment. Then I raised it, took the impact, and shivered his lance, while reaching across my body to stab at the back of his neck, when he passed. Biter slid into his neck easily, and I didn’t wait to see him topple from his horse, as I drew the sword back after stabbing him, and I rode past, but swerved around, to ensure Apolt and Lyayr were alive. But they’d already put down the third man, whose headless corpse sagged over his horse’s mane, as his steed pranced aimlessly. I wheeled again, and saw Gart and Tarlis charging towards us, with dozens of mounted warriors having burst from the wold behind them.

			“Go! Go!” I shouted. Lyayr, Apolt, and I fled. I saw our men were already galloping away, with the royal chariots flying ahead. But out of the corner of my eyes, I saw more Celtnish men coming from the north. All riding, perhaps another fifty. I grimaced. The trap had been well sprung. They would block our potential flight back towards Middlinia, with these fifty in our path. Pinching us between how many came behind us with Gart and Tarlis. And I feared now, because they had horses for the swift pursuit of us, our mounted advantage diminishing with every horse they rode. But they’d expected us to try and turn back and escape to Middlinia. I anticipated that. So now it would turn into a race for refuge. Though, I knew even that refuge could only temporarily protect us. I’d go south, not north, just a mile or two deeper into Celtnia. Which they would never expect us to do.

			One of the few people I’d disclosed my plan to, was the trusted Prince of Lynchun, Eld. I told him we needed a safe retreat, if I was right about what Gart had planned. Eld advised me of an old, abandoned fort, surrounded by pastureland, not ten miles from the border of Celtnia and Middlinia that the Celtnish believed haunted. Why? Because the fort had once been the site of the annual Coven of Mages. The meeting every year when the Mages of Eltnia came together to discuss their witch business. The same type of meeting that Lysi promised to take Sila to, so my future bride might begin her initiation into the rites of mages.

			Apparently, the coven met each year in a different kingdom, with the leave of the ruler of that realm. It was considered an honour to have the mages request—or perhaps it was demand, not request—to a king, that they’d hold their heretic conclave in that king’s land. Some years ago, the coven chose Celtnia as the location to convene. Of course, Celtnia was Tarlis’s homeland. Maybe the coven chose Celtnia by design for that year’s meeting. Maybe not. Eld never said. Regardless, at that meeting, Tarlis lost, or perhaps was stripped of—Eld didn’t know—her mage powers.

			And so, the fort was the site of where Tarlis had been, when she lost her mage powers. Thus, the Celtnish thought the fort was cursed, because they had effectively lost their mage at that place. A significant loss for their armies and an ill omen.

			That’s where we rode, with Celtnish in hot pursuit. But we couldn’t reach it safely without engaging them. Time needed to be bought to get the queens, the kings, and little Mava to the fort’s shelter. Despite my belief, they would never be harmed, it was imperative, that they were secure, beyond any doubt.

			As it stood, the Celtnish would still believe Lyayr was Glathan. And Glathan was the prize, they wanted dead. They wouldn’t dare willingly harm Undala or Briduku. But I was unsure about Quid or Agis. Gart might not fear to see them dead. I didn’t doubt he coveted their lands. A perfect opportunity to eliminate them. Save for them being allies of Undala, whom he’d fear.

			As for those I needed to protect, the two southern rulers wouldn’t engage in any fighting to give any reason to provoke war with powerful, potentially enemy neighbours. And Undala was on a mission of peace. And none, I gambled--even rapacious warlords like Gart--would dare arouse the Anibian wrath, by threatening their queen.

			Nor would their queen willingly raise war in Eltnia, former lands of her people, after the glorious return of the Anib, centuries after the last Anib departed Eltnia’s shores. Quid and Agis were my vassals now, and would fight no fight, save by my sanction. I had demanded before we left Eastrealm, they stay out of any fighting, unless to protect their lives. They had to heed me, now their feudal overlord.

			So, we made for the fort. I prayed my gambles were correct, and that I hadn’t doomed my new allies to a shameful death. Wrought by my impulsive, speculative, and sometimes, downright foolish plans. But instinct is a funny thing. Sometimes it tells you to do things for reasons that don’t seem clear or sensible at first but work out in the end.

			The fort was called Tongued Fort. As I neared it, I saw why. The Eltnish had no real skill with stone. But they knew how to work wonders with wood and earth. I had never seen craftier wooden palisades, and hill forts built anywhere else I’d been, as I did in Eltnia. While I’d travelled not nearly as far as Glathan, still, I had done some travelling, and was certain the Eltnish build the best wood and hill forts in the world. This fort was a grassy mound, maybe a hundred feet squared, with a piece of long thin earth, sloping down from the hill, jutting out from its base, running out like a ramp or drawbridge. Or sticking out like a tongue. If one preferred that analogy. Hence, the name.

			Not wood, but hard-packed dirt formed the walls that surrounded the hilltop. But those walls had eroded somewhat over time. There were substantial wide-open holes, like windows, in the ten-foot-high earthen walls. Where there had once been a wooden roof, Eld, who’d seen the fort on a raid into Celtnia, told me there was no more. So, Eld said, the fort was open aired, exposed to the weather, with short grasses sprouting in places on the fort’s earthen floor.

			While the slopes of the fort were shallow, maybe ten feet, whoever built the fort had dug a moat-like ditch around it. Out from each side of the tongue, circling the rest of the hill. Then, just like my second outwall, they’d dug a second ditch. Another ring around the fort, with only a maybe ten-foot-long, maybe five-foot-wide earthen bridge, by which one could cross into the inner defences. Men could leave horses within that inner ring. For, wooden posts were driven into the ground to tether mounts. When the fort was active, men had driven spiked stakes into the ditches, pointing at incoming foes, rather than flooding it with water. To keep enemies from breaching the fort’s defences. But now tall weeds grew up in the ditches instead.

			It was no Circle Tower. But it was a good place to make a stand temporarily. I hoped we wouldn’t need to be there long. We were in an enemy country, where sufficient troops rushing the old fort, could easily overwhelm any defenders inside. But it would take time for Gart to gather those troops. By which time, I hoped we’d be long gone. If we made it to the fort, we could parley with Gart. And I knew with the Anib there, our chances of being protected by their eminence, were good.

			Moreover, that would give me time to confront Gart on his evil plot to slay my Second Prince and confirm who employed him to do it. With such a plot exposed, he’d be shamed into letting us go free. The Anib would be aware of the treachery and reject the traitors. And, I would know I had the legitimacy to wage war. A war I didn’t want to fight. But a battle I accepted was now, unavoidable.

			But that future war wasn’t the battle I fought that day. That day, I was fighting like a cornered rat in the larder, with the cooks about to bludgeon me with rolling pins. Rats were sneaky, slippery, and dangerous when cornered. But then the rat’s situation worsened. I quickly ascertained about one hundred foot soldiers, who’d likely been concealed in a larger coppiced wood a few miles from our destination, came running on the scene. Our men, with the two queens and two kings, veered from them.

			Glathan, riding amongst our warband, noticed the foot soldiers coming. I saw him spin his horse around, and a troop of our mounted men, twenty of them, turned with him. They broke away, spurring straight for the foot soldiers. The prince lowered his bitter spear, and those around him did as well. I heard an angry battle cry arise from Eastrealmian throats, and a ragged and surprised, but responding one from Celtnish ones, as I urged my mount to surge forward to catch them. Glathan and his twenty came from the fore. I, a lone knight, came from behind. However, together, we struck the foot soldiers, with Glathan’s men hitting them with the force of a mountain falling. Before those footmen could ever have a chance to touch those royals in the chariots, with Undala, or our other men protecting Undala’s party, or stop, order themselves, and form a shield wall to face Glathan’s incoming soldiers.

			Knights shouted, spears crashed on shields, or snapped and shivered, exploding into splinters, or slicing into leather, eyes, or necks. Warriors screamed in a frenzy, and the wounded and dying howled in agony, as Atalantean spears did their butchery. For Glathan struck the most vulnerable end of the enemy line. The end hadn’t time to form a proper shield wall, that our horses wouldn’t dare ride into. Glathan’s precise and deadly frontal charge, annihilated the end of that line. I was one lone rider, but I could still do damage. Since, the Celtnish never saw me come up behind them, their sole attention on Glathan and his men, coming directly towards them.

			I gripped my horse tight with my thighs and stirrups, my shield in one hand, Biter in the other, as I came up upon my foes. Biter sliced the back of the throat of one man, then another. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a man pivot toward me, seeing my horse dash among the Celtnish ranks. That split of a second, when only reflexes, instinct and training can save you, was enough. Because that man had a giant axe, not a spear, and he flailed that axe at me as I blew through the scattered foot ranks. Up came my shield as I rode by, just enough. The axe struck my shield so hard, at an odd angle, that the straps broke, the shield ripped from my hand as I passed in a blur. I couldn’t feel my arm for a moment. I thought it had been severed, for the force of the blow almost felled me from my horse. I drew back my mailed arm sharply, my gauntleted shield hand, with the iron strips inside the gauntlet, grabbing the reins, dazedly thanking the Single God my arm and hand were still intact. Then, as my horse breezed onwards, I felt a sharp pain in my leg, as a passing spear thrust jabbed me too. But I managed to ride free, low in the saddle, Biter in one hand, the other stinging hand on the reins, otherwise unscathed.

			I passed some of Glathan’s men, my lone horse whizzing by many others. A peek over my shoulder told me, having speared a good number of the enemy on foot, Glathan’s knights rode clear and clean, wheeled around and down, leaving the Celtnish foot soldiers a mostly bloody, ragged mess of their remaining ranks. Glathan’s troop followed me toward the fort. I galloped straight onwards. We’d cleaved through the Celtnish men on foot like a ship’s prow sluicing through calm waters. I slowed a bit, so Glathan and his men caught up to me, and we galloped on.

			We knew that footmen of Gart’s remaining alive would keep pursuing. Still, we had shattered their ranks, leaving many dead or wounded on the ground. I dared look over my shoulder again, as I rode like the wind. The footmen left alive were already pursuing us. They’d been stunned and caught off guard by our sudden and devastating attack. But some clear thinking and decisive captain there, had quickly reformed them, and they howled with rage as they came after us, determined to take revenge. They would never catch us in time. I smiled with satisfaction, as I swung my attention back to the front.

			But Gart had realized our plan to retreat to the fort. Too late, but he tried to stop it. Fifty mounted enemies, the ones who’d come from the wood behind Gart and Tarlis, galloped madly to try and cut off Quid’s and Agis’s chariots, bearing their bodyguards. Undala, Briduku, and Mava, who were shielded by about hundred and eighty knights for protection. Those fifty enemies would have a hard time cutting through our numbers protecting the queens and kings. However, they could do severe damage to the bulk of our fighting force, and in enemy country, the enemy had the numbers to lose. We didn’t. But Apolt must have seen Gart’s pursuit. So, with twenty more of Eastrealm’s undaunted chivalry, though outnumbered, just as Glathan had charged fearlessly to meet the foot soldiers, did my Lord Herald and the men with him courageously charge that Celtnish cavalry.

			I was frightened for them, and I had an instant choice. I could ride to Apolt’s aid, or ensure the royals were safe, and issue essential orders. So, I made my choice. Not stopping, riding hard past that imminent confrontation, to verify the chariots made it to the approach to the fort. Glathan and the others followed me.

			I heard, rather than saw, behind me, the two thunderous opposing cavalries coming together violently, and it felt like it shook the ground. I heard battle cries and resounding clamour behind me, as Apolt’s knights crashed into Gart’s warriors. I forced myself not to look back to see the horrific result. Instead, I focused on watching the kings, queens, and the tiny figure of Mava hurry up the slope, leaving the priceless chariots outside. They couldn’t take the chariots across the tapered earthen bridge, with the pairs of horses and the large chariots themselves, the way our knights could ride in. Or lead their horses into the inner ring of the fort. I was relieved once the kings, queens and Mava were safely inside, being ushered by our remaining men. Who had dismounted and were beginning to line up to guide their horses in single file, to cross the thin earthen bridge into the fort.

			With that narrow earthen bridge being the only entrance, other than braving the ditch, then trying to scale the walls, if we held the Tongued Fort, we were virtually unassailable. We could hold a force the size of what I’d seen thus far the Celtnish had assembled at bay, until Atalantyx rose again from the sea’s depths. We would clog that bridge with our best knights in Beetle Formation, many ranks deep, in double file, each pair of knights standing shoulder to shoulder, shields touching, with identical rows at their backs, all the way back to the fort from the end of the bridge. Even if we had to fall back to the sloping tongue of the fort itself, and cede the first ring to the foe, they’d have to do the same again. Fighting us, coming uphill all the way. We could rain down arrows and spears at them.

			It would be terribly bloody fighting. Even worse than on the bridge to the Goldhall, when with Wely’s loyal soldiers and the king himself, I’d faced the best of Orlu’s faithful guard. But we’d have the clear tactical upper hand. At least, until Gart could bring enough men to swamp us, if he was willing to lose hundreds, to see us dead.

			I caught Lyayr’s crowned and helmed head at the rear of our retreating knights. I wasn’t surprised he’d be one of the last into the fort, protecting the royal charges. He had just set foot onto the earthen bridge. I shouted his name, waving one of my arms, as I rode up. Glathan and the others were on my heels. I got Lyayr’s attention. Even as he swung around to me, I screamed, “Take command! Stay inside! No sally! Don’t come out for anything! Protect the queens and kings!” Lyayr opened his mouth to protest. For his foremost duty was to protect me. But that time, he merely nodded, reluctantly turned back around, and began barking orders, as he crossed the earth bridge.

			I ordered Glathan as he drew up beside me, “Get inside too!”

			He refused, snarling back, surprising me with his aggression, “YOU should be the one inside! Hang me for treason if we live! You’re not fighting them, unless I’m with you!” He was already spurring his horse savagely back towards the Celtnish. “Come on! Apolt is in peril!”

			There was no time to debate. I screamed at the twenty knights with us, and pointed my bloody sword forward at the pursuing foot soldiers, who were closing in. Those twenty knights knew their duty. They swerved their mounts around once more, to charge again at the foot soldiers in pursuit who’d nearly then caught up, as those soldiers ran recklessly, spears forward, desperately trying to reach the fort. I dug my heels into my mount and sprang after Glathan.

			We had to break them. I didn’t want the enemy to try and encircle the fort, even with their reduced numbers. For despite the high ground and the long sloping entrance, with the holes in the fort’s walls, and no roof, if the Celtnish had good archery, or good spear throwers, they could potentially imperil us. Though I didn’t believe they would. But I would take no chances. We didn’t have enough men to risk attacking them, to try to break through to escape, until we’d destroyed them. But I wanted Gart alive and confessing to me what he had done. Was my plan foolish, with too many variables needing to go just right, to succeed? Of course, it was. But that was who I was. That was what I was. And I would fight that day, to ensure my plans had a chance of success. Because, as Glathan himself once told me that I said, and he repeated back to me, my life was never as valuable to me as my causes, and any king worth his crown will know when odds of success are so remote, that he must take the risk himself on a single throw.

			That is why I galloped recklessly, like Nightsoul himself pursued me, with Glathan, desperately trying to save brave Apolt, and his men.

			Apolt, who I frightfully sought, I could see, still alive, as I rode to the fight. I recognized his fighting style. I recognized his slim but sturdy build, even with his helmet on and cheek pieces closed. I quickly picked him out among the press of battle. Because Apolt had often been my sparring partner in the gymnasium, dating back to Old Atalantyx. I’d fought against him in tournament melees. I’d trained with him occasionally in Eastrealm, too. Until the argument with him and Uthlen, made him avoid me.

			He was off, a bit apart from the main press. There was a mess of horses and men on the ground, some moving feebly, some entirely still, having been killed, or stunned, and overborne in the collision. Meanwhile, others standing, or still mounted, engaged in desperate combat. Like Apolt, fighting sword to sword with Gart, who I recognized by his stockiness, his beard, and his circlet. But that was all I had time to glean, as Glathan bellowed a war cry, and he and I rushed into the thick of the battle.

			I had no shield. I had no spear. But I was angry, and full of battle fury. We charged them, and I bent low to my horse’s neck, as I reached the fighting. I sheathed Biter, then arose in the saddle, and reached behind me, with both hands, balancing myself while on my horse’s back, feet in stirrups, glued to the flanks. This time, I ripped Sure-Steel from my back in the battle. Because I knew it was time for the real killing to start, with the long and heavy reach of Sure-Steel. She was a blade made to be wielded two-handed. But I could use her with only one. I practiced day in, day out, with her. Until my wrists were like steel themselves, and I could wield her almost as lightly as an arming sword, like Biter.

			Glathan was beside me. He was incensed, too. Flaming with anger, because he realized this was all because of him. Good men had died, for him. But though the whole point was to save him, he wouldn’t be dissuaded, and charged with me, Deliverance, his sword held high. So, with him at my side, we plunged into the fracas. We fought on horseback those enemies not mounted, plummeting our blades down into the heads, arms, and bellies of Celtnish who had been unhorsed, but who lived to fight on, on foot. We fought, until our swords were soaked red, our armour filthy with gore, our horses’ flanks sprayed with guts and blood. We trampled over bodies, crushed skulls, and disemboweled enemies. Glathan and me, the Second Prince of Eastrealm and the King of Eastrealm, fought side by side, doing great slaughter, worthy of song, as Sure-Steel and Deliverance sang that day, singing a song of death and blood. To the left and right of us, the knights of Eastrealm cried a war song of old Atalantyx, as they slew, and killed in great numbers, though our foe was almost as equally savage, and gave back slaughter too. But, finally, we Eastrealmians began to win the fight, battering our enemy with sheer ferocity, our superior armour protecting us, though the Celtnish had more men than us. Yet their advantage in numbers, was being slowly reduced.

			Until, amid the fog of fighting for my life, and my battle wrath, I heard a horn. Carthlughean horns boomed, sounding of snowy hills, burning hearths, and mighty steel. Lynchun horns were regal, invoking images of grand cities, green valleys, and proud warriors marching in rusted gold and blue. And the horns of Old Atalantyx resounded and rumbled. Like how the Aliphans, the ancient mammoths of Atalantyx, who prowled the Lantyx Range in days of antiquity, must have sounded when they roared.

			That Atalantean horn came from behind me. I knew those notes. Those were the notes sounding the urgent need for retreat. Lyayr, I thought in a haze, must have sounded that retreat. I looked up. But I had to pause, to look back down, and stab at a man on foot who tried to skewer my steed with his spear. Even as I heard Glathan crying, “Retreat! Retreat! Back to the fort! Retreat!” The man I stabbed recoiled, as I pierced his shoulder, and I drew back Sure-Steel. He dropped his spear in agony but was strong enough to pull his blade. However, one of my knights came up, and lanced the man with his spear, through his belly, and the man cried out pathetically. Then another knight on foot thrust out his sword, and the man collapsed in a welter of blood.

			Then I finally looked up and saw the peril, and reason a retreat was required. At least a hundred men of Celtnia, rode towards our battle from the northeast.

			“Retreat!” I cried, too, like Glathan. “Retreat!” I glimpsed some of our men on foot, who could find horses, scrambling onto mounts’ backs. But I didn’t stop to see who. Glathan was alive, and beside me. I took a last moment to swivel my neck and search for Apolt, but I couldn’t see him. Finally, I couldn’t wait any longer. We fled. Those of our knights who lived, and were already mounted, or could re-mount, followed us as they could. We needed to get away, fast. Those Celtnish-mounted reinforcements were sufficient, to surely destroy us. So, we rode back. I heard our people from the fort shouting to hurry. But we needed no urging. We felt death at our backs.

			A lone Celtnish foot soldier, who must have been a survivor of the fight between his comrades and the other twenty knights I’d dispatched, blocked our path. And it was then I almost wept. For I saw nothing but littered bodies of those twenty knights, piled among dead horses, and dead Celtnish, some horses wandering aimlessly around the slaughter site. That lone soldier, was faced with us, fleeing knights, on horseback bearing down on him. But he bravely, and hopelessly, planted his spear, hoping to take down one or more of us before he was trampled. But then Glathan blew by the man on his horse, but leaning to one side as he passed, and Deliverance lashed out. The man’s head flew, a ball of blood jetting into the bright sky.

			We reached the earthen bridge. Some leaped off our horses, hurriedly leading them over. Some men rode straight over the bridge, into the quickly congested inner ring. As I swung from the saddle, and peered back, I saw the Celtnish at our heels drawing rein. Gart was still alive, and among them, holding up his hand to halt them. They stopped a hundred yards from the edge of the fort. Gart wasn’t stupid. He had already lost many men, though he had the numbers. His men had felt the virulence of our spears and swords. He must have guessed we had arrows and had no intention of coming within bowshot.

			So, we had a stronghold, poor though it was. Still, stout enough, that Gart would have to spend many more men to achieve his objectives. And the man he’d come to kill, he thought, being Lyayr disguised as Glathan, was already safe for the time being, within our refuge’s porous walls. Little did Gart know, the real Glathan was right in front of me. As I gave Gart an acrid stare, before turning away to take my horse behind Glathan’s, over the tapered bridge.

			Men from the fort rushed down to assist those coming in from battle. Hobbled wounded limped up the slope, supported, part-dragged by their hale comrades up the hill. Or were left sitting, or lying below the fort proper, in the inner ring, to be tended to. I saw the slope was bloody. Knights from the fort shot a few warning arrows over our heads, to cover our retreat, keeping the enemy off us. Since Gart’s men had halted out of bowshot, those quarrels did nothing to them. Then the Celtnish decided, more likely as challenge and vindictiveness, rather than thinking they’d succeed in striking us, to waste flinging a few spears of their own, for they didn’t have arrows. None did any harm to those in the fortress. Other knights tethered horses to the posts.

			My leg had begun to bother me somewhat. A knight took my horse. I limped up the slope. Soon, I stood panting in the entryway of the old fort. I looked about me, at the bleeding men on the ground, stern knights surrounding the walls, and others inside caring for their comrades. I said a prayer to the Single God, just thanks for being alive. Undala, Briduku, Quid and Agis found me, thankful too, that I lived. Then Glathan, who I’d been separated from in the crowd getting up the hill, came to me.

			“Lord King,” said Glathan miserably. “Apolt.”

			I staggered amongst the injured and dying, to where Glathan led me. Apolt was one of those mortally wounded. He was almost dead. He had taken a spear thrust that impaled his belly. So mighty a thrust that it’d broken through even the stout Atalantean mail, and through the leather. The spear had been dragged out again. He gasped with the terrible pain. I pushed through my men, who cared for the lord in his dying moments. I held his head in my hands. He did little but mewl. Before he expired, with a shudder.

			“Gart,” said one of my knights beside me, barely holding back tears. “I saw the fight. Gart...was a strong fighter. Lord Apolt had the better of him. He disarmed the king, knocked his sword right out of his hand. But the king managed somehow to grab a broken spear from the ground. After Lord Apolt disarmed him and was about to kill him...he stabbed the earl.”

			“When the horn sounded,” said another knight, “I was about to flee. I was still horsed. I looked down and found Earl Apolt on the ground, still alive. I found another horse, put him on, and we fled. I thought...I thought we might make it back in time.” The knight burst into unashamed tears.

			Uthlen. Uthlen was all I thought about, as I closed my eyes momentarily. My failure threatened to overwhelm me. I should have never brought Apolt with me.

			Glathan wept too, unashamedly. I heard knights sobbing or cursing in their grief. The kings and queens bowed their heads reverently, at the loss of one of our best knights and lords. I saw Mava standing with a tall knight, his arm protectively around her tiny shoulders, comforting her, as she whimpered, having watched Apolt die. Then, as men hovered, mourning over Apolt’s corpse, and others still living were tended to, while Lyayr barked orders, and ensured the enemy was watched, I went aside with the rulers and Glathan.

			Glathan, his tears done, only cold anger remaining, told me, “You were right. How did you—”

			“Spies,” I said, fighting back my tears. “And...a feeling. It was all my fault. I caused this. Everything I’d heard about Blas...he was spiteful. I had embarrassed him. Blas couldn’t strike out directly against me. Or, he would be known to violate his word. But if he asked Gart to target you...I suspected he’d try to kill you. No matter if Blas and Gart may be tacit enemies, I am their mutual enemy. A more hated foe. So, they entered an unholy alliance, it seems. At least, long as they could do me harm. It’s my fault. Gogest told me, ‘Words matter,’ especially for kings. Before he died.”

			I shook my head. Words did matter. “The deal I made with Plas, I demanded no one try to kill my children or me. But I never mentioned my other heirs. I didn’t think of it at the time. I should have. What better opportunity, than outside of Eastrealm? Where better than in hostile territory? If we warred with Gart, what of it? No one would suspect Blas. At least, the uninformed wouldn’t suspect Blas. I gleaned that Blas would use subterfuge. To try and kill you, if he felt he could not outright attack Eastrealm yet. That’s how he operates. Too cowardly to come and do it himself, in open battle.”

			“Why now?” Glathan wanted to know. “He could have struck when I first left Eastrealm, to escort the queen and kings. He could’ve tried to kill me on the way there or back. Wouldn’t that have made more gain? Celtnia could’ve disrupted the Pact. They could’ve prevented us from allying with the queens and the southern kings! So why now? After all, that’s been accomplished? Why now?”

			“They are testing Undala, I believe,” I sniffed, still mourning Apolt and my fallen. Undala looked at me sharply. Then awareness dawned on her. She saw my point, and understood I was right. Her look was such pure viciousness, though I knew not for me, but rather for Gart, I still winced.

			“They are testing to see if their actions will test our alliance with the queen,” I continued to theorize, miserably. Apolt. Single God help me. “I don’t doubt they seek an alliance with her themselves.”

			“Then they don’t know the Anib at all,” Briduku growled. “We won’t stand for this treachery. On the contrary. We shun and condemn Gart and Tarlis for it.”

			“Lord King,” said Undala, still churlish. Now, her discontent was directed at me. “Could there have been no other way to do this?” She was outraged at me. Quid, Agis, and their bodyguards held their naked scimitars, helplessly, but were silent. Briduku started pacing. None of them had struck a blow in the fight. The warrior spirit in all of them, I knew, desperately wanted to.

			“I had to know,” was all I could say, wiping my tears. “I had to be sure that Gart wanted Glathan dead. That Blas wanted Glathan dead. That Blas was willing to enact such treachery and spend money and employ the force of a former enemy, to do it. Even if you, Lady Queen, your Lady Queen Sister, the Kings Quid and Agis, even Mava, were endangered. Well, I’ve learned Blas was willing to do that. I’ve confirmed that Gart is a true enemy, allied with Blas. And that, despite the guarantee I got out of Gart’s son, for sparing his life, Gart broke that guarantee.”

			“Lord King,” a knight approached me. I was half bewildered, mad with fury and grief for the loss of so many of my men. I hadn’t lost so many, since the ambush by Plas’s men. When I’d lost Cantic and his knights. “Enemies approach, Sire. Just inside of bowshot. A parley, my Lord King.”

			A momentary madness came over me. I almost ordered the man to have the parley filled with arrows, where they stood. But I pushed it down. All over the known world, parleys were sacred, and to attack while negotiations were ongoing was at the height of treachery and abhorrence. So, I went to one of the partly open walls of the fortress. Gart, Tarlis, and four others approached. They stopped about fifty yards from the earthen bridge.

			I said to Glathan, “Your presence must remain hidden.”

			“So should yours be,” insisted Glathan. “They don’t know the King of Eastrealm is among us.”

			“They will,” I promised. “They will know I’ve uncovered their dastardly plot. I’ll confront them with it. But, if we don’t return, you must fight on, Lord Prince.”

			“You will return,” said Glathan. “Gart won’t harm you with Undala present.”

			“Tell Lyayr to come down, and join the parley, when I whistle,” I ordered.

			A knight bound my leg wound, which stung. I realized then, without noticing it, that my shield arm still tingled, despite all the killing I’d done. But there was no time to care about any minor hurts I had. First, I’d face the man who tried to kill Glathan. So Undala, Briduku, Quid, Agis, and I went down to meet them.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

			Tarlis may have lost her mage powers, but she hadn’t lost her beauty. Tall, full-figured, cheekbones as if hewn from granite, blazing hazel eyes, a large, full, generous mouth that would have been too big for many faces, but on her was sensual. Yet I couldn’t help but focus once more on her most startling feature. Her hair, dark as jet, streaked with a single solid streak of white, beside an equally solid streak of dark red.

			What calamity befell her, a mage, to lose her mage powers?

			Greetings exchanged were curt. Though, I was introduced at first, deceitfully, as Earl Apolt, and received a polite bow, befitting what the enemy thought my status was. But the lowest bows from Gart, Tarlis, and the other earls that accompanied them - named Cowd, Caln, Rige, and Lud - were reserved for Undala and Briduku.

			“Ja Ne Undala Shaq El,” said Tarlis, nearly folded in half, as she did obeisance to the Anib ruler. “First Among the Anib, unrivalled Queen of all Southronland. Your presence here honours us.”

			“You honour me by use of my full and proper name,” said Undala. “Princess Tarlis, Lady of Celtnia.”

			When Tarlis turned to Briduku, I saw something in her eyes beyond respect. Something veiled. It smelled like hunger. The hunger of desire. Even her voice was softer, much more seductive when she addressed her. “I know some of the languages and customs of the south. Thus, I am honoured to say salutations to Queen Ni An A Briduku A.”

			Briduku raised an eyebrow. “Greetings, Princess Tarlis. You are better versed in the correct way to say our names than some of our own countryfolk. But any courtesy has been washed away like detritus, with what treachery you have done today.”

			Tarlis bowed again. “Allow me to explain, Lady Queen—”

			“YES!” I bellowed. “Explain to me, the Lord and King of Eastrealm, what right you had to seek the life of one of the heirs to my throne?”

			The Celtnish were startled. Gart narrowed his eyes at me. He and Tarlis exchanged a look.

			I spewed, “Yes, it is I, Othrun. And that wasn’t Glathan, Prince of Eastrealm that you sought to kill. It’s Lyayr, my guard commander. You may behold his countenance.” I whistled loudly, for Lyayr, who joined us. I told the truth then. After Lyayr arrived in Glathan’s armour, helm off, Gart, who had met Glathan, shook his head, realizing he’d been duped, and I lied after telling the truth. Those were the most effective lies Atalan Ninth always told me that a lord must make. Mix the truth sprinkled with lies. “Glathan remained in Eastrealm, safe from your plot of murder against him. And was that plot not spurred by a contract with Blas, King of Ipithyia? Did not Blas pay you to kill my cousin, my Second Prince, one of my heirs? Will you deny it? Will you lie to my face, and the face of the Queen of the Anib?”

			“No,” said Gart, to my surprise. “I won’t deny it. I was contracted to slay Prince Glathan.” I saw Tarlis try to conceal shock. She pinched her beautiful lips together and stared at her father.

			What made Gart tell the truth? I figured I would never know. Was it respect for Undala because I invoked her name at the end? Was it a lack of fear of repercussions? What advantage would he have in telling me? I couldn’t see any. Still, he admitted it. I was stunned he did. But not too shocked to express my fury. I was madder with Blas, than Gart. Blas broke the word his son gave me, in spirit, if not the exact letter of what I asked for. I believed that Plas would have told his father exactly what I demanded for the life of Plas’s men, and Plas’s safe return to Ipithyia. But Blas’s desire to do me harm, was more potent than all that. Still, I was the fool that let Plas go, with promises he could not enforce on his father. Who had no honour. I’d pay Blas back. I vowed; the payment would be harsh. That was the war I knew I would inevitably need to fight one day. I’d take the fight to Blas and destroy him. I swore, by the Single God.

			“You’ve failed,” I spat. “Your gruesome plot is uncovered.” I looked at Tarlis.

			“I assert my daughter knew naught of my task to kill Prince Glathan,” added Gart quickly. Tarlis’s eyes burned into her father. I believed Gart. Tarlis looked frustrated. Gart had concealed it from her. “I told her we brought extra men in force because I had reports from advanced scouts that Prince Glathan was travelling with a mounted force that looked like a war-band, not a peace embassy. And that if harm was meant to Celtnia, we would defend ourselves accordingly. Thus, I told my daughter we must bring sufficient men to deal with any threat.”

			I said to Tarlis, “So you knew nothing of this?” I turned back to Gart. “Oddly enough, I believe you, Lord King. I see the reaction on the face of the princess that she endeavours to hide. So, I say again, you’ve failed.”

			Tarlis laughed. “Well,” she said, shaking her head, still chuckling mirthlessly. “I should have known. The tactics in this fight. None other than the cunning Lord Othrun has kept the Eastrealmians alive. Fortunately, meeting your mounted might with some of our own has lessened your strength a bit.”

			I glared at her.

			“Your turn to be surprised, Lord King?” asked Tarlis of me. “That we’ve met your mighty knights, with horse soldiery of our own?”

			“Surprised wouldn’t be the word, Lady Tarlis,” I replied. “Curious would be more apt to say.”

			“A new dawn is breaking,” said Tarlis, sweeping her arm expansively, her tone still mocking. “The dawn of the mounted soldier in Eltnia. And it is Celtnia and Augusnia that will usher that dawn into our realms. Long have the Sanaavians had cavalry. Though it’s largely ineffective during their harsh winters. Our friends from Yaden and Anglania have always used chariots and horses in their armies. Because of that, though their numbers are small, they fight BIG. Now, here we are in a new age. The age of the arrival of the famous Atalanteans in Acremia. Once one of the world’s most feared navies, and awe-inspiring mounted armies. The Atalanteans, who conquered half of Atramland, and were the paragon of military supremacy for nigh five hundred years. Save for the Anib, of course.” Here, Tarlis bowed to Undala, though her eyes were on Briduku. “If we’re going to rival the Atalanteans, we had better have a mounted army of our own.”

			“You are well versed in military history,” I couldn’t help being impressed. And worried. A learned enemy was always an enemy to fear.

			“I’ve studied you, Lord King,” said Tarlis, her eyes narrowing. “But not well enough, it seems.”

			“I haven’t studied you enough either, King Othrun,” said Gart. “By the Fire Goddess, you are indeed formidable. But your cleverness, and your boldness, is also your weakness. You’re correct. We will never dare to harm the mighty Queen of the Anib, on a royal embassy to these lands. But you, Lord King, have violated our borders. You have entered our lands under false pretenses without my leave. The penalty is death for you, and those who follow you. And now Kings Quid and Agis are no longer under Anib protection, but rather your vassals, I understand. We know you’ve completed your pact. Now they’re your vassals. They will suffer the same fate as you, and that is death. Though maybe not today, unless they fight us. As, these two kings are temporarily charged with the escort of the august majesties of the Anib. But after they have returned to their kingdoms, and Queens Undala and Briduku are safe across the Channel...” he shrugged. That shrug was a promise of war to come. Gart left no doubt in mind he’d be invading Yaden and Anglania at the first opportunity.

			“By Xulindulu, you are mistaken, Lord King,” snapped Briduku, and that got both Gart and Tarlis’s attention. “You threaten, that the minute the Lords of Yaden and Anglania are no longer indebted to the Anib, they are no longer friends of the Anib. Or that, since Lord Othrun has now assumed that indebtedness, we will conscience our tribute being endangered.”

			“Ah, but fair Lady Queen Briduku, mighty among the Anib,” said Tarlis softly, her eyes shining, as she soaked in Briduku’s beauty and fierceness. “I’m sure my Lord King Father would willingly assume the tribute and pay twice-fold for the friendship of the Anib.”

			Devious bitch. I did not believe she discussed this with Gart beforehand. She was thinking swiftly, on her feet. Clever, devious bitch.

			Gart looked pleased with this idea. An idea I believed originated with him. Though, I guessed, the conspiracy to kill my cousin began with Gart taking Plas’s offer. I wonder what was agreed upon for the risk of assassinating Eastrealm’s Second Prince. 

			“All of Eltnia must ally to defeat the threat of Othrun, the invader,” said Gart.

			“I haven’t invaded anything!” I almost screamed. “All I’ve done is look for peace! All I’ve been met with is deception, enmity, and war.”

			“My daughter speaks the truth, Lady Queen Briduku,” Gart said reluctantly. He wasn’t the orator his daughter was. I assumed that was because as her overlord, he let her do most of the talking. “Respectfully, once you leave these lands unless you’d intervene, even you cannot stop Celtnia and Eastrealm from warring. But once we destroy Eastrealm, understand that we will assume the tribute you’re owed by King Othrun.” He turned to Undala. “And we’ll pay that tribute with an additional fee. In fact, if you gave us leave to execute King Othrun and his men right now, we could dispense with much bloodshed. By the Earth Goddess, let us rid Eltnia of this scourge. We will destroy Lord Othrun, invade his lands, raze his fortresses. We’ll pay wergild to Wely and Hert of Carthlughe, for eradicating their vassal, but give them back the lands of the Golden Valley. Kings Quid and Agis here either become our vassals, or we will eliminate them too. We will take over their lands as well.”

			Agis snarled, “You fucking traitorous piece of squirrel shit of a king! I would never bend the knee to you! Nor would my brother here, were you King of all Acremia, Atramland, the Shimmering Sea, and the fucking moon and the stars!” I loved Agis, and his unkingly profanity, at that moment. I could imagine the fiery king, putting a well-placed arrow in between Gart’s eyes. The image made me grin inside, with morbid pleasure.

			“And what sort of man contemplates such treachery, greed, and murder?” asked Undala coldly, and the lack of expletives did not make her words any less fearsome. She turned to Tarlis. “What sort of woman? What sort of ruler? Not one that the Anib will ever ally with. I utterly reject whatever schemes you believe will earn you alliance with my people. By Xulindulu, would you make an enemy of me, King Gart and Princess Tarlis? By threatening my royal person, and the royal person of my sister, my friends and allies in Kings Othrun, Quid and Agis, and this entire company, on a mission of peace?”

			I brimmed with love and pride at the words of the noble queen, and her repudiation of Gart and Tarlis. And the peril in her voice was unmistakable. No one would dare risk her ire. No one, except nobles like Gart and Tarlis, whose ambition outstripped their fear or common sense.

			“Wondrous Lady Queen,” broached Tarlis. “You and Queen Briduku will not be harmed. You’ll be escorted back to Anglania, so you may voyage for your own lands. Since they are your escort, we’ll spare Kings Quid and Agis and their warriors, for now. But we claim the lives of King Othrun and his men. By the Fire Goddess, they are trespassers, and will be duly executed. For, great Lady Queen, can you deny, they have broken our laws and their lives are in our hands? Aren’t the ways of the Anib married to justice?”

			“You speak of justice, when you have laid out plans for cold murder, betrayal, bloody plotting, and callous intrigue?” snarled Undala. To her credit, Tarlis had the grace to blush in the face of the mighty sovereign. “By Xulindulu, you dare lecture me of justice?”

			Tarlis held firm, “But do you deny, great Lady, we are within our rights to kill Othrun and his followers?”

			Frustration seeped into Undala’s voice when she admitted, “I cannot deny that. It is the law.”

			“And it is also the law in Eltnia,” added Briduku sternly, “That a king, as Lord Othrun is, so accused, has right to trial. The right to plead his case. The right to defend himself, with his body. Or, with the body of his champion, against such charges. The right to the ancient trial of blades. As is customary in Eltnia, for centuries.” Her following words shocked me. “And in this case, the life of King Othrun is too valuable to risk. Therefore, I will be his champion.” She turned to Gart. “And you, Lord King, or your champion of choice, will fight me in defence of Lord Othrun’s life. If I die, then Lady Queen Undala, Kings Quid and Agis, their warriors, and Mistress Mava will go on to the lands of Anglania safely. But King Othrun and his men shall die. If your champion falls, King Othrun and his men shall peaceably return to their lands. And we Anib, and the Lords of Yaden and Anglania, will continue unimpeded.”

			Many voices shouted to be heard in protest, including mine, Gart’s, and Tarlis’s. But Undala barked us all down. “Silence!” And Single God help me, we all quieted meekly like children—kings and princesses though we were—when Undala used that voice.

			“I do not refute your claim to King Othrun’s life, Lord King Gart,” said Undala quietly. “Do you refute my royal sister’s interpretation of King Othrun’s right to defend himself from the charge? Will you accept my sister’s challenge?”

			“Wait!” I cried. “Was I asked if I permit this?”

			“We have assumed your consent, Lord King,” said Undala. Her voice made me shrivel, king or no.

			Gart, for the first time, showed distress and even sadness. I was taken aback. The admission that came from his mouth left me flabbergasted. “I am doomed. If I elect a champion, no fighter I have, not even my daughter here, who is a famed warrior, could hope to defeat an Anibian Queen, a Bamanthe leader, the Shade of the First of the Anib, in combat. I couldn’t defeat Queen Briduku. And if I somehow manage to kill the queen, I will bring the wrath of the Anib down on my kingdom’s head. A wrath that I couldn’t hope to survive. That my kingdom couldn’t hope to survive.”

			“Then relinquish your claim to Lord Othrun’s life,” said Briduku. “He will return to Eastrealm. The rest of us will go on to Anglania. You leave with no less honour, with your life, or the life of your chosen champion, intact. And you leave with better graces of the Anib for it. We will not forget the plots you have laid bare here today, King Gart. An evil plot to kill King Othrun’s heir, Prince Glathan. But as it is said among the Anib, war paused is peace extended. Any delay in hostilities between you and Eastrealm, or Yaden and Anglania, may give you time to rethink the madness you contemplate. Perhaps in time, you will find a different, better path than one of ruthless ambition, hate, and conflict.”

			“And no matter the outcome of such a combat,” added Undala, “if my sister is killed in fair combat, I will mourn as if my heart were cut from its breast. But you will face no retribution from the Anib. On that, you, Lord King Gart, have my solemn oath as First Among All the Anib. So, what say you?”

			Tarlis pursed her lips thoughtfully, looking at her father. Undala and Briduku stood impassively and patiently. Quid and Agis were tensed, hands on scimitars, their brows furrowed, intensely studying Gart. Like my own, I could almost hear the King of Celtnia’s heart hammering in his chest, deciding what he must do, and afraid, as we all awaited his decision.

			“By the Fire Goddess, I cannot, on my honour, forgive my enmity with Othrun,” sighed Gart bitterly. “It’s a disgrace, as a king, to suffer such a trespass.”

			“Then grant me the honour, Lord King, to fight as your champion,” requested Tarlis. I almost felt sorry for her, with the sadness and resignation I had heard in her voice. I knew she’d consigned herself to either death, or killing someone she admired, even longed for.

			“No,” Gart shook his head. He might be an immoral bandit, a rogue, a killer. But he was still a king. At that moment, I couldn’t help but salute his kingly dignity and courage, as he said to his daughter, “You are Celtnia’s future, Daughter. Kings don’t back down from such a fight, even if it means their death.” He gazed at Briduku. I knew he saw his fate in her eyes. “Lady Queen. You and I, to the death. You die, and King Othrun and those with him perish. But your Lady Queen sovereign, Kings Quid, Agis, and their warriors will be let free, safely, to sojourn to Anglania. If you kill me, my daughter will seek no wergild against you or Anibia. King Othrun and his will be unharmed, permitted to go back to Eastrealm unmolested. I agree to these terms.”

			I opened my mouth again to speak. But somehow, Undala, out of the corner of her eye, noticed me about to argue. She silenced me with a look. Briduku and Undala both nodded in acceptance. I couldn’t believe that I, King of Eastrealm, had been cut out of the proceedings as if I didn’t exist. Or rather, I had allowed myself to be cut out, by Undala.

			The two camps returned to their respective bases.

			Years ago, Wely had risked his kingdom, and his life, on the speed of my sword, against Hert’s father, King Hor. Now I must put my life, the life of my cousin and heir, several troops of my men, in the hands of a Black queen from a race I once scorned to live with. Because I feared they were so primitive, so savage, they might cook me in a pot. I blushed with shame at what I used to think of the Anib. I never would have in my wildest dreams imagined now that my life, and the life of my men, would depend on one of them.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

			I stood with Undala, apart from all others, inside the cramped surroundings. The place smelled of sweat, blood, earth, and death. The queen and I were together, at one of the unintended windows of the old fort. The two of us, looked out, watching Gart’s attendants, arming him completely. Tarlis stood near her father, silent and stern. Undala shared Tarlis’ posture, beside me. I knew the queen was completely wroth with me. But I dared to stay with her. She accepted my presence. But she didn’t look at me. So, we stood silently together, uncomfortably.

			Lyayr reported we had lost at least forty men. Some would likely still die of their wounds, my commander said regrettably. So, maybe another five, besides that forty, would never return alive to Eastrealm. If any of us lived, that is. Inside, my stomach churned with sorrow and anger. Forty brave men, dead. Including the Lord Herald of the Realm, the highest man of name, that fell. And we were still trapped inside a crumbling fort in enemy land, a trap I walked us into, knowingly. The only way out, a warrior queen, armed with only her knives. To fight a fearsome warlord with a great reputation, fully armoured. I still didn’t much like our chances of survival.

			“Do you know the tale of Ungala, the Peaceful, Lord King?” Undala asked me suddenly.

			“I have heard of Ungala, Lady Queen,” I returned, happy she would speak with me. “But I don’t know the full tale. Another...queen has mentioned her to me.” It was Lysi who first told me of Ungala. “And I’ve heard King Wely speak of her, in admiration and worship. As all speak of you.”

			“Ungala lived centuries ago,” whispered Undala. “Ungala was the greatest Anib monarch that has ever lived. Unfortunately, she was betrayed by the Eltnish. Ungala died in these lands.” She said the last part bitterly, staring ahead.

			I said insistently, “You won’t share the same fate, Lady Queen!”

			Undala looked at me sadly. “No. I will not.” Then her gaze became hardened, terrible. I’d never seen a look like that come upon her lovely countenance before. She moved away from me.

			“Briduku,” she called. Briduku appeared at her sister’s side. “You will fight?”

			“I will, Sister.”

			“What do you need, Queen Briduku?” I asked, wanting to help, to atone for putting them all in such danger. “What weapons?”

			Briduku stared at me. “I need nothing. I have two good knives. One I brought. One you have given me as a generous gift, Lord King.”

			She had shed her armour. She was down to only a thin shift for clothing, belted at the waist with the leather belt she had worn, and her torque. She’d removed her leopard skin accoutrements: footwear, greaves, and gauntlets. Briduku removed her head wrap, her lovely bald head bare. Barefoot, beautiful, glorious, I still couldn’t see how she would have a chance against a redoubtable warrior like Gart. But I remembered Undala flipping and disarming me instantly, as if I was inconsequential. But I’d been caught off guard, not expecting that. Gart would be waiting, his colossal sword ready to cut Briduku to ribbons. Gart, who had slain a fabulous knight like Apolt.

			I would have disputed Briduku might triumph, but I’d learned when not to challenge the Anib. Yet, she seemingly planned to face a massive man in full leather with a broadsword, without leather armour or a sword of her own. To me, complete suicide.

			Briduku and Undala shared a glance. Briduku shrugged casually, as if she was choosing what to eat for supper. “Lord King, I will use the dagger you have gifted me with honour, as I fight for you. It is fitting to fight with a gift of the king I am defending.”

			“No sword?” I asked incredulously. “No spear? No leather or mail? Not your own armour?”

			Briduku shook her head. “Just two good knives, Lord King.” She held one in her hand, stowing the other away in her shift.

			“You will be merciful?” asked Undala, as if the outcome were inevitable, that Briduku would kill Gart.

			“One stroke,” promised Briduku, gingerly testing her knife’s edge on her finger. She drew blood and did not flinch at all. Instead, she stared at her sister. Even I stepped back a bit, fearing the coldness in Briduku’s eyes. “If you are certain, you wish to repay treachery with mercy.”

			“There has been enough treachery today,” replied Undala icily. “Certainly, there’s been enough deception.” I knew it was not Briduku that was the source of her anger, but me.

			Undala said to her sister, “One stroke. He is a king. He faces his death bravely. Though, he was foolish and greedy, and could avoid it. But pride...pride is the fall of all rulers.” I knew she was referring to me once more. I wanted to curl up into a ball with shame. “Let him die with some dignity. For Nekrananu, God of all things fated, has decided he shall be ended today.”

			Briduku gave a short bow. “Yes, Sister.” She put the knife into her belt.

			I saw Gart was ready, standing alone, Tarlis and his men on horses removed a hundred yards.

			“My Queen,” Mava came to Undala’s side. Undala’s unwavering gaze softened into something akin to motherly affection. Mava looked as scared as I was for Briduku’s life. I couldn’t believe I’d let a woman fight on my behalf. But Briduku was no ordinary woman. She was a queen. One of the legendary Anib Bamanthe. I reminded myself that, like Eltnish mages, and Sanaavian pirates, there were women warriors in these strange lands where I found myself to be king, who could match swords with any man.

			Mava bowed to Briduku. “Lady Queen, my father, Leut, told me that before a battle, he used to wish his men, ‘may the kiss of the Six, be upon your swords this day’. He said that to wish them good fortune. But you don’t have a sword.” A child’s pragmatism. Mava stared at the dagger now jutting from Briduku’s belt. “So may the kiss of the Six, be upon your dagger this day.”

			“I thank you, Mistress Mava,” said Briduku kindly. “One day, I will show you that a dagger can kill as good as or better than a sword.” She bent and planted a quick kiss on Mava’s cheek, gently wiping away a tear from the girl’s face. Then stood straight, her face rigid once more.

			Briduku looked at Undala again and received another nod. Then like a cat, she sprang from the ruins, and jogged down the slope onto the plain towards her foe. She stopped suddenly. For a moment, I thought her courage failed her. But I should have known better. All she did was adjust her shift, so it was above her knees, and wouldn’t tangle around her. She bent her legs, as if stretching, then came back up.

			It was then, as she stood facing her enemy across the grass, maybe fifty yards away, she lifted her head back, and began to wail. The keening noise Briduku made was horrible. I realized; it was a battle-cry. She wailed as she drew her dagger from her belt. She held the blade in her arm, cocked back. She stomped her feet like a horse. I was terrified, appalled, and fascinated by her.

			Then she sprung off. She trotted at first. Then she picked up speed, straight towards Gart. Gart’s sword did not move. It was poised, drawn back over his shoulder, two-handed. Ready to sweep down on Briduku, when she came within his guard. I didn’t see how she could survive. Gart was in full leather and helmed. Briduku wore nothing save her shift, bare feet, legs, and arms. But she ran at the King of Celtnia, utterly fearlessly, like a spirit of the underworld, possessed.

			Gart stood there, still as stone. Briduku was but a few yards away. Gart rose to the balls of his feet, poised for the killing blow. I wanted to turn away, unable to watch the horror. But I couldn’t. I was transfixed, about to watch Briduku die. She was mad. Some sort of madness had taken her, rushing to her death. And with her death, we would all die too. Me, Glathan, Lyayr, all my men. I felt a moment of complete despair, as I thought of the Younger, and never seeing him again.

			When Briduku was close enough, Gart swung.

			But Briduku slid on her knees just as the king’s sword came down. She bent herself backwards, contorting her body impossibly. The mighty sword whizzed over her completely, as the back of her head almost touched her heels. She flipped, rolling then, away from Gart. But Gart was fast. He began to wheel around—but couldn’t fully turn. Then, he stumbled partway, and almost drunkenly tried to turn towards her. She was then behind him, standing calmly. Her hands were curled at her sides. He tried to raise his sword again, but he couldn’t. He collapsed to one knee. Then to both knees. He dropped his sword. I hadn’t seen it. Briduku had been too quick. Then I saw. Briduku’s dagger was buried in the centre of Gart’s midriff. Only the hilt was visible, the dagger was buried so deep. He held onto the hilt with both hands, trying to draw it out of him. But couldn’t. I heard his scream. It was loud enough. He screamed in agony, and rage, at his defeat and death, loud enough for all present to hear, even those from the fort. Somehow Briduku had stabbed him.

			I blinked over and over, not believing my eyes.

			Briduku’s knees were horribly scraped, blood running down to her feet. But she strode as if unhurt. She walked up to her fallen enemy, as he clutched the dagger in his belly, uselessly. She bent down and whispered something in his ear. I saw him nod weakly. Then, her other knife came out. She pressed it against Gart’s throat, underneath his cheekpieces, dragging it across. The King of Celtnia flopped forward, his throat cut. Dead. Briduku pulled the Atalantean steel from his body, and stepped back, standing victorious over the body of her foe, both knives in hand. 

			The Eastrealmians, the Yadeni, and the Anglanians exploded into a brutal cheer. I couldn’t help but join them. I was so inspired by Briduku. And relieved. She had won.

			Leaving her men, Tarlis walked up to Briduku. She bowed stiffly to the Anib Queen. Briduku sheathed her bloody knives and returned the bow. They spoke together, much too far away for me to hear what they said. I saw Tarlis, the way her body leaned, sending a message to Briduku that was plain. Briduku didn’t accept that message. Tarlis’s desire to take Briduku as a lover, I could see, would be in vain. Briduku was cold, concerned with the business at hand, not any prospect of pleasure.

			Then Briduku nodded. Tarlis bowed to her once more and stalked away. Briduku turned her back, and walked towards our position, up the slope and into the fort to rejoin us.

			Celtnish men came forward reverently, and raised the slain king’s body off the ground, carrying it back towards Tarlis’s warriors.

			“Kings Quid, Agis, Queen Undala and I,” announced Briduku, “have safe passage through Celtnia. But King Othrun and his followers must turn back and return to Eastrealm. Now. Lady Tarlis, now Queen Tarlis, will ride with a small band of bodyguards, escorting the Eastrealmians back to Middlinia’s borders.”

			Undala handed a rag to Briduku, who cleaned the blood off her legs, then her knives and sheaths. As I stood amazed with Glathan, Lyayr, and the rest of our knights.

			“A good knife, Lord King, was your gift,” said Briduku to me. “Atalantean steel is as worthy as its reputation.”

			“So are the Bamanthe, Lady Queen,” I bowed in awe of her battle prowess.

			“Not quite,” disagreed Undala. She looked at Briduku sternly. “What happened to one stroke?”

			“It was one,” protested Briduku.

			“It was two,” Undala shook her head. “The second killed him when you cut his throat.”

			“You wanted mercy, did you not?” rejoined Briduku. “That was what the second stroke was. The first stroke killed him. I could have let him suffer a gut wound and bleed out like a stuck pig. It would have been deserved, after what happened to Lord Apolt, that King Gart should suffer the same fate. But you commanded mercy, Sister. So, by Nekrananu’s grace, I gave it to him. Befitting a king.”

			Most of Tarlis’s men rode off slowly, bearing their fallen monarch away, with Tarlis and her bodyguard waiting for us. There weren’t enough remaining to challenge us. If we were as treacherous as they were, we would’ve attacked them, now their force was lesser. But that wasn’t our way. We would respect their escort and leave their lands. But we’d leave diminished.

			For we, too, had our fallen. Apolt. What would I tell Uthlen? How could I face him? All their hopes of one day leaving Eastrealm, living out their lives in Lynchun together....

			Our farewells were brief and strained. I knew Quid and Agis felt, just as Undala, that I had endangered them. But at the same time, maybe, I’d saved them. Still, they were now my vassals and I, their overlord. They kept their peace, did their obeisance, and climbed into their chariots. Briduku stood beside Agis and Quid, their men folded around them. My heart ached with a heavy burden for the two kings’ safety. They were my responsibility now. But enemy kingdoms lay between my realm and theirs at the end of the continent. Somehow, I had to protect them.

			Gart made his intentions for their realms plain. He coveted them and wanted to kill Quid and Agis. I didn’t doubt Tarlis would try to make good on her dead father’s plans. If anything, I believed she was even more capable than Gart in seeing them to fruition. I also mourned I had primarily ignored my new vassals during their time in my kingdom. I vowed to make up for that, though I didn’t know how.

			My route to my vassals was now even more perilous. The only way to reach them safely would be down through Meridnia. Currently impassable, through the ambiguous realm of Parlania, into Yaden, and then Anglania, at the bottom of the continent. I couldn’t go through Ipithyia or Celtnia to reach Quid and Agis. I’d have to immediately take measures to keep Quid and Agis safe from the enemy realms between them and me.

			But seeing the ire in Agis’s and Quid’s eyes, and sure of their valour, and that they would never succumb to one like Gart without hot battle, I smiled to think my enemies in Celtnia and Ipithyia should also fear my new vassals too. They might not have large armies, but I recalled Agis beating me in archery. Yaden and Anglania wouldn’t be conquered without a bitter fight. The people of those realms had the blood of the fierce Berefetish in their veins. Any who tried to contest them, should beware of their scimitars.

			Before she entered the chariot with Agis, I embraced Mava, who curtseyed to me elegantly afterwards. “Lord King,” she said in almost breathless excitement, “thank you for making my dream come true.”

			This was a child born common to the lower class, whose father rose from warrior to legend to a lord, to the highest nobility in the land, save the royal family of Lynchun. Somehow, just like her father, she had managed to achieve a path that seemed more implausible than flying to the moon like a bird. Yet, arguably, she’d surpassed Leut. I wished he could live to see her future, what she would become.

			But Mava achieved her bright future with some help. I was proud to be part of it. Of course, I didn’t see how this slip of a girl would turn into an unbeatable warrior, like Briduku or Undala. But considering what fortune the Single God bestowed upon her thus far, who was I to doubt her anymore?

			Perhaps one day, Mava would become even more than a Bamanthe. But, likely, I would never know what became of her. My heart told me, I was to be eternally separated from the great Queen of the Anib, and all who followed her.

			When I was with Undala, the rest of our parties waiting for us, I could barely look her in the eye. “I should follow you to Anglania,” I sulked stubbornly.

			“Have you not done enough today?” cried Undala. “By Xulindulu! You have lost many brave warriors today, including one of your lords. Celtnia has lost its king. Eastrealm. Anglania, Yaden, maybe Anibia, will lose its rulers too, if you do not heed! Go back, Lord King, I beg you! Go back. I will be safe.”

			I implored, “We cannot be parted like this. Not like this.”

			Undala’s brilliant eyes were tear-sparkled. “The real sorrow of this parting is that there will be no hope of reunion. We will not meet again, Lord King.” It was as I feared, as I sensed.

			“Can you know this?”

			She smiled at me then and said, “You are a wonderful lover. But not an observant one, I fear.”

			While puzzled by her words, I said nothing, as she turned over the back of her sword arm, showing it to me. “I am surprised you did not see these, so much time we’ve spent together. I suppose I have been wearing longer sleeves in your colder realm. And, when I’ve been...less clothed, it is doubtful your attention was on the back of my arm. Other parts of me, perhaps.”

			She teased me, and my heart was aching. I would never have these wondrous moments with her like this again. But I looked. I squinted, at first not seeing anything. Then I peered closer. Barely noticeable, a series of tiny, crisscrossed scars, most faded, but some slightly pink, on the back of her arm, below the elbow. One cut looked almost fresh, as if done very recently.

			“Those are knife cuts,” I murmured. “But those aren’t battle wounds. Not like that. It is almost a pattern.” I grew angry. “Were you tortured?” I wanted to find who had dared harm her, marring the flawless black skin, and kill them.

			“Those cuts are self-inflicted,” replied Undala. “I was not tortured. No one harmed me. I cut myself...because I must.”

			Horrified, I said, “Because you must?”

			“Blood. It is the only way to access...the sapit.”

			“Sapit?” I was lost.

			“Yes. The blood magic. The magic flows through the select blood of certain Anibians of royal lineage. And in the blood of those who are our sapit doctors.”

			“Sapit doctors?” I said, aghast. “By the Single God, what are you speaking of?”

			“You would call them witches, mages, druids, or some other kind of shaman, I think,” she said, nonplussed. “Our sapit doctors, and those royals who have the blood, have powers of healing, divination, and other...magical abilities. I am one of those with the blood. So is my sister, Briduku. We must...cut ourselves, and taste our own blood, to access the sapit.”

			Single God help me. She tasted...her own blood? Undala cut herself because.... She was...a witch.

			Just like all the influential women in my life, it seemed.

			“That is how I know we shall never meet again,” she hung her head sadly. “I had not accessed the sapit while I have been in Eltnia. There was...no need. But...because I wanted to know if...if I would see you again, after this day, when you told me you were coming with me...I went aside and tasted the sapit. The sapit...I have visions. I saw...we shall not meet again.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me?” I said, stunned. “That you were....”

			“Would that have made you love me more, or less?” she asked, raising her head to look into my eyes.

			Would I have loved her less had I known? Did I want to know what she saw? How much of the future could she see? Was she just like a mage? Did any of this matter?

			“I don’t know,” I said honestly. I sighed. “But it changes nothing now. I cannot love you more than I do, whether you...can access sapit or not. I love you, Undala. I don’t want to be parted from you.”

			“Nor do I. Yet...you will always...be with me,” she said, giving me an odd little smile. But all I could do was feel the sadness in my heart weigh me down, like an anchor.

			“And you with me, Lady Queen. First Among the Anib,” I mumbled.

			I leaned forward to kiss her, but she backed away. “No. You cannot. Not in front of your people.”

			“They all have the rumour, if not confirmation, that I love you already.”

			“And I love you. Yet it would be unseemly to let our whole affections be publicly displayed, when you are betrothed to another. Disrespectful to...Princess Sila. We have already done ill to her, in what we have done together. Let us not compound it.” She gave me a sad little smile. “Farewell, Othrun, the Great, Lord and King of Eastrealm.” She bowed low. “May Xulindulu and all Her court keep you.”

			I returned the bow, my tears silent but uncontrolled, “Farewell,” I managed to mumble between weeping. “Lady Undala, First Among the Anib, Great Queen of all the Tribes of Southronland. Single God bless you.”

			She left me. With Quid, Agis, Mava and the rest, the chariots of the Kings of Yaden and Anglania went south, carrying the woman, the witch, the queen I loved, away from me forever.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

			It was nearly dark when we reached the border of Middlinia. I dismounted, going alone to speak to Tarlis. Who did the same as I approached. We stood by her horse’s stirrups as her mount’s tail swished in the evening, cooling itself, and to drive away the mosquitoes harrying its flanks. I could see in the fading light, the bodies of my dead knights slung over their horses, being led slowly beside live knights, who held two pairs of reins. They went onward. Mimicking them, Tarlis’s men turned around too, making their way back towards their kingdom, while she and I spoke. I would catch up with my men. But somehow, the new queen and I both knew, at least I sensed, something was left unsaid between us. Though I didn’t know exactly what that was. Perhaps it was just curiosity on both our parts. To learn more about someone who would surely be a fearsome enemy.

			“Did I tell you I was offended, when I didn’t receive an offer to become your wife, Lord King?” said Tarlis with a lascivious smile. “By the Sky Goddess, wouldn’t it have been sensible to at least explore the possibility? A marriage between you and me, would have produced an advantageous alliance.”

			I was having none of her flirting. I still smarted from having lost Undala and losing Apolt. Both were lost forever. I snapped mean-spiritedly, “I don’t lie with enemies. And a mage who has lost her powers, seems like a poor bargain, Lady Queen. Besides, it seems you do not prefer men. I’m sure my charms would be lost on you.”

			“Oh, there is something to lying with one whom one hates, isn’t there, Lord King?” she came back, her tone light. Yet, there was a real bite of malice beneath, it to match my own. “Stokes the fires of passion, doesn’t it? Besides, yes, I enjoy women. But I enjoy men as well. And if...other Eltnish queens, with lusty appetites, who don’t want weaklings for mates, find you...appealing, then there must be something to you.”

			I did not doubt “other Eltnish queens” referred to Lysi. It seemed my relationship with the Queen of Nyrimia, fraught with tension, animosity, and the potential for passion, was even known to Tarlis. “I must admit, I didn’t understand exactly what that something was until I met you.” She frankly appraised me. “There’s a certain...magic about you, Lord Othrun. Right now, you stink like a horse, and you’re covered in blood and death. Moreover, your more common warrior’s trappings, silver mail though it be, don’t do the justice, your regal looks deserve. But...” she trailed off, staring at me boldly.

			“Your flattery is in vain, Lady Queen,” I said bluntly. “And you’d as soon kill me as lie with me.”

			“True,” she laughed. “But that would make it all the more fun.” Her eyes narrowed. “And I will kill you one day, Lord Othrun. Make no mistake. I am not my father. By the Earth Goddess, I’ll kill you, and take everything from you.”

			Lysi said something very similar to me. My, mages, the most powerful ones, the warriors, all seemed the same. With the warrior spirit, boastfulness, and taunting I had only seen before in men until I came to Acremia. The smile did not reach her eyes. Her grin was feral. But then she grew solemn and said, almost wistfully, “But it is late in the day for killing kings. I have a father to bury. A queendom now to rule. I have beheld the majesty and awe of the Anib, and two of its queens. Including its greatest queen and ruler. And her sister, maybe the best warrior this side of the world.” I could barely believe her next words, “I have...much to strive for, if I’m to become a fraction as magnificent as them.”

			When Glathan first expressed his awe of the Anib, I had never understood why he revered them as he did. Nor did I believe my own ears and eyes, as I heard the Eltnish, over the years, worship the Anib, and as I saw evidence of Anib grandeur left in all the ruins of outstanding construction in the continent. But now that Undala was no longer by my side, I felt the loss of something bigger than even someone I loved. I felt the loss of someone far better than I was. Someone who, as Tarlis said, I could only hope to aspire to be. Great king though I fancied myself as. I was destined to fall far short of achieving the Anibian Queen’s glory.

			“I, too, have much to strive for, compared to nobility the calibre of Undala and Briduku,” I said softly, reflecting on my time in the presence of the Anib. But I was fortunate. I had Ingersa, a living piece of Undala, with me. I would treasure him. Even as he learned the ways of the Atalanteans from me, I would learn the ways of the Anibians from him. For the first time in my life, I felt I had the better part of such a trade.

			I broke my reverie. I said to Tarlis, my voice still low, “You...you cared for Queen Briduku. At first sight.”

			Tarlis looked at me angrily for a moment, then softened. “By the Sun Goddess, she’s...incredible,” was all she would say.

			“The woman who killed your father?” I noted. “You still feel that way?”

			“She killed my father in fair combat,” sighed Tarlis. “And I couldn’t hate Queen Briduku, even if she slit my throat, with the same knife she used to slit my father’s.”

			“Why do we all make war?” I asked suddenly, almost desperately. “Why? There’s so much love in the world to be made, instead of warring!”

			Tarlis looked surprised. Then she stumbled over her words, for the first time I’d heard her do so, after my odd question. “I...we...it’s...the way.”

			I said nothing for a few moments. Neither did she. We stood there, two enemy rulers, knowing one day, one must kill the other. But for an instant, united by our own puzzlement, over how we had found ourselves where we were. I desired to bring peace, prosperity, and worship of the Single God to Acremia. Tarlis—and those like her, including Lysi—wanted to rule as much of Acremia as possible too. Tarlis would cling to the precepts of the Six Elemental Goddesses. Even though those goddesses saw fit to rob her of her mage powers, for some reason. Our aims were entirely different. I believed my cause was the righteous one. But in the end, whoever succeeded, would the outcome look so different? Someone would rule, someone’s gods would hold sway in the land, and someone would always want to replace that rule, and supplant those gods. I thought of Undala. For a moment, the seeming futility of it all struck me, like a sword blow to the face.

			Then I shook off my thoughts. It seemed Tarlis did as well. The light faded around us. I could barely see the white streak in Tarlis’s jet-black hair well, though we stood a few feet apart.

			“You know your way back to your lands, Lord King,” said Tarlis curtly. “I suggest you find the quickest road there, while you may.”

			I nodded, turning away. She swung back into her saddle and would have ridden off. But I wheeled around and called to her. “We will meet again, Lady Queen. Perhaps we can find some common ground when we do, instead of crossing swords.”

			She tugged on the reins as she called back, “I may be a mage no longer. But I have enough foresight and hindsight to know my enemies from my friends. You, Lord King, are my enemy. Nothing will ever change that. When we meet again, there will be a crossing of swords, and warriors will die. Don’t ever become too confident it won’t be you and yours.” She moved her horse off a bit, then stopped. She added, “You truly should have considered marrying me, and joining our forces together. My father would still be alive. You and I, married, would rule a large territory one day. And, we’d have the Anib as allies. We could have conquered. Now, instead, you will become the conquered.”

			“Answer me one question, I pray, before you go. I heard the tale of the last coven in the Tongued Fort. The last one you attended...as a mage. How does a mage come to lose her powers, and have her hair turn from red to black? What happened to you?”

			I couldn’t make out her face well in the dusk. But I knew she frowned. She didn’t respond immediately, while I waited. Finally, she said, “If I don’t kill you right away, next time I see you, I promise to tell you. Farewell, Lord King.” She bowed slightly in the saddle.

			“Farewell, Lady Queen,” I gave a short bow.

			She spurred off.

			Watching her ride away, I thought of the fact, that I never had any sisters. Mother, the Merry Princess, died just after I was born. Aunt Lolove was my only real female influence, as I grew to manhood. I had Aliaz in my life, as a cousin, later a future bride, then a wife, from a very young age. Yes, I had many lovers as a prince early in my life, at court. But overall, I hadn’t spent significant time around women, speaking with them, or learning about them. I realized; I knew so little about them. Perhaps, I would never understand them at all. Viwa, Sila, Undala, Tarlis, Lysi, Rupaa, and more female Acremians I’d met. They were so unlike the women I knew well, like my dear departed wife and aunt. Could one genuinely know women, who I comprehended, for the first time in my life, were smarter, more capable, more courageous, and more dangerous than any man? I wasn’t prepared for that. I didn’t think I ever would be.

			And somewhere out there, across the ocean, another woman, a queen of a realm with plenty of incentive to kill me, promised to make good on her threat. The Queen of Berefet. So, from every day forward, I must fear to learn the ships of Berefet have come to Acremia’s shores, as their queen vowed, to take revenge on me and my people.

			Women were just one more part of my tenuous, frightening, and confusing life, and where my ignorance made me vulnerable. I felt endangered, I also realized, about so many things. Though I was supposed to be one of Eltnia’s most powerful people. I was a king.

			After seeing Cantic, and his troop, slaughtered and food for worms, and this recent encounter in Celtnia, I would never be completely confident of anything. Including the invincibility of Atalanteans again. In fact, I had never felt so vulnerable. And now, I must return to Eastrealm with another dead knight and lord, another forty men slain. And for what? To prove my point? To demonstrate how clever I was, in uncovering the twisted plots of Blas and Gart?

			Perhaps, at best, I saved Glathan’s life in the future with the intelligence I gained, which I could not put a price on. I did not think Blas would ever attempt to kill any of my heirs again. For he had lost his best chance. And now, I was aware of his misdeeds.

			But at worst, I had antagonized an enemy in Tarlis, and lost a celebrated lord and leader. The man my cousin lived for.

			However, information and knowledge were power. Now, I knew far more about my enemies in the south. Sometimes men’s lives needed to be spent on ventures that seemed speculative, and perhaps unworthy of the cost, but yielded future results that could save far more lives, in the years to come.

			I had learned Tarlis was building a cavalry to contest my own. That gave me pause. I would have to continue to train hard, push my men hard, and build up my armies. No mounted force in Acremia could ever be allowed to rival mine. So, I had work to do. But at least I would have more direction on what I needed to work on.

			And, like Lysi, in Tarlis, I’d come to fear a queendom ruled by a woman more than a kingdom ruled by any man in Eltnia. Save, of course, Nightsoul.

			But I knew much more about Tarlis now than ever, to serve me in any wars with her to come.

			That thought had to comfort me while I returned to Eastrealm with my dead. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem much consolation as I thought of poor Apolt, his corpse hanging over the back of a horse not far in front of me.

			Single God help me.

			How could I look Uthlen in the eye ever again?

		

	
		
			APPENDIX A

			Names Mentioned in Lord and King

			ABERAT – chief royal seamstress of Eastrealm, one of Queen Aliaz’s handmaidens, a gifted seamstress from Atalantyx

			AGIS – King and Caliph of Anglania, brother to King Quid of Yaden

			ALIAZ – Queen of Eastrealm, once Second Princess of Atalantyx, wife and cousin of King Othrun First of Eastrealm, younger sister of Earl Thurol the Quick, mother of Prince Othrun the Younger

			ALIPHAN – ‘mammoth’ in High Atramlandish, humongous elephant-like creatures, now extinct, who once roamed the Lantyx Range in Atalantyx

			ALIPHAN – the traditional war-banner of Atalantean kings, the sigil being a red mammoth, on a white background

			ALS – deceased Queen of Carthlughe, wife of King Hern, mother of King Hor, grandmother of King Hert, eldest daughter of King Ina, sister to Queen Barbis, half-sister to Queen Lysi and Princess Sila, once a powerful mage

			AMOD – deceased warrior of Lynchun, once captain of the royal stables of Lionfort

			ANARD – deceased King of Carthlughe, eldest son of King Lughe, brother of King Ughe, a giant and a feared warlord

			ANCHALI – ‘Angels’ in High Atramlandish, according to the religion of the Single God, powerful Spirits who are God’s Holy Messengers

			ANDRUN III – ‘the Old,’ deceased First Prince, then King of Atalantyx, father of Prince Othrun ‘the Ostrich’ and King Athlyr I

			ANGASA – deceased King-Consort to Queen Undala, father Undala’s children including Prince Ingersa, once a fearsome warrior

			APOLT – Lord Herald of Eastrealm, earl in Eastrealm, once Earl of Heretyx in Atalantyx, a famous knight

			ARCLAN – ‘the Purple Prince,’ deceased First Prince of Atalantyx in antiquity, eldest son of King Atalan IV, brother of King Andrun II, a famous commander and knight

			ARESTH – King Erthal IV’s warhorse

			AROM – Earl Chieftain in Carthlughe, second husband of Princess Renat

			ATAL – ‘the Martyr,’ ‘the High Prelate’, high priest, deceased father of King Atalan I in antiquity, slain in human sacrifice by his pagan son King Atalan I for cause of Atal’s popularity and support among those of the Single God religion in Atalantyx, person for whom the Holy City of Atal in Atalantyx was named

			ATALAN (I) – ‘the Revered,’ ‘the Founder,’ deceased Founder of Atalantyx in antiquity, first King of Atalantyx, son of Atal the High Prelate, once a fearsome warlord

			ATALAN (IV) – deceased King of Atalantyx in antiquity, builder of Atalantyx’s famous Circle City, father of 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 and King Othrun I of Eastrealm, married to (1) Princess Olana (2) Princess Merin, eldest son of King Athlyr I, brother to Prince Yedwol the Old

			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

			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 I of Eastrealm

			ATHLYR – ‘the Adder,’ deceased First Prince of Atalantyx, son of Prince Othrun the Ostrich, a famous commander and knight

			ARNLYR – earl in Eastrealm, once Earl of Southridge in Atalantyx

			ASANU – one of the twelve tribes of the Anib

			BARBIS – Queen of Borenia, wife of Daman Nightsoul, second daughter of King Ina, sister to Queen Als, half-sister to Queen Lysi and Princess Sila, a feared mage

			BARTHO – Maneprince of Lynchun, oldest child of King Wely and Queen Syda, elder brother of Queen Binis of Carthlughe and Prince Eld

			BADAN – deceased Earl of Lionshead, once a warlord sworn to Orlu the usurper

			BAMANTHE – the elite all-female warrior-class among the Anib race

			BANIA – noblewoman in Eastrealm, formerly noblewoman in Atalantyx, niece of Earl Apolt

			BEDAR – Earl of Lionshead, second son of Earl Badan

			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 Prince Bartho, older sister of Prince Eld

			BITER – King Othrun I of Eastrealm’s arming sword

			BLAS – called ‘Swift-Bow,’ King of Ipithyia, a feared warlord

			BOTHEKA – smallest of the twelve tribes of the Anib

			BRIDUKU – a minor Queen among the Anib, sister to Queen Undala, and chosen to be her personal Shade, aunt to Ingersa, her full and complete name in Anibian is ‘Ni An A Briduku A’, a ferocious warrior

			BROD – deceased King of Frynia

			BYGE – earl in Carthlughe

			BYLYR – according to the Single God Faith, a heroic warrior, second-in-command of the Angelic host, of the rank below the great prophets Angels, who were second only to the Single God

			CAHR – earl in Nyrimia, once interpreter for King Ina (father of Queen Lysi), and a distant cousin of the king, lover of Queen Lysi, and her heir

			CALN – earl in Celtnia

			CANOTHAN – prelate in Atalantyx, third highest-ranking prelate in Eastrealm behind Prelate Fridlyr

			CANTIC – earl in Eastrealm, once knight in Atalantyx, a fearsome knight

			CARG – deceased King of Lynchun who divided his kingdom, thus creating the Kingdom of Carthlughe, father of King Carth of Lynchun and King Lughe, first King of Carthlughe

			CARTHO – deceased King of Lynchun, son of King Varth, elder brother of Prince Ilge

			CELOVE – chief nurse-wife to the Royal Family of Eastrealm, formerly in Atalantyx nurse-wife to King Othrun First of Eastrealm

			CENTA – deceased earl in Lynchun, foster father of Earl Centi, once a feared warlord

			CENTI – Earl Chieftain in Lynchun, once called Gedu at birth, given the name Centi by his adopted father, Earl Centa, a fierce warlord

			CERN – deceased King of Carthlughe, eldest child of King Marn, brother of Princess Teaya, father of King Harg

			CHEAL – earl in Eastrealm, once knight in Atalantyx

			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

			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

			CORULT – chief esquire to King Othrun First of Eastrealm, once a page in Atalantyx, cousin to Countess Samata

			COLYD – earl in Carthlughe

			COWD – earl in Celtnia

			CRICT – deceased Earl Chieftain of Lynchun, once a feared warlord, one-handed 

			CUTTER – King Othrun I of Eastrealm’s dagger

			DAMAN – ‘Nightsoul’, Ruler of Borenia, a feared warrior supposedly supported by powerful, terrifying, evil magic

			DELIVERANCE – 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 Dena

			DEVA – deceased Queen of Badonia, wife to King Irly, once a mage, daughter of King Brod of Frynia, twin sister to Queen Dena

			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

			DONC – earl in Lynchun, a feared warlord

			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

			EDIR – earl in Celtnia

			EDSK – deceased captain of Prince Orlu’s household troops, once a feared warrior

			EDYI – lady in Carthlughe, daughter of Earl Rhund

			EGIS – deceased countess in Lynchun, 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 of Maneprince Bartho and Queen Binis of Carthlughe, a feared warlord

			ELE – deceased Lynchun woman, cousin of Freg, sister of Nore

			ENEN – deceased earl in Carthlughe, first husband of Princess Renat

			ENST – deceased warrior of Lynchun, who once worked in the Lynchun royal stables

			ERTHAL (IV) – ‘the Mighty,’ deceased King of Atalantyx in antiquity, who fell in battle to King Masth of Berefet, a famous commander and knight

			ERTHAL (VI) – ‘the White Horse,’ First Prince (and Lord of Nantyx), later the last King of Atalantyx, eldest son of King Atalan IX and Princess Olana, elder brother of King Othrun First of Eastrealm

			FELK – King of Meridnia

			FIRE – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses

			FIRST PRINCE – title borne by the Crown Prince of Atalantyx, later borne by the Crown Prince of Eastrealm

			FLEETHOOF – King Othrun I of Eastrealm’s primary war-horse

			FREG – common-man of Olicia, true father of Viwa

			FRIDLYR -- prelate in Atalantyx, second highest-ranking prelate in Eastrealm behind High Prelate Gogest

			FUERUN – earl in Eastrealm, once knight in Atalantyx

			GAIM – deceased second-last King of the defunct Kingdom of Olicia, father of King Gont, slain by Nightsoul

			GALAGA – one of the twelve tribes of the Anib

			GART – ‘the Ghost,’ King of Celtnia and Augusnia, a feared warlord and highwayman

			GEDU – name at birth of Earl Centi

			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 Second Prince of Eastrealm, once Earl of Dyntyx and of Vlatlan, Admiral of Navies, and Lord of Havenshur in Atalantyx, cousin of King Othrun I of Eastrealm, a famous knight and commander, and sage counsellor

			GLATLAN – deceased Lord of Dyntyx, father of Earl Glaton, grandfather of Prince Glathan, once Lord Marshal in Atalantyx, a famous commander and knight who perished in the First Berefet Rebellion

			GLATON – deceased Earl Dyntyx, father of Prince Glathan, son of Lord Marshal Glatlan, once himself Lord Marshal in Atalantyx, a famous commander and knight

			GOGEST – 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

			GOLOVE – Countess and Lady of Forest Hill, wife of Earl Thurol the Quick, former handmaid of Lady Bania niece of Earl Apolt.

			GONT – deceased last King of the defunct Kingdom of Olicia, son of King Gaim, slain by Nightsoul

			GREAT WIKA – elected leader of the Clan (Coven) of the Mages of Eltnia

			GRUPAA – deceased earl in Norsoon, sworn to King Mag

			GYDI – deceased mother of Earl Centi

			HANI – deceased warrior of Lynchun

			HARG – deceased King of Lynchun, son of King Cern, father of King Hern

			HEGELEN – knight of Eastrealm, once knight in Atalantyx, a commander in Earl Thurol the Quick’s household troops

			HELTAN – earl in Eastrealm, once knight of Atalantyx,

			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 of Princess Renat, father of Princess Hiris, secondary liege-lord of King Othrun First of Eastrealm, a feared warlord

			HOLITA – First (and Lady of Valsyx), then Second Princess of Eastrealm, once Countess of Dyntyx and of Vlatlan in Atalantyx, wife of Prince Glathan, friend and former handmaiden of Queen Aliaz

			HOR – deceased King of Carthlughe, ‘the Horrific,’ a giant (seven feet tall), son of King Hern, father of King Hert and Princess Renat, slain by King Othrun First of Eastrealm, in Nyrimia in single combat, once one of Eltnia’s most feared warlords

			HYANDE – deceased Queen of Lynchun, wife of King Carg, once a powerful mage

			ILGE – deceased Prince of Lynchun, once Lord of Golden Valley, son of King Varth, younger brother of King Cartho, father of King Ture

			INA – ‘the Ignorant,’ deceased King of Nyrimia, claimant to High Kingship of Middle Eltnia, father of Queens Als and Barbis and Lysi, and Princess Sila, once a feared warlord

			INGERSA – ‘the Elephant’, prince among the Anib, son of Queen Undala and King Angasa, nephew of Queen Briduku

			IRKA – Chief Druid of Norsoon

			IRLI – deceased King of Badonia, father of King Irly

			IRLY – King of Badonia, son of King Irli, adopted father of Princess Sila

			JAINT – warrior in Carthlughe, son of former Earl Chieftain Cordis

			JENVYE – deceased Queen of Atalantyx, wife of King Athlyr I, mother of King Atalan Ninth and Prince Yedwol the Old

			JEWEL – King Erthal IV’s great-sword

			JORGO – King of Rogonhe, husband of Queen Mames

			JUNI – earl in Lynchun, once a goatherd, and once leader of Earl Leut’s farmhands

			JYNON – deceased King of Berefet in antiquity, who slew the famous Arclan ‘Purple Prince’ in battle, once a feared warlord

			KYDA – woman of Meridnia

			KRYT – warrior of Lynchun, sworn to Wely

			LABALA – King Hert’s warhorse

			LADAC – earl in Carthlughe, one of King Hert’s commanders

			LAST OF THE ATALANTEANS – name given to the eighteen hundred Atalanteans, led by King Othrun I of Eastrealm, who were banished by King Erthal IV of Atalantyx, and who survived the destruction of Atalantyx

			LEUT – earl, then Earl Chieftain in Lynchun, Uncle of Hani, father of Mava, a famous warrior

			LIONCREST – title borne by the reigning Kings of Lynchun

			LOGIS – deceased earl in Nyrimia, one of King Ina’s commanders, killed by Earl Thurol the Quick in battle 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 IV’s deceased favourite hounds, named for Princess Lolove

			LUD – earl in Celtnia

			LUGHE – deceased first King of Carthlughe, formerly Maneprince, eldest son of King Carg, brother of King Carth, father of Kings Anard and Ughe

			LYAYR – earl and Lord Captain of King Othrun I of Eastrealm’s bodyguard, once a knight in Atalantyx, a famous commander and knight

			LYSI – Queen of Nyrimia, third daughter of King Ina, elder sister of Princess Sila, younger half-sister to Queen Als and Queen Barbis, a feared warrior and powerful mage

			MAG – ‘the Malignant,’ King of Norsoon, famed pirate-king, father of Queen Dira last Queen of Atalantyx

			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

			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

			MAND – earl in Lynchun, one of King Wely’s senior earls, a feared warlord

			MANEPRINCE – title borne by the Crown Prince of Lynchun

			MARN – deceased King of Carthlughe, father of King Cern and Princess Teaya 

			MASTH – in antiquity, deceased King of Berefet, who slew King Erthal Fourth of Atalantyx in battle, once a famous warrior

			MAVA – daughter and only child of Earl Leut

			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

			MERD – King of Middlinia

			MERIN – ‘Merry Princess,’ deceased Second Princess of Atalantyx, second wife and cousin of King Atalan IX, King Othrun I of Eastrealm’s mother

			MERIN – one of King Othrun I of Eastrealm’s warhorses

			MIRC – warrior in Badonia, a commander in Irly’s armies

			MYSEN – deceased warrior in Lynchun, one of the commanders of the border watch responsible for keeping Golden Valley secure, once a feared general

			NEKRANANU – in Anibian lore, God of life, death, and fate

			NIE – deceased earl in Lynchun, slain by King Hert

			NILIS – Sultana and Queen of Berefet

			NITHAN – deceased earl in Atalantyx, commander of the garrisons of Atalantean troops in Berefet

			NORE – deceased wife of Ralp, sister of Ele, adopted mother of Viwa

			NULTHE – mother of Nightsoul, Queen Dowager in Borenia, Great Wika of the Clan of Mages in Eltnia, a feared sorceress and fighter

			NYRN – in Sanaavian lore, God of Fate

			NYMPH-QUEEN – in Ipithyian lore, ruler of the Sprite Gods

			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

			OLANA – deceased Second Princess of Atalantyx, first wife and cousin of King Atalan IX, King Erthal VI’s mother, formerly engaged to Earl Yedwol the Ready

			OLANA – one of King Erthal IV’s deceased favourite hounds, named for Princess Olana

			ORLU – ‘the Undefeated,’ deceased Prince of Lynchun, youngest son of King Ture, brother of King Wely, slain by his brother King Wely, once one of Eltnia’s most feared warlords

			ORNEST – earl in Eastrealm, once knight in Atalantyx

			OST – assumed Eltnish name taken by Prince Othrun

			OTHRUN (I) – ‘the Magnificent,’ deceased King of Atalantyx in antiquity, a famous commander and knight, after whom ‘the Ostrich’ was named

			OTHRUN – ‘the Ostrich,’ deceased First Prince of Atalantyx, eldest son of King Andrun III, elder brother of 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’, King of Eastrealm, formerly ‘Othrun of Westrich,’ once Second Prince and Prince of Surtyx in Atalantyx, sometimes called ‘Silver King’ by the Eltnish, second son of King Atalan IX and Princess Merin, younger brother of King Erthal VI, ‘Ost’ (assumed Eltnish name)

			OTHRUN – ‘the Younger’, First Prince of Eastrealm, eldest child of King Othrun First of Eastrealm and Queen Aliaz

			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 for pirates, to whom the discovery of Atalantyx is attributed, composed of various races from Atramland, from whom many Atalanteans are descended

			PERTID – earl in Eastrealm, once knight in Atalantyx, a fearsome knight

			PIDE – ‘the Longspears,’ Prince of Augusnia, nephew of King Gart of Celtnia, cousin to Princess Tarlis, a feared warlord

			PINCHER – Earl Thurol the Quick’s dagger

			PINPRICK – Prince Glathan’s dagger

			PLAS – Crown Prince of Ipithyia, son of King Blas, brother of Princess Monis 

			PROUD-STERN – flagship of King Othrun First of Eastrealm’s eighteen-vessel fleet that brought the Last of the Atalanteans to Acremia

			QUID – King and Sultan of Yaden, brother of King Agis of Anglania

			RALP – deceased proprietor of The Painted Mage

			RENAT – Princess of Carthlughe, daughter of King Hor, younger sister of Prince Hert

			RHANT – deceased Maneprince and incumbent King of Lynchun, son of Queen Varlu, father of King Varth and Prince Rhind

			RHIND – deceased second son of King Rhant, once Prince of Golden Valley

			RHUND – Earl of Fangsden, vassal of King Hert, a feared warlord

			RIE – deceased former Crown Prince of Olicia, son of King Gaim, older brother of King Gont

			RIGE – earl in Celtnia

			RINLYR – deceased earl in Atalantyx and Lord Captain of King Erthal IV’s bodyguard, once a fearsome knight

			RUPAA – chieftain in Norsoon, illegitimate daughter of Earl Grupaa, a feared pirate and warrior

			SAMATA – Countess of Westhedge and Lady of Bridle Path in Eastrealm, once countess in Atalantyx, wife of Earl Yedwol the Ready, mother of Lord Yedwol the Bard

			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

			SCOLAN – earl and Lord Secretary and Keeper of the Royal Treasury in Eastrealm, once knight in Atalantyx

			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

			SHADES – a sect of the Anib chosen from the elite Bamanthe, bred to be personal bodyguards to the higher monarchs among the Anib

			SILA – Princess of Nyrimia, fourth and youngest daughter of King Ina, sister to Queen Lysi, half-sister to Queen Als and Queen Barbis, adopted daughter of King Irly of Badonia, and thus Princess of Badonia, an untutored mage

			SILVER KING – nickname given to King Othrun I 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 IV’s dagger

			SPRITE GODS – in Ipithyian lore, creatures consisting of elves, sprites, fairies, pixies, that protect the Ipithyians from danger

			SKY – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses

			SUN – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses

			SURE-STEEL – King Othrun I Eastrealm’s great-sword, ancestral blade of Atalantean Kings, thought to be cursed

			SYDA – deceased Queen of Lynchun, wife of King Wely, lover of Prince Orlu and Earl Centi, slain by Prince Glathan by order of King Othrun First of Eastrealm, a feared mage and warrior

			TAKER – King Erthal IV’s arming sword

			TARLIS – ‘the Dark-Haired,’ Crown Princess of Celtnia, daughter of King Gart the Ghost, a feared warrior and former mage who lost her powers, and with it her hair turned from red to black

			TEAYA – deceased Princess of Carthlughe, youngest child of King Marn, sister of King Cern

			TENLYR – an Atalantean bowyer, whose son is also named Tenlyr

			TENLYR – son of Tenlyr the bowyer

			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, 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, once Earl of Myntlan in Atalantyx, cousin and brother-in-law of Othrun, brother of Queen Aliaz, a famous commander and knight, Thur (assumed Eltnish name)

			THYR – in Sanaavian lore, God of War

			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, a feared warlord, son of Prince Ilge, father of King Wely and Prince Orlu

			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

			UIRI – deceased Prince of Badonia, son of King Irly and Queen Deva, who died of a malady while young

			UNDALA – Queen of all the Anibian Tribes of Southronland, who holds the title of ‘First Among Anib’, wife to King Angasa, mother of Prince Ingersa, 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

			UNGALA – deceased Queen among the Anib in antiquity, High Queen of Middle Eltnia, once a famous diplomat-warrior-queen, one of Eltnia’s most legendary figures

			UTHLEN – Second (and Lord of Fortyx), then Third Prince of Eastrealm, once Earl of Lyntyx in Atalantyx, cousin of Prince Othrun, son of Earl Yulone, a learned scholar and artist

			VAITHAN – deceased knight of King Erthal IV’s bodyguard

			VALI – man of Meridnia, husband to Ouris, father of their three children

			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

			VIWA – adopted daughter of Ralp, proprietress of The Painted Mage

			VLAADA – ‘the Red-Axe,’ King of Knuljaa, a feared warlord

			VRAG – ‘the Voracious,’ King of Furfell, a feared warlord

			WATER – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses

			WELY – King of Lynchun, the Lioncrest, eldest son of King Ture, brother to Prince Orlu, husband to Queen Syda, father of Maneprince Bartho, Queen Binis, and Prince Eld, primary liege-lord of King Othrun First of Eastrealm, a feared warlord

			WEEPER – Earl Thurol the Quick’s arming sword

			WIDA – deceased wife of Earl Leut and mother of Mava

			WIND – in Eltnish lore a Goddess, one of the Six Elemental Goddesses

			WIRLUN – earl in Eastrealm, once Earl of Erolan in Atalantyx

			WOLA – illegitimate child of Crown Prince Rie of Olicia, niece to King Gont, granddaughter of King Gaim, mother to Viwa

			WYNE – Earl of Manefort

			YEDWOL – ‘the Old,’ and ‘the Gold Lord,’ ‘the Butcher of Haref’, deceased Second Prince in Atalantyx, second son of King Athlyr I, younger brother of King Atalan IX, once Prince (Governor) of Berefet, once Lord Seneschal, Lord Marshal, and Lord Admiral of Atalantyx, father of Earl Yedwol the Ready, husband of Princess Lalove, one of Atalantyx’s most famous commanders and knights

			YEDWOL – ‘the Ready’, 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 to Countess Samata, father of Lord Yedwol the Bard, a fearsome knight

			YEDWOL – ‘the Bard,’ son of Earl Yedwol the Ready and Countess Samata

			YERB – deceased warrior of Lynchun, a feared fighter

			YIMAA – warrior and pirate of Norsoon, sworn to Chief Rupaa

			YULONE – deceased Earl of Lyntyx in Atalantyx, father of Prince Uthlen, a learned scholar and artist

			XULINDULU – in Anibian lore, Chief Goddess of all gods and goddesses

		

	
		
			APPENDIX B

			Places Mentioned in Lord and King

			ABOLOSTHA – kingdom in central Atramland

			ACREMIA – continent approximately four hundred miles northwest of Atramland

			AGNALOM – tropical kingdom in Atramland, east of Chanon

			AGONRON – kingdom in eastern Atramland

			ALTHAT – mountain region in Merentyx Earldom where Atalantean steel was forged

			ANGLAHEDGE – port-city capital of Anglania

			ANGLANIA – sub-tropical kingdom at the extreme southern tip of Acremia

			ANNUNKI – kingdom in north-central Atramland

			APPLE RIVER – river running through Eastrealm essentially dividing the area in two

			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 – 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 north of the continent of Atramland, approximately four hundred miles east of the continent of Acremia 

			ATRAMLAND – continent approximately four hundred miles southeast of Acremia, considered ‘the Mainland’ by Atalanteans, although the continent of Acremia was closer to Atalantyx

			ARCA – town in southeastern Lynchun

			ARN – tiny kingdom in northwest Eltnia

			ARNIA – earldom in north-eastern most Eastrelm

			AUGUSNIA – costal princedom in middle-south Eltnia

			BADONIA – kingdom in middle Eltnia, between Borenia and Eastrealm

			BEREFET – northern-most kingdom in Atramland, once client, then colony of Atalantyx, known for its Dutul Desert and its gold reserves

			BLEEDING TEARS – large, mysterious, red-topped monolith stones in middle-western Eltnia, that form the border between Eastrealm and Badonia

			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 Westhedge earldom, centered around the Rose Tower

			BROTAN – small kingdom in northwest Eltnia

			BUKHANA – village in northern Anibia

			CALURDON – capital city of Meridnia

			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 Atramland, the 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, approximately five miles south of Mount Atalante, fed into by the Elynlyr River COLDLANDS (THE) – isolated Sanaavian kingdom under permafrost, and 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 – the lower areas of the Lionfort, being the base areas surrounding the two hills of the city, where most of the common folk of city reside

			DARKDALES – town in southwestern Eastrealm

			DRAGONSYX – King Othrun First of Eastrealm’s planned summer palace in extreme south-central Eastrealm, near the Stonewater River

			DUTUL – in antiquity, a 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, from the Lionfort at the hill’s summit, down about halfway to the hill’s bottom

			EASTREALM – colloquial name of New Atalantyx, kingdom in middle Eltnia

			ELTNIA – the southern region of the continent of Acremia, approximately four hundred miles west of Atalantyx

			ELYNLYR RIVER – main river in Atalantyx, running west to east, dividing the kingdom essentially in half

			EROLAN – chief town in the Earldom of Myntlan

			EWARN – island kingdom, approximately 150 miles northwest of Atalantyx

			FANGSDEN – second chief city of Carthlughe, near the border of Lynchun and Nyrimia FENTYX – earldom just south of the Circle City in Surtyx on the other side of the Elynlyr FIRTH RIVER – river in eastern Eltnia that runs from the origins of Lynchun River north to Carthlughe and forms the border between Nyrimia and Lynchun

			FOREST ARNIA – forest at the eastern edge of Eastrealm and the western edge of Ipithyia that is disputed territory, with both nations claiming the forest

			FOREST DARK – dense woodlands in Hillhyla said to be plagued by savage white wolves

			FOREST HILL – chief fortress of the earldom of Arnia

			FORTRESS QUARTER – the Lionfort fortress in the city of Lionfort, where the garrisons of the city’s troops are housed

			FORYTX – name given by Prince Uthlen for his fief (Princedom), which is the eastern part of the Eastrealm, divided from the fief of Valsyx by the Apple River

			FRAWON – large kingdom in north Eltnia, client of Carthlughe

			FRYNIA – medium-sized kingdom in northeast Eltnia

			FURFELL – kingdom in eastern Sanaavia

			GOLD GATES – the large gates protecting the Lionfort

			GOLDHALL – the hall of the Kings of Lynchun adjacent to the Lionfort fortress, and the hall is also called the Royal Quarter of the city of Lionfort

			GOLDEN VALLEY – large fertile fiefdom in south Lynchun, by tradition given to the second in line to Lynchun’s throne as their fiefdom

			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

			HALF-LION (THE) – tavern in Wyrmshoard

			HALL OF KINGS – the 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 world’s oldest cities

			HAVENSHUR – the costal main port city of Atalantyx on its west shores, chief city in the Earldom of Dyntyx

			HIGH CASTLE – the palace of the Kings of Atalantyx, in the centre ring of the Circle City HIGH-CHAIR – the throne of the Kings of Atalantyx in the Hall of Kings

			HILHYLA – remote kingdom in north Sanaavia

			HILLS OF THE TAIL – hills in northernmost Lynchun near the Carthlughean border that surround Manefort

			HOWLING HILLS – hills geographically in the south and middle of Carthlughe that surround Wolflodge

			HUSDANLAND – kingdom in northern Atramland

			IPITHYIA – kingdom in middle-eastern Eltnia

			KINGSTOWN – colloquial name among the Eltnish for Wyrmshoard

			KNULJAA – kingdom 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 – the 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

			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 MANEFORT – northernmost fortress city in Lynchun, traditional residence of the Maneprince

			MERIDNIA – kingdom in south-west Eltnia

			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 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

			MERIDNIA – kingdom in middle-western Eltnia

			MIDDLINIA – kingdom in middle-southern Eltnia

			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

			NANTYX – northern of two princedoms 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

			NORSOON – costal kingdom in eastern Sanaavia

			NYRIMIA – costal, mountainous kingdom in eastern Acremia

			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 – kingdom in southern Eltnia

			PAUPER’S POINT – town in southwestern Eastrealm Teeth,

			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 

			PRIDEHEARTH – summer palace of the Kings of Lynchun, in southern Lynchun

			PUATHUM – kingdom in eastern Atramland

			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 – the 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

			SANAAVIA – also called ‘the Sanaav,’ the northern region of the continent of Acremia, approximately four hundred miles west of Atalantyx

			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 fords the River Elynlyr near the junction of the River Andrun

			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 is affixed atop the High Castle, contained the Royal apartments of the King of Atalantyx and family

			STINGOLD – hamlet in western Eastrealm

			STONE FORD BRIDGE – planned bridge crossing the Lynchun river to link Eastrealm to Lynchun

			STONEWALLOW – town in southwestern Eastrealm

			STONEWATER – large river in middle-south Eltnia

			SWAN’S GATE – lakeside capital of Badonia

			SUMMEREACH – chief fortress of Fortyx

			SURTYX – southern of two Princedoms in Atalantyx, all the land south of the Elynlyr River, by tradition fief of the Second Prince of Atalantyx

			TEETH – town in southwestern Eastrealm

			THREE RIVERS – capital of Peernia, said to be the oldest city in Acremia, and regarded as the most important commercial hub in the world, surrounded by the famed, fifty-foot-high stone wall called the Peernian Wall

			THREEYVIK – costal kingdom in eastern Sanaavia

			TONGUED FORT – abandoned hillfort in northern Celtnia, said to be cursed

			TOWER HILL – the 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 of the religion of the Single God

			TRINKVAAR – costal kingdom in eastern Sanaavia

			TYNT – town in middle Lynchun

			URTLAN – earldom in northwest Atalantyx, known for its highlands, moors, and granite quarries

			VALSYX – name given by Prince Glathan for his fief (Princedom), which is the western part of the Eastrealm, divided from the fief of Fortyx by the Apple River

			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 Princess Merin, who died there giving birth to King Othrun First of Eastrealm

			WILDNESS (THE) – northernmost forest in Acremia, located in the middle of The Coldlands

			WOLFLODGE – capital city of Carthlughe

			WYRMSHOARD – capital city of Eastrealm, surrounding Tower Hill, colloquially known as Kingstown

			YADEN – sub-tropical kingdom near the extreme southern tip of Acremia
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