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PREFACE


In the year one thousand and ninety-seven, calamity struck the realms. In Adalrik, the aged king Sighelm died, necessitating a lord protector to rule until his grandson and heir, Prince Sigmund, would come of age. In its wisdom, the Adalthing chose Sir Reynold, the impartial lord marshal of the Order.

Yet, at this time, an old enemy reared its head as the outlanders began an invasion of Hæthiod, numbering in the tens of thousands. Sir Reynold led available Order forces out of Adalrik to assist the beleaguered vassal kingdom, thereby weakening Adalrik itself.

Seizing this opportunity, the infamous Jarl Isenhart of Isarn, aided by his treacherous brother Sir Athelstan, took control of Middanhal, taking many noble hostages. They failed to conquer the Citadel, however, bravely defended by its garrison under Captain Theobald.

With civil war now inevitable, the forces of Isarn assembled for an assault on southern Adalrik, including Jarl Valerian of Vale, their main opposition.

As for the few remaining Order forces, they suffered an ambush at Lake Myr but held together under their courageous captain, Sir Richard of Alwood, and his first lieutenant, Adalbrand of House Arnling. Along with Jarl Theodoric of Theodstan, who rode out to warn them of Jarl Isenhart's betrayal, they began an arduous journey across the Weolcan mountains to reach the jarldom of Theodstan and reinforcements.

Meanwhile, even as disastrous news from Adalrik reached them, the main Order army reached Hæthiod to begin their campaign to repel the outlander invasion.

Thus write I, Quill, the king's scribe


Second Chronicle of Adalmearc

The year is one thousand and ninety-seven

The events unfold in the realm of Hæthiod


1

CITY OF CIRCLES
TOTHMOR



After working together with the King's Quill and Jarl Theodoric to get Sir Reynold elected lord protector at the Adalthing, Godfrey swiftly journeyed southeast. At this point, the outlanders had yet to breach the Langstan and invade Hæthiod, and the prince drew breath back in Middanhal; as Godfrey travelled through the lands, all seemed peaceful in the realms of Adalmearc.

Leaving Middanhal, he crossed the hills south of the capital and followed the Kingsroad through the province of Ingmond before reaching Hæthiod. A journey of several days came afterwards until he finally had Tothmor, capital of the heathlands, in sight. Although a lengthy trip, only about a week after summer solstice and the aforementioned Adalthing had passed as Godfrey approached the main city of Hæthiod.

Tothmor was built leaning against a lone mountain, rising up on the heath. The name for the mountain had lent its name to the city built against its southern side, resembling a tooth jagging up on the otherwise flat moor. Some with more wit than affection for the city had once said that the last part of the name had a different meaning originally, however, and it actually meant dead tooth.

On a cloudy, bleak day, such a name might seem apt. Entering through the gate and paying the toll, Godfrey was treated to the sight of a city built mostly in brown clay bricks. Similar earth tones were worn by the commoners that dwelled there as Godfrey looked beyond the city gate and planted his staff in the ground, walking forward. There were not many decorations, little marble or gilded metal to be found; Hæthiod was not a rich country. The only exception was the uncommon number of temples in Tothmor. While other cities of Adalmearc typically had one major temple dedicated to one god and smaller shrines elsewhere or attached to the main temple, Tothmor had no less than six separate temples, all of which trained novices and acolytes to be initiated into their respective priesthoods. In a stark contrast to the rest of the city, these temples were richly adorned, and they might almost rival the royal palace.

Tothmor was a city of circles; it had begun with merely a single half-circle closest to the mountain and thus in an elevated, easily defended position. As the city grew, another semi-circular wall had been added further down the mountainside, starting from the east, running in a curve southwards, and then connecting with the mountain on the west side. Then another circle and another, arriving at the current number of five districts with the lowest semicircle being on the same level as the surrounding heath. Each time a new district was added, the poorest were relegated to live there, slowly pushed downhill by the more affluent residents taking over the old districts. A man’s worth, wealth, or status could be judged quite accurately simply by the district in which he lived.

Each of the old city walls was still in use; no longer an outer line of fortifications, they served instead to separate the districts. Their gates lay directly opposite each other, with one short main road running from lowest to highest; thus, standing at the lowest, one had a view up the hill of all the next four gates. Moving up the street, Godfrey passed through the fifth district, which was much like Lowtown in Middanhal, occupied by the poor, the serving class, and those who had cause to hide from the city guard in the overpopulated district. Passing through the next gate, the guards gave him a lazy glance as he entered the fourth district, which still had its share of filth and overcrowded atmosphere; here, there were craftsmen, vendors, and peddlers of all kinds. There was no marketplace as such in Tothmor, so the stalls and shops were simply scattered across the entire district.

Going beyond the boundary of this fourth circle and entering the third, change was more noticeable. Fewer houses were built from clay bricks, and not all people lived clumped together in large blocks of buildings but might have their own detached house. The wealthier merchants and the poorer nobility had their dwellings here, as did the many temples. This was reflected by the numerous robes in various colours belonging to the priests and priestesses. Reaching this area, Godfrey turned away from the main road and walked east into the disorganised morass of small streets.

While there were other houses displaying certain affluence, the temples outshone them all, aided by the fact that they were funded by their respective priesthoods in the other realms of Adalmearc. While the three temples for the goddesses lay west of the gate, Godfrey went in the other direction. He passed by the temple for Hamaring, guarded by its warrior monks with their great war hammers. Next, the temple for Egnil, whose guardians stood with shields and flails by their side, and finally, he reached the largest of the temples, whose sword-wielding sentinels revealed it to be consecrated to Rihimil, lord of the lesser divines.

Godfrey moved with a few other people into the dark, cool interior of the building; however, while they came to seek out the altar and give offerings, Godfrey continued deeper into the temple until he was stopped by an acolyte.

“I am Brother Nikodemos,” the initiate introduced himself. “May I enquire as to your presence?”

“I am here to see your high priest,” Godfrey explained. “I bring a message from Middanhal, from the Archon,” he said, using the southern term for the Highfather. The acolyte asked no further questions and led Godfrey to the local high priest for Rihimil in Tothmor.

Nikodemos brought Godfrey into a small, private shrine only for use by the priests of the temple. Inside knelt the high priest in prayer before a statue of a knight in black armour. Like all priests of his faith, he wore black robes with a silver dragon as its emblem. The hem of the robe was decorated in with a pattern of stars stitched in silver thread that revealed his status within the priesthood, and around his neck hung a heavy necklace with a large pendant. The acolyte, whose low status was indicated by his simple black robe without patterns or emblems, left quietly.

Although the noise of entering had made it clear that somebody else was in the shrine, the high priest remained kneeling in prayer while his lips moved wordlessly. Godfrey waited a short while, resting his walking staff against the wall. “You have convinced me of your piety. Now please stand so I may address you,” he said.

The priest rose and sent the newly arrived traveller a scowl. “You dare speak to me in such a manner? I could have the guards flog you.”

“First, you should read the message I bring,” Godfrey replied with a sly smile. He extended a folded piece of paper to the priest, who snatched it from his hands. Looking at the seal, he strained his eyes to examine it in the dim torchlight inside the shrine.

“This came from the Archon himself? From the Basilika?”

“None less,” Godfrey confirmed.

The high priest broke the seal, and his eyes skimmed over the text. “I thought this was an answer to my pleas,” complained the black-robed man. “Does the Holy One not realise my position as court seer is threatened?”

“I am sure you have made it abundantly clear to him,” Godfrey said dryly.

“He was initiated to sacred Rihimil as well before taking the mantle of Archon,” continued the high priest. “But all he writes is that he cannot intercede! Why not?”

“That is a question for him, not me,” Godfrey said dismissively. “Now, the letter mentions you are to provide me with coin.”

“You know its contents?” asked the priest surprised.

“I know a great deal, Brother Dominic,” Godfrey said with a smile bordering mockery. “The silver, please.”

“Wait here,” Dominic said curtly and quickly left. When he returned, he handed a small bag of coins to Godfrey.

“My thanks,” Godfrey said and inclined his head, his smile still insincere. Without being dismissed or words of parting, he turned and left the premises.
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Shortly after, the same acolyte who had guided Godfrey to the high priest of Rihimil left the temple and entered the streets of the third circle. He remained in the back alleys, however, and his black robe kept him nearly invisible to other people. A voice reached him, trembling with age and withered fury. “Bow, you fools, before it is too late,” the voice spoke. “How long will you worship these false gods in their temples of gold while your children starve?”

Walking past, Nikodemos could see the speaker; it was a madman, by all appearance, attracting little attention. The acolyte shuddered at hearing such words of blasphemy, pulling the hood of his robe up to cover his ears. Soon after, he reached another of the eastern-lying temples and made his way inside through a back entrance, unseen. Finally, Nikodemos reached a small study and waited until somebody entered. The new person in the room wore a robe with the same patterned hem as all high priests did; the colour was bright yellow, however, and a black bull was its emblem.

“You!” exclaimed the high priest of Egnil as he spotted the black-robed acolyte. “You bring news?”

“I do, Reverend One,” the acolyte said with a small bow. “A messenger from the Archon arrived just now and spoke with my master.”

“And? Will he be given any assurances?”

“No, Reverend One,” Nikodemos answered whilst shaking his head. “From what I could hear, the Holy One had no interest in interfering.”

“Good, good,” mumbled the high priest. “Our plans can proceed.” The black-robed acolyte remained in the room while the yellow-robed priest seemed to forget his presence. “You may go,” he finally told Nikodemos. The blackrobe gave a small bow and retreated out of the room. The high priest of Egnil waited until his spy had left before he walked to the door and called for his servant. “Tell Brother Gregory to come to my chamber,” he informed his attendant.

The latter disappeared and quickly returned with another man; his yellow robe with the black bull upon its chest proclaimed him an ordained priest of Egnil. “You asked for me, Reverend One?” said Gregory.

“The court seer has received his reply from Middanhal. The Archon has not granted him any favours.”

“What was he hoping to achieve, do you think? It is not the Archon’s decision to determine the position of court seer,” Gregory pondered.

The high priest shrugged. “Some kind of decree supporting his position, perhaps? Even though the court seer is appointed at the discretion of our local monarch, a word from the Archon in Middanhal would weigh heavily. Or perhaps the Holy One could simply forbid the rest of us from accepting the position.”

“In that case, we are fortunate that the Holy One is not interested in involving himself,” Gregory claimed.

“Yes. Our plans continue. Prepare yourself,” the high priest declared.

Outside the door stood the high priest’s personal servant, listening. When footsteps announced that the men inside the room were leaving, the servant hastened away. He left the temple for Egnil entirely and walked towards the central part of the third district until he reached the first of the three temples for the male divinities; a statue of a man in bearskin was atop its entrance, holding a great hammer in both hands, which proclaimed it dedicated to Hamaring. The servant went inside, unseen until he spotted one of the priests in their white robes.

“I have to return shortly, or my master will know I am gone,” the servant whispered to the priest. “Tell your high priest that the court seer is not receiving any support from Middanhal and that the geolrobes are continuing their plans.”

The white-robed priest with a black bear as its insignia nodded to the servant and moved to an inner courtyard in the small temple complex. Here, guards and lay brothers were training with their large war hammers under the supervision of the high priest of Hamaring in Hæthiod; while the white robe was rather concealing, it could not entirely hide that the high priest had forearms suggesting his own ability to swing the two-handed hammers if need be.

“Reverend One,” the priest said and gained his superior’s attention. “The blackrobes have heard from the Basilika. The Archon will not interfere on behalf of the court seer.”

“And the geolrobes?” asked the high priest, using the archaic term for the yellow-clad servants of Egnil.

“Their plans continue,” answered the lesser priest.

“As will ours,” came a smile from the highest placed servant of Hamaring in Hæthiod, turning his attention once more to the men sparring in front of him.
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Evening was slowly approaching when the high priest of Rihimil left his temple and walked towards the gate road. Being in the third district filled with temples, he was a common sight in his robes; men and women of every age filled this circle in robes of black, yellow, white, green, blue, and red. Those who noticed the pattern on his hem, however, were quick to show reverence and get out of his way. Reaching the gate, he had no trouble passing either, as the city guards kept out of his path.

The second district was home to stately houses, manors, and their associated servants’ quarters. Carriages and horses were a more common sight here, and there were both a large number of city guards as well as soldiers employed by the various members of the nobility dwelling here. The high priest did not linger but continued straight along the road until he reached the last gate leading into the first district. The guards, recognising the court seer, did not hinder his passage.

In ancient times, the first district had been the entire city; now, barely any remnant of that could be found. The royal palace was one of the few buildings that had existed since the foundation of Tothmor, but it had been demolished and rebuilt centuries ago. Now, the palace took up a large area of the innermost circle of the city, along with its extensive gardens and terraces as an oasis in the surrounding heaths. There was a small keep as well, belonging to the Order and the marshal of Hæthiod. The garrison was small, however, since nearly all Order soldiers in Hæthiod were manning the Langstan. The rest of the first circle was housing for the servants, lined up against the district wall or Mount Tothmor itself, where their residences would not mar the view.

The high priest continued into the palace complex, moving through its corridors until he reached the innermost part. This was built right up against the mountainside, which meant it had few windows and little natural light. Torches lit a dim path until he stood before two large doors. Outside stood guards, and one of them opened the door. “The court seer, my lady,” he announced.

“Let him enter,” said a preoccupied female voice from within the chambers.

The priest hurried inside the chambers, which were richly adorned and furnished. Inside, eating grapes and studying documents, sat a woman some fifty years of age. Her hair was lightly touched by grey and intricately worn, and her clothes, covering a slightly pudgy figure, spoke of wealth. On her head, she wore a small tiara in the custom of southern royalty.

“My lady Irene,” the high priest greeted her while bowing his head.

“Dominic,” she said casually as she glanced over to acknowledge his presence. “What reason does the court seer have for disturbing me?”

“Dear lady, I have received a reply to my request that the Archon affirms my position as court seer. If you recall that we spoke of this.”

“I do not recall,” Irene said absentmindedly.

“I see,” Dominic said, disheartened, but he continued nonetheless as he walked closer. “I requested that the Archon forbade the other priests in the city from any attempt to steal my office. This, he declined.”

“Dominic, why is this a necessity with you? You are court seer at my discretion. If you want to keep that,” she said while pointing at the medallion around his neck, “I am the one you should seek to placate, not anybody else.”

“Of course, my lady,” Dominic said, inclining his neck once more. “But without the Archon supporting me, I fear the other high priests may plot against me, and by extension, therefore you, Lady Irene.”

“Plot against me?” she snorted. “How so? I am the undisputed ruler of this realm.”

“None can argue that, my lady,” Dominic told her, “but the queen is your niece and not you, my lady. Suppose she were influenced by voices other than yours, my lady. She might be persuaded to change many things.”

“They would not dare,” Irene said sharply.

“Perhaps not,” Dominic admitted, “but the position of court seer and the ability to elevate their own priesthood above the others in this city is a most tempting prospect. You should be wary, my lady.”

“Do you have any proof, or are these all figments of your mind?”

“I have my sources of information, my lady,” Dominic said.

Irene sat silent, pondering for a moment. “I suppose it was bound to happen sooner or later with Theodora growing up.”

“While my counterparts of the other priesthoods may scheme against you, my lady, you have my assured loyalty,” Dominic claimed.

“Do I? For you are easily replaced, dear Dominic, should I find one of your peers more preferable.”

“My lady,” Dominic protested, “Do not forget I helped you create the current situation here at the palace.”

“And were rewarded for it,” Irene said quickly in reply, to which Dominic bowed his head again.

“I would never dispute that, my lady. It is this strong bond that makes me fear that the other priests seek not only to replace me but your ladyship as well.”

“There may be some veracity to your line of thinking,” Irene granted thoughtfully. “Very well. Find out what you can about these supposed plots. If it necessitates taking action, then by the divines, I will not hesitate in doing so,” she swore. Dominic bowed his head for the last time and left her chambers to carry out her command.
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The first evening bell had already rung when Godfrey reached the lowest district. There were plenty of people on the streets even as the shops and stalls closed; the taverns and inns remained open past first bell, and most people on the street were headed for such places. Godfrey followed a stream of people walking into the crowded sections of the lowest circle, where the houses were built close together, and people lived in them even closer.

His attention was diverted by something that most others ignored or did not notice. A man in ragged clothes and with a thoroughly unkempt look was speaking loudly. As the only one, Godfrey stopped to inspect the speaker’s haggard appearance and hear his words.

“Listen before it is too late! He comes like a storm across the desert, bringing a flood to sweep away the unworthy!” This and similar warnings came unendingly, threatening those passing with all manner of doom.

“Who is coming?” asked Godfrey quietly, yet his question penetrated the loud noises of the evening street, and the madman ceased talking, fixing his feverish eyes on Godfrey. They stared out under bushy eyebrows in a face surrounded by filthy, long hair with a dirty, full beard. The anxious energy that permeated the madman’s whole body and his ranting stood in stark contrast to Godfrey’s calm awaiting an answer, leaning against his staff as an anchor amidst the push and pull of the crowd.

“He is the Beginning and the End, the Daystar and the Night Sky, Saviour of the World,” came a stream of declarations as the speaker raised his eyes upwards; he would have continued if Godfrey did not intercede.

“But what is his name?” he asked with the same quiet voice.

“Does eternity have a name? Is the sun anything other than the sun?”

“No,” Godfrey replied, “but this is something else.”

“How would you know,” the old man said with sneer.

“You are not as one among priests,” Godfrey said, looking upwards in the city towards the temple district. “These are not their words.”

“The priests!” exclaimed the crazed man, whose ribs showed through his ripped tunic. “They scurry like rats in the sewers they have built, temples to their own vanity! They shall be the first to be cleansed,” he swore.

“While I am not wholly unsympathetic to your sentiments,” Godfrey told him, “I wonder what idol you would erect in place of their temples.”

“Not an idol,” the madman replied, suddenly lowering his voice while his eyes shone once more. “A living god, not of stone but of flesh, not with gems but with eyes, not deaf but who may hear our prayers and with a tongue to answer them with.”

“And where does this god preside? Is he close?” asked Godfrey.

“He waits,” came the answer as the feverish eyes turned east. The city buildings and walls blocked the view, but the madman stared as if he could see further. “Beyond walls, beyond moors, long has he slept in the mountain, but now he wakes! Now he will come, now he will come…” His voice trailed off. In the distance, they heard the cacophony of all the temple bells ringing to announce that nightfall had come and all decent folk should be off the streets.

“In the mountain?” Godfrey suddenly said sharply as if the old man’s voice had made him slumber, but now he woke. “Beyond the wall in the mountain, you say?”

“That is what I said. I said what that is,” the madman answered.

“What is your name?” Godfrey now asked more gently.

“My name? My name. It is gone… consumed by the years until only I remained. A vessel, cleansed of impurities.”

“You were taken prisoner as a child,” Godfrey speculated, speaking as much to himself as to the old man. “Your mind and soul bent to this purpose and sent back when you had become willing.”

“Willing? Yes, willing, so willing. One day I will be rewarded, one day,” the old man repeated. “One day, I will stand in his presence.”

“I fear this very moment is the closest you will ever know to something akin to his presence,” Godfrey said, keeping his voice kind. “Unless I am most mistaken.”

“If not in this life, then the next,” the old man claimed with more serenity than he had displayed so far.

“It is late, and last bell has rung,” Godfrey said, changing the subject. “Do you have a place to stay? I could find you accommodations for the night.”

“I have my barrel,” the old man said with a touch of pride, pointing to a barrel lying on its side behind him. “I don’t think I could sleep anywhere else. It’s so nice and dry and wooden in there. Only trouble is the neighbourhood scoundrels. When they are out carousing at night, they like to kick my poor barrel while I’m inside, wake me up,” he complained.

“Go sleep in your barrel,” Godfrey told him and walked over to the wall next to it. He let himself slide down against the wall until he was seated next to the old man’s shanty home, holding his staff between his hands and in front of him. “You will not be disturbed tonight.”

“Very gracious of you,” the haggard-looking man mumbled, climbing inside his barrel. “I hope you will be spared the oncoming storm of righteousness.”

“Question is rather if it will be spared from me,” Godfrey said, his voice growing quiet once more; this time, the old man could not hear him. Time passed as the stars rose in the night sky; the moon was hidden behind clouds, and darkness surrounded Godfrey. Then, as if the moon had burst through the haze or a star exploded, a light flared towards the north. It was not up in the heavens, however, but located on earth; it was a beacon placed upon Mount Tothmor, and it signalled a breach of the long watch at the Langstan.

“Looks like I was most mistaken,” Godfrey muttered with concern on his countenance; the only reply he received was a snore from inside the barrel.


2

CITY OF DAGGERS
TOTHMOR



In the third district, a young man stepped out of the temple of Egnil not long after dawn. His religious duties having been observed, he walked back to the gate and up to the second district, home to most of the nobility of Tothmor. His clothes were tailored with an expensive cut, but they were also worn. The youth entered a house that likewise had seen better days, with weeds overtaking the surrounding gardens. There were no guards, and the door was unlocked and unattended by any servants. The young man threw his cloak from him and walked through the empty rooms. Layers of dust and filth covered the floors and austere furniture on his way as he walked through the house to reach its sparring hall. Sounds of movement and physical exertion soon reached him.

“Father?” the young man called out as he stepped inside.

“I am here, boy,” replied a voice belonging to a man in his fifties or sixties. He was wearing a leather jerkin and had a sword in hand, with which he was punishing a wooden training doll.

“I am home again, Father,” he said. The older man did not interrupt his movements but merely issued a confirming sound from his throat. “I was at the temple,” the son continued. “It is early for you to be training your swordsmanship.”

“Up at dawn,” the older man said, his sword striking the dummy with precision. “Every day.”

“Still? I told you that is not necessary.”

“Today it is of all days. The beacons were lit last night.”

“Yes, so I have heard. But it sounds like mere rumour,” the youth declared.

“I saw it myself, awake in the night. They would not light the beacons for no cause. I must be prepared if the call goes out.”

“You are not in the royal guard anymore. They will not make demands of you.”

“I am still a man of rank, Hugh,” his father replied, changing stance and beginning a new routine of attack. “I must be prepared.”

“Nobody will demand that of you, Father,” Hugh reiterated. “You do not have to be so worried.”

“I am not worried, merely vigilant. I am Lord Hubert, count of Esmarch, and it is my duty to be on guard,” he spoke, his focus remaining on his wooden opponent; not once had he turned and looked at his son.

“Of course, Father,” said his son more quietly. “Keep your vigilance. Everything will be better soon, I promise.” He did not receive a reply to this, so Hugh turned and left his father alone.

Leaving the house, Hugh walked through the second district until he reached the gate leading into the first. As he approached, a guard stepped in his way. “What’s your business in the inner circle?” he demanded to know, using a colloquial expression for the first district.

“I have been granted an audience with the steward of the palace,” Hugh told them, producing a letter from inside his tunic. His words made both the guards size him up.

“Are you sure you have thought that through?” one guard asked with a raised eyebrow directed at Hugh’s slightly shabby clothes while the other examined the letter that Hugh had brought with him.

“It is all I have been thinking of,” Hugh replied. “I am Hugh, son of Count Esmarch.”

The guards exchanged looks. “Esmarch,” one of them scoffed.

“Check him for weapons,” the other nodded to his comrade, who did as asked. Hugh had to surrender the knife in his belt, which the soldier lay aside but was otherwise found to be unarmed.

“Watch yourself in there,” the guard told him brusquely. “Attend to your errand and be gone again.”

Hugh gave a grimace in response before he stepped forward. On his right, the path led up to the small keep belonging to the Order. On his left were various storehouses and servant quarters. Straight ahead, through lush gardens in clear contrast to the bleak heaths that surrounded the city, was the royal palace. It had once been built as a castle when Tothmor had been much smaller, and it only consisted of the first district. Now the old city walls served to keep people out, and the Order keep was all that really remained of defensive structures inside the inner circle; it had been a watch tower for the original structure, now expanded and refitted for the Order’s needs. Ignoring left and right, Hugh continued directly forward.

He passed various armed men; unlike the city guards wielding spears, these had swords and plated armour above their mail shirts. They were the royal guards, keeping extensive watch around the gardens to safeguard the queen and her closest family, such as her mother or her aunt, the lady Irene. Several of them were patrolling around the palace; at one point, Hugh stopped and hid from them. Rather than continue deeper into the palace, where one would expect to find the steward, Hugh diverted. He reached the rose gardens of the palace, where none of the soldiers were within immediate vicinity, nor were any courtiers, servants, or such to be found. This particular section was empty, apart from a young girl strolling in solitude.

She was some sixteen years of age and dressed richly; her brown curls framed a pretty face and were eloquently set with a diadem that proclaimed her rank in Hæthiod.

“Your Majesty,” Hugh called out as softly as he could without alerting others that might be within hearing distance. He looked over his shoulder the way he had come, evading the last few guards.

The girl turned around sharply and sent him a scowling look. “Who are you? Everybody knows I am to be left alone here,” Theodora said slightly shrill. “Now leave before I have the guards throw you out!”

“Just a moment of your time, please,” the youth said. “I am Hugh, son of –”

“I do not care!” Theodora exclaimed. “Leave!”

Without a word, Hugh ran forward, and the queen backed a few steps to the side with an expression of growing fear. Then he was past her, and as she turned her head, she saw what had spurred him. A cloaked man with his hood up was fast approaching and had almost reached the queen; in his hand was a flash of steel. The unarmed Hugh reached out and tried to wrest the dagger from the unknown assailant; his reward was a gash across his stomach before the dagger fell down on the paved path between the flowerbeds.

“Guards, guards!” Theodora yelled while she walked backwards, putting distance between herself and the attacker without taking her eyes off him. This apparently discouraged him to such a degree that he turned and fled, disappearing out of sight. Soldiers arrived on the scene, moving with obvious threat towards Hugh. “Not him!” Theodora cried out. “He ran! That way!” she pointed out, and they took up the chase. Then she turned to look at Hugh, who was pressing a bloodied hand against his stomach. “You need a physician,” she said more gently, to which he nodded with gritted teeth.
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With the sun slowly rising in the east, Godfrey blinked as its light reached above the city walls and into his eyes. Turning to the barrel by his side, he heard the same snore he had heard all night. Planting his staff in front of him, Godfrey leaned one hand against the wall that had supported his back through the night and stood up. He walked a short distance down the street until he reached a small tavern. Due to the early hour, the common room was empty of people save for one man making preparations for the day.

“Gods’ peace to you and your house, Guy,” Godfrey said, attracting the other man’s attention.

“Geoffrey!” exclaimed the proprietor as he pushed a barrel of beer into place. In his late thirties, he had an ordinary appearance except in one regard; a large scar ran across his face, starting from the cheek and crossing his nose. “When did you arrive in town? Just now?”

“Yesterday, in fact,” Godfrey explained.

“You did not stay with me?” asked Guy, puzzled.

“I was delayed,” Godfrey said while slanting his head. “In fact, I have not slept much. We may talk later, but for now, I could use a bed.”

“Go inside the back, take mine,” Guy offered. “I will not be needing it for a while. It will give me time to set something proper up for you.”

“You are too kind,” Godfrey said and dug out the purse given to him by the high priest of Rihimil.

“Oh no, you cannot pay me,” Guy protested, waving his hands.

“It is not my money,” Godfrey shrugged. “Besides, I do not know how long I will be staying, and I will require some meals occasionally,” he added, placing several coins on the counter before he continued past Guy through a door leading into the back. He located the aforementioned bed and dropped his staff to lie down in it, cloak and sword and everything.

While Godfrey slept, the tavern slowly began to receive its first customers for the day. Some were from the city, others were travellers from beyond; some came for food, and some came for drink. As noon approached, a man entered, wearing a tunic and cloak in strong colours, a bright red cap with a feather in it, and with a six-stringed lute in his hands.

“Troy!” yelled out a youth sitting by one of the tables before he rose to greet the bard. He had a cup of wine in each hand, and his slightly unsteady movements suggested he had sampled their contents. The bard crossed the room to stand opposite his friend.

“Leander, how much have you had to drink?”

“Well, I ordered two cups of wine for us. Then I could not remember which was which, so I drank them both,” Leander explained. His easy manner and rich attire made him stand out, not only from every other patron in the tavern but also from the entirety of the lower circle. “Not to worry, I already had them refilled,” he added with an attempt of a cunning expression.

“You shouldn’t this early,” Troy chastised him. “Not to mention you were gone when I came to find you at the palace.”

“You took so long,” Leander shrugged, which made the liquid in the cups threaten to spill. “I was thirsty, and I knew you would find me. Eventually.”

“How about we sit down first,” Troy suggested, which Leander did precariously. “I had some affairs to tend to. And when I could not find you, I spent a few moments at the shrine of Egnil to give my offerings as any good minstrel should.”

“Did Egnil reward you with any morsel of skill, or do you still sound like a sheep with indigestion?”

“Not even all the divines could give you the skill for making jests,” Troy retorted, grabbing one of the cups out of Leander’s hand. “Besides, you missed a most exciting spectacle at the palace.”

“Do not tell me that Irene had somebody decapitated,” Leander said drunkenly before emptying the remaining cup.

“No, this did not involve the lady Irene,” Troy said, accentuating her title that Leander had left out. “There was an attempt made on the queen’s life.”

“Is Theodora hurt?” Leander asked with sudden sharpness.

“No, she was saved by some youngster. I do not know him. I did not see it myself, but I saw the attacker! Before he fled,” Troy explained.

“He fled? Where did this happen?” Leander asked, relaxing again.

“In the rose gardens,” Troy elaborated. “But I was inside the palace. He came running down the hall, pushed me aside, and vanished. It was only afterwards, when guards appeared that I understood who he was.”

“How could he escape?” Leander wondered, his voice growing thick and slurred again. “I would have expected the guards to swarm those gardens like bees.” He added his best impression of the sound of the honey-gathering insect to his statement. “Bees.”

“Apparently, the queen likes to dismiss them for solitude in the garden,” Troy remarked. “And there was some trouble with a delegation of geolrobes, waiting to see the court seer. The guards ran straight into them while pursuing the knave! Robes and weapons flying everywhere. It was most exciting. Worthy to be made into a song, perhaps.”

“Or a toast!” Leander suddenly exclaimed, standing up without warning. Realising his cup was empty, he reached out and grabbed hold of Troy’s; unfortunately, as he snatched the cup towards himself, it was emptied. The wine splattered across the table next to them, where three men were seated.

They were snow gatherers who ventured to the top of Mount Tothmor, where they gathered the ever-snow and brought it back, selling it to the wealthy as means of keeping beverages cool in the summer; an occupation that either bred the tough or broke the weak. The mountain men rose slowly but with furious eyes, and the tavern fell quiet as everybody became aware of what was brewing. Guy, the tavern owner, rushed forward to intervene. “Please, this was an accident. No need to be rash.”

“Rash? And who will repay me for this insult?” asked the man whose hair and clothes were soaked with wine. As he pulled up the sleeves of his shirt, he displayed his forearms that could rival a Dwarf’s.

“Excuse me, who will repay me for my wine?” Leander countered, dangling the empty cup in front of the three miners. “If you intend to bathe in it, I expect to be compensated,” he said with a grin.

Before further words could be exchanged, the largest of the three men made a fist and struck squarely on Leander’s jaw. He, in turn, flew backwards several steps, stumbled for a moment, and swung around as he fell, landing flat on his stomach. “This is Lord Leander,” Troy winced as the three men made to advance upon the fallen youth. “He is the king’s son!”

“The king’s bastard, you mean,” one of the snow gatherers said, narrowing his eyes. “Well, the king’s been dead for years, which makes him just a bastard.”

“What is all this noise?” Godfrey demanded to know as he appeared in the frame of the back door. “I am here to sleep.”

“None of your business,” said the mountain man brusquely who had thrown the punch.

Godfrey’s eyes quickly darted between the burly men, Guy’s frantic expressions, and Leander lying on the floor with his face against the floorboards. Godfrey squatted and grabbed hold of Leander’s hair to pull the youth’s head up, looking into eyes that were out of focus. Frowning for a moment, Godfrey made his decision as he let go of Leander’s head. “This is the end of it. Go somewhere else,” he told the three burly men.

“Or what?” one of them replied with obvious threat. Godfrey rose and pulled the edge of his cloak back to reveal the sword hanging by his left side, which gave the belligerent men pause. A sword was a weapon of skill and training, denoting both in one who wore such a weapon; some nobles might be an exception to this, but a sword was too expensive for a man of common appearance like Godfrey to own unless he knew how to use it. Exchanging looks, the mountain men growled but left.

“Thank you, Geoffrey,” the tavern owner said to Godfrey.

“I shall compose a song in your honour,” Troy said gratefully, already moving towards his lute.

“Right now, I just need silence,” Godfrey said, waving his hand to dismiss their gratitude before returning to bed.

On the floor, Leander stirred, getting to his feet. “What happened?” the youth asked the bard.

“Once more, your luck proved greater than your lack of wit,” Troy told Leander. He reached for one of the cups of wine only to be reminded that they were empty. “You are paying for next round, too,” the bard said to the bastard.
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Inside the palace, certain chambers were set aside for the royal physician. There were rooms acting as living quarters for him, a place where he could create his poultices and potions, and one where he examined his patients, except for the royal family, of course, in which case he would come to them. Since it was Hugh and not Theodora who had been injured, the youth had gone to the physician’s chambers, and Theodora had followed to oversee his treatment.

“It is not a deep cut,” the old sage said after having cleansed the wound and checked the bleeding. “You were fortunate indeed. It will not require stitches, merely that you rest and allow it time to heal. I will put a poultice upon it to keep away infection.”

“Thank you, Brother Laurence,” Theodora said. Like all respected physicians, Laurence was a lay brother of the priesthood of Idisea, evidenced by a thin silver chain around his neck with a raven pendant. While the priestesses themselves dealt with birth, death, and certain elements of sick care and only women could join their priesthood, they educated many men in the arts of healing to serve as lay brothers and alleviate their obligations to care for the sick.

“Yes, thank you indeed,” Hugh reiterated, who was sitting on a table so that the lay brother could inspect him. Laurence gave a throat noise to indicate it was nothing before cleaning the last few blood drops that had trickled from Hugh’s wound, and then he turned towards his mortars and powders. The patient let his shirt and doublet drop down to cover his torn skin and protect his modesty, though the wound was still visible where the fabric had been slashed.

“Theodora!” The owner of the voice immediately burst into the room; it was a woman in her early forties, followed by the lady Irene, the unofficial regent of Hæthiod.

“I am fine, Mother,” the young queen said as the younger of the women rushed over to grab her daughter’s hands.

“Lady Beatrice,” Hugh said, getting up to greet the mother of the queen. He placed one hand above his wound where his shirt and doublet were torn, wincing slightly from the effort. “Lady Irene,” he said, slightly strained, greeting the regent.

“And you are?” Irene asked coldly.

“This is Hugh, dear aunt,” Theodora quickly replied. “He came between me and the attacker. He saved me.”

“Son of Count Esmarch, at your service,” Hugh added, bowing with a grimace.

“Count Esmarch?” Beatrice said questioningly.

“Is that so,” Irene replied with an ounce of suspicion.

“In any case, we are most grateful for your presence,” Beatrice hurried to add whilst still clasping her daughter’s hands.

“It was my pleasure to serve my queen,” Hugh answered, smiling at both Beatrice as well as Theodora. “Has the attacker been apprehended?”

“Not yet,” Irene said, her voice remaining cold. “It is only a matter of time.”

“You will increase the guard surrounding Her Majesty, I take it?” Hugh ventured to say.

“Yes, thank you,” Irene said with enough sharpness to cut silk. “It will be taken care of.”

“I do not wish to speak out of place,” Hugh began to say.

“Then do not,” Irene said with an acerbic tone, but Hugh continued to speak directed at Theodora.

“My father guarded your uncle, the king,” Hugh told her. “While I know such honour is beyond my bounds, it was my privilege to aid you in the same manner.”

“Thank you,” Irene said with a tone of voice that directed attention back to her. “We have it well in hand. Come, Theodora, Beatrice, let us leave Brother Laurence to his work.” Upon her command, the other women in the room followed her outside, though Theodora had time to cast a lingering glance and smile at Hugh, which he returned. Behind the patient, Laurence mumbled to himself as he prepared the poultice for Hugh’s wound.
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East of the palace, but still inside the inner circle of Tothmor, lay the small keep belonging to the Order garrison. It currently housed a handful of knights, some thousand infantry, and half as many archers as there were footmen; many of them were newly arrived from the Langstan, having fled before the outlander invasion. The modest keep consisted mostly of barracks for the soldiers and a tall tower that offered vigilance across the city. Near the very top of the tower, a man wearing the robes of a clerk knocked to enter the rooms placed up there. A voice inside gave him admittance, and the scribe stepped into a small study with a bedchamber adjacent.

“Milord marshal,” the clerk said, bowing his head to the Order marshal of Hæthiod.

“What news?” asked the marshal gruffly. He was an old man with little hair on his head; a lengthy white beard crowned his wrinkled face instead, which was unusual in a city where most were clean-shaven or had trimmed beards. On his aged body, the marshal wore a mail shirt underneath a surcoat as an ordinary soldier would when in camp, and a sword was strapped to his side.

“The beacon keeper confirms, Sir Leonard,” the clerk informed the knight. “The beacons at the Weolcans were lit last night. The eastern Langstan has been breached.”

“Have patrols sent out,” the marshal ordered his secretary. “Gather what knowledge they can. We also need to send out riders to begin conscription.”

“Yes, milord,” the secretary said, bowing his head again. “You think that will be necessary?”

“This has been underway for so long, I cannot recall a time before this storm threatened,” Leonard said. “Yes, it is necessary. But I will inform the queen myself that the noblemen must raise their levies. Just have the patrols sent out.”

“At once, milord,” the secretary told the marshal and left.

The old knight, left alone in his study, walked towards the window. He had a superb view of all five districts as they descended the hill, separated by walls and the small towers on the gates. His old eyes could not discern the people crowding the streets, but he could see the many houses laid out below, increasing in number the further down his gaze swept. Although possibly the smallest of the seven capitals of Adalmearc, Tothmor still had a population of tens of thousands, and in the very moment that the beacons were lit, all of these citizens had become his responsibility to safeguard. Stroking his beard, the marshal sighed; with a deep breath, he turned away from the window and walked out to seek audience with the queen of Hæthiod.
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When it was late afternoon, a small hand shook Godfrey and roused him from his sleep. “Master, master!” said a young boy insistently while still shaking Godfrey.

Godfrey opened his eyes and looked up in the rafters above the innkeeper’s bed before he turned to look at the little boy. “Where is the fire?” Godfrey mumbled, his voice thick with sleep.

“There’s no fire, master,” the boy replied.

“Then you should not wake a dragon. You will get one,” Godfrey coughed a laughter before sitting up and swinging his legs out of bed. “You are Guy’s son, right?”

“I am, master,” the boy said. “My dad said to wake you. To get you back in the common room.”

“You may consider your duty done,” Godfrey muttered, getting up.

He straightened his hair and rearranged his cloak after having slept on it. Afterwards, he adjusted his belt and the scabbard that hung by it, making sure it was further back on his waist and concealed by the cloak. With all this done, he finally emerged back into the common room of the tavern.

Guy was busy tending to his patrons, but when Godfrey entered the room, Guy got his attention and nodded towards a corner of the room. In that particular corner sat a man who was in most respects unremarkable; the only thing that might make him stand out was that he had more beard growth than was considered fashionable in Hæthiod. Once Guy had managed to silently make Godfrey aware of the newcomer, Godfrey nodded in thanks and made his way over to the corner. The man was sitting at a table on which lay a chequered board. Various pieces carved in the likeness of people and objects were spread across it. It resembled chess, though it had certain characteristics that made it different from the northern variety played in Adalrik.

“Still playing against yourself?” Godfrey said as he took the empty seat across the moustached man.

“Geoffrey,” the other man said sourly. “Have not seen much of you lately. Years, in fact.”

“I tend to turn up unexpectedly like a rash,” Godfrey smiled. “Or tax collectors. Playing alone might make you look a little odd.”

“I like the challenge,” the bearded man spoke.

“Is that so,” Godfrey muttered. “Well, how you keep your guise is your choice.”

“If you would keep your voice lower and attract less attention,” the other man mumbled, “that would help.”

“As you wish,” Godfrey conceded and spoke in lower tones. “The beacon was lit last night. I did not realise your plans had progressed so.”

“I buy information from you. You do not gain any from me,” came the reply.

“Come now, Farhad,” Godfrey said, leaning forward with a smile. “You could share a little.”

“Do not use that name!” exclaimed Farhad. “You know what I am called here.”

“What these people call you, yes. But I wonder what they would say if they knew the truth.”

“You would not dare,” Farhad scoffed, leaning back. “You would hang right next to me.”

“I suppose,” Godfrey admitted with a shrug.

“So why have you come to disturb my game?” asked the outlander, once more rearranging the pieces on the board. “Anything to sell?”

Godfrey hesitated a moment, thoughts churning in his head. “The lord marshal of the Order has been elected lord protector of Adalrik,” he finally said.

“Interesting,” replied Farhad with his attention on the board. “But not important.”

“The young prince is to become a ward of the jarl of Vale, promising to increase the jarl’s already sizeable influence.”

“Again, interesting but not important.”

“Now that those beacons are lit, the Order will be sending their army,” Godfrey spoke.

“Do you know anything of this army?”

“There are about five hundred knights in Middanhal. I suspect that will be the vanguard, making its way towards Tothmor as soon as they can.”

This final piece of information made Farhad stop his movements on the board. “Better,” he said, looking up. He opened his purse and poured a handful of coins onto the table.

“You are being stingy, Farhad,” Godfrey said, lowering his voice but adding emphasis for the last word.

“Do not press your luck,” Farhad said. Without further words, he got up and left.

“Boy,” Godfrey called out to Guy’s son. “Fetch my staff from the back. Quickly,” he added. The boy turned around, ran through the door, and returned shortly after with Godfrey’s staff. “Thanks,” Godfrey said gruffly and pointed towards the silver coins that Farhad had left on the table. “Give those to your father,” Godfrey commanded and hastened out the door. He quickly spotted Farhad moving down the street and began pursuit, though keeping distance and his hood up to conceal his face.
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When the first evening bell had rung, and there was still some lingering daylight outside, a group of priests in yellow robes moved through the second district. They passed the gate downwards and entered the third circle that was dominated by the temples. Moving east, they walked until they reached the temple of Egnil, which was decorated in the same colour as their garments. The temple guards nodded slightly at seeing them return, welcoming them home. While the other priests separated to their quarters, one walked through the halls until he reached the personal chambers of the high priest of Egnil in Tothmor and knocked.

“Enter,” came a voice from inside. The priest did as much, walking into the presence of his superior. “Brother Gregory. You are late in returning,” the high priest said. “Everything went as planned?”

Gregory nodded. “Nobody noticed when I separated from my brothers or disguised myself, and the boy was there to stop me in the garden as intended. Once I put on my robes back on and re-joined my brothers, none guessed that I was the culprit.”

“Good. It has been set in motion then. The rest depends on the boy.”

“Brother Aubrey,” Gregory said hesitantly, “was it wise to enact our plans already? In our haste, we might have overlooked something.”

“The beacons were lit,” muttered the high priest. “The counts and their sons will most likely be conscripted and sent to battle. We could not risk delay.”

“As you say,” the lesser priest conceded while bowing his head.

“Now he is entrenched at court and has cause to remain there, and he can carry out our designs. Worry no more, Brother Gregory. Go rest,” Aubrey told him.

“I shall, Reverend One,” the other man answered and left accordingly.


3

TAVERNS AND PALACES
TOTHMOR



Little over a week passed since the lighting of the beacons and the attempt to murder the queen. Life continued as normal in Tothmor, but anxiety had crept into the city and lay stirring below the surface. The first reports of the outlander army had reached the capital, and they spoke of thousands, if not tens of thousands. Hitherto, the people of the heath had only known those beyond the Langstan as raiders, thieves, and brigands. Blackboots, as they were called. An actual army marching together with a purpose was something hitherto unimaginable. Thus, it was met with immense relief when the guard on the outer city wall raised the cry that the Order army had arrived.

From all over the city in every district, people lined up along the road to watch the entry of the army. Ranks of imposing riders, knights and their squires or sergeants in gleaming armour and heavily armed. At the forefront rode the lord marshal and his first lieutenant, Sir William. While people cheered loudly upon seeing their defenders, both leaders of the Order vanguard had grim countenances.

“As soon as we arrive, I want the queen to assemble her counts. We need the levies raised without delay,” Reynold declared.

“Of course, my lord,” William replied. “I suggest we speak to the lady Irene, however. Best before we speak with Queen Theodora.”

“The dowager queen? I do not see what importance she holds,” Reynold argued.

“Unless matters have changed greatly since I left, she is of the utmost importance. Her niece may be queen, but the lady Irene rules,” William told the lord marshal.

“I never really understood how the last succession took place here,” Reynold mumbled as they passed the gate into the fourth district. “I thought the last king had a son.”

“He did, my lord,” William explained, “but the mother of this son was not the dowager queen, Lady Irene. It was to be expected that she would oppose his ascension to the throne.”

“Ah,” Reynold said knowingly. “That is always complicated.”

“Indeed. When the king was on his deathbed, tensions rose greatly. The lord Leander was the only male heir, but his claim could not be recognised.”

“So, how did the crown pass to Queen Theodora?” Reynold asked, confused.

“She was the king’s niece,” William continued patiently. “Her mother is the lady Beatrice, who was sister to King Everard, and so he adopted her. Once he died, Lady Irene, now dowager queen, had Queen Theodora crowned immediately to quell any dispute of succession.”

“How old is this Queen Theodora exactly?” Reynold enquired.

“I left twelve years ago, and she was four at the time, I believe,” William said, making calculations. “Sixteen, my lord.”

“This all happened before I was lord marshal,” Reynold muttered as they bowed their heads while riding through the gate to the third district. Both men noticed how many of the onlookers wore robes in the different colours of the priesthoods. “I did not know the state of affairs in Hæthiod.”

“It was a – troublesome time,” William said, spending a few moments choosing his words. “But that is how matters currently stand. Officially, the queen regnant is named Theodora. In truth, the regent is Lady Irene.”

“So it is Lady Irene we must inform to call the levies,” the lord marshal said, finally understanding.

“Yes. Unofficially, beforehand. Once she accepts, we must make a public request to the queen,” William instructed.

“Hel on a horse,” Reynold cursed. “This is too complicated for my taste. They do realise that this Theodora is a vassal queen, do they not? She is subject to my authority as lord marshal of the Order.”

“No doubt they are aware, my lord,” William said in his most patient voice, “but nonetheless, it might ensure everything went more smoothly if we observe the proper procedures. Formal as well as informal.”

Reynold sputtered a few more indignities as they rode onwards, leaving the third district in their approach towards the inner circle and the Order garrison.

As the procession of riders passed through the city circles, a group of white robes was among those looking. Some had purely white robes, signifying their status as acolytes. A few had the black bear signalling they had been initiated into the priesthood, and one stood with the patterned hem descrying him as the high priest of Hamaring in Tothmor. “Damn beacons,” muttered the highest ranking of the white robes. “We should have acted before the Order knights arrived.”

“We were not ready, Reverend One,” said the priest next to him. “It would have failed.”

“But what now, Brother Renard? Are you advising we postpone until this war has ended? I will not wait for what might take years!” the high priest exclaimed in a sudden outburst, drawing attention.

“Peace, Reverend One,” Renard said quietly. “Let us speak back at the temple.” With a disgruntled expression, the high priest accepted this suggestion, and they moved out of the crowd. From a distance, Godfrey watched their departure; as they left, so did he, following in their wake but remaining unseen.

The crowd in the second district was a curious mix of servants and nobles. While most of them, particularly the commonborn, expressed the same relief as others that the Order knights had arrived to defend the city, some of the counts and their relatives were less thrilled. With the Order here, levies were now to be raised; this meant paying for equipment and provisions, not to mention many peasants would not be available to bring in the harvest for their lords.

Thus, the mood in the second district was polarised, though two of the onlookers seemed unaffected. Troy was making note of the knights riding in rank and already mumbling a few attempts of composing verse; Leander was watching with disinterest. They were sitting on the wall between the third and second districts, which gave them a good view of the long columns of riders processing through the city. Troy had his lute between his hands while Leander was lazily eating a carrot.

“There aren’t as many as I would have thought,” Troy said, abandoning his unfinished strophes.

“They could hardly bring more soldiers in,” Leander argued. “There is barely going to be room for all these horses in the city.”

“But are they enough to defend it?” Troy asked. “What are they, six, seven hundred strong?”

“Closer to a thousand,” Leander guessed with a shrug. “Anyway, these are just the knights and their attendants, I would wager. Those fellows are always ready and itching for a fight. The infantry will probably follow at their own pace.”

“You think? I hope so if the rumours of the outlander army are true.”

“My father did it this way, as do the march wardens,” Leander continued explaining. “Have a strong force of riders always available so you can quickly react in times of war. The rest of the army follows if and as needed.”

“Sometimes I forget you know things,” Troy admitted reluctantly.

“Part of my disguise to avoid being saddled with responsibilities,” Leander said, throwing the end piece of his carrot over the wall. An outburst of anger could be heard from where it landed, but since they were separated by a wall, nothing followed. “Come along. I know where we can get something to drink.”

“Should you not be at the palace? For when the queen receives the Order knights?”

“Good grief, I could not imagine anything more tedious. No, the alluring song of wine calls to me. A tune vastly superior to anything you have ever plucked, so I suggest you pay attention and learn a thing or two.”

“I’m rather low on silver these days,” Troy admitted.

“Again?” Leander asked, raising an eyebrow, to which Troy simply shrugged. “Very well. You can pretend to pay the tavern keeper with a song. I will slip him some coin meanwhile and preserve your dignity,” Leander said casually, eliciting laughter from Troy before the two compatriots walked down the wall, disappearing into the crowds.
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It took hours for all five hundred knights, as well as their squires and sergeants, to pass through the city circles and reach the first district. Once there, space quickly became an issue as there were barely quarters enough for this influx of men, not to mention their horses. Leaving the responsibility to others and his horse to his sergeant, the lord marshal quickly left the open yards of the inner circle of Tothmor and walked straight for the palace; as his first lieutenant, William had no choice but to follow Reynold immediately.

Their pace lessened slightly as Reynold allowed William to catch up and lead the way; unlike the lord marshal, William had been in the palace before, and he knew the route to the throne room. As with most buildings in Tothmor, the palace was not built very tall, so the throne room was somewhat unusual. Whereas in other kingdoms, they would have built a great hall to emphasise size and make the visitor feel small, such was not possible here.

Therefore, while the audience room was large enough to accommodate hundreds of people, the roof stood only a little higher than the tallest of men. Columns were also erected at intervals, upholding the low ceiling and acting as gathering points for courtiers behind which they might whisper and exchange idle chatter. Such noise of tongues rose to a clamour as the lord marshal strode into the room with William by his side; they walked briskly through the hall towards the elevated throne at the other end.

Upon it sat Theodora, queen of Hæthiod. By her left hand stood her aunt, Lady Irene, and her mother, Lady Beatrice. By her right hand stood Brother Dominic, high priest of Rihimil in Tothmor and the court seer. Close by, now wearing armour and weapons, stood Hugh. Ever since saving the queen’s life from the attacker in the garden, he had often been found near the queen. As the two knights came to stand before the throne, they each bowed, Reynold as a nobleman to an equal, while William gave a bow to one acknowledged as a superior.

“We bid you welcome, Sir Reynold,” Theodora spoke with a clear voice once she had cleared her throat. “It is reassuring to know the Order’s swift response towards the incursion of our enemies.”

“My lady queen,” Reynold said, returning the greeting. “We are honoured to stand here in pursuit of our duty. With me, I have brought five hundred knights, and thousands of footmen are to follow.”

“That is promising to hear,” Theodora replied. “Reports say that the outlander army is many thousand strong.”

“That is true, my lady queen,” Reynold acknowledged. “While the Order’s ultimate victory is not in doubt, we will require every sword and bow available. But perhaps such is better spoken of under less formal terms.”

“If that is your cautious approach towards the subject of calling for conscription, you need not be concerned,” Lady Irene interjected. “We have already sent out messages summoning the counts and the march wardens, including their levies and standing forces.”

“That is most clear-sighted of you, my lady,” Reynold muttered. “I did not realise such foresight reigned in Tothmor.”

“We are well aware of the danger emitting from beyond the Langstan,” Lady Irene said with a cold smile.

“It was I who told them to begin mobilisation,” an old, gnarled voice broke in. Parting the crowds of courtiers came Leonard, marshal of Hæthiod. His armour and surcoat looked heavy upon his old body, but he stood upright and showed no signs of frailty as he reached the throne and gave the queen a small bow.

“Sir Leonard,” Reynold said gruffly. “You took it upon yourself to issue commands before my arrival?”

“I was given the duty of marshal thirty years ago,” Leonard retorted. “I took nothing upon myself. I only carried out the command given to me when I was made marshal.”

“Would this be your first lieutenant?” Irene asked, interrupting the argument between the marshals with a question directed towards William.

“Indeed, my lady. Sir William of Tothmor, declared champion at solstice in Middanhal and a great champion of the Order as well,” Reynold introduced his aide.

“He is known to us,” Irene said, and again she spoke with a smile that lacked any warmth. “Even if it has been many years since Sir William was in this city.”

“I am grieved to only return in such ill times,” William spoke for the first time and turned his attention from Irene to Theodora. “But I am glad to see my queen in such good health.”

“And we are happy that in such ill times, you have returned to our defence,” Theodora said cordially. Irene placed a hand lightly on her shoulder before removing it again. “Lord marshal, we are certain you have preparations to make. We will give you leave of our presence that you may tend to them,” the queen said and rose. As she walked down from her throne, her courtiers bowed their heads. She moved to leave the room, followed by her aunt Irene, her mother Beatrice, the court seer Brother Dominic, and finally, Hugh.

As the small procession moved through the hall, everybody stepped away to let the queen and her followers pass. One of these, a lady with her own servile companion, exchanged scornful glances with Irene as the latter walked by. As soon as the queen’s retinue had retired from the hall, the lady turned to her handmaiden. “Did you see the contempt that Irene shows me?” she complained.

“She is only jealous, Lady Diane,” replied her personal attendant. “It was you who gave the king a son, not her. She will always be envious of that.”

“Yes, my son. Where is Leander? I explicitly told him he was to be present today.”

“Your son has his own will,” the handmaiden said cautiously. “He is a strong character like his father was.”

“Stubborn, you mean,” Diane said, sounding exasperated. “Nothing I say will ever take root inside that head of his.”

“Come, Lady Diane, and let me prepare you some tea,” said the servant in a soothing voice, leading her lady away by the arm.

At the other end of the room, the lord marshal and the marshal of Hæthiod, along with William, left the chamber; a rising argument between the marshals could easily be heard over the whispers of the court attendants.
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The excitement of the Order’s arrival lingered for many hours in Tothmor until daylight began to grow scarce, and most people returned to their homes. Among their number was Godfrey, who now occupied one of the vacant rooms at Guy’s inn. Upon entry to the establishment, however, Godfrey did not go upstairs but told Guy’s son to bring him an evening meal and sat down at a table by the window. It gave him a view of the madman that Godfrey had encountered upon his first day in Tothmor. He was still ranting and raving, and nearly all who passed by ignored him.

A short while after, Godfrey’s meal arrived in a bowl. It was delivered by Guy, who sat down afterwards. “I have seen very little of you these last few days,” Guy ventured to say.

“I have not had much time for rest or food,” Godfrey replied. “I rarely seem to do.”

“Anything interesting?”

Godfrey shrugged. “Just keeping an eye on people. There is something simmering in the city, just below the surface. And the whiterobes seem to be in the thick of it.”

“The priests of Hamaring?” Guy asked, surprised. “What could they be up to?”

“It seems they all want the same, gaining the position of court seer. Or, in the case of the blackrobes, retaining it.”

“Never really understood what the fuss was about there,” Guy admitted with a guilty look.

“It is a high position at court. It brings influence. Hæthiod has no dominant clergy like all the other realms of Adalmearc,” Godfrey explained. “To be court seer elevates your priesthood above all the others.”

“I thought priests didn’t care about all that,” Guy mumbled, which made the corners of Godfrey’s mouth curl.

“Perhaps they should not, but they do. At least the position is only given to men,” Godfrey said with a mirthless smile. “Imagine the chaos if the priestesses were also plotting.”

“Why does this concern you, though?” Guy asked and hastily continued. “Not that I doubt your intentions. I just thought, courtiers and people of high influence, aren’t they always making schemes? Does it make a difference to us?”

“True, they are,” Godfrey conceded, “and normally, I would argue in favour of giving the priests a dagger each, locking them in a room, and letting them settle it that way. But,” Godfrey said, now more contemplative, “something is different. Madmen preach of new faiths, and I think people are listening. Maybe only covertly, maybe only few, but there are always some who will listen.”

“What does that mean?”

“I do not know,” Godfrey had to admit. “But the beacons lit, trouble in Adalrik, murmurs in Hæthiod… I feel like a storm is about to break. I cannot see it yet, but I sense the pressure against my skin.” There was a brief silence as Godfrey seemed lost in thought, and the tavern keeper did not disturb him. “My lack of knowledge on the Hæthian court impairs me,” Godfrey said at length. “Who is the current ruler?”

“Queen Theodora,” Guy said with a slightly confused look.

“I realise she is the monarch,” Godfrey said with a hint of impatience, “but last I was here, she was a child. That was not many years ago.”

“She’s still young,” Guy said, sounding uncertain about the exact nature of their conversation. “I don’t think I know what you’re asking, Master Geoffrey. But maybe there is somebody here who does,” he added.

“You entertain members of court here?” Godfrey said, not able to hide the notion of disbelief from his voice.

“Not as such. Lord Leander has been here a few times, but he prefers wine from Ealond. But his friend, however,” Guy added and pointed towards a man sitting with a lute at the other end of the common room.

The bard was playing it somewhat quietly; he was not giving an actual performance but perhaps preparing for one or simply checking his instrument was in tune. “You have a bard playing at your establishment?” Godfrey asked with raised eyebrows.

“Not as such,” Guy repeated his phrase with a shrug. “But he plays here from time to time, and I give him something to eat. Plus, when he does bring Lord Leander here, his lordship puts a lot of coin in my pockets.”

“Is he playing ‘The Sorrow of Glen Hollow’?” Godfrey asked with a frown as he strained to listen to Troy’s song through the noise of the room. “Rather odd, considering we are in Tothmor, not Middanhal.”

“To be honest, I think it is the only song he knows how to play properly,” Guy confided in Godfrey with a whisper. “I don’t always know if he helps me keep patrons or if he drives them away. But, Lord Leander’s silver…” Guy shrugged again. “In any case, Troy is often at the palace. He is the one to ask,” the tavern keeper finished.

“Let me have two mugs of ale,” Godfrey requested, “and bring the bard a meal in a moment.” Guy nodded and readily supplied two drinks overflowing with foam.

Godfrey waited until Troy had finished his song before he walked over with the ale and took the seat by the bard’s table. “Wait, I remember you!” Troy exclaimed. “You are the man who helped my friend!”

“Indeed, I thought you were familiar,” Godfrey said. “I am called Geoffrey.”

“I am Troy. Troy the Troubadour,” he added with a smile.

“I would restrain myself to just Troy if I were you,” Godfrey confided in him, to which Troy gave a defeated shrug. “I thought you might appreciate this,” the traveller spoke while letting one hand slide the second tankard of ale towards his companion.

“My gratitude,” Troy replied, grabbing the mug and raising it in salute before he drank deeply.

“I wondered about the song you played,” Godfrey said meanwhile. “It is unusual to hear songs of the dragonborn in Hæthiod.”

“I always liked the tune,” Troy explained. “You from the city?”

“No, newly arrived,” Godfrey shook his head. “From Adalrik, in fact.”

“Middanhal?” Troy asked with piqued interest.

“Exactly,” Godfrey nodded.

“Always wanted to go there. See the Temple,” Troy said with a dreaming voice.

“It is quite the sight,” Godfrey agreed. “Perhaps you would even have the chance to play your tune and have the dragonborn hear it,” the traveller suggested.

“That might be a bit much to aim for,” Troy said with an anxious grin.

“I hear that you have illustrious company yourself, though,” Godfrey proceeded. “Perhaps not dragonborn, but princely nonetheless. You must be a bard of some renown to have attracted royal patronage.”

“Who, Leander?” Troy spoke with mirth. “He’s just a friend, hardly a patron. I’ve known him since we were children.”

“Quite a friend to have, still,” Godfrey argued. “I admit, I am curious about court life,” he continued with careful words. “Something I never quite understood. I have been told that Queen Theodora was crowned many years ago when she was still a child, which strikes me as unusual.”

“Yes, she was four years old or so, I think. And that was… twelve years ago? Or something,” Troy said. “Oh, thank you,” he added as Guy passed by their table and placed a bowl of stew and a piece of bread in front of him.

“I seem to remember she was not the late king’s daughter, however,” Godfrey said tentatively, and the talkative Troy needed no further encouragement.

“Oh no,” he said while chewing his bread. “She is the daughter of Lady Beatrice, who was the king’s sister. He adopted her as his heir.”

“Ahead of your friend if I have understood correctly? Leander was his name,” Godfrey said, cautiously treading the waters of the conversation.

“Yes,” Troy replied, his voice growing quiet for a moment. “For the best, I think. Leander isn’t interested in ruling, and he probably wouldn’t know what to do with it either,” the bard continued.

“So it was the king’s idea to adopt Theodora? But others must have supported the idea, ensuring it came to pass even after the king’s death,” Godfrey suggested.

“It was the lady Irene’s idea,” Troy said, stuffing stew into his mouth. “The old queen. She’s dowager queen now, I guess. She made sure Queen Theodora was crowned and that all the counts accepted it. Well, most of them.”

“I see,” Godfrey said contemplatively. “I can imagine this Lady Irene would not have been keen on seeing Leander becoming king after his father.”

“Hardly,” Troy managed to snort with a full mouth; then he swallowed and spoke again. “She was always at odds with his mother, Lady Diane, I’ve been told. Of course, happened before my time,” Troy shrugged. “I only got to know Leander after his father had already passed. I do know Lady Irene has never shown Leander any kindness. Living proof that the king sought another woman’s company than hers, I suppose.”

“Not to mention proof that he could father children. Just not with her,” Godfrey muttered.

“I never thought of that,” Troy admitted, ceasing to eat for a moment. “I guess Leander never stood a chance with her.”

Troy continued eating while Godfrey leaned back in his seat. “King Everard and Queen Irene, no children. Leander, the bastard son of Everard. Theodora, the daughter of Beatrice, who in turn is sister of Everard,” Godfrey recited. “Theodora is queen, but Irene rules. For now.”

“Sounds about right,” Troy nodded and used his remaining bread to soak up the last of the stew and clean the bowl out.

“I am starting to regret my foray into the court of Hæthiod,” Godfrey said with a strained voice, rubbing his forehead. “Something else that I wonder about, though.”

“Yes?” Troy spoke willingly. With his food gone, he picked up his instrument again and tested the strings.

“Who appointed the current court seer?” Godfrey asked.

“Brother Dominic?” Troy asked, plucking one string and listening intently to the sound it produced. “Lady Irene, I think. He was the one who crowned Queen Theodora on her behalf.”

“Seems plausible,” Godfrey nodded. “So she’s unlikely to cast him aside.”

“I suppose,” Troy said, sounding disinterested as his attention was on his lute.

“But the queen is growing up. And one might influence her to make her own choice rather than Lady Irene’s,” Godfrey considered.

A shrill sound came from Troy’s instrument as he accidentally pulled on the strings. “Why are you asking me all this?” the bard asked with a frown as his attention returned to Godfrey.

“A bit late for you to consider that,” Godfrey said dryly. He leaned forward and stared into Troy’s eyes until the latter moved uncomfortably in his seat. “But you do not seem like a bad soul,” Godfrey finally said and released Troy from his gaze.

“Is that some sort of compliment?” Troy mumbled.

“The highest,” Godfrey smiled in a way that made it impossible to deduce if he was mocking the other man or not. “Since you do seem rather fond of talking, you will understand if I am hesitant to enlighten you.”

“I told you what I know,” Troy said sourly. “If this concerns my friend, I ought to know.”

“I do not know if it concerns him,” Godfrey said, his voice now earnest. “I will tell you this. There are schemes within plots within conspiracies in this city. For better or worse, I would say you have cast your lot with me.”

“I don’t want to be involved in any of that,” Troy was quick to say. “Nor does Leander.”

“We do not choose whether we wish to play,” Godfrey remarked, “only which side to play. If you hesitate to trust me, which may be the first sign of intelligence you have shown, then ask Guy,” the wanderer said while nodding towards the tavern keeper. “I may need your help in the future. If you grant it, in return, I shall do mine to help your friend. As I have already done once in this very place, I might add,” Godfrey finished; he stood up, gathered his hat and staff, and left the tavern.
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In the palace corridors, the lady Beatrice walked towards her daughter’s chambers. They were in the innermost part of the palace, built right against the mountainside; the reasoning was to make it as difficult as possible to infiltrate the palace at night and reach the monarch. As Beatrice approached, she saw numerous guards; their numbers had increased since the foiled attempt on the queen. Just as Beatrice reached the doors to Theodora’s rooms, they opened and revealed the same person who had kept the dagger from reaching the queen. Hugh was laughing and had his head turned towards the chamber even as he left, speaking some words in jest. As he turned to face forward and saw Beatrice, her presence made his countenance formal again.

“Lady Beatrice,” Hugh greeted her and bowed slightly. She, in turn, nodded at him as she passed him and entered the royal chambers. There she was met by the sight of Theodora and her handmaiden, sitting on the queen’s bed and exchanging laughter.

“Theodora,” Beatrice said to gain their attention. Theodora’s servant immediately fell silent while the queen looked at her mother.

“Mother,” Theodora said, still with a smile on her face. “What brings you at this hour?”

“I notice that I am not the only one visiting you at late hours,” Beatrice said with less mirth than her daughter, glancing back at the doors through which Hugh had left.

“He entertains me,” Theodora said in a casual tone. “I am more comfortable in his presence than alone.”

“You have your share of guards already,” Beatrice argued.

“They cannot show me the same attention,” Theodora countered.

To this, Beatrice fell silent for a moment. She turned to look at the handmaiden. “Leave us.” The young girl immediately complied and left the queen alone with her mother. “Theodora, you must be careful.”

“Mother,” Theodora replied while rolling her eyes. “Do not be silly. It is not as if we spend any time alone.”

“That is not my sole concern,” came the answer. “Take care to whom you gift your attention.”

“Mother,” Theodora repeated, sounding even more exasperated. “Somebody tried to murder me! Do you really begrudge me the presence of the man who saved me?”

“Not at all,” Beatrice hastened to say. “But if you show him too much favour, others will take note.”

“And if they do? The queen may grant her favour to anyone,” Theodora said forcefully.

“People will question how far those favours extend. As long as you are unwed, you are in a precarious position.”

“Not again,” Theodora complained as she stood up and moved around, away from her mother. “At least Aunt Irene never tells me to get married.”

“That is another thing,” Beatrice said, moving the conversation along another avenue. “Be careful with Irene. She is angered that Sir William has returned in such high honours. Do not make it worse.”

“Why?” Theodora asked curiously. “What does she have against Sir William?”

“He displeased her long ago,” Beatrice said curtly. “In return, he had to leave Tothmor.”

“He seems to have done well enough for himself,” Theodora pointed out.

“That is not the point,” Beatrice said strictly. “Your young favoured, Hugh, is the son of another who displeased Irene. She will never consent to any – arrangement between yourself and the son of Count Esmarch.”

“Why does her consent matter?” Theodora asked with a touch of anger. “Am I not the queen?”

“You are,” Beatrice said in a soothing voice, “but you cannot rule alone. You need someone to keep the counts in line, the priests, somebody to help you with the Order and the outlanders. You need influential allies at court,” she urged her daughter.

“And that has to be Lady Irene?” Theodora questioned.

“She has the court seer in her hand. The counts fear her,” Beatrice argued. “Maybe with the right match, you can secure a husband to replace her influence. But until such a time, you need Irene.”

“And you do not think Hugh could fulfil such a role?” Theodora asked.

“He seems a good boy,” Beatrice admitted. “But no. He will not strengthen your claim on the throne, he will not bring military might or wealth to your cause or any political influence here at court.”

“Maybe I need none of that,” Theodora said with force in her voice. “Really, who could take my place? Who would dare?”

“I do not know,” Beatrice conceded, “but do not take my words lightly. I understand the pull of choosing somebody you care for personally. I was fortunate myself with your father,” she added, and the invoked memory brought a smile to the woman’s face.

“Have you heard from Father?” Theodora asked quietly.

“He is mobilising the South,” Beatrice said gently. “You will see him here before long.”

“I look forward to that,” Theodora said, her voice sounding like she was many years younger.

“I as well, dear child,” Beatrice said with a hint of a sigh. “It is almost last bell. I will leave you to your rest. Tell your eavesdropping handmaiden she best be discreet. Irene is not as forgiving as I am towards gossiping servants.” Beatrice glanced towards the door behind which the queen’s handmaiden had her bedroom. Then the lady gave her daughter a goodnight kiss on the cheek and left.
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After leaving Theodora’s chamber, Beatrice walked down the hallways. In the distance, she heard the dissonant tolling of the bells belonging to the temples. Last bell, declaring nightfall and that all decent folk should be indoors. One person had only just managed to get through the gates to the inner district and inside the palace itself; now, he stumbled down the corridors, approaching Beatrice, who came from the other direction.

“Leander,” she called out to him, and the youth raised his head.

“Aunt Beatrice,” he smiled with a slurred voice before lowering his head again.

“I am glad to see that tonight you made it inside the palace gate before last bell,” she chided, though she could not hide a faint smile either.

“I like to change the pace now and then,” he replied while standing, wavering until one hand shot out and steadied himself against a wall.

“At least you are carefree,” she said and gave him a pat on the cheek.

“Did you come from Theodora’s room?” he asked, raising his eyes to look at his aunt.

“I did. Was there something on your mind?”

“I have not seen her. In a while. For some days. How is she?”

His question made another faint smile appear on Beatrice’s face, and she caressed his hair. “Maybe you are not entirely carefree. She is well, Leander. You should get to bed and get well yourself.”

“Yes, my lady,” Leander said, straightening up as if saluting his superior. It almost made him lose his balance, but he recovered and continued forward. Beatrice followed him with her eyes as he walked past her, shaking her head and smiling as he disappeared through the doors into his room.

Leander stumbled inside his chamber and once more had to employ the steadfastness of the wall to keep standing. Normally, his room would have been empty since Leander had never used a valet, and he had fought all attempts to impose one upon him. However, a female figure sat on his bed, waiting for him. She was elegantly dressed in clothes that emphasised her slender figure and with hair arranged in an intricate way.

“Hallo, Mother,” Leander said as he managed to send a glance towards her.

Lady Diane, mistress to the late king and mother of his only child, rose from her seat. “You know why I am here, presumably? Why I have been waiting hours for your return?” she asked sharply.

“Regardless of whether I do, I am sure you will tell me,” Leander mumbled.

Ignoring him, Diane continued. “I told you today was important! It was your chance to mark your presence at court.”

“What, like a dog marking its territory? Because if so, I have marked my presence in numerous alleys and behind many a tavern,” Leander said with a snort of half-stifled laughter.

“This is no jest,” Diane reproached him. “Your father would be sorely disappointed if he could see you.”

“Then it is fortunate he cannot,” Leander muttered, still leaning against the wall.

“Take care what you say!” Diane hissed, walking over to stand in front of her son. His breath made her recoil again, however. “Your father had great plans for you, and I will not have you dishonour his memory.”

“Father was a great man, or so I am told,” Leander said, straightening up as best he could. “But that does not mean his son will be. Have you considered Father knew this when he adopted Theodora?”

“Nonsense!” Diane snorted. “That was Irene’s doing, that venomous woman. She poisoned your father’s mind and turned him against us.”

“Mother, while I adore being embroiled in your feud, which I might add began before I was even born, I really should get some rest,” Leander told her.

“Very well. But I tell you this, Leander. When the counts arrive to be received by the queen, you will be present. Or I will do my utmost in stripping you of every coin that allows this leisurely life of yours,” Diane warned him, to which he gave a slight, mocking bow as she passed by him.

As soon as he heard the doors close behind her, Leander straightened up properly. He blinked a few times and walked over to sit on his bed, affected by weariness and intoxication but clearly less so than the impression he had given. He removed his shirt, getting undressed for sleep; he paused, holding his head between his hands instead. It took him a little while to summon the fortitude to continue his preparations and finally go to sleep.
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Leaving her son’s chamber, Diane moved through the corridors until she entered a small room. It was a shrine, one out of six found in this wing. Due to Tothmor’s complicated religious state, the palace needed to have an altar dedicated to each of the lesser divines.

This particular shrine had a statue of a great man, clad in bearskin, holding a heavy hammer, and standing by an anvil; he was Hamaring, god of smiths and craftsmen, and associated with the mountains. In front of the altar knelt a figure clad in the white robes belonging to the priesthood of Hamaring. As Diane approached and the priest rose, she could see the black bear upon his chest, which signalled that he was initiated into their order. His hem did not have the pattern, however, of a high priest.

“Where is Brother Bernard?” she asked with the same sharp tone that had permeated her conversation with her son.

“The Reverend One was busy,” answered the priest. “He sent me in his place. I am Brother Renard.”

“Sounds like a poor jest,” Diane scoffed, her gaze sliding over the priest. “I do not deal with lackeys.”

“I am the right-hand man to the high priest,” Renard assured her. “I am intimate with all his plans, including those involving your son.”

At the mention of Leander, Diane jerked her head up to stare at the priest. “Has your high priest made a habit of being open-mouthed to everybody?”

“No, milady,” Renard assured her in a soothing tone. “Only me. No others know.”

“You do not look like a priest of Hamaring,” Diane said, her eyes once more scrutinising the white-robed man. “Are you not all supposed to have forearms like tree trunks?”

“Trees take many shapes,” Renard shrugged. “My master values me for my head, not my strength.”

“Is that so,” Diane said doubtingly. “You can tell your master I do not value surprises. Next time he will meet me personally.”

“I shall bear your message,” Renard said with a slight bow, gathering his arms in front of him and sliding his hands into their opposite sleeves. “But I believe the Reverend One expected to hear more?”

“I have not told Leander,” Diane said with another sharp look. “It was not the right time.”

“You would know best,” Renard conceded while inclining his head. “However, we noted that he was not present today at court when the lord marshal was given audience. The Reverend One is concerned.”

“Tell him that Leander is my concern,” Diane imprinted upon the priest. “You whiterobes handle your part. I will handle mine.”

“As you say,” Renard replied. “My master will eagerly await to hear more.”

“He can wait as eagerly as he wishes,” Diane said dismissively, turning to leave. “Leave Leander to me.” The priest bowed again in silent farewell and stood in contemplation, watching the elegant lady exit the room and then shifting his gaze to the statue of Hamaring upon the altar.
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IN SALT AND WINE
TOTHMOR



The days passed as the outlander army marched steadily west, ever approaching Tothmor; the city itself was reaching a boiling point in the hot summer, with tension palpable on the streets in the lower circles. In the uppermost circle, however, there was still serenity; Theodora walked each morning in her rose gardens where none disturbed her. In case the unknown assailant might make another attempt on her life, she was now always accompanied. Hugh, who hitherto had been merely the scarcely known son of the disgraced Count Esmarch, was now the personal guard of the queen; he rarely left her side.

The roses were in full bloom, and their scent permeated the air as Theodora strolled leisurely with Hugh by her side. Although supposed to be her guard, he was not wearing armour of any kind; he only wore a tunic above his doublet. He did have a sword by his side, however, and few would doubt his ability to use it; his father had been renowned as an expert swordsman in his day.

“That is not true,” Theodora reproached her conversation partner, though her chastisement was undermined by her smile.

“I swear it,” Hugh said solemnly, raising one hand as if taking an oath. “Bluebells as far as the eye can see. An entire ocean of blue covering the heath.”

“I have never heard of that before,” Theodora argued.

“You have now,” Hugh pointed out. “Have you ever been to Esmarch?”

“I have never left Tothmor.”

“You should see it,” Hugh insisted. “It is the most beautiful sight I have ever seen. Well, almost,” he added with a glance sideways towards the queen, who modestly looked away.

“It does not seem likely I will anytime soon,” Theodora said wistfully. “With the outlanders, all of Esmarch must be overrun. It does bring me grief to think of your home despoiled in this way.”

“I am mostly grieved at the thought of their black boots trampling all the bluebells,” Hugh said with a vain attempt at smiling. “With war on the march here, there will be plenty of women giving their men bluebells for remembrance,” he said, mentioning the Hæthian tradition surrounding bluebells. “I do not cherish the prospect of leaving myself.”

“You will not be leaving,” Theodora said firmly. “As your queen, I forbid it,” she added with a little smile.

“I must do as my queen commands,” Hugh smiled in return. He glanced around until he found a particularly well-shaped rose. With the small knife in his belt, he cut the stem and presented it to Theodora. “Since bluebells are not available, may I offer this instead? More beautiful and thus more fitting, I suppose.”

“You realise all these roses belong to me already?” Theodora said while her mouth curled upwards in amusement. “And in any case, if neither of us is leaving, then the custom of giving bluebells is not at play, is it?” Despite her protestations, however, Theodora still took the rose from Hugh’s fingers and accepted it with a small, polite bow.

“I would say no tradition is ever necessary for a man to present a rose to a woman,” he said, mirroring her bow as she took the flower from him.

“That may be,” she conceded, holding the flower in one hand and taking hold of his arm with the other as they continued their walk. “I fear I must cut our time in the gardens short,” Theodora continued. “I must prepare for the audience today.”

“The counts,” Hugh nodded in understanding.

“And the march wardens will arrive as well,” Theodora added.

“Your father,” Hugh said kindly.

“Yes,” Theodora smiled at the mention. “So you see, I will have to give audience.”

“Of course,” the young man accepted. “If it pleases you, I shall be present as well.”

“That would please me,” Theodora said with another smile directed at her companion.

“Unless it would be considered a breach of etiquette. I know my father has not received summons,” Hugh said in an almost neutral voice.

“I was not aware,” Theodora said hastily. “I did not realise… my aunt,” she stammered.

“I understand,” Hugh told her. “My father is disliked by many of influence at court.”

“But not by me,” Theodora was quick to point out. “I have no quarrel with him or with any of your house.”

“That is good to hear,” Hugh smiled at her. “I meant not to cause ill feelings by mentioning it. But I thought you should know that some act in your name yet not towards your intentions.”

“That is not polite conversation,” Theodora said in warning before her voice softened. “Though I understand of what you speak.”

“Do not forget that you are queen, Your Majesty,” Hugh urged her. “Your will is our command.”

“Let us return inside,” was Theodora’s only reply, and they turned along the path to leave the gardens and enter the palace building.
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The counts of Hæthiod were scheduled to appear before their queen at noon; there were still some hours until that bell rang when William of Tothmor walked through the gate between the first and second districts. As first lieutenant to the lord marshal, he had been given privileged accommodations inside the palace circle, but now he walked through the nobles’ quarter of the city. None seemed to recognise his face even if his name was known to all; people saw only one knight out of the several hundred that had arrived. Still, the respect – or fear – inspired by any knight of the Order was sufficient for the commoners to clear a path before him.

The house that attracted his steps showed little sign of being maintained. The golden spurs on William’s boots had clanged against the pavement streets; the sound died away as he moved past the gates on loose hinges and his spurs struck grass on an overgrown path through the garden. Reaching the door, William looked up to see the faded emblem of Esmarch hung above, depicting a horse riding across the plains. The knight looked for a bell string to announce his presence but found none. Lacking other options, he knocked on the front door. Only then did he realise it was already ajar.

Right hand on his sword hilt, William entered. Inside, he found no signs of violence or forced entry, however, and he was met by no one. Everything was quiet, with a layer of dirt upon the floors, though boot prints could be spotted here and there.

“Is anyone present?” William called out. “My lord Hubert?” he said loudly, speaking the name of the count of Esmarch. Advancing deeper into the practically derelict house, William glanced in every direction but saw nothing to put an end to his speculations.

“I know that voice,” spoke a man from the upper floor; at the top of a staircase stood Hubert, count of Esmarch, surrounded by nothing but dust.

“Lord Hubert,” William bowed his head as the nobleman descended the stairs.

“Sir William,” Hubert returned the greeting as he finally reached the ground floor. He placed both hands on the knight’s shoulders and stared into his face. “Is it truly you? After so many years?”

“It is I, good master,” William smiled. “I remain your most respectful student, regardless of how many years it has been.”

“And the most capable one,” Hubert said with a smile between the wrinkles of his face. “I remember the first time you bested me. I have never been prouder before or after that moment.”

“You are too kind,” William said, inclining his head. “I arrived in the city a few days ago and desired to visit my old teacher.” The count looked around as if seeing for the first time the dereliction of his own house and its unsuitable state for receiving visitors. “Perhaps,” William continued cautiously, “you would join me in walking the streets? I have been indoors quite often recently.”

“As you wish,” Hubert granted. Once outside on the cobbled streets, the count seemed to breathe freer. “You have arrived with the Order, I take it?” Hubert asked his companion as they began walking through the second district.

“I did, along with all our knights,” William nodded. “The infantry should meet us soon, along with the levies of Hæthiod,” he explained.

“But not I,” Hubert said almost wistfully. “I have not been summoned to court.”

“I did not know,” the knight said apologetically.

“I did not expect you to,” the count merely replied.

They walked in silence for a little while before William spoke again. “May I enquire what happened? When I left Tothmor, there was no indication of your removal from court.”

“It was only a matter of time,” the aged man said with his voice growing thin. “The king died by my side.”

“But who leads the King’s Blades?” asked William. “Who could have taken your place?”

“None do,” Hubert shrugged. “The lady Irene disbanded our company.” William stopped in stunned silence before quickly stepping forward to catch up with his companion. “Tell me of Middanhal,” Hubert changed the subject. “Have you been able to prove your prowess to them?”

“I have,” William said with a little smile. “I won the solstice games not one month ago.”

“You used your skill for sport?” Hubert asked brusquely.

“A singular occurrence, I assure you,” William told his old master.

“And you won, you say? You beat them?” Hubert continued asking.

“All of them, my lord,” the knight declared.

“Very well then,” Hubert simply answered, though a faint smile did latch onto his face.

They had walked through most of the eastern half of the second district and now drew close to the gates leading to the adjacent circles. “I must return to the palace,” William said, glancing north towards the first district. “The counts will be given audience very soon.”

“Of course,” Hubert mumbled, “of course. Attend to your duties. I would ask the gods to preserve you in the coming battle, but I believe I taught you well enough that such is unnecessary.”

“Better pray nonetheless, just in case,” William replied, inclining his head to his old master before he turned right and walked through the gates towards the palace.
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The counts of Hæthiod had been arriving in the last few days at their own pace, but now they were all to present themselves formally in answer to the queen’s summons. Some had already been present at court to wield their influence, primarily the counts of Lykia and of Larisa. Now the rest appeared to be given audience.

As when she had received the lord marshal, Theodora sat upon her throne surrounded by her advisors. Her aunt and her mother, Irene and Beatrice, were by her right side, with Irene standing so close that she had one hand resting on Theodora’s shoulder; the court seer in his black robe was on her left side along with Hugh, who was dressed in new garments and a sword by his side. Standing a little distance away stood the lord marshal, his first lieutenant Sir William, and the marshal of Hæthiod as the representatives of the Order.

One by one, the lords of Hæthiod entered the hall and walked across it to stand before the throne while a herald announced their names. They knelt before Theodora, reaffirmed their loyalty, and declared that they had done their duty and brought their full levies with them. To each of them, Theodora would nod and thank them for their fealty; then they would stand aside, and the next count would enter. This ended with Count Argolis and finally Count Leukas until only the two march wardens of Hæthiod remained.

The march warden of the East appeared first. Like the others, he knelt and repeated his allegiance before he was dismissed to stand aside. Afterwards came the march warden of the South. He strode tall and with force in his steps through the audience room until he knelt before the queen. “Your Majesty,” he spoke, “your warden of the southern march appears before you, loyal as ever.” With a smile on his lips, he raised his dark eyes to meet Theodora’s, whose own eyes were of the same hue.

“Thank you, Father – Lord Stephen,” she corrected herself as Irene gave her shoulder a light squeeze. Stephen rose, gave a slight bow again, and stepped aside. Now, nearly every nobleman of Hæthiod was gathered in the audience room, and they all turned to look at Theodora as she spoke. “You have all come answering the call,” she began to speak. “The realm is grateful to you for it. An enemy threatens us all, but the combined might of the men of the heath and the Order will prevail,” she concluded and thus paved the way for the lord marshal to continue as he stepped forward.

“An army marches towards this city,” Reynold said. While it was not surprising to hear that Tothmor was the target, the assertion of such dire tidings still sent ripples of whispers through the crowd. “They are an old enemy which we have not seen in such numbers for five hundred years. A genuine threat to the survival of the realms,” he continued with the faintest hint of delight in his voice. “To those who are fearful, I will say this. The Order has never lost a war since it was founded with the sacred duty of protecting the realms of Adalmearc. Five hundred years ago, our forefathers assembled on these very plains to combat the same enemy we face now,” the lord marshal told the audience, to which many nodded and mumbled.

“Should any not remember what happened, allow me to remind you,” Reynold continued. “When the forces of the Order and the Mearcian realms met the outlanders upon the moors of Hæthiod, the enemy was annihilated. They turned their black boots and fled in vain. Scarcely any of them were permitted to escape and return beyond the Langstan. Those that did could bring warning of our terrible wrath and the penalty paid for incurring it,” the lord marshal continued while letting his eyes sweep across the room, pausing his speech briefly to allow his words to make an impression.

“You have brought the soldiers of Hæthiod to this city. Soon, the remaining Order forces will join us, and we will march out. We will stop this incursion and crush those who dare to threaten us,” the lord marshal vowed, and he was rewarded by outbursts hailing his resolve.

“The gods are for us!” exclaimed the count Argolis, to which many uttered their agreement, in particular the court seer standing by the throne and the high priests and priestesses scattered in the crowd of courtiers.

“In Rihimil’s name,” said Brother Dominic, still standing by Irene’s side. She, in turn, gave Theodora’s shoulder another squeeze, and the young queen rose.

“We place the safety of our realm in your hands and all our subjects at your disposal, Sir Reynold,” she said to the lord marshal, who gave a slight bow. The queen and her entourage left the room, and moments later, the lord marshal strode out with a satisfied expression on his face. He was followed by William, whose own countenance was blank, and the marshal of Hæthiod, whose gruff face was difficult to scrutinise. Once they were gone, the rest of the crowd dissolved into small groups and began discussing the event among themselves.

“You need not seem so displeased at being here,” Diane muttered to her son. They had been standing as close to the throne as it was possible for them to be positioned while still being beyond Irene’s immediate vicinity.

“That is not the source of my displeasure,” Leander replied. “I was merely contemplating the lord marshal’s little speech. I hesitate at the thought that our defence rests with this man, who seems to rely on stories five hundred years old for his strategy.”

“He was merely giving the counts the reassurance they always crave,” Diane scoffed. “You would understand this better if you were riding out.”

“Alas, I have not been summoned for the defence of the realm,” Leander said with a sardonic smile. “I wonder how I will live with the dissatisfaction of not being impaled by an outlander’s spear.”

“Do not use that tone,” Diane said sternly. “Your father was brave beyond measure. It is an insult to the king’s memory that his son is not being sent to war. You should be leading this army if all were right.”

“Mother, we both know I am as deficient in holding a sword as I would be commanding soldiers,” Leander dismissed her. “Father may have been brave, but he also led his Blades to a fight where he was woefully outnumbered. He died for his bravery, which is an act I do not intend to replicate.”

Until now, Diane’s eyes had been looking everywhere, exchanging glances and smiles with the other members of court. However, upon hearing her son’s words, her head shot around to let her gaze impale him. “Never speak ill of your father,” she hissed between her teeth. “Especially not where others will hear. Leave,” she added, repeating herself when he stood bewildered a moment. “Go, leave. Retire to your chambers.” Leander bowed slightly, hesitantly, and walked out.

With not only the noblemen but also their conscripts having reached Tothmor, the city streets were close to choking with people. Most of the soldiers that had arrived from the counties were camped outside the gates, but they entered the city in search of drink, entertainment, women, or all three. With one hand on his staff and the other holding on to his broad-brimmed hat, Godfrey made his way through the fifth district. Being the lowest circle and containing numerous taverns and inns, it had attracted most of the newcomers. Godfrey had good need of his staff to move through the throng of people, many of whom were rowdy long before the first evening bell had rung. He was headed in the direction of Guy’s establishment when he passed near the old madman; the beggar made his home in a barrel and whom Godfrey had met upon his arrival to Tothmor.

The voice of his ranting reached Godfrey, which in itself was not unusual; anybody passing this way would be within earshot of the self-styled prophet. However, something was different on this day; numerous people stood still, listening intently to his words. With some difficulty, Godfrey pushed forward so that he might better hear what was spoken.

“The dragons are dead! Their gods could not protect them. Do you believe they will protect you?” he asked with a fiery voice. “All our lives, we were told the dragonborn were chosen, were destined to rule! Who chose them? Who gave them this destiny?”

“What is this?” Godfrey asked of the person standing next to him.

“We have been deceived!” the madman continued. “The gods care not, or they have abandoned the realms! Why do you pay homage to those who have turned their backs on you?”

“News from Middanhal,” said the person questioned by Godfrey. “They say the prince Sigmund is dead, killed in an ambush. They say there will be no more high kings.”

“Turn from them!” shouted the aged preacher. “Abandon those false gods and turn your gaze east! With the rising of the sun shall come your salvation! The god sleeping in the mountain stirs!” Godfrey narrowed his eyes with an expression of suspicion or displeasure before he turned and disappeared into the crowd.
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An alley in the third district lay wedged between the houses of two merchants. They were rivals and had spent a lot of gold on making their homes as lavish as they could afford, which included walls around their premises. This made the alley very dark and thus ideal for people to meet without being seen. A man stood waiting, glancing around. He wore a dark cloak above yellow robes with the black bull of Egnil upon his chest. A shape emerged from the shadows, wearing a simple black robe that made him nearly impossible to spot.

“You wished to meet?” asked the black-robed acolyte. It was Nikodemos, who had previously divulged information to the priests of Egnil when Godfrey had arrived in Tothmor.

“Hel’s deep!” exclaimed the yellow-robed priest, practically jumping where he stood. “You startled me,” he mumbled and pulled the cloak and hood closer around him, concealing the yellow colour beneath and making himself near invisible.

“It was you who desired we meet here rather than at your temple,” the blackrobe argued.

“Yes, yes,” the geolrobe dismissed him. “So, what can you tell us? Any news?”

“My master has done little,” said the acolyte. “He meets with the lady Irene, but he has given no commands. I think he is waiting to see what unfolds.”

“He can wait until Hel swallows him,” scoffed the priest of Egnil. He dug out a small purse and threw it to the black-robed acolyte. “Your payment.” Nikodemos caught it and gave a slight nod before he disappeared. The man in yellow robe watched him leave with a disdainful expression; pulling the hood of his cloak tighter around his face, he left as well.

While the priest of Egnil returned to his temple, the acolyte left the third district. He passed through the second and reached the first. The guards halted him at the gate, but he showed documents wearing the seal of the court seer, and so they let him pass. Entering the palace, he walked through corridors until he reached the court seer’s chambers. After knocking, he was granted admittance. “Brother Dominic,” Nikodemos greeted and bowed before the court seer, who was getting dressed.

“How was your meeting?” Dominic asked while putting on his own black robe; unlike the acolyte’s, it had the silver dragon of their order upon its chest.

“Same as ever, Reverend One,” came the answer. “They still believe you are in the dark.”

“Did you learn anything in turn?” asked the high priest, placing his necklace with its large pendant around his neck.

“They have moved our meetings from their temple to an alley nearby, so I was unable to linger and notice anything,” the acolyte said apologetically.

“Do they suspect your allegiance?” asked Dominic sharply, turning his eyes quickly to look at his servant.

“I don’t think so, Reverend One. The geolrobes are merely being cautious.”

“I suppose they have cause to be. But you must increase your efforts. I am all but convinced Count Lykia is in allegiance with them. You must find evidence of this,” the court seer urged.

“I shall do my best, but that may take days or weeks,” said Nikodemos.

“That is no matter. We have eyes on their pawn. I doubt they will dare to act while war is on the horizon and the Order army is so near. As long as you need,” Dominic said and gave a slight nod to dismiss him. “You may return to the temple.”

“Yes, Reverend One,” the acolyte said and bowed.

While the younger priest returned to the city, Dominic went to the grand hall in the palace. It was where the court took their meals; with the first evening bell ringing, food was being served. The courtiers of various ranks were already present, and the court seer hurried over to stand by his seat just in time. Moments after, the queen entered, flanked by her mother and her aunt Irene while Hugh walked a few steps behind. With the queen having arrived, everybody might sit down, and the meal could begin.

It had not lasted long before another figure burst through the entrance. It was Leander. Most turned their heads in his direction, but once they saw who it was, they lost interest. With a wry smile, Leander moved over to take a seat between Beatrice and Diane. “Mother, Aunt,” he greeted them, pulling his cup close to him.

“Not on time, but at least you are here,” Diane chastised him. Ignoring his mother, Leander filled his cup with wine.

“Make sure you eat something as well,” Beatrice interjected.

“I will,” Leander said, shooting his aunt a quick smile before he filled his plate with the meats and green in front of him. “Where is Uncle Stephen?” he asked of Beatrice, glancing around at the table.

“Your uncle is with the marshals, making plans,” Beatrice replied.

“He is exemplar in his duties,” Diane said, to which Beatrice smiled and inclined her head.

“I would have thought he would be by Theodora’s side,” Leander said casually as he sipped from his cup, “considering how long it has been since she has seen her father.”

“There will be time for that,” Beatrice said in a nearly neutral voice.

Glancing around the hall, Leander saw numerous faces that were new. The counts and their families that had arrived in Tothmor were mostly those too poor to have their own manor in the city; hence, they stayed at court and filled the places around the tables as well as the air with conversation. Primarily the talk centred on the outlanders; the women were fanning themselves in coquettish fear of what was to come, and the men were imposingly resting their hands on sword hilts in displays of courtly courage.

“They say there are three outlanders for every one of ours,” whispered one lady, managing to do it so loudly that everybody could hear.

“That is perfect,” yelled a lord, making no attempts at being subtle. “One heathman is worth four outlanders, so we still outnumber them!” he finished, brandishing the meat and bone of a roast like a weapon to accentuate his claim.

“But they are so barbaric,” said another woman. “I hear tales of how they come in the night to kill and plunder everything in sight, and nobody hears a sound! The only trace they leave is a black boot print,” she nodded sagely.

“There will be less of them left when we are done,” boasted somebody else. “We shall ride out as our ancestors did and trample them beneath our feet!” This was met by a chorus of approval and praise.

“Sounds like we do not even need the Order,” Leander commented casually before raising his cup for a servant to fill.

“Did you have something to remark upon, Leander?” said Irene, sitting on the opposite side of Theodora; her voice was treacherously innocent as she leaned forward to look upon the bastard son of her husband.

“I was merely giving quiet praise to the good knights of the Order who so speedily came to our aid. In fact, a toast to Sir William, native of this city and most renowned of knights!” Leander called out, raising his cup high in the air. The queen followed his toast by raising her own goblet, and then none others could refuse; even Irene had to follow suit, although she barely touched her cup with her lips. With a self-satisfied smile, Leander placed his chalice on the table and returned his attention to his meal. By his side, Diane seemed pleased at the exchange of words between her son and her old rival.

“Was Sir William not also trained by one of this city? The Count of Esmarch, if I recall,” said Theodora. Behind her, it was now Hugh’s turn to smile at the mention of his father while Irene’s facial expression grew further strained. The queen did not notice this, however, and instead looked at her courtiers, who were hesitant to answer.

“You are correct, Your Majesty,” Diane said finally with a smile towards the queen. “The Count of Esmarch was the finest swordsman in his day and trained many of our best, my son included.”

“And also Lord Hugh, I would imagine,” Theodora replied, turning to look at her protector behind her.

“Indeed, we are fortunate to be blessed with such skilled warriors,” Irene said, and her smile was close to appearing sincere. “Will Lord Hugh be riding out into battle along with the knights and counts of Hæthiod?” she asked in a pleasant voice.

“If duty called me so, I would,” Hugh began his reply. “However, my queen has commanded I remain here, and so I must oblige,” he finished smoothly, exchanging smiles with Theodora.

“And you, Leander? Will you show us what the fabled tutelage of Count Esmarch can yield on the battlefield?” Irene continued, changing targets.

Leander froze with his cup pressed against his lips, caught unprepared by suddenly being dragged back into the conversation. “I would,” he said slowly at first, “but my gift for avoiding disappointment has commanded that I remain here, and so I must oblige.” He smiled slyly and elicited a few laughs from the courtiers, not including his mother.

“What a sharp wit,” Irene mused. “Would that your sword were as sharp.”

“If tongues were swords, Lady Irene, you would have the outlander army in flight by your mere presence,” Leander answered, motioning for his cup to be filled again. This remark did not spark any mirth.

“If men will not defend this realm, perhaps the women must,” Irene countered, her voice sharper. “Not such a shocking thought, considering we are ruled by a queen. Or would you disagree with this reasoning?”

The court grew hushed and exchanged whispers, picking up on Irene’s pointed question. Diane placed a hand on Leander’s arm to restrain him, but he gave no indication of noticing it. There were many counts and noblemen present this evening who did not live at court. By their looks, it seemed as if they only now remembered that as the king’s son, Leander had been the male heir to Everard, and he had been displaced in favour of a female heir, Everard’s niece by his sister, making the kinship matrilineal and thus further weakening Theodora’s claim.

“I never thought of it in such a way,” Leander answered at length. “When I look upon the queen, I simply see my cousin. My kin, my blood.” With those words, he shot a smile at Irene, who was without husband, without children, without family.

For a moment, the court was silent. All eyes were on Irene or Leander; the only exception was a servant who entered the hall and quickly crossed it to whisper into the court seer’s ears. He, in turn, immediately passed the message on to Irene, and her attention towards Leander vanished. “How certain is this?” she asked Dominic quietly. The priest shrugged.

“What is it? Aunt Irene?” asked Theodora.

“Your Majesty,” Irene said, turning to look at the queen. “News in the city is that your cousin, the prince Sigmund, is slain. The House of Adal is gone.”
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Clamour erupted upon hearing such news. Those most clear-sighted wondered what this meant for Adalrik and its ability to support Hæthiod against the outlanders; most people, however, simply expressed their dread that any would dare to kill their sovereign lord. With such sombre tidings, the meal was soon ended, and the court was made to disperse to continue their heated debates elsewhere. The evening had come and all but gone when Irene was walking down the hallways of the palace, and she saw a man approaching her from the other direction. “Lord Stephen,” she greeted the march warden of the South with an insincere smile.

“Lady Irene,” he said with a clenched jaw.

“Have you finished your discussion with the marshals?” she asked with an air of innocence.

“For now,” he said curtly. “We are still awaiting further news of the enemy. Once the Order forces from Adalrik arrive, we will ride out.”

“All our prayers shall go with you,” Irene said affably.

“I should like to see my daughter, though, so if you would excuse me,” Stephen continued and made to move past Irene towards the royal bedchambers.

“My dear Lord Stephen, the last bell has rung. The queen has gone to sleep already.”

Stephen narrowed his eyes. “I see. I will have other opportunities to speak with her.”

“Will you? As one of the realm’s premier commanders, I would have thought this invasion would keep you frightfully busy.”

“It is only temporarily,” Stephen said dismissively. “Once the army has been assembled, we will annihilate the outlanders, and I shall return to Tothmor.”

“You sound certain. You do not think the news from Adalrik will at all be a hindrance?” Irene suggested.

“What, news of the prince?” Stephen asked, raising his eyebrows. “I do not see how that will affect us here.”

“Is that so,” Irene pondered. “But of course, once this war has ended, you will have to return to your duties as march warden. In the South,” she said pointedly.

“I will not let that happen again,” Stephen replied, clenching his jaw once more. “I will not let you pack me away to some corner of the realm.”

“You were given a prestigious and important post,” Irene argued. “Many would have been honoured if the queen had chosen them.”

“My daughter, you mean,” Stephen said, scowling. “My daughter, whom I let you use as a pawn before you sent me hundreds of miles away.”

“A pawn? Your daughter became queen, I remind you,” Irene said icily, and her tone of voice was reflected in the gaze she sent him.

“Under your influence,” Stephen added, his own voice growing cold as well. “But it will not last. I have finally returned to Tothmor, and I will not let history repeat itself.”

For a moment, they stood, gazes locked in a contest of wills. With a snap, Irene broke away and merely smiled. “Goodnight, Lord Stephen.”

Leaving him behind, Irene made for her own chambers. Luxurious, they were almost equal to the queen’s. They also contained a visitor. “Why are you here at this late hour?” Irene asked as she noticed the court seer’s presence with a glance before she began to remove her jewellery and put it in her lockbox.

“I have another name,” answered the black-robed priest. “Brother Gregory is involved.”

“So him and the high priest,” Irene said thoughtfully. “Who among the counts? Has any been implicated?”

“We have found no evidence,” Dominic said, raising his hands.

“I am almost certain of Lykia, but he is a most cautious man,” Irene acknowledged. “He barely speaks up at court, merely lies like a viper in the shadows.”

“Should we have the geolrobes arrested? They might reveal names to lessen their punishment.”

Irene sat in front of her vanity mirror, halting her movements for a moment. “No, I doubt the counts would be so careless. Probably not even the high priest knows with certainty who is involved. Wait, be patient. Let your spies do their work,” she informed him as she removed her earrings.

“As you say,” the court seer bowed.

“We will wait and see once the army departs,” Irene contemplated. “Who of the counts excuses themselves to remain behind. That might prove telling.”

“As you say,” Dominic repeated; with a final bow, he left the chambers belonging to Hæthiod’s ruler.
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Although the last bell of the day had been rung, certain parts of Tothmor were still awake. It was predominantly in the lowest circle that torches and candles were still burning and people were carousing. Troy, lute slung on his back, was making rounds of the taverns and public houses of the fifth district. For a moment, he was distracted by the ravings of a preacher; the man, clad in rags and dirt, stepped forward and grabbed Troy by the shoulder. “Repent!” he snarled into Troy’s face, unleashing his bad breath onto the bard. “Do you not know that he has awakened? Soon you will be judged!” the mad prophet yelled.

“Can it wait until tomorrow? Busy night tonight,” Troy excused himself, slipping free of the madman’s grasp. He hurried away, only glancing back once while shaking his head. As he found and entered yet another tavern, the sounds of loud voices and wooden tankards clashing together met him. He shielded his eyes momentarily as he came from the dark into the lit interior until his eyes adjusted.

“I don’t care. What’s the dragonborn to me or any other in Hæthiod?” said one surly-looking man as Troy passed by and caught snippets of conversation. By the smell of him, he was a tanner of trade.

“We’re about to fight for our lives against the blackboot bastards,” someone mentioned. “Bloody fine time these drakonians picked to start a fight of their own.”

“It was them that built the wall,” argued a third patron, raising his mug of ale each time he made a point. “They founded the Order. It was Sigvard who defeated the outlanders. The dragonborn were chosen by the gods to lead us.”

“Hold on,” spoke yet another man with the haggard look of a former salt miner, “I thought Sigvard ended the Great War.”

“If the gods chose them, they obviously changed their minds.”

“The gods,” somebody else spat. “All these priests in this city, does that help us? Outlanders coming in the thousands while they kill the heir to the realms?”

“Maybe the gods can’t help us.”

“Maybe we are asking the wrong gods.”

The atmosphere was thick with smoke and soot from the torches, and Troy had to move deep through the rooms before he saw his quarry. Spotting his golden hair, Troy moved over to a highly inebriated Leander. “Troy!” Leander exclaimed, spotting the bard’s red cap. “You are just in time. I was telling these fine folk about you.”

“Nothing good, I imagine,” Troy muttered. “You are in worse condition than usual,” he added once he had time to inspect Leander.

“I was just saying if only my good friend Troy was here. Wait, Troy. Why are you here?” Leander asked in sudden confusion.

“You asked me yesterday,” Troy explained patiently. “You wanted me to come with you into town once supper at court was over. But when I came to the palace, you were gone, and I’ve been looking all over the lower circle for you.”

“Did I?” Leander asked. “Sounds like me. Oh yes, supper was cut short. Bad news, which is why we are celebrating,” he said, winking at the bard as if sharing a secret.

“Are you celebrating bad news?” Troy asked, bewildered.

“No, not celebrating, the other word. Grieving,” Leander elaborated. “Sorry, they both involve wine, so I got confused.”

“Sounds like you have had enough. How about we leave?” the bard suggested.

“No, no!” Leander protested. “As said, you are just in time. Do you not see? Your song, Troy, your song!”

“My song?” Troy repeated, bewildered.

“Yes, the only song you know to play! The dragon is dead, Troy, the little prince, and you know the song about dead dragons.”

“Are you talking about ‘The Sorrow of Glen Hollow’? The song you always berate me for singing,” Troy said, irritated.

“That is the one! Do you not see, Troy, this is the only time it will make sense for you to sing it. There will be no more dragons. You will have to sing it now!” Leander insisted.

“I really think we should get you out of here instead,” Troy tried to object, but now people surrounding them became involved.

“Song! Song! Song!” they chanted until Troy felt either sufficiently threatened or flattered to take his lute into his hands.

Cheers rose up as Troy walked out into open space between the tables and began plucking the strings. He did this for a few moments while people shushed each other. Then he began singing the first verse.

“The dragonborn of great renown

Upon his head, he wore a crown

A sword of steel, his armour gold

The Dragonheart who was of old.”

As he reached the chorus, the patrons of the tavern joined in until it seemed as if their voices would lift the roof off its shingles.

“The heart, the heart of Adalrik

So young and bold, so strong and quick

But he will never see the morrow

For that’s the sorrow of Glen Hollow!”

Troy continued singing all the verses and leading the audience on the chorus until the song was done. Many cheered and toasted, some applauded, and a few shed tears. Troy took a bow, slinging his lute over his back once more, and he was immediately accosted by inebriated patrons. They praised his song with drunken voices and tried to pressure him into singing another. Ducking low to escape their arms around his shoulders, the bard managed to return to Leander. “Time we leave,” he said to the youth, who was too intoxicated to argue further.

Troy managed to get them outside and supported his friend as Leander staggered onwards through the streets of lower Tothmor. “I had no idea you felt so strongly about the demise of the dragonborn,” Troy mumbled as he struggled to keep the other walking.

“Truth be told, it was a little bit of an excuse. Kept me in good drinking company,” Leander said with a wide smile and a hiccup. “I am tired, you see.”

“No wonder,” Troy remarked dryly.

“No, no, tired. Tired of the court. Tired of my mother, of Irene, of the court seer, all those peacocks about to get their feathers cut by the outlanders.”

“I am sure it feels worse than it is,” Troy assured him. “Once you wake up with a clear head or rather a hurting head, you’ll see it differently.”

“No,” Leander insisted. “I hate them, all of them.”

“That is not true,” Troy said calmly as they continued their walk through the alleys.

“No, Aunt Beatrice is nice. I like her.”

“See? There we go,” Troy replied, manoeuvring Leander around obstacles in their path.

“Then there is Theodora,” Leander mumbled.

“Careful now,” Troy said as they stepped over broken tiles that had fallen down from a roof. “Do not speak ill of the queen,” the bard added in a low voice.

“She is my cousin,” Leander continued.

“That will not necessarily save you if the wrong people hear you say the wrong thing about her,” Troy cautioned him, biting his lip.

“I used to care about her so much,” Leander slurred. “So much.”

“Oh,” Troy said, breathing a tad easier.

“I remember when she was born. Well, not that very moment. What a gross thought, Troy, really,” Leander reproached him. “But since she was small. We played in the rose gardens.”

“How nice,” Troy said absent-mindedly, glancing at their path ahead between barrels intended for catching rainwater.

“She was so sweet. The only person who did not mind who I was,” Leander confided in his friend, still speaking in his slurring manner. “And then that infernal…” a hiccup swallowed Leander’s words before he continued, “made her queen.”

“Straying into things we should not say out loud,” Troy said in a high-pitched voice.

“And told her I was a danger to her. Me. Me, Troy! Me! Like I ever would steal her crown. Me, who only cares about her. She cost me my only friend,” Leander blurted out and fell flat on his back.

“I will pretend not to be hurt by that statement as I am dragging your drunk carcass through the streets past midnight,” Troy responded, bending down to help Leander stand up.

“Sorry. Sorry, sorry. My only friend at court, I mean. My family. That I thought genuinely cared about me. Now she looks at me like her enemy. All because of what they whispered in her ear, poisoned her against me.”

“I’m sorry for that,” Troy said caringly. “Come, we are almost there.”

“Where are you taking me? This is not my room,” Leander said, suddenly aware of their surroundings and that they were in the fifth district still. They passed by a certain barrel from which loud snores emitted.

“All the city gates are closed,” Troy reminded him. “I am not hauling you up the mountain through all five circles anyway. I know the tavern owner here. He lets me sleep out in the back,” the bard explained.

“An embrace is all I intend,” Leander said in a voice that was halfway between being earnest and slurred.

“I’m flattered, but how about you get some sleep first,” Troy answered as they entered the backyard of Guy’s tavern. There was a lean-to where a cow was sleeping, surrounded by hay.

“No, her,” Leander said, closing his eyes while Troy managed to lower his friend down to rest upon the hay. “I do not want to harm her. Just embrace her. She has these pretty curls, you ever notice?”

“I can’t say I have,” Troy admitted. “Now rest, Leander.” It was not a necessary command to give; already, Leander had surrendered to the realm of sleep. With a faint sigh, Troy sat down next to him, made himself comfortable in the hay, and closed his own eyes.
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A few days passed after the arrival of the counts and the massing of Hæthiod’s armies near Tothmor. With final preparations made, they only awaited the arrival of the remaining Order forces from Adalrik. When the first small group of soldiers arrived from Lake Myr, the marshals and Sir William were reluctant to believe them. But as more bands arrived, confirming the story, rumours began to spread throughout the city.

In the end, the news could not be contained nor denied. Although in shock, the commanders of the Order and the noblemen of Hæthiod had to accept what they were told. Northern Adalrik had risen in rebellion and seized Middanhal while the Order army at Lake Myr had been defeated, forced to flee and disperse; the promised reinforcements would not arrive. The knights of the vanguard and the levies of the Hæthian counts were all the troops they would have at their disposal while the outlander army drew ever nearer to Tothmor.
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The lord marshal and Sir William had been quartered in the Order tower inside the first district of Tothmor. Since arriving, they had spent their days with Marshal Leonard, preparing the campaign and drawing up battle plans; occasionally, they had included the local nobles such as Stephen, Theodora’s father. However, for this meeting, the three commanders of the Order alone were present.

“I do not believe this,” the lord marshal mumbled. They were inside the office belonging to Leonard, although his chair had been taken by Reynold. This left Leonard and William standing up, the latter by the window, the former by the desk. On the table was a map of the region with various carved pieces resembling army units. Numerous stood by Lake Myr, representative of soldiers that would never arrive.

“Regardless of your beliefs, we cannot deny it any longer,” the aged Leonard growled. “We are not getting more soldiers than we have.”

“But Adalrik,” Reynold complained. “Middanhal seized by rebels! How could this happen? How could Theobald let this happen?”

“What does it matter,” Leonard said through gritted teeth. “We still have an invasion to deal with. We need to march our army to battle, or else it will be blackboots standing outside our gates!”

“We have to go back,” William said quietly, and the other two men did not hear him at first. “We have to lead the army to Adalrik,” William repeated, turning from the window to look at the two marshals.

“Are you mad?” Leonard asked incredulously, staring at the knight. “Abandon Tothmor to its fate?”

“We leave a garrison. There are no trees for many miles. If the outlanders want to besiege the city, they must bring equipment with them from beyond the wall, which will slow their progress.”

“With an army of that size, any delay will not matter. They will still be able to storm the city!” Leonard argued. “We are talking a few months at most before the city falls.”

“Probably,” William conceded.

“We will not be able to reach Adalrik, end the rebellion, and return here to relieve the siege in that time,” Leonard continued his objection. “You are dooming the city, abandoning all of Hæthiod to the outlanders!”

“Yes,” William accepted.

“Yes?” Leonard repeated in disbelief. “You are prepared to accept this?”

“Hæthiod is a border,” William explained. “If lost, it can be retaken. Adalrik is the heart of these realms, the heart of the Order. If it descends into chaos, the rest of the realms will follow.”

“You were born in this city!” Leonard all but shouted. “And you are ready to abandon it so easily! I do not believe what I am hearing,” he shook his head.

“I am merely prepared to do my duty,” William answered sharply, “regardless of personal inclinations. The longer that Adalrik is plagued by civil war, the more it will be drained of strength. We will end up fighting the outlanders without support, reserves, or reinforcements from the other realms. Only the lord marshal,” William continued, now gesturing at Reynold, “has the authority to make the other realms and the marshals step in. We must assume Sir Roderic and any Order forces in Adalrik are lost. We must return and restore order.”

“And when you tell the army assembled outside the city to march west,” Leonard countered, “when you tell the Hæthian counts and all these heathmen to forsake their homes to the barbarians, how will they react? Do you honestly believe a single soldier will follow you?”

“They will obey or be hanged for treason,” William said simply, which only made Leonard scoff.

“You cannot hang the whole army. Especially when it is the only army we have,” Leonard insisted. “They have assembled here to defend Tothmor, to defeat the outlanders! Ordering them to do anything else while the threat is so imminent is ludicrous!”

William was silent for a moment before he spoke. “Korndale can relieve Tothmor. Have King Adelard gather his levies along with any Order troops and march here. Keep the outlanders in check and prevent them from storming the city.”

“What sense is that?” Leonard asked, raising his hands in frustration. “We are already here! Have Korndale march north and fight the rebels in Adalrik! Why in Hel’s name make us march west only so that Korndale can march east and take our place?”

“Because Korndale cannot resolve the situation in Adalrik,” William bit back. “King Adelard’s army is scarcely stronger than what the jarls can muster. He may lose to them in an open battle. And should he manage to win and wrest control of Adalrik from the jarls, our position is no better.”

“Why on earth not?”

“Because Korndale is dragonborn on his mother’s side. He can very easily be tempted to seize the crown and high kingship for himself, just as the rebels are attempting to do now. It is the foremost duty of the Order to safeguard the union of the realms,” William said pointedly. “We cannot allow rebels, jarls, or kings to decide these matters through brute force. We must show the Order has strength to keep all of them in line and let it be decided by law.”

Before their argument could escalate further, Reynold stepped in. He rose from his seat, and the movement made the other men look at him. Gazing down at the map, the lord marshal finally spoke. “Sir Leonard, I want you to have your secretary write to the marshal of Korndale. He is to order King Adelard to raise his forces and march them to Tothmor.”

“But my lord,” Leonard began to protest, “Tothmor may very well have fallen before Korndale can arrive. And how do we even know that Korndale will come to our aid?”

His objections were silenced by a raised hand from the lord marshal. “Korndale will come, or I will lead the Order to Plenmont myself and throw him in chains for treason,” Reynold said sharply. He continued with a less tense voice. “We will not abandon the city. We will march east and engage the outlanders in battle. With a solid victory, they will be driven back, forced to delay their advance. This gives Korndale time to arrive, take over our position, and keep them checked. Then we may return west and crush the rebellion in Adalrik.”

Neither the marshal Leonard nor the knight William seemed satisfied, but nor could they challenge the lord marshal’s decision. With a final glance towards the map lying on the desk, Reynold reached over and toppled the pieces at Lake Myr.
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With the decision made, no further time was wasted. The very same day, Reynold gave the order to depart. The army camped beyond the walls was told to break up and prepare for march; the knights and their attendants staying inside the city gathered their horses and began their procession out of the city, followed by the noblemen. As when they had arrived, people lined up to watch the departure, many with bluebells that they gave to their relatives among the soldiers marching out. The various counts received one from their wives, daughters, or sons too young to ride with them; exceptions were the counts Lykia and Larisa, who had found reasons to remain in the city. Riding in front, William pulled out a flower from where he had hidden it in his bracer; it was pressed flat and dry but still distinctly blue in colour. Glancing at it, the knight tucked the flower away again.

Leander and Troy had found a spot on top of one of the walls to have a good view, having chosen the wall between the first and the second district. On their left hand, the court watched the departure, whereas on their right hand lay the rest of the city down the mountainside. “Shouldn’t you be standing down there?” Troy asked, nodding towards the rest of the court.

Leander’s mother was there with her handmaiden and friends; a little further away, standing by the palace entrance, was Theodora. As customary, she was surrounded by her closest relatives and advisors, including Hugh. They watched as the queen gave a bluebell to her father, who accepted it and placed it in his belt; then the march warden rode past them, out of the gate, and down towards the lower circles.

“My mother is somewhat displeased I am not one of those riding out,” Leander explained. “Thought I would keep a bit of distance,” the young nobleman said as his eyes glanced over the members of court assembled. “That fellow is still there,” he muttered.

“Who?” asked Troy.

“The young one, the one with the sword,” Leander explained haltingly.

“Most men here have swords. All of them except the court seer, really,” Troy said in a mocking tone.

“The one by the queen!” Leander exclaimed, “the young fop!”

“You mean Lord Hugh, who saved the queen’s life and by all accounts is not only an accomplished swordsman but a true person of worth?” Troy asked, amused.

“Yes, yes, him,” Leander said, irritated. “If he is so accomplished at killing others, should he not be on a horse heading east?”

“Somebody tried to murder the queen,” Troy replied. “Makes sense she wants somebody close by to protect her since they never found the man. Makes even more sense she wants the one protecting her who already proved he’s up to the task.”

“That is odd, though,” Leander said with contemplation resonating in his voice. “I mean, the palace is so heavily guarded. How did he escape? For that matter, why would anybody want to kill Theodora? Who would gain?”

“Outlander spies?” Troy suggested. “Throw the realm into chaos while they attack?”

“Maybe,” Leander said, not sounding convinced.

“It is strange, though, that the assailant escaped. I mean, he ran past me into the palace. You’d think running inside would only have made his escape more difficult,” Troy speculated.

“What? He ran past you?” Leaner asked, turning to look at his friend.

“Yes. I told you,” Troy said impatiently. “I was in the palace that day, looking for you. When I couldn’t find you, I left… Well, actually, I stopped to pray at Egnil’s shrine inside the palace first. As I was leaving the palace, fellow ran into me, knocked me on my feet.”

“How peculiar,” Leander said, pondering. “Could you not recognise him if you saw him again?”

“Well, maybe,” Troy shrugged. “Where do you suggest we start looking? Among the thousands of people in the city? Presuming he stuck around for weeks after failing to kill the queen.”

“Yes, yes, forget about it,” Leander said dismissively. They both turned their attention back on the procession of mounted warriors, which now had progressed down the streets to the lower districts. “Want to get a drink? Think the owner of the Salt Pig is supposed to have a new barrel in today.”

“I’ll meet you there later,” the bard said. “I haven’t been to the temple for a while, come to think of it. Probably time I went again.”

“Ask Egnil for a lute that plays in tune while you are at it,” Leander teased, which earned him a slap on the shoulder from Troy. The two friends got up and leapt down from the wall, heading down into the lower circles until they finally split and went in different directions.
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While watching the knights and noblemen ride down from the inner circle, Theodora cleared her face of all expressions and raised her hand to bid her father farewell. Stephen returned the gesture, sending his daughter a brief smile before his movements sent him forward, and Theodora was out of his line of sight.

“You seem less than pleased, Your Majesty,” Hugh said softly while standing by Theodora’s side.

“Last time I saw my father, I was four. There barely was time to speak with him on this occasion,” she explained, speaking softly as well.

“It may take some time, but eventually, the war will be won, and he will return,” Hugh assured her. “There will be further occasions soon.”

“I hope so,” Theodora said. “And we have exchanged many letters over the years. It is not as if I have had no contact with him.”

“Even so, separation is never easy,” Hugh told her in a comforting voice.

“Is your own father far from here? Is he fighting in Esmarch?” Theodora asked, sending her companion a glance before she looked back at the procession of warriors.

“Ah, no, that would be moot. Nobody lives in Esmarch anymore.”

“What, nobody? Surely the farmers remain or your father’s household?” Theodora asked, sounding slightly shocked and, this time, keeping her gaze on Hugh.

“Alas, no. Esmarch is too near the mountains. The outlanders have paths there which they use to circumvent the Langstan,” Hugh explained. “They have raided us for decades until nothing was left. I have not seen Esmarch in fifteen years or so, not since I was a small child.”

“I did not know,” Theodora said, her voice growing softer again. “You spoke of the bluebells blossoming in such detail, I thought you came there often.”

“It was long ago I saw that sight,” Hugh admitted. “I apologise for giving a false impression. No, Esmarch is desolate, a wasteland. Nobody lives there, which is why my father came to Tothmor and became one of the King’s Blades.”

Finally, the last of the knights and noblemen had left the inner circle, and the queen turned around to walk inside the palace with her retinue. “I am so sorry to hear this,” Theodora confessed. “I had no idea such was the state of things.”

“None will fault you for that, Your Majesty,” Hugh claimed.

“But I am the queen,” Theodora argued. “I should know. Is that why you came to see me? That morning in the gardens when we first met,” she asked, a little smile being evocated by the memory.

“Among other things,” Hugh nodded. “The cause is irrelevant, however. I am only glad I was there.”

“But where is your father now? Whenever you spoke of him, I merely assumed he was in Esmarch.”

“Oh, he is in the city,” Hugh nodded again. “He has a house of sorts.”

“Really?” Theodora exclaimed and stopped in the corridor where they were walking. “And here I have been keeping you in the palace at all hours.”

“It is no matter,” Hugh smiled.

“I should not rob your father of his son entirely,” Theodora chastised herself. “You are free to visit him any time you desire,” she told Hugh, and they began walking again.

“That is kind of you, Your Majesty,” Hugh mumbled. “I am not sure it would make much difference. He does not seem to take much note of my presence.”

“My sympathies,” Theodora said, her voice growing soft again. “It would seem we are both absent fathers.”

“So it would,” Hugh said, her sentiment causing a smile to show on his face. They had reached the end of the corridor; beyond lay the wing reserved for the monarch, her family, and her closest advisors.

“I have affairs to attend to with my aunt Irene,” Theodora began explaining as they stopped. “She is rather particular about others not overhearing,” she said, slightly apologetic.

“I understand,” Hugh said and inclined his head. “I shall leave Your Majesty to your duties. But perhaps we may speak at a later hour?”

“This afternoon, we will take a stroll in the orchards,” Theodora smiled, which Hugh reciprocated before they parted.
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The Salt Pig was one of many establishments serving beverages in Tothmor. It lay in the fourth district, the second-lowest circle, and so it had a more diverse clientele than its counterparts of the very lowest circle. Inside, Leander was becoming acquainted with a goblet of wine when he spotted the red cap belonging to his lute-wielding friend. “Troy,” the young nobleman called out. “Just in time to join me on second round.”

“I don’t think I want anything to drink,” the bard said quietly, dropping down into a seat next to Leander.

“What is the matter?” asked his companion, putting his wine down on the table.

“I saw something at the temple of Egnil,” Troy revealed.

“Go on,” Leander encouraged him.

“It kept bothering me. The day the queen was attacked. Why the assailant fled down the corridor towards Egnil’s shrine, the one inside the palace. That wing and the shrines are pretty much closed, barely any doors or windows to escape through.”

“And?”

“I realised something. Who could hide in a shrine without anybody questioning it?” Troy asked and gave the answer himself. “A priest,” he said triumphantly.

“So?” Leander asked impatiently.

“So, the attacker escaped the guards by dressing as a priest and hiding in the shrine!” Troy said excitedly. “Which had me thinking. You can’t just get a robe from one of the priesthoods. They make them themselves, and there’s harsh punishment for wearing them without being ordained,” Troy explained.

“Yes, yes, your knowledge about the clergy is impressive. The point?”

“I went to look around the temple of Egnil. Figure out how anybody could have stolen robes or if the brothers knew that any had been stolen.”

“And?” Leander urged him on.

“I saw him,” Troy said slowly, looking into the eyes of his friend. “Wearing a yellow robe. The man who tried to kill the queen. He wasn’t just disguised as a priest. I think he is actually a priest of Egnil.”

Leander’s eyes widened, and he took a hefty gulp of his wine. “Are you sure?”

“I know it may be hard to believe,” Troy said forcefully. “Obviously, he wasn’t wearing robes on that day when he ran past me, and his hood obscured some of his face when I saw him today. But we looked at each other, and he recognised me. Not in a disinterested way. He looked at me with wide-open eyes and hurried away, all pale in his face. Yes,” Troy said with conviction, “I am sure.”

“Hel’s bell,” Leander muttered.

“Leander, what do we do?”

“Just hold on,” Leander said, leaning back and running a hand through his hair. “If this is true, we need to consider carefully what we do. I mean, accusing one of the priesthoods is not done lightly, and we will be accusing others probably.”

“Maybe he acted alone?” Troy suggested, to which Leander shook his head.

“I find that hard to believe. Getting inside the first circle is not that easy, even for a priest. Somebody must have given him access or a reason to enter, along with a weapon. Perhaps helped him escape afterwards as well. This speaks of more people involved.”

“But what would the geolrobes stand to gain from the queen’s death?” asked Troy.

“Nothing as far as I can see. I cannot see how that would change anything for them,” Leander admitted, grabbing his goblet again. “It seems like an inordinate amount of risk they took with nothing to show for it.”

“True,” Troy admitted. “Nobody gained anything. Well, except Lord Hugh. It was fortunate he chanced to be there,” Troy added.

It took a split moment before Leander almost dropped his cup against the table. “Not by chance,” he whispered. “It was never a coincidence.”

“What?” asked Troy, confused.

“Consider this. It is not a secret that Theodora spends her mornings in the rose gardens. An attacker finds his way inside with a knife to murder her. On that exact same day,” Leander explained carefully, “Hugh enters the garden as well, being allowed inside since he has no weapon. I have been told that on numerous occasions how he stopped the attacker unarmed,” Leander added with a disdainful expression.

“I am not sure I follow,” Troy said slowly.

“It was staged. Like performing a play,” Leander elaborated. “The murder is prevented. Hugh is a hero.”

“But what is he going to gain from it?” Troy asked with a frown.

“He already has,” Leander continued. “He has the queen’s ear. About a month ago, he was a pauper of a nobleman. Now he is her confidant, most likely her trusted advisor.”

“What about the geolrobes?”

“I imagine that one day, this Hugh will suggest to the queen that she should have a new court seer. Why stop there? If Theodora is to marry one day, the court seer will perform the ceremony. Whom might she choose but the man who saved her life? Whom would the court seer support but the man that gave him his position,” Leander said with a sneer. “It is like a story from one of those terrible ballads you perform.”

“You really think that would happen?” Troy asked with doubt in his voice.

“Theodora is sixteen years old. She has been isolated most of her life with no friends. Here comes a handsome man, a dashing hero, to save her, befriend her,” Leander said derisively. “I do not know if she would fall for it. But I can imagine the geolrobes and Hugh believe she would, and that might be enough for them to enact such a plan,” the youth finished. He raised his cup as if to drink from it but ceased his movement; instead, he threw it away with a forceful gesture, letting the fluid spill over the table and floor.

“We must tell her,” Troy urged. “We must warn the queen.”

“Tell her what? That her saviour and closest friend these past weeks has betrayed her trust? Do you think she would believe me, whom she has always been told is her rival?” Leander asked harshly.

“But I am a witness,” Troy insisted.

“You are a bard,” Leander corrected him. “Your word means no more than a peasant’s, whereas Hugh is a nobleman.”

“But I am telling the truth,” Troy argued. “You believe me, right? I recognised him,” he mumbled.

“I believe you,” Leander nodded, and Troy gave a slight sigh of relief. “But you are my friend. Theodora has no cause to believe me or you.”

“What about others? The lady Irene has as much power as the queen, more even. We could tell her,” Troy suggested, which elicited a bitter laugh from Leander.

“The woman who has hated me since birth? You think she would trust anything I said?”

“Right,” Troy said downtrodden. “How about we avoid mentioning Hugh? We just accuse the priests and let them spill the story in the dungeons.”

“Once word gets out that the geolrobes have been arrested, Hugh will know he is in danger of being discovered. He might do something drastic while he still has access to Theodora,” Leander pointed out. “I will not allow her to remain at risk from this viper in velvet.”

“What should we do then?” Troy asked, dismayed.

Leander picked up his toppled goblet and peered into its empty insides. Placing it back on the table, he gave a sigh. “I do not know. Let me think.”

Troy sat in silence, staring at his friend. Leander leaned forward, placing his head between his hands. He leaned back again, resting left hand on the hilt of his sword while he ran his right hand through his hair. “Leander?” Troy asked as softly as he could without whispering.

“I know,” Leander answered. “I know. I have to do something.”

“We,” Troy corrected him. “I’ll help you. I’m the one who’s a witness, after all.”

“Sorry, Troy,” Leander said. “That will not help. I will have to do this on my own.”

“Do what? Do you have a plan?”

“Yes,” Leander said slowly. “I am going to the palace. Thank you, Troy, for being my friend. Have a drink on me,” he said and placed his heavy purse in Troy’s hand. Before the bard could speak, Leander patted Troy on the shoulder as he stood up and walked away, leaving the tavern.
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The guards at the gate between the first and second districts were used to seeing Leander; he was typically in and out of the palace at all hours possible. However, he normally walked either with a quick step in his feet or else with certain difficulty stemming from imbibing. This time he was walking slowly yet steadily. He passed through the gate, giving the guards a slight nod. Continuing, he entered the palace. Like walking in a dream, Leander moved at this slow pace until he spotted the steward of the palace. “Where is the queen?” he asked.

“In the royal wing,” the steward replied. “But she is in meeting and not to be disturbed, my lord.”

“Good,” Leander nodded. “Where is Lord Hugh?”

“In his rooms, I imagine?” the steward suggested, shrugging from uncertainty. “He has at times lately spent afternoons out in the gardens, but usually in the queen’s company, not alone.”

“I see,” Leander simply said. “Thank you.” With that, he continued his journey through the palace.

Eventually, having searched other places, Leander emerged in the orchard adjacent to the palace that supplied it with fruits. The trees were blooming, and there was a ripe scent in the air. Further ahead, he saw Hugh. As the latter discovered Leander’s presence, he turned, and they exchanged looks.

“I offer you a choice,” Leander began to speak. “Leave now. Do not speak with anyone. Bring nothing with you. Leave, go west, never return.”

“Is this some manner of jest?” Hugh replied with a confused smile as Leander approached.

“I know about your involvement with the geolrobes.”

“Ah.” Hugh’s smile turned, knowing. “And what exactly is the nature of your threat?”

“I am the queen’s cousin,” Leander began to speak.

“In name, yes, but little more,” Hugh interrupted. “You have no reputation here save for infamy and being a drunkard.”

“I will stop you, one way or the other,” Leander claimed, and his right hand crossed over to touch the hilt of his sword hanging by his left side. Hugh’s response was a raised eyebrow.

“I think we both know how that would end,” Hugh said, his left hand casually resting on the hilt of his own sword. “No, I will offer you a choice. Leave, never speak of this again, and I shall forget this ever happened.”

“I cannot accept that,” Leander said simply, and he drew his sword.

An amused smile found its way onto Hugh’s face as he drew his own sword. “Really, then? You against me? The son of the best swordsman in the realm?”

“I was trained by your father, same as you,” Leander cautioned his adversary while advancing.

“And if I recall, you were the worst student he ever had,” Hugh said with a knowing smile; already, his sword was in his hand, making its first strike.

Immediately Leander was on the defensive. He managed to deliver a high blow with no other effect than it struck a nearby tree, making leaves fall from above. He was forced to retreat several steps, fleeing from the swiftness and accuracy of Hugh’s attacks. Crouching low, Leander struck back to no avail; as soon as he made the first motion of his strike, Hugh read his intentions and evaded. A succession of speedy assaults pushed Leander further back until he had his back against a tree. He almost lost his balance and had to swing back, striking blindly with his sword to buy him time. Hugh took a step back, watching with amusement, and moved forward again quickly. He brought his sword high in an arc, forcing Leander to raise his sword as well in defence. While their blades were locked, Hugh smiled and used his superior sense of balance; with Leander pressed, Hugh raised one boot and aimed a kick straight onto Leander’s right kneecap.

With a gasp of pain, Leander was sent to the ground, falling on his back. He tried to raise his sword, but his grasp had weakened; Hugh struck it aside and sent the blade flying. With a swift motion, he aimed the tip of his sword at Leander’s throat. An expression of fear flashed across Leander’s face before it was replaced by defiance. “Why the wait?” Leander spat out.

“If I kill you, regardless of circumstances, the queen cannot forgive that,” Hugh said with a contemplative voice. “Infamous or not, you are her blood. She cannot simply forgive somebody spilling royal blood. Was that your plan, little man?” Hugh continued, crouching down to stare into Leander’s eyes. “Force me to kill you, make me lose all standing? I am not so easily duped. Guards!” Hugh yelled, standing up again. He sheathed his sword and walked several steps away while yelling as loudly as his lungs could bear. “Guards, help! Guards!”

Soon after, guards came running, alarmed by the call. “Restrain him,” Hugh ordered them while nodding towards Leander, who had stood up. “Do not let him take his sword.” The guards did not comply, however; they looked in confusion between the two noblemen, unsure what to do. “For Hel’s sake,” Hugh cursed, “bring the queen! Tell her she is needed.”

“I am already here,” came a female voice. Down the path between the trees walked Theodora, frowning at the scenery. “What has happened here?”

“Theodora,” Leander began to speak, “Hugh is a traitor and a liar! He –”

“He spouted this nonsense and attacked me,” Hugh cut in. “Raved about priests and murderers and whatnot, and then he attacked me!” Hugh claimed and pointed towards where Leander’s sword lay in the grass. “I disarmed him, but he is still delusional.”

“That is a lie!” Leander said fiercely. “He is deceiving you, Theodora. He manipulated everything since you met!”

“I am ‘Your Majesty’,” Theodora said coldly. “Those are serious accusations.”

“Do not be harsh on him, Your Majesty,” Hugh intervened. “He must have had perhaps too much to drink, although it is early to be this affected.”

“No!” Leander objected. “I am not drunk.”

“Then perhaps heat stroke,” Hugh suggested. “Or his mind is unwell. Let a physician examine him.”

“Theodora, please,” Leander pleaded. “I am your cousin, your kin, your friend. I am telling you that Hugh arranged everything, the attack on you, protecting you. It was all a lie!”

For a moment, everything was silent. Nobody dared speak. The insistence and urgency on Leander’s face were contrasted by the tension apparent in Hugh’s countenance; Theodora’s expression was indeterminable. Finally, the queen spoke. “I do not believe you,” she said quietly. “Guards, take him away.”

“Theodora, no! Your Majesty, please,” Leander begged, shying away from the guards.

“What is the meaning of this disturbance!” exclaimed a new voice belonging to Irene. Followed by the court seer, she now joined the gathering.

“It would seem my cousin has gone mad,” Theodora said. “Or worse, he is some kind of traitor. He tried to kill Lord Hugh.”

“What on earth possessed you to do that?” Irene asked.

“He is the traitor,” Leander mumbled. “He has been deceiving us all. I was trying to stop him,” he said weakly, glancing towards Hugh, who did his best to mask his smile.

“You stupid child! You thought this was the best way to handle it?” Irene said in disbelief. “To get yourself killed! Is your mind addled?”

There was a brief moment where confusion spread among some of the others present. “Aunt Irene, I think you misunderstand. Leander attacked Hugh without cause,” Theodora said carefully, hesitantly.

“On the contrary,” Irene said impatiently, “while his method is questionable, there is nothing wrong with Leander’s motivations. He is quite right about Hugh, though I wonder how his feeble mind discovered the truth.” Irene’s words left everyone stunned. As Hugh recovered from his stupor, his right hand fumbled to grasp his sword. “Oh, do not even try,” Irene said dismissively as she noticed. “Guards, seize him and throw him in chains.”

This time, the guards did not hesitate, and they swarmed Hugh. He managed to draw his sword, but it was immediately knocked from his grip. He began to yell something, but a guard hit him on the mouth and silenced him before they dragged him away.

“But Aunt Irene,” Theodora protested, “what is going on? Why are you doing this?”

“Like the boy said, Hugh is a traitor. He is in league with the geolrobes. They orchestrated the attack on you so that he could gain your favour,” Irene explained. “Dominic, we must act immediately,” she said to the court seer. “Have the priests arrested before they are aware that their plans are spoiled.”

“Yes, milady,” the blackrobe said, bowing to the nobles present and leaving.

“But,” Theodora spoke slowly, “you knew this? You knew this and did nothing?”

“My dear,” Irene said impatiently once more, “when a plot comes to your attention, you do not panic. There was no immediate danger, and we needed time to unmask all the conspirators. The priests, people working with them here in the palace. It takes time to learn the full extent. Torture will have to get us the remaining names.”

“But you kept this from me!” Theodora burst out incredulously. “You let me spend every day with him, knowing he was manipulating me!”

“Always under observation,” Irene countered. “You did not think you were allowed to be anything close to alone with him?”

“That is not the point,” Theodora argued. “How could you keep me in the dark for weeks?”

“For your own safety,” Irene told her. “If you had known, could you have kept up the pretence? Very clearly, Leander could not,” Irene added with a disdainful look towards the youth, who so far had been quiet through the exchange between the queen and her aunt. “If I ever had doubts about your capabilities, you certainly proved them right!” Irene spoke, directed at Leander. “Typical men. Only way to solve a problem is to hack at it with your sword. You are as useless as I ever –”

“Irene!” Theodora said sharply. “That is enough. You may leave us.”

“As you wish,” Irene said with a mocking smile.

With the lady gone, Theodora glanced towards Leander. “I am not sure what to say to you,” she admitted when they were alone; her voice was quivering slightly, but it did not sound unkind.

“I think I am hurt, actually,” Leander replied, pressing his hand to his side. There were traces of blood upon his clothes and hand. “He must have nicked me. Not serious, but it is a bit painful.”

“Oh dear,” Theodora spoke softly. She took hold of Leander’s free arm. “Come, let us get you to the physician,” she said, guiding him out of the orchard and into the palace.
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Once they reached Brother Laurence’s apothecary, he briefly examined the wound and applied a paste to it. “That will seal it up. Rest and don’t open it up, and you’ll be fine,” the gruff surgeon stated and returned to his herbs and powders.

“Anything for the pain?” Leander asked, to which Laurence merely scoffed. “Right,” Leander added and left the physician’s quarters along with Theodora.

“Come, I will follow you to your chamber. You should get some rest before supper,” she admonished him, to which he did not object. They walked in silence for a while; Theodora once more took Leander’s arm in support even if his wound did not necessitate it. “I am still confused by what you did,” Theodora confessed at length.

“Me too,” Leander mumbled. “Apparently, it was not even half as clever as I thought.”

“If you had killed him,” Theodora spoke, avoiding Hugh’s name, “did you think your explanation would suffice? That without proof, you would not be considered guilty of murder?”

“I did not think too much about it,” Leander admitted. “I figured there was a limit to how bad you would treat me. He would be gone. That was more important than what happened to me.”

“But,” Theodora argued further, “did you honestly think you would win? I mean not to cause offence. It is merely that –”

“I am terrible with a sword, and he is not,” Leander finished. “Yes, I know. No, I was more or less certain it would end with his blade in me and not the reverse.”

Hearing this, Theodora stopped and turned to look at him. “But why?”

“Well, if he killed me, there would be consequences,” Leander explained. “I mean, I assume you would not simply have let that slide.”

“No, I mean, you were ready to die? I do not understand.”

“I guess I did not contemplate it much. I just thought nobody was looking out for you,” Leander said, one hand on his wound and the other making a defeated gesture. “Yes, it was foolish of me. But we are family, in some way. I did not know what else to do. I have no skills of any kind. Getting killed seemed like something I might reasonably accomplish, though I somehow failed at that too,” he added with a smile.

Theodora stood staring at him for a moment; then she took hold of his arm again, and they continued walking while she leaned her head on his shoulder. “You are a fool,” she said, “but at least it would seem you are my fool.” Finally, they reached the entrance to his chamber. “Now rest, and if you are up for it, be at supper. Maybe we can do something to reward you for, well, being wounded in your queen’s service,” Theodora added with a wry smile towards his injury.

“There is something, in fact,” Leander said quickly.

“Yes?” his queen said as a question.

“Would you share salt with me? But not with the whole court present,” Leander specified.

“Take meal with you alone, you mean?”

“Yes,” Leander nodded. “Somewhere secluded. Not the orchard,” he added hastily. “But maybe the rose gardens. Have a table brought, food and wine.”

“Wine as well?” Theodora said with a wry smile. “Being injured has not changed you profoundly, I see.”

“As they say, ‘in salt is life, in wine is trust’,” Leander said with a smile of his own. “I am not so fond of the great hall. But I should enjoy sharing a meal with you in privacy.”

“That can be arranged,” Theodora granted, “if you promise to rest.” Leander gave a small bow, careful not to disturb his wound, and it was settled.


6

A CLASH OF COLOURS
SOUTHEAST OF TOTHMOR



On the moors south and east of Tothmor lay a small village called Sikyon. Nearby, the combined forces of the Order and the Hæthian nobles had made camp. It was a disjointed affair. The smaller part of the camp was occupied by the knights and their attendants, and they had set up according to their standard practices. Their tents were erected in linear formations with approximately equal distance to each other, their horses were gathered in one section and cared for, and most of the men spent their time tending to their equipment.

The larger part of the camp belonged to the Hæthian nobles and their contingents of soldiers, which meant that they had made camp as each lord pleased, typically with his own conscripts circled around him. Some maintained good discipline, while others gave their men free reins; brawls were not that uncommon as the soldiers, many of them little more than peasants given a weapon, were looking for ways to while away time until they would meet the enemy. There were also the longbowmen, some of whom fought for the nobles and some of whom were recruited directly by the Order; they were mostly left to their own devices and banded together when they could, forming small enclaves amidst the other groupings in the camp.

The army had reached this position some days ago and chosen to make permanent camp. Now, scouts reported that the outlander army had all but reached the Mearcian positions on their march towards Tothmor, and both sides were preparing for the inevitability of battle. It was late in the day when Leonard, marshal of Hæthiod, strode through the Order’s part of the camp. He reached one tent that was larger than the others and guarded by soldiers, though they did not hinder the marshal’s passage. Leonard walked straight in and found the lord marshal and Sir William waiting for him.

“The last scouts confirm,” Leonard told them. “They are about fifteen thousand strong on foot.”

“Seems initial reports were exaggerated,” Reynold said with a touch of disdain. “I seem to recall hearing at least twenty thousand were marching on Tothmor.”

“They still outnumber our infantry, even if not by much,” William pointed out. “What about the horse?”

“It was harder to ascertain,” Leonard admitted. “But my men would estimate some hundreds, perhaps equal to our number.”

“Should not be a match for our knights,” the lord marshal remarked dismissively. “With five hundred of those, we can ride anything down.”

“The fact that they have a sizeable force of cavalry should caution us nonetheless,” William argued.

“You fear being outflanked?” Leonard asked.

“A certain part of our troops are our bowmen,” William answered. “This flat land is ideal for cavalry movements. Should their horses manage to circumvent us, they can not only outflank us, but they can clear our archers with impunity.”

“Which is why we will keep our knights in reserve,” Reynold explained. “I will take charge of them personally. Once we know where they have committed their cavalry, we will counter with our own. Push theirs back, then wheel around and charge their infantry in the flanks.”

“That seems sound,” William agreed. “But you intend to lead the knights yourself, my lord? What of infantry reserves?”

“As you said, our footmen are outnumbered. We cannot afford keeping any reserves.”

“You will commit the entirety of our infantry to the front lines?” asked Leonard. “That is highly unusual.”

“Our situation is unusual,” Reynold argued. “Most of our forces are levies. We barely have any Order infantry to shore up the centre. Do you think these outlander scum will keep any reserves?”

“No, my lord,” Leonard admitted. “But I would believe our differences in tactics a strength.”

“Not on this occasion. When this rabble attack, we can expect them to send their entire force against us. But as long as our infantry can hold, I will lead the knights forward, and they will decide the battle in our favour.”

“I see your reasoning,” William said, though he sounded unconvinced. “I am merely uncertain about changing our standard tactics. The captain of the army should remain out of combat with reserves to deploy when something unforeseen happens.”

“As long as the infantry holds,” Reynold said dismissively. “As first lieutenant, that is your task. Is that not also your reputation?”

“It is, my lord,” William acknowledged with a nod.

“Good. Hold the line and wait for my attack. Once our knights charge, we will end this battle.”

“Very well, my lord,” William replied, and both he and Leonard took leave of the lord marshal.

Outside, the marshal of Hæthiod was about to move towards his own tent, but a gesture from William halted him. “Sir Leonard,” William spoke. “Despite my origins here, I have little experience fighting the outlanders. Are they as we all seem to expect?”

“They are ruffians,” Leonard remarked with derision in his voice. “They prey on those weaker. Attacking in the night, going against easy targets such as villages, outlying towns, or farms. The force we face may be larger than what we have seen before, but they are the same men. If we show them strength, they will flee.”

“I suppose you are right,” William conceded. “I am merely cast into doubt by their presence in this manner. They have brought horses across the Langstan, which must require organisation. Doubly so if they have also brought siege equipment. And we must assume they have, for why else march towards Tothmor?”

“I see your concern,” Leonard granted. “But it still fits their pattern. They seek the richest target, so they aim for the capital. It is still the thinking of thieves and brigands. Bringing a horse across the wall does not make them a disciplined fighting force,” Leonard continued his argument. “They come here seeking plunder, and they will disappear when met with retribution.”

“I suppose so,” William muttered.

“Do not worry,” Leonard told the knight, clasping his shoulder. “As long as the infantry holds, our knights will tear through their ranks.” With that, the marshal left the knight standing alone in the bustling camp.
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Some thirty miles away lay the outlander camp. It was laid out in an orderly fashion, with its tents raised symmetrically and sentries posted at the natural vantage points. By the edges of the camp were dug trenches to hinder approach, and large wooden pikes had been dug in to prevent horses from leaping across and into the fortified area. With the camp set up, trenches excavated, and watchmen assigned, the remaining soldiers were engaged in various activities of their own design. Some played dice and gambled with coins, knives, pieces of clothing, and what else might be found.

The soldiers could be roughly divided into two groups. About two-thirds of them wore a dark red robe over their scale or mail armour. They had iron helmets covered in black cloth, which could be lowered akin to full headgear; this covered the face from wind and dust, leaving only a small opening for the eyes. In camp and on a peaceful evening such as this, however, all the soldiers had their headgear wrapped around their helmets and showed their faces openly as they conversed, jested, laughed, and passed the time.

The remaining third of the soldiers were less uniformly attired. Most of them wore robes, tunics, and cloaks of different colours. Not all of them had a helmet to put on their heads but merely a thick cloth cap, which could also be lowered to cover the entire face. Their equipment was more diverse as well; they had spears and shields of different sizes, and some of it was more worn than the rest.

Finally, there was a small group of soldiers who kept to themselves. They wore leather and cloth dyed black, including their boots. The colour would often fade or become worn through use, and they would frequently reapply the dye to their boots. Whenever they had done so, it would leave a faint trace of black dye on the ground where they walked, outlining the sole of the boot; hence their moniker as ‘blackboots’ among the Mearcians, who often after a raid would find no trace of the enemy except the outlines of black boot prints in the ground. They were few in number in this army, however, amounting to a few hundred at most, and they served primarily as scouts and watchmen.

In the centre of the camp stood a tent grander than the others. Inside was a proper bed with pillows and silken sheets among other pieces of furniture, and an assortment of fruit and a golden flagon of wine was placed upon a table. The men inside were dressed in richer attire compared to the common soldiers. Their red robes had threads of gold woven into them, they wore rings on their fingers, and necklaces of precious metals and gemstones hung around their necks. While they had steel helmets with the typical cloth wrapped around them, the fabric was white instead of black as for the rest of the army.

There were four men inside the great tent dressed in this way that distinguished them from the rest. One of them sat on a divan while the other three stood waiting. A few servants flittered in and out, supplying the men with whatever they desired and otherwise kept themselves away from attention. Lastly, there was one more person, keeping to the fleeting shadows created by the lamps in the tent. His armour and outfit were dark, helping his concealment; little more than his eyes could be seen, which were of a yellow hue.

“Jenaab Sikandar,” said one of the men entering, speaking the native tongue of the outlanders. Their language came as a flowing sensation, like a river that, on occasion, experienced a sudden drop or change in elevation. “Now that the enemy is within sight, we are all eager to hear your plans.”

The person asking was the shortest in the room and had directed the question to the seated nobleman, who rose from his seat to stand towering over the shorter man. Both of them had the same dark eyes and tanned skin as the others in the room, which was also considered typical of the heathmen. In fact, only their clothing made them different in appearance from many of the people inhabiting Tothmor.

“Jenaab Dalir,” said Sikandar with a smile, “ask, and you shall be answered. Tomorrow we will march out and face the enemy near their current position.”

“We are ready to give battle then?” asked a third man. Unlike the others, who had moustaches or more kempt beards, his hair grew wild.

“Yes, Jenaab Arash,” Sikandar told him. “They have a strong position near their camp, and will no doubt be glad to fight us there. We will not disappoint.”

“And you have devised the means to victory surely, supreme commander?” came a question from Dalir.

“I have,” Sikandar nodded. “Jenaab Dalir, you will lead the infantry. You will hold the front line and ensure it does not falter. It is a position of utmost honour.”

“I am grateful,” Dalir bowed. “And when you say infantry, you mean I am to lead…?” he asked without finishing his sentence.

“Not the Anausa,” Sikandar said, which made the other commander, Arash, give a slightly contemptuous smile. “You will lead the conscripts taking the brunt of the blow. Jenaab Arash will put his expertise to use by leading the Anausa.”

“I am honoured to be chosen to lead the true infantry,” Arash said, bowing his head deeply and thereby concealing his grin.

“Which leaves Jenaab Rostam leading the Zhayedan,” Sikandar finished, looking at the third of his lieutenants, who was also the tallest of the men present. Rostam did not reply except inclining his head in acceptance of his position.

“And our task during the battle?” asked Arash.

“Infantry against infantry, our Anausa should prove stronger. Jenaab Dalir will hold the front line as long as he can. Once close combat has begun and becomes protracted, Jenaab Arash, you will bring the Anausa into close combat,” Sikandar explained. “This battle will be decided on horseback, however,” the supreme commander continued.

“As strong as our Zhayedan are,” Rostam began, “these Mearcian knights are not to be underestimated. We may have more horsemen than their five hundred, but even so, I do not favour our odds.”

“Perhaps Jenaab Rostam has no faith in the chosen of Shahriyar?” asked Dalir in a mocking tone. “If he doubts his ability to lead our cavalry, I would humbly take his place. I have no doubt in the victory of Shahriyar’s soldiers,” the nobleman spoke, accentuating the personal pronoun in his last sentence.

“Do not speak to me thus,” Sikandar said, and his smile vanished. “I am no courtier for you to wag your tongue at.” The yellow-eyed warrior behind Sikandar gave a low grumble, almost inaudible.

“Jenaab, I meant no lack of respect,” Dalir hurried to add, to which Sikandar waved his hand dismissively to silence him.

“Jenaab Rostam speaks the truth and will not be vilified for it,” Sikandar added. “Our Zhayedan cannot defeat these knights in an even fight.”

“With permission, Jenaab,” said Arash. “I thought it was the preferred tactic of these Mearcians to let their knights charge at the enemy infantry? Tearing the ranks apart, allowing their own footmen to surge forward and shatter the enemy formation.”

“True,” Sikandar granted. “And should they do this, it will be Jenaab Dalir’s task to keep our infantry together and yours to support him,” the captain explained. “While their cavalry is thus engaged, ours will outflank them and crush those damnable longbows of theirs.”

“And if they do not engage their cavalry directly?” asked Rostam.

“You must draw them out,” Sikandar said. “We cannot allow their knights to remain at large, able to join the fight at the crucial moment. Engage their knights, draw them back. I will keep infantry in reserve to support you. Even those demons must die if given enough blows.”

“Your will is my command,” Rostam said, inclining his head. The other two subordinate commanders, Dalir and Arash, immediately repeated this sentiment.

“Good. Tell your men to prepare for battle tomorrow, and let them know that the god in the mountain is watchful,” Sikandar impressed upon his lieutenants. They gave a final bow and backed out of the tent, avoiding showing their backs to their leader, who returned to his divan and fruit.
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The following morning was cold, considering it was not many days past the height of summer. A heavy blanket of clouds lay across the sky as two armies marched out of their camps until they could take positions opposite each other. As the soldiers went into formation, the lord marshal met a final time with his lieutenants before they split up to take their designated posts. “Our infantry has the stronger position,” Reynold said as he gazed east towards the enemy. The land sloped slightly downwards, which meant the outlanders would be moving uphill when closing the distance between the two armies. “Under no circumstances are you to move forward and yield that advantage,” the lord marshal said forcefully. Leonard, William, and Stephen each nodded in understanding. “Keep your men in reins. Just hold your ground until our cavalry can engage, and the battle is ours.”

With those words, he dismissed them and took his own position at the back of their army with the knights. In front of him were the Hæthian longbowmen, many hundreds of them. Beyond were lined in numerous ranks the infantry, standing closest to the enemy. Stephen rode north to take command of the left flank, Leonard rode south to position himself by the right flank, and William rode east to join his men in the centre.

With everything prepared, the lord marshal nodded to one of his bannermen, who waved his banner as a signal. In response, the archer companies moved forward until they were close behind the infantry and in range of the enemy. They prepared their bows and arrows, ready to shoot volleys upon command. With the next signal, this command came, and the air was filled with hundreds of arrows.

On the other side of the battlefield, the outlanders waited. Their front lines consisted of unevenly uniformed soldiers with their mismatched equipment and weapons. They formed an outer shell of sorts, covering not only the front but also the edges of their entire infantry formation. Inside this shell was positioned the red-robed infantry, the Anausa; further behind, beyond the reach of any arrows, was a reserve of Anausa infantry as well as the Zhayedan cavalry.

As the longbowmen’s barrage of arrows began, cries of alarm were heard among the outlander army. They raised their shields in protection, enduring the first volley without response. Then their commander Arash gave an order, and half of the red-robed footmen took out bows from their backs. In front of them and into the ground, they had stuck arrows in preparation for battle, and now they began shooting them rapidly while the other half of the soldiers continued to use their shields to protect themselves and their bow-wielding companions from the enemy archers.

Up towards four thousand arrows were launched at once and sent against the Mearcian army. Confusion spread immediately; at this distance, they had not been able to spot the Anausa armed with bows, especially not since they were standing behind the irregular troops at the front line. The Mearcians were not accustomed either to what was clearly deployed as the enemy’s infantry carrying bows into battle. The few Order soldiers among the infantry carried large shields that kept them safe, but the more varied weaponry among the Hæthian levies, as well as their typically inferior armour, left them more exposed. The first hail of arrows did far more damage than what their own longbowmen had done to the outlanders. It was followed by another and another.
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Sitting atop his horse and surrounded by his mounted squire and his own bannermen, William watched with increasing concern. As first lieutenant, he was in charge of the infantry of the Mearcian army, yet he was still subordinate to the lord marshal’s supreme command.

“Sir,” said William’s squire. “What is happening? Is this what was supposed to happen?”

“Their infantry is trained as archers,” the knight said in astonishment. “They have thousands upon thousands of footmen over there wielding bows, barraging us with arrows before switching into close combat.”

“How is that possible?” asked the squire.

“It is warfare unlike we know it,” William said with a frown. “But they cannot be heavily armoured if they are to retain the agility and strength to shoot many volleys. We must close the gap and engage them.”

“Did not the lord marshal forbid us from advancing?”

“When knowledge of the enemy changes, so must our battle plan. Our men will fall apart if we are to endure this for long,” William argued. “Ride to the lord marshal. Tell him he must order us to advance.” The squire wasted no further time but turned his horse around and galloped through the lines of archers until he reached the back of the army.

“My lord,” the squire said as he reached the supreme Order commander, slightly out of breath from the sudden exertion. “Sir William requests that you order the infantry to advance. We must attack, he says, before their arrows tear our ranks apart.”

“I will do no such thing,” roared Reynold over the sound of arrows being released by the longbowmen. “Cavalry will decide this battle, and I will lead them forward where and when appropriate. Tell Sir William to keep his spurs steady and his nerves in check!”

The squire looked towards the mass of riders behind Reynold but found none sympathetic to his cause; if they were, they did not speak up. Unable to do anything further, the squire inclined his head to the lord marshal and turned his horse around, riding back towards his lord.

Whilst arrows continued to rain down from both sides, William kept an eager look back towards his own lines. It was only when he saw his squire returning to him, yet no signal from the lord marshal’s bannerman to advance, that his countenance became clouded.

“Forgive me, my lord,” the squire gasped. “I could not sway him.”

“It was not your failing,” William said tight-lipped, gazing back towards the infantrymen under his command. Holes were beginning to appear where the outlander archers had done most damage. Swallowing, the knight made his decision. “Signal the advance,” he told one of his bannermen. The man in question gave an uncertain look since no such order had come from the banners around the lord marshal, yet he dared not disobey; hesitating, he signalled with his banner that the infantry was to advance.

William looked north and south towards his flanks. Yet neither of the bannermen there gave reply; both Stephen and Leonard were following the lord marshal’s orders, refusing to acknowledge William’s command. In front of him, the infantry under his direct command in the centre was becoming confused. The men-at-arms had seen William’s bannerman signalling for them to approach the enemy, but they had the night before been told the same as their commanders; they were not to move forward under any circumstances.

“My lord, what do we do?” asked the squire.

“Baldwin,” William said to him. “Are you prepared to follow me anywhere?”

“Into death, my lord,” answered the boy earnestly.

“Good. That is our destination,” the knight declared and spurred his horse forward into a slow trot. Baldwin quickly followed suit. The two riders reached the back of their own infantry lines and pushed through them. They were now within reach of arrows, but their armour and shields protected them, and they continued past the footmen.

Now in full view of the entire army, William drew his sword and raised it high. He glanced behind him and then yelled the old battle cry of the Order, whose origin was all but lost to time. “For the Alliance! Men of the Star, charge!” Next to him, Baldwin did likewise. Without further hesitation, William spurred his horse forward in a trot, attacking the enemy by himself.

Bewilderment seized every man upon the battlefield, Mearcian and outlander alike, who was close enough to watch the lone rider charging a host of foes. Only Baldwin, most loyal of all the squires in the Order and no older than fifteen, did not hesitate either but charged alongside his lord. The spell of confusion endured a moment longer before the entirety of the Mearcian infantry roared in lust for battle and stormed forward across the line. The decision was taken out of the hands of the flank commanders, Leonard and Stephen; they could only do as their soldiers did. Centre, left and right flank, every man surged forward towards the outlander army.
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It took what seemed like mere moments for the Mearcian footmen to cross the distance and engage the outlanders. Although William and Baldwin arrived first and crashed into the enemy infantry lines, they were immediately supported by their own soldiers, now eager to cross blades and draw blood. General hand-to-hand combat erupted all along the frontlines from flank to flank, and soon both armies were deeply embroiled. The longbowmen ceased shooting due to the danger of striking their own, and the red-robed Anausa infantry put away their bows, gripped their short spears from the ground and their shields from their backs, and charged forward to support their own front line. So forceful was the Mearcian charge that the ill-equipped soldiers on the outlander front ranks were all but shattered within a handful of moments; their leader, Dalir, attempted to keep them in line as long as possible, but their lines were quickly torn asunder. Acting swiftly, Arash gave a new command to his Anausa infantry, who now stormed forward and kept the outlander army in formation.

Meanwhile, far behind where the infantries clashed, the lord marshal was seething. “I gave him direct orders,” he shouted. “I will have his spurs for this and then his head!”

“My lord, what should we do?” asked one of the nearby knights. Reynold glanced around, looking at the riders behind him and then at the clashing infantry ahead of him.

“We wait,” the lord marshal said with a clenched jaw. “Cavalry will decide the outcome. We wait.” Upon hearing this, the knights, their squires, and their sergeants steadied their horses and waited.

They were not long disappointed. With the foot soldiers heavily engaged and the lines wavering, Rostam gave signal to the Zhayedan. Seven hundred red-clad riders moved out, riding in a semicircle north towards the Mearcian left flank. As soon as this became apparent, the knights mirrored this movement. Five hundred heavily armoured riders in black surcoats rode north, clear of the battle lines until they stood opposite their outlander counterparts. Only soil separated the two mounted companies with no obstacles in their path.

Both cavalry commanders gave signal, and more than a thousand horses thundered forward. Spears were lowered, shields steadied, and the men braced themselves for impact, red against black. The five hundred knights rode in a near-perfect wedge formation; as they reached the Zhayedan, their discipline and heavier armour won the first engagement. Like an arrow, the Mearcians penetrated into the ranks of the red riders, throwing many of them off their steeds. Spears splintered and shed blood. The knights drove the Zhayedan back, and behind them came their squires and sergeant in support. Soon, they had pushed the outlander cavalry back east beyond their own battle lines.

The lord marshal laughed as he grasped his sword and struck another foe. To his right, he could see the outlander infantry battling his own troops; once the enemy cavalry broke away, they were in position to bear down on the outlanders’ flank and shatter them. Another enemy fell, and another. In the distance, he could see the outlander captain sitting on his horse, surrounded by a small guard. The lord Sikandar was watching the cavalries fighting, and soon after, he gave a signal according to his stratagem.

Two thousand of the Anausa infantry, so far kept out of the battle, now rushed north towards the cavalry engagement. They were equipped with longer spears than those of their brethren fighting the Mearcian footmen, which came into great use. The new troops swarmed the knights, who lost their momentum. They were fought to a standstill, and chaos erupted as the outlander foot soldiers wove in and out, dragging knights from their horses and killing them.

Reynold cursed as his own horse was slain underneath him, and he fell to the ground. Immediately three outlanders surrounded him. He evaded a blow from the first enemy and gave one in return, but his second foe entrapped Reynold’s shield with his sword, wresting it aside. The third outlander brought his spear forward and embedded it deep in the lord marshal between where his left shoulder plate met the mail shirt underneath. With a dazed look, Reynold lost his grip on his sword and dropped to his knees before he finally fell dead to the ground.
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Where the infantry lines clashed, the battle was also hard fought. After leading the charge, William had soon lost his horse. He moved in and out of combat, appearing wherever the line threatened to waver and swinging his sword into action. The front soldiers of the outlander army had, for the most part, been killed or sent retreating long ago, but the red-robed Anausa remained and had filled the ranks instead. Under the leadership of Arash, they fought with discipline and skill, much like Order soldiers, and they were equal in number to the Mearcian infantry. Slowly but surely, they were pressing forward, and William was constantly forced to reinforce his men, either in person or by sending soldiers from the back towards where the outlanders threatened to push through.

Though unhurt, sweat pooled by his brow to such a degree that it threatened to blind him. Retreating a few steps, the knight threw his helm away to let his head be cooled. He was wiping the sweat away with his bracer when Leonard found him. The marshal of Hæthiod had taken several wounds, but none seemed severe; despite his age and condition, Leonard walked briskly towards William.

“Look!” he yelled over the sounds of battle, directing William’s attention to the north. The black surcoats with the white, seven-pointed star were lost in a sea of red robes, blinking out of sight. “The knights must retreat and regroup, or they and we will be overwhelmed!” Leonard claimed.

“Why does the lord marshal not sound a retreat?” asked William with a yell.

“I suspect he is blind to the truth,” the old marshal said bitterly. “If he is not dead already. His arrogance will not let him retreat. Go, relieve him of command,” he said to the knight. “The men listen to you above any other. Reform the ranks and lead a new charge, and we might hold a chance to turn the tide.”

“Our infantry,” William shouted back. “You have gone from the right flank, and the left flank is already caving. I fear Lord Stephen is dead. If we lose here, the knights will not avail us!”

“I will hold the centre in your place,” Leonard declared. “The flanks must survive as they can. Now go, go!” he urged.

The knight hesitated only a second before he turned and sprinted north. As he approached the site where the two cavalries fought, William spotted a riderless horse. It was skittish and unnerved by the loss of its master, but he sheathed his sword and placed his hand on its muzzle. The mare calmed to the touch and allowed William to mount; sensing an experienced horseman in the saddle, the beast regained its nerve and became a sentient tool at his disposal. He spurred the horse northwards and galloped away, finally reaching the chaos that reigned over the cavalry engagement.

The lord marshal’s sergeant and bannerman was still on his horse; due to the nature of his supporting position, he had not become as deeply entrenched in the enemy ranks as the knights had. William rode directly towards him and seized his attention by grabbing his right arm. The sergeant almost struck out with his left hand but stopped once he recognised the first lieutenant. “Sound the retreat,” William commanded the sergeant. “Not a full retreat, but only for this company.” The sergeant nodded and grabbed the horn hanging around his neck. Lifting it to his lips, he blew two clear notes into it. He waited a few moments and repeated the signal. The sound caught the attention of the Mearcian riders, who knew its meaning. As well as they could, they turned their horses around and galloped back.

Some of the knights and their followers were unable to extricate themselves and were cut down as the remainder retreated; however, most of the remaining men in black surcoats escaped from the Zhayedan surrounding them. Rostam, the commander of the outlander cavalry, watched the retreat of the knights with an unreadable expression upon his noble countenance. His sword was blank and had not been bloodied since he had kept to the rear directing his men; as they now turned towards him to wait for orders, he signalled that they were not to give pursuit. By Rostam’s side was a yellow-eyed warrior akin to Sikandar’s shadow; he growled something as Rostam gave this order, but the latter repeated his command. Both riders and infantry from the outlander army obeyed and halted. Soon and not far from their own position, they saw the knights reforming their line and preparing for a new charge.
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While the knights, their squires, and their sergeants prepared themselves for a final engagement north of the main battle, the Mearcian infantry had sustained heavy losses. The centre held for now. Whereas the flanks consisted entirely of the Hæthian levies, William had placed the few Order footmen under his direct command in the middle of the army. Their superiority compared to the common conscripts, along with William’s leadership, had so far held the outlanders at bay and inflicted equal casualties upon the red-robed Anausa.

Yet glancing north and south, Leonard, the marshal of Hæthiod, was met with the same vision. Both the flanks were being pressed back. The soldiers of poorest quality were fighting there, and their inferiority in training and equipment was showing. Furthermore, both flanks were bereft of their leaders; Leonard had moved to the centre, and Stephen was not to be found. The marshal’s observations were disturbed as his own men were pushed back, and an enemy came charging at him, recognising a valuable target. Leonard avoided the blow and thrust his own longsword into the outlander’s stomach. As the marshal withdrew his weapon, a spray of blood followed and vanished again. The outlander’s robe was already crimson in colour; as for the marshal, both his face, as well as the white star on his surcoat had been splattered red hours ago.

Stepping back, Leonard gazed north again. He saw the knights regrouping, supported by the squires and sergeants; hope flickered across his face as he measured the distance to the Zhayedan, calculating what impact could be delivered by a proper cavalry charge. If the outlander horsemen could be forced back and sent into retreat, the Order knights would have a chance to bear down on the left flank and crush the outlander infantry.

“Milord!” yelled a soldier, grabbing Leonard by the arm and turning him around. Gazing southwards, Leonard was left with a devastated look on his face. The right flank was fleeing. The Hæthian conscripts, having been battered by arrows and the Anausa, were running for their lives. Furthermore, their flank commander was too far away to call them to order and have any hope of restoring the line. As Leonard glanced north again, the conclusion of the battle was beginning to become apparent. Soon, the left flank would yield as well. The centre might hold a while longer, but it would be enveloped from both sides, and they would be cut down to a man. It became clear that the battle of Sikyon was reaching its end.

Lowering his sword in acknowledgement of the inevitable, Leonard looked around until he saw the bannerman for the centre companies. Running towards him, the marshal grabbed his shoulder. “Sound the retreat,” he yelled into the man’s ear. “Full retreat, do you hear? Full retreat!” The bannerman stood frozen, and Leonard shook him by the shoulder and repeated the order. Finally, the soldier fumbled until his fingers grasped the horn by his side; he placed it against his mouth and gave three blows. Holding a moment’s pause, he repeated the sound. Confusion was evident among the Mearcian army as the other bannermen repeated the signal, and the common soldiers became aware of what this meant. Upon the flanks, the remaining foot soldiers broke away and ran west. In the middle of the battle lines, the infantry began a more orderly withdrawal, protecting themselves as best they could, yet it was still a full retreat acknowledging defeat.
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North of where the infantries clashed, William heard the signal. The bannerman by his side moved his hand towards his horn, intending to repeat the signal. “Hold,” William commanded him. “Delay the order.”

“But milord,” argued the sergeant, “the rest of the army is in retreat. We must as well, surely!”

“If we do,” William said, “their cavalry will have free rein to pursue us. They will slaughter our infantry like cattle, riding them down. We have to engage them.”

“But, milord,” the sergeant tried to object before his commander cut him off.

“Sound the charge,” William said and repeated himself with a yell. “Fight while you can! Sound the charge!” Moving his horse to stand in line with the others and guiding it into a slow trot, William breathed the last verse of the Knight’s Oath softly. “My sword fears not death. My shield defends the weak. My armour protects the realm. My oath is my honour. I am a Knight of Adal.” With those words, the remaining few hundred knights and their followers made a last charge towards the enemy.


7

THE LAST CALM
TOTHMOR



While the battle raged on the plains many miles from the city, Tothmor was experiencing a day like any other. It would take days before any message could be brought to tell them that a battle had been fought, not to mention its outcome. Another story was instead sweeping Tothmor since it only had to travel from the palace to the rest of the city circles. In every household and every tavern was shared the story of a scandal involving the yellow-robed priesthood and members of Hæthiod’s nobility. The names in the story varied, as did at times, the colour of the clergy. All agreed, though, that it was a tale of the best kind. Sordid priests and lurid noblemen made for good villains among the tavern tables of the lower districts; according to rumour, the story had a hero as well, a dashing young swordsman to save the queen and a hero to the common people.

The final piece of the rumour, only shared once the full story had otherwise been told, was the identity of this swordsman. Some whispered the name solemnly, some with disbelief. That this hero should turn out to be none other than Leander, bastard son of the late king and generally considered a useless drunk, was a fact that half the city found enchanting and the other half found laughable.

In one of Tothmor’s establishments, Troy finished performing the first verses of his new ballad, ‘The Swordsman and the Queen’. It was received with great cheer, perhaps more due to the popularity of the theme than the skill of the verse maker, especially considering Troy had only finished the first few strophes so far. Bowing and taking his leave of the stage, Troy returned to his seat by a small table where a hooded person sat waiting for him. “What do you think?” asked the bard.

“Utterly ridiculous,” Leander snorted from inside the unwieldy hood that disguised his identity. “Our duel could most certainly not rival the battles of the Great War. I did not move with Elven grace, nor did my opponent have the grim perseverance of a Dwarf.”

“You are the person most lacking in taste I have ever met,” Troy said, insulted, and drank from his tankard of ale. “Songs embellish. People expect and appreciate it.”

“Clearly, they have never been the subject of said songs,” Leander said derisively.

“Neither will you be if you keep this attitude,” Troy shot back. To this, Leander shrugged and drank. “I imagine things have changed in the palace for you?” Troy asked.

“People give me wider berth, I suppose. They seem unsure what to think of me, so they keep their distance. It is quite pleasant,” Leander smiled.

“What about the queen? You saved her life,” Troy pointed out.

“Well, I think to be precise, I did not,” Leander admitted hesitantly. “But she does seem to see me in a different light. We had a most pleasant time dining together. So something good came of it.”

“If nothing else, at least your intentions towards her became clear. Even if you practically had to kill yourself to do it,” Troy said with a sting in his voice.

“I did not cherish the thought,” Leander said, raising his hands in exasperation. “I was at my wits’ end. I had to do something, and I could not think of anything else.”

“Even so,” Troy retorted, “next time you plan on dying, I would appreciate a word of warning. Perhaps some kind of farewell gesture.”

“I gave you a bag of silver,” Leander protested.

“Coin is a poor substitute for a friend,” Troy said quietly.

“That is fair,” Leander nodded, his own tone of voice dropping. “I am sorry for the way I acted. Next time I plan on dying, you will receive a day’s notice in writing,” the young nobleman added with a wry expression, and the bard could not help but give a vague smile. “Now I have somewhere else I must be. Have a drink on me,” Leander told his friend, dropping a small stack of coins on the table before he left the tavern.

Moving up the circles of the city, Leander reached the second district. He found an old house that looked all but abandoned. Entering, Leander walked cautiously through its dusty halls. “My lord Hubert?” he called out.

“Who is there?” came a voice in answer, soon followed by its owner peering over a balcony.

“I was your student once,” Leander told him as he walked a few steps forward. “When I was younger. My name is –”

“Leander,” Hubert replied, walking down the staircase from the upper floor. “I would recognise that lazy posture anywhere. Have you come to finish your training?”

“Not quite,” Leander could not help but laugh a little, but his demeanour turned solemn again swiftly. “I come to bring you ill tidings, I fear. Concerning your son.”

“He has been arrested for treason, yes, I am aware,” the count said flatly as he reached the lower floor, looking away from Leander and out into the empty hall.

“You knew already?” Leander said questioningly.

“I did,” the old man replied, sitting down on one of the lowest steps of the stairway. “Many of the palace guards were in the King’s Blades with me. They visit me from time to time. They told me what happened in the orchards.”

“I am sorry,” Leander said with hesitation. “I always had great respect for you, Lord Hubert, and I did not wish to be involved in something causing you grief.”

“Did you convince my son to be a traitor?” Hubert asked, turning his head to look directly at Leander.

“I did not, my lord,” Leander managed to stutter.

“Then I hold no blame towards you,” Hubert spoke with a casual voice. “But I appreciate that you would take the time to visit an old man.”

“I admired you so when I was a child,” Leander admitted. “My father spoke so highly of you, your skill with a blade, and your loyalty towards him.”

“He was a good man, your father,” Hubert nodded. “A good king. Not without faults, but fewer than many other men of power that I have known.”

“Will you tell me about him?” Leander asked. This made the count turn and send his young companion a scrutinising look once more.

“As you wish. But tell me something first. Our young queen, your father’s successor, is she worth fighting for? If my Hugh had skewered you, would she have been worth dying for?”

“Yes,” Leander said without hesitation. “I believe so,” he added more slowly.

“Then you know the most valuable lesson I could have taught you,” Hubert told the youth, placing one hand on his shoulder. “You would have made a fine King’s Blade. Done your father proud. You have done me proud,” the count added.

“I am glad to hear it,” Leander said with a faint smile. “Will you tell me more of my father?”

“Very well,” Hubert agreed. “But afterwards, we are going to the gymnasion, where you will practice the proper stance until I am satisfied,” the count threatened.

“Understood,” Leander laughed.
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While Leander had gone upwards into the city, Troy had gone downwards, finding his way to the fifth district and Guy’s tavern. Here, he exchanged playing a few verses of his new ballad for an evening meal. He was busy simultaneously eating stew and crafting the next verse, in which the heroic swordsman finally triumphs over the dastardly villain, when another person threw himself down into an empty seat next to the bard.

“You?” asked Troy. “What was it, Geoffrey?”

“Indeed,” Godfrey confirmed. “I am flattered you remember,” he added, though it sounded mocking.

“What do you want?” Troy asked with a scowl.

“You seem hostile,” Godfrey remarked.

“You tricked me. You got me to say all sorts of things to you,” Troy continued, his scowl deepening.

“You seemed eager enough to talk on your own, and you were fed for your trouble. By that very man,” Godfrey said, nodding towards Guy. “I told you to ask him about me if you doubted my intentions. Did you?”

“No,” Troy admitted. “I sort of forgot.”

“Troy,” Godfrey said, leaning forward with all hints of mirth gone from his voice. “Either you trust me, or you do not. But you care about your friend Leander, am I correct? If so, I suggest you cease your doubts and tell me what I wish to know.”

“How is Leander involved in any of this?”

“Exactly what I want to know,” Godfrey replied. “Have you ever observed your friend meeting with a priest? Specifically those in white robes.”

“I don’t think Leander even knows how a temple looks from the inside,” Troy snorted. Godfrey’s grave expression made the bard become earnest as well. “No. I’ve never seen Leander talk to anybody in robes.”

“What about his mother?”

“Lady Diane?” Troy spoke.

“Yes, her. A beautiful woman with bright curls, lots of jewellery,” Godfrey said in description.

“Sounds right. But I don’t really meet her,” Troy shrugged. “I wouldn’t know what she does. How come?”

“Because I have observed her more than once going into the temple of Hamaring. And it is rare that a lady of the court should show interest in the god of craftsmen,” Godfrey contemplated.

“True, they seem more inclined towards Austre, or maybe Idisea depending on how old they are getting,” Troy commented. “But I don’t see how any of this matters?”

“There is a presence in this city,” Godfrey explained. “Foreign, hostile. One that is not aligned with any of the gods of Adalmearc. Mad prophets in the streets of the slum, hooded followers hiding and spreading throughout the districts. A cult with tendrils stretching into the priesthoods and possibly the court.”

“That sounds unpleasant,” Troy shuddered. “But what does it all mean?”

“I do not know. I see all the pieces, but I cannot put them together to form an image. I only know that somehow your friend seems to be at the centre, wittingly or not.”

“What do we do?” asked Troy with sudden urgency. “I mean, will they hurt him? How do we help him?”

“We do nothing for now,” Godfrey impressed on the bard. “If Leander is told of this and changes his behaviour, the consequences could be ill. Keep your eyes open, watch the whiterobes, but nothing more. Do you understand?”

Troy’s only response was nodding quickly while biting his lip.
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Far from the taverns of the lower city, Leander sat upon the flat roof of the palace. His legs dangled over the edge, and in his hands, he had a knife and an apple, which he was carving into pieces. Except for the Order tower to his left, he had a near unobstructed view of the city as it descended in semicircles below him; it resembled a gigantic theatre carved into the side of the mountain intended to hold an audience of tens of thousands. By his side, also with legs dangling over the edge of the roof, sat the queen of Hæthiod.

Carving out a piece of the apple, Leander offered it to Theodora. “Thank you,” she said and accepted it, putting it in her mouth while he cut a piece for himself. “Do you often come here?”

“I have not done so in many years,” Leander replied. “I did as a small child when the world felt overwhelming. Enjoying the tranquillity.”

“You never struck me as a man wont to feel overwhelmed,” Theodora said light-heartedly.

“I was not always this shining example of carefree attitudes,” Leander jested. “Things were different when my father was alive. When I was four, he sent me to begin training under Count Esmarch.”

“Four?” Theodora asked, to which Leander nodded.

“Yes. Only until I was nine, though. Then my father died, the count was dismissed, and my training ended.”

“That explains certain deficiencies in your swordsmanship,” Theodora teased.

“It does,” Leander smiled. “It was, as said, at times overwhelming until my father’s passing when all tutelage was abandoned. Then I was left to my own devices, becoming the paragon of virtue you see before you.”

“It is funny. I do remember those days. When we were children and still played. But I never noticed such.”

“You were only four years old yourself when everything changed,” Leander pointed out. “How could you have noticed?”

“I suppose not,” Theodora merely remarked.

“I do not mean to complain,” Leander abruptly continued. “Although strict, the count treated me with respect and showed a father’s concern towards me. Which I have never repaid him,” he added, a tad remorseful.

“Perhaps you do not owe him anything,” Theodora said, becoming tight-lipped. “We saw how his son turned out.”

“I would not blame poor Lord Hubert for that,” Leander said carefully. “If my opinion matters anything to you, do not hold the count responsible. Lord Hubert served my father with the utmost loyalty, and he was shown only dishonour as they stripped him of his position. The blow to his pride might have caused him to fail in his son’s upbringing, but the fault does not lie in the count’s loyalty.”

“It does,” Theodora nodded slightly. “Your opinion does matter, I mean.”

“Good,” Leander said with a vague smile. He gave her another piece of the apple.

“Do you ever miss your father?” Theodora asked with a faint voice.

“I cannot really say that I do,” Leander admitted. “I saw him so rarely. In public, I was always hidden away. In private, he had many affairs to tend to, a realm to rule. I do not doubt his affection towards me, but it is difficult to miss something that was never present.”

“I miss my father,” Theodora confessed. “Even though I have not seen him more often than you saw yours.”

“I have had many years to come to terms with this,” Leander told her. “Seeing your father so briefly, having him leave so soon again, it must not be easy.”

“It was similar with yours, was it not? He rode out and never returned, I recall,” said the queen.

“Indeed,” the youth nodded. “A small incursion of outlanders in the northeast. He took the King’s Blades with him to investigate, and they were ambushed. Although they fought their way out, my father took a wound. Lasted for days until it finally killed him.”

“How ghastly,” Theodora shivered. “But one must admire his courage going in person. Not merely sending others on his behalf.”

“Courageous, true, certainly befitting a descendant of Erhard,” Leander admitted, “but perhaps not wise. The worst thing a king can do is die before his time, especially when his only son is born under such circumstances as mine,” Leander finished with a mirthless smile.

“Leander,” Theodora gathered the courage to ask, “are you envious of me? That your father adopted me.”

“Oh, gods, no,” Leander hurried to say. “At least there, the old – I mean, Lady Irene made a good choice. I was never fit for the burdens of rule.”

“I do not think I am either,” Theodora confided in him. “I have been queen for twelve years, but I cannot recall making a decision beyond what clothes to wear each morning.”

“That is typically the hardest decision I make every day as well,” Leander smiled and was rewarded by Theodora making the same expression. He split the remaining part of the apple and gave her half. “Give it time,” he continued with an earnest voice. “There will be plenty of difficult decisions ahead of you.”

“Such as marriage,” Theodora shuddered. “Everybody has their own designs for me that I must navigate. I must choose somebody who can strengthen my position, but how can I trust any person of influence, knowing their chief interest will be marrying me precisely for my position and what it gives them in turn?”

“I do not envy you there,” Leander said, chewing on his apple piece.

“You are more fortunate,” Theodora claimed. “Nobody will care whom you are joined with in matrimony.”

“On the contrary, I think it would be disastrous if I ever married,” Leander replied.

“How so?” Theodora asked with a frown.

“I am a bastard,” Leander said casually. “I have no title, no income, and a dubious reputation at that, dishonourable even. The only thing I offer is my ancestry. Anybody willing to give me their daughter would do so because my children might inherit my claim. They would want to use any children I have against you,” Leander elaborated. “No, my dear cousin, I will neither marry nor have children. It will only embroil me in schemes, and I have had enough of those for a lifetime.”

“It brings me some comfort knowing despite our differences in status, your life is as miserable as mine,” Theodora said with a serious voice, and Leander could not help but laugh. He threw the remains of the apple over the edge of the roof, and they watched its arc across the sky before falling down into the gardens below. Letting his empty hand fall down to the side, Leander felt Theodora’s hand take hold of it as she leaned her head on his shoulder; in this manner, they watched the slow death of the day while the sun set in the west.
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With last bell ringing, Leander went to his room. As he entered it, he registered with an indifferent expression the other person present. “Hallo, Mother,” he said, removing his sword belt.

“You have been purposely avoiding me,” Diane said in accusation.

“Not at all, Mother, it happens naturally,” Leander smiled, draping the belt across his dusty armour rack.

“What were you thinking?” she demanded to know.

“I thought I would give green a chance, but I suppose it is not my colour,” he replied, examining his newly tailored, green doublet.

“So amusing,” Diane sneered. “You could have died!” she all but yelled. “That Esmarch boy would have cut you in pieces!”

“Evidently, he did not,” Leander remarked, sounding carefree. “Would that be all?”

“Oh, do not play coy,” his mother said, her voice growing lower but more menacing. “You will not fight on the battlefield, but you are ready to throw your life away with such nonchalance?”

“I thought you were upset that I did not ride to battle,” Leander said casually, avoiding eye contact. “Are you now upset that I did fight?”

“I wanted you to fight on the battlefield surrounded by others, keeping back, staying alive, not charging the enemy on your own!” Diane said loudly before lowering her voice. “How could you have put yourself in such senseless danger!”

“I am sorry if I endangered your plans for me, Mother,” Leander said with a touch of acid in his voice. “I will be more considerate in the future.”

“Do not dare presume you know my thoughts,” Diane burst out. “Until you have a child of your own, do not dare presume you could understand a mother’s pain.” To this, Leander had no reply, and she was eager to continue. “You are my only child, Leander. You are all I have left of your father, all I have left in this place. If you were hurt, my world would end. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Mother. I am sorry,” Leander mumbled.

“With that in mind, I ask you again. What were you thinking?” Diane asked, exasperated. “Fighting with Esmarch’s son?”

“I had a little to drink.” Leander gave a shrug. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“You,” Diane shook her head, “you, the royal heir to Hæthiod. Five hundred years your ancestors have been kings, and this is how you honour them?”

“I am quite sure most of them greatly enjoyed getting drunk as well,” Leander argued dryly.

“The bluebell of Hæthiod is not just the symbol of the realm. It is your house symbol,” Diane continued without letting him interrupt her. “It is a reminder of how your ancestor Erhard defeated the outlanders and won the kingship! As you should be doing this very moment,” she insisted.

“Is that what vexes you, mother dear? That the one time I picked up a sword, I did not do so to steal the crown but to protect its rightful owner?”

“You are the rightful heir,” Diane interjected. “You are the last male descendant of Erhard, the only one deserving of the crown that he won.”

“Theodora is his descendant, too,” Leander reminded her with a mutter.

“Theodora,” Diane said with disdain. “A girl whose claim furthermore is matrilineal. Erhard’s sister did not save this realm from the outlanders. He did! And his son inherited his crown, not his daughter.”

“Mother, did it ever occur to you that maybe Theodora is more suited to be a ruler than me?” Leander asked, his voice slightly strained.

“I refuse to believe so,” Diane uttered. “She is a silly girl, dancing on Irene’s strings. But at least your misplaced show of gallantry has earned you the court’s admiration.”

“If the pompous peacocks are happy, I have reached my goal,” Leander smiled sardonically. Then he began unbuttoning his doublet. “If you do not mind, Mother, I wish to rest.”

“At least your sleeping habits are improving,” Diane scoffed. “What was your goal? I mean that sincerely. What on earth did you hope to accomplish by throwing yourself onto that Esmarch boy’s sword?”

“Who said I was thinking at all,” Leander remarked with the same joyless smile.

“I know quite well you were not thinking,” Diane said dismissively. “No, what were you hoping for, my son? What did you think would happen as you rushed to save that girl by throwing your life away?”

“Nothing,” Leander muttered. “If you would take your leave, please.”

“Oh, Leander,” Diane declared softly as she narrowed her eyes. “What were you hoping for,” she repeated. Although phrased as a question, her final sentence sounded rather like a conclusion.

“I am very tired, Mother,” Leander told her, taking her by the arm and ushering her outside. “Goodnight,” he added and closed the door to his chamber. His mother stood, looking at the door for a moment longer with a dawning smile before she walked away.
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After separating from her son, Diane moved through the corridors of the palace, passing the eastern section of the palace where three of the shrines were located. As fate would have it, Irene came walking the same path from the opposite direction. “I did not know you were so pious,” Irene said to the other woman with an insincere smile. “Or are you simply lost and ended up here by accident?”

“I could say the same,” Diane replied in a disaffected tone as she regarded the shorter and less attractive woman, which included the ten years of age difference in Diane’s favour. “I am surprised altars do not crack in twain when you enter a holy site.”

“Mock all you want,” Irene said dismissively. “I was praying for my dearly departed husband as is the duty of any good wife. You see, regardless of how many years have passed, I will always be Everard’s queen.”

“A shame that your face does not retain the same imperviousness to time,” Diane responded with a sardonic smile of her own.

“I will not keep you. I am sure you are busy. There are, after all, still married men at court with whom you are not intimately acquainted,” Irene said as a parting shot and walked briskly past her rival.

“If you get lonely, let me know, and I will make introductions,” Diane retorted and sauntered away.

Once Diane had gone down the hallway, her eyes darted back and forth a few more times; then, she entered the shrine for Hamaring. At first glance, it appeared empty before a shape in a white robe stepped forward from an alcove. “You frightened me,” Diane gasped, calming down as she recognised Brother Renard.

“Just keeping out of sight,” the sinewy man said.

“You again? Where is the high priest?” Diane asked angrily. “I thought I was clear that I deal with him, not his underlings.”

“The high priest,” Renard said calmly, “does not wish to attract attention by frequent visits to the palace. I am more inconspicuous and may serve perfectly on his behalf.”

“Of course you would say that,” Diane snarled. “You can tell your master to be patient. I will bring Leander to him when I feel he is ready.”

“My master is eager to know when that may be? We have already waited weeks. The army has left the city. There is no better time.”

“My son needs to be properly – coaxed,” Diane said, choosing her words with care. “He cannot simply be thrust into things. I have already made great strides,” she claimed. “He is taking part in court life, and the affair with the geolrobes proves him to be decisive and with leadership qualities.”

“From what I hear, your son practically stumbled into this affair, as you name it. It was sheer luck that landed him the accolades of the people rather than a blade to the stomach, which is not a very reassuring interpretation of events,” Renard remarked dryly.

“Interpret it differently,” Diane sneered. “Leander is almost ready to assume his role. I will bring him to your master when I deem he is ready, not before.”

“As long as you deem him ready soon,” Renard said with a blank expression. “There are others sympathetic to our cause. If we must, we will look elsewhere than to your son. Our plans will not be delayed forever on your behalf.”

“I do not care for your threats,” Diane replied.

“Simple statement of facts,” Renard replied casually. “You should leave before anybody notices your presence and wonders about it.”

“Nobody suspects a thing,” Diane said disdainfully. “You are the one sneaking into the palace. Have you taken precautions? There are several geolrobes in the dungeons right now who thought they had outwitted Irene, that old hag.”

“No need for concern,” Renard dismissed her fears. “They believe to have a spy in our midst, but he only tells them what we desire for them to know. They are completely in the dark.”

“If so, there is no need to hurry, is there?” Diane smiled and left the shrine. The white-robed priest waited a brief while, glancing repeatedly towards the altar of the statue but avoiding looking at it directly before he left the consecrated room as well.
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Afew days passed until the story of ‘The Swordsman and the Queen’ was replaced by more dire tidings. The first soldiers from the Mearcian army arrived, sent ahead to bring word of the battle and their defeat. Within an hour, the news spread across the entire city. As the soldiers were brought to the first district to tell their tale, they did not have to go inside the palace; the members of court were so anxious to hear the news that they came half-running out of the palace to greet the exhausted soldiers. Thus in the courtyard between the district wall and the palace building, the queen and her retinue received the messengers and bade them speak.

“The outlanders won the field,” one of the soldiers panted as they knelt before their queen. “There were more of them, and their horsemen stopped our knights. In the end, our footmen fled.”

“How is this possible?” demanded one courtier to know. “How could you be defeated by this rabble, these barbarians?”

“With respect,” another soldier said after regaining his breath, “their arrows and swords were still sharp. If you doubt that, they will be here soon enough.”

“How severe were our losses?” asked Irene, cutting through the clamour of the court surrounding the arrived soldiers.

“Heavy, but not catastrophic,” said the first soldier. “Though we do not know what happened to the knights.”

“How do you mean, you do not know?” Irene asked sharply.

“Last we saw, they were fighting to hold back the outlanders and cover our retreat. They did not join up with us afterwards, so we presume they have fled elsewhere – or they are dead.” This response caused a new wave of wailing throughout the courtiers at the thought of five hundred knights slain.

“Our commanders?” Irene continued her questioning. “Are they all dead?”

“Not all,” came the reply. “It was Sir Leonard who ordered the retreat once the battle was lost, saved our remaining men. The others are presumed dead.”

“What of Lord Stephen?” asked Theodora, her voice slightly shaken. “The march warden of the South. Was he not in the retreat?”

“He was not,” one of the soldiers said with regret in his voice. “The flank under his command fell to the outlanders shortly before our retreat. I am sorry, Your Majesty, but it seems he was lost on the field.”

Beatrice, the queen’s mother, had been standing by her daughter’s side. Upon hearing such news of her husband, her face became white as ash, and she turned, walking into the palace with hasty steps. Noticing her mother’s departure, Theodora wavered but found herself steadied by Irene’s hand on her shoulder.

“Be strong,” she whispered to the young queen. “The court is watching and weighing your reaction. You must show strength,” Irene reiterated. Looking around, Theodora could see her courtiers gazing at her, most notably the counts of Lykia and Larisa, who had not fought in the battle. The queen composed herself, cleared her throat, and thanked the soldiers for bringing word of the battle to the city.

“Poor Beatrice,” Diane said, watching the lady exit from the courtyard. “She was always a bit sensitive. Not meant for the harshness that life can offer.”

“Losing her husband, I think she has a right to be sensitive,” Leander mumbled.

“No offence was intended,” Diane said. “When did you become so attentive to others?”

“She always treated me well,” Leander replied. “I am going inside to speak with her.”

Diane watched her son walk into the palace. As she turned her head back towards the crowd, her eyes were caught by movement to her other side. A man in a white robe moved up next to her; although his hood covered most of his face, he was able to make eye contact with Diane.

“Are you mad? People could be watching,” she whispered.

“Then act natural,” came the reply from Renard. “My master has heard the news as well. Soon the remainder of the army returns. We cannot wait any longer.”

“Fine,” Diane said quietly without looking at the priest. “I will bring Leander later today. Now leave,” she added with a hiss. Without acknowledgment or a glance in her direction, the white-robed priest left, disappearing into the crowd of courtiers and servants.
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The messengers bringing news from the marshal of their defeat had arrived after noon, leaving the court in turmoil, and chaos reigned in the ensuing hours. Therefore, it was almost evening when Diane sought out her son in his private chamber. She found him in the last moments of changing clothes before he took out a cloak.

“Are you on your way out?” Diane asked.

“I promised a friend to meet him in one of the lower circles this evening,” Leander explained, clasping the cloak around him.

“That bard, no doubt,” Diane speculated, unable to hide her disdain entirely.

“You need not make your disapproval known,” Leander smiled sardonically, “I am well aware of it.”

“I did not come to quarrel,” Diane said quickly. “Would you accompany your mother to prayer? Afterwards, I will not stand in the way of your plans. It need not take long.”

“If you insist,” Leander replied, sounding a little bewildered.

“Good, thank you for pleasing your dear mother,” Diane spoke. “We just need to walk by my chambers. I need a cloak as well. There is a bit of a chill in the evening wind.”

“The shrines do not even have windows,” Leander said, questioning.

“We are not going to a shrine,” Diane said, smiling as she took her son’s arm and led him out of his chamber. “I had one of the temples in mind.”

They left the palace and walked down the city circles to the third district containing Tothmor’s six temples. The city was still humming from the news of a disastrous defeat, and the streets were crowded, especially in the third circle, with many people turning towards the gods.

“You need not look dissatisfied,” Diane reproached Leander. “This is not a long delay.”

“I am not dissatisfied,” Leander claimed, “just not understanding. I do not recall ever seeing you go to a temple before.”

“I am getting older. I have no husband and only a son that rarely spends time with me. It is not strange that a woman should turn to faith,” Diane said in a coquettish voice, which despite his misgivings made Leander smile.

“As you wish, Mother. Which temple are we visiting?”

“Hamaring,” Diane said in a brief manner.

“The Lord of the Mountain? I thought your devotion was mostly to the Lady of the Forest.”

“It is true that I am more inclined towards Austre’s faith,” Diane admitted, “but Hamaring has his appeals.” With those words, they turned inside the temple belonging to the white-robed priests.

They walked through the entrance and into the altar room of the temple. In that respect, this particular temple differed very little from others; the only key difference was the statue by the altar, which depicted a man in bearskin holding a great hammer. First, the lady and then her son approached the altar, making obeisance to it and showing the deity respect. When it was done, they left through one of the doors and let the next supplicants move forward.

“I thought you wanted to come here to make an offering,” Leander began speaking, “but you left nothing at the altar.”

“Come this way,” Diane said, sidestepping the implied question.

She led her son through some of the temple corridors deeper into the small complex. This was where the warrior monks of Hamaring slept and worked. Without hesitation or knocking, Diane opened the door and walked through, followed more cautiously by Leander.

Inside the room sat Bernard, the leader of the white-robed priests in Tothmor. By his side stood his aide, Renard. “Finally,” the high priest grumbled. He rose and revealed himself as much a bear of a man as the statues of the god he served. In contrast, the wily Renard next to him had the appearance of a fox.

“Mother,” Leander said hesitantly, “what is going on?”

“My dear son, the high priest is here to make you an offer,” Diane said, smiling. Leander looked at Brother Bernard with raised eyebrows.

“It is quite simple,” the big priest said. “I will make you king.”

Leander stood with open mouth as he processed this. “What?” he finally managed to say.

“As said, quite simple. There are many who would support you, Lord Leander. A weakling woman sits upon the throne of Hæthiod while the son and true heir of our late king has been thrust aside,” Bernard explained. “We will correct this situation and place you upon the throne.”

“I see that priests of all colours are plotting treason now,” Leander mumbled. “Though even the geolrobes did not dare go this far.”

“Those mewling fools,” Bernard spat. “With their petty intrigues. The strong takes what is his right, and so should you! You are King Everard’s son! Now succeed him!”

“Exactly how? A revolt is not simply done. They require armies, not to mention they tend to precipitate civil wars. And we are already at war,” Leander argued.

“Precisely,” Bernard retorted. “A woman cannot lead us in war. This city is doomed if dependent upon the usurper Theodora.”

“You alone can save the city, the realm, your father’s realm,” Diane urged her son.

“You have not answered my question as to how,” Leander pointed out.

“There will be no civil war. We have compatriots among the guards. Tomorrow morning at dawn, twenty of our brothers in the cloth will be allowed through the gates into the palace,” the high priest elaborated. “Along with our allies in the guard, we will take control of the palace and the gates for the upper circles. Nearly all soldiers remaining in the city are in the lower circles already. We will depose the usurper queen and crown you king.”

“You are certain you can take the palace?” Leander asked in a neutral voice.

“We have enough swayed to our cause,” Bernard smiled. “Even some of the courtiers.”

“Who?” Leander asked sharply. “The counts?”

“You do not need to know their names until after it is accomplished,” Renard quickly said before the high priest could answer.

“You truly believe this plan is feasible?” Leander asked after a brief pause.

“The queen will be in our hands, as will the court and all remaining noblemen in the second district. They will bow before you or lose their heads,” Bernard said, satisfied. “Already many in the city are singing your praises. They will welcome a strong king who can protect them from the outlanders like your father did.”

“And your payment? For I presume you do not offer me a crown free of charge,” Leander said with a sardonic smile.

“It would be my honour to serve as court seer to Your Majesty,” Bernard offered with a short inclination of his head.

“Anything you could ever desire, Leander, will be yours,” Diane added in a low voice. “All would bow to you. Any woman you could desire would fall at your feet.”

“Theodora,” Leander breathed. “She is my cousin.”

“You will decide her fate,” Diane smiled. “The dungeons or anywhere else you might have in mind. As king, whatever you wish will be done.”

“She will not be harmed?” Leander questioned.

“As said, it is up to you, my son,” Diane assured him.

“This is not an easy decision to make on the spur,” the youth muttered.

“It must be now,” Bernard said sharply. “We will not wait any further.”

Leander took a deep breath. “Very well. I will do it,” he finally said.

“Good,” the high priest nodded while Diane gave a relieved smile. “To be honest, I had my doubts. I am glad to see not only King Everard’s blood but also his courage was passed on to you.”

“Tomorrow at dawn, you said?” Leander asked, which the others in the room confirmed. “I will leave now rather than linger. I am expected elsewhere in the city.”

“Are you really going to the lower circles? Should you not return to the palace with me?” asked Diane.

“I should stick to my routine,” Leander countered. “It might arouse suspicion if I suddenly changed my habits, and we do not want to invite scrutiny.”

“His lordship may have a point,” Renard conceded.

“Best that I stay away from court until the appointed hour and the deed is done. I have no desire to take unnecessary risks,” Leander continued.

“As you say,” the high priest granted.

“Brother Bernard, can some of your temple guards escort my mother back to the palace?” Leander asked.

“Of course,” Bernard growled.

“My thanks.” Leander gave a small bow and left.

“He really committed to it,” Bernard said with a growing sense of realisation in his voice; there was still a lingering frown on his forehead. “I had my doubts until the end.”

“My son is no fool,” Diane remarked, “even if he pretends to be. Who could refuse kingship when offered on a platter?”

“Not your son, it would seem,” said Renard. “I will find a guard to escort the lady,” he added and left the room as well.

“The schedule is very strict, however,” Diane complained. “Tomorrow already?”

“With the army defeated, they will be retreating here,” Bernard explained. “It had to be now, or it would be too late. Besides, aid from Korndale is on its way. Once the siege is lifted, you want your son recognised as the man who defended the city, would you not?”

“I suppose,” Diane agreed. “What would you have done if my son had declined?”

“Restrained him here and found another candidate. We would have had to delay, perhaps, but if it could not be any other way,” Bernard spoke with a shrug. “There are many who are unsatisfied with a female ruler, Lady Diane, many who will applaud our actions when we supplant the queen with a king. Your son was the most obvious choice,” Bernard admitted, “but not the only. Finding a nobleman in Tothmor who would seek to be king is like searching for a bear that likes honey,” the high priest smiled.

Renard returned along with one of the temple’s warriors, who was holding a large war hammer as his weapon. “See the lady home,” he commanded the guard.

With her escort, Diane took her leave of the two white-robed priests. “Follow the boy,” Bernard muttered to Renard, who nodded. “Just in case he might do anything to endanger our plans.”
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Back on the street, Leander left the third district and moved down into the city. He walked with hasty steps, occasionally bumping into other people or tripping. Finally, he reached his destination in the fourth district, which was a seedy tavern. He pushed the door open and all but stumbled inside. People gave a few looks but quickly resumed their discussion about the war. Leander’s eyes darted in every direction until he recognised a feathered, red cap. “Troy,” he said, pushing his way over to his friend. The bard sat with a cup of wine in front of him, which Leander grabbed and emptied.

“Steady on, man,” Troy frowned.

“I have to talk to you,” Leander said quietly. “About a serious matter.” He glanced around until he found an empty chair and grabbed it, dragging it over to sit down.

“Last time we had a serious conversation, it ended with priests plotting and you about to die,” Troy said suspiciously.

“It is one of those again,” Leander admitted. The expression on his face told its own grave tale.

“Hel below,” Troy swore. “What’s wrong with these robes? Don’t they have duties, like animals to sacrifice, prayers to pray?”

“Troy, listen to me. It is worse this time.”

“Sorry,” Troy mumbled. “Tell me.”

“The whiterobes are planning a revolt. They will take control of the palace and depose Theodora.”

“Salt my arse,” Troy cursed, eyes widening. “That is worse. Why are you telling me? Go, run, tell the queen!”

“Because it’s me they want to put in her place,” Leander hissed as he leaned forward, and he glanced around to see if anybody took note. “All this treason is for my sake. I will be the king traitor!”

“Salt me twice!” Troy exclaimed. “Wait, this takes a lot of planning. How long have you known this?”

“I only just found out. They enlightened me of their plans, and I pretended to agree.”

“Why didn’t you spit in their faces?” the bard asked, sounding offended at Leander’s pretence.

“I was inside their temple,” Leander said impatiently. “I doubt they would have let me walk out alive. People planning treason are rarely magnanimous about who knows their plans, Troy.”

“Why were you in their temple?”

“I was – that is immaterial. Question is, what in Hel’s name am I going to do?” Leander winced.

“Tell the queen? You’re not guilty,” Troy suggested.

“The fact that this is all in my honour begs to differ,” Leander retorted. “Not to mention, they have compatriots among the palace guards. That is how they will get in and execute their plan. If I try to warn anybody, chances are they will kill me too while they have their hammers out anyway.”

“So… who can you trust?” asked Troy.

“Permit me to cut in,” Godfrey interceded, and he swooped in with his own chair to sit down at their now rather crowded table.

“You? Wait, have you been listening in?” asked Troy.

“I was following him,” Godfrey said, nodding towards Leander. “Well, I was following the whiterobe who has been following him since he left the temple of Hamaring.”

“I have been followed?” Leander blurted out, looking everywhere in the room for a white robe.

“He is not in here,” Godfrey said. “He is more cunning than that. We have a brief while to talk.”

“Wait, return to the former question. Have you been listening in?” Troy repeated.

“Yes,” Godfrey admitted. “When I saw the priest following you, I figured I would keep close. I did not realise you would hand me the keys to the riddle so easily.”

“This conversation is several steps ahead of me,” Leander complained. “Who in Hel’s unholy name are you, and any reason I should not be stabbing you for spying on me?”

“First question, I am Geoffrey. Second question, because I am also armed with a sword and considerably better at wielding it than you.”

“Oh,” Leander said, dismayed. “It always comes back to that.”

“As for the question you did not ask but should have, I am here to help. Well, sort of. You are going to help me.”

“Us? You? What, how?” Troy asked, confounded.

“While your revelations concerning the whiterobes were illuminating,” Godfrey said, “it goes deeper. There is a sinister force at play in this city, and it has infiltrated the priests of Hamaring.”

“You told me of that,” Troy said eagerly.

“Indeed,” Godfrey nodded. “This affair is more rotten than is apparent. There are outlanders in the city or people in league with them. The dissatisfied, the disinherited, the downtrodden, they have been swayed towards a faith that is wholly hostile towards not just Hæthiod, but all of Adalmearc.”

“That does not sound ominous at all,” Leander mumbled sarcastically.

“How does this fit in with the whiterobes?” asked Troy.

“Think,” Godfrey told them. “The priests seize control of the city. Their own people man the gates, control who goes where. Once the siege begins, the gates are opened from the inside, and the outlanders storm in.” Godfrey’s two companions sat in stunned silence, neither able to respond. “Right now, the three of us are all that stand against this scenario happening,” the vagrant told the bard and the prince.

“It would seem the city is doomed,” Leander muttered, finding his wit again.

“When are the whiterobes making their move?” asked Godfrey.

“Tomorrow, at dawn. They have some pretext for entering the palace, somebody letting them in. Then they and the guards siding with them will take control,” Leander explained.

“That narrows our choices, but I have had worse,” Godfrey said to himself. “We have to take action now. There is still some daylight left before last bell. Before the district gates are locked,” he said, adding the last sentence when he saw looks of confusion.

“But what do we do?” Leander asked.

“We must find soldiers who can fight the rebels, whose loyalty is not in question. Are there any knights in the city or Order soldiers from abroad?”

“I do not think so,” Leander shook his head. “Their garrison in the inner circle is empty.”

“A time like this, we could have used the King’s Blades,” Troy sighed. “They were loyal, at least.”

“Wait,” Leander said. “Who says we do not have them?”

“They were disbanded,” Troy said with a look towards Leander. “Years ago.”

“But they are still here,” Leander argued. “Lord Hubert. I doubt he has more interesting plans tonight than stopping a rebellion.”

“But isn’t he…?” Troy’s voice trailed off, but he pointed his fingers towards his head in a gesture meant to convey doubtful sanity.

“We just make sure we point his sword in the right direction,” Leander shrugged.

“He is still only one man,” Troy pointed out.

“What about the others?” Godfrey asked. “These King’s Blades, are there more of them? And can we trust them to be unwaveringly loyal?”

“Loyalty pretty much summed up their reason for living,” Leander said. “Lord Hubert is the only one of them that I actually know, though.”

“It will have to do,” Godfrey declared, nodding slightly.

“Wait,” Leander said, raising his hands in protestation. “In your eagerness to be heroes, you forget that I will certainly be branded a villain. Cousin or not, the queen is not going to forgive me for seeking to overthrow her. Regardless of how guiltless I am, my head is ending on a spike. How about you talk to Lord Hubert, and I take a horse riding west before the outer gate closes?”

“You think Lord Hubert will believe either of us?” Troy asked, gesturing towards himself, the bard, and Godfrey, the vagabond.

“Is there anyone in this city you care for?” Godfrey asked of Leander.

“The queen,” Troy said quickly, answering for his friend. “And her mother. And me, of course,” the bard added smilingly, drawing an incredulous but angry stare from Leander.

“Listen to me,” Godfrey said, leaning forward until his face was directly in front of Leander’s, letting his eyes pierce into the young nobleman. “Can you imagine what the outlanders will do once this city is in their hands? What they will do to those you hold dear?”

“I can,” Leander mumbled. He turned his head slightly as if trying to look away, but Godfrey’s gaze kept him locked.

“Consider that the price if you choose cowardice. Understood?” Godfrey asked with a menacing voice.

“Understood,” Leander croaked; as he was released from Godfrey’s gaze, he sank back into his seat.

“Good. Troy, keep him to it. Now leave, both of you. Find this Lord Hubert. Time is running out.”

“What about you?” Troy asked as they all stood up.

“I will make sure you are not interfered with,” Godfrey told them before separating himself from the bard and the bastard.
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As Leander and Troy hurried towards the second circle and Count Esmarch’s house, a white-robed shape spotted them as they left the tavern. The figure kept close to them while avoiding attention, sticking to the alleys and shaded corners of the streets. In their haste, neither Leander nor Troy looked back or noticed they were being followed; passing up the street, however, somebody else took note. As the white-clad shape walked past an opening between two houses, a hand shot out and grabbed the neck of his robe; with extraordinary strength, that same hand pulled back and threw the wearer of the priestly garments several paces into the blind alley. The hood fell down to reveal Renard’s face. Before he could recover, the only exit from the alley was blocked.

“Well met, Brother Renard,” Godfrey said with a predator’s smile.

“How dare you!” Renard exclaimed as he struggled to stand up. “I am a priest! My person is sacred!”

“It should be clear to you,” Godfrey interjected, “that I know full well who you are. You may spare the pretence.” Eyes darting to the side, Renard weighed his options. From the inner of his left sleeve, he drew a dagger. Godfrey’s response was to pull his cloak back and draw his sword. “You may spare that as well,” Godfrey remarked, but Renard’s eyes were fixed on the blade. Patterns of waves danced up and down the steel.

“Where did a vagrant like you come by such a sword?” the priest asked in disbelief.

“I will ask the questions,” Godfrey commanded. “I know there are outlanders in this city. I have shadowed them, seen with whom they meet, and shadowed those in turn. I have observed their prophets and madmen in the streets, and I have seen their followers. And I have seen all of this converge around the temple of Hamaring.”

“How clever you are,” Renard sneered. “Clearly, you are more than meets the eye. But it is all in vain. Soon he comes.”

“The god in the mountain,” Godfrey smiled mirthlessly. “That is whom you await.”

“Yes,” hissed the other man. “His march cannot be stopped. He will take these lands, and you will fall before him.”

“Or the reverse,” Godfrey retorted, retaining his smile. He raised his sword in a threatening gesture. “Enough of that. You will tell me the names of all involved. Every man and woman that you have enticed to your faith, all of whom you have deceived.”

“I am ready to die for my faith,” Renard said with a sudden smile. “Are you?” Before the other man could react, Renard stabbed himself in the throat with his knife. Godfrey rushed forward but too late; the false priest fell to the ground and bled to death within moments. A red stain quickly spread across his white robes.

“Well, damn,” Godfrey muttered. Glancing around, he sheathed his sword and disappeared from the alley.
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Alook towards the west revealed the sun not far from the edge of the horizon. Once it set completely, the last evening bell would toll, and all the gates in the city would be locked, separating the five city districts until morning. Hastening to avoid this, Troy and Leander were all but running as they moved along the central road in Tothmor. Since it was uphill and neither man had an impressive constitution, they were soon panting and gasping for breath. As they reached the second circle, they both had to stop at the gatehouse and regain their wind while the guards watched in amusement.

“Let us go again,” Leander said half-heartedly, and he set into motion once more.

“Bards were not meant for physical exertion,” Troy attempted to speak, though little more than garbled sounds came out of his mouth as he followed after Leander.

Finally, they reached their destination. The house belonging to the count of Esmarch looked as empty and uninviting as ever, but the pair entered without hesitation nonetheless. “Lord Hubert?” Leander called out. “My lord, are you present?”

“Leander?” came the call from the bedroom upstairs.

“Lord Hubert, you are needed,” came the reply.

There was a brief sound of doors or furniture scuffling before the count appeared at the top of the staircase. “Needed?” he repeated, his voice acquiring a tone of eagerness.

“Yes. There is treason afoot in the city, Lord Hubert. We need your assistance to stop it.”

“Finally,” Hubert grinned. “Come, boy, help me put on my armour!” he said, turned around, and disappeared, leaving Leander and Troy to stumble exhausted up the stairs.

Entering the count’s bedroom, they found him opening an armoire. Inside hung upon a rack his armour, arms, and a surcoat with an embroidered emblem of the King’s Blades, a bluebell in front of two crossed swords. “My lord,” Leander said as Hubert began taking pieces of his gear out from the closet. “There are traitors planning to attack the palace.”

“Excellent,” Hubert replied.

“It is the priests of Hamaring. At least twenty of them, and they have allies among the palace guard.”

“Tremendous,” the count remarked as he began equipping himself.

“We do not know whom we can trust,” Troy inserted. “Who are still loyal, and who are traitors.”

“Brilliant,” came a muffled reply; putting on his mail shirt dampened the sound until the count’s head appeared above the armour again. “Do we have a battle plan?”

“Well,” Leander said with an uncertain voice, “they will take action tomorrow morning. So if we arrest the priests tonight, that should be the end of it.”

“Understood,” Hubert nodded, adding the surcoat to his attire and giving Leander his braces to strap onto his arms. “Remove the head of the snake. What soldiers are at our disposal?”

“Well,” Troy said hesitantly, “we have you. So far.”

“So, first order of business, mobilising the troops,” Hubert responded with another nod. “You, boy,” he added with a throw of the head towards Troy, “you seem like the sort to be acquainted with the less reputable parts of the city.”

“Less reputable might be harsh,” Troy tried to object.

“Are you familiar with the establishment known as The Pork and Pepper?”

“Yes, it’s a public house in the third district,” Troy answered.

“Good. Go there now. You will find several men there, hired by the owner towards keeping peace among the patrons. They are former Blades,” Hubert explained. “Tell them to gather any others that remain and meet me by the district gate. Do you understand?”

“Pork and Pepper, former Blades, gather others and meet by the gate,” Troy recited with a bard’s memory. “Yes, I understand.”

“Then go,” the count said loudly. “What are you idling for? Run!”

“Right,” Troy said, dismayed. “Run.” He turned and did his best to run out of the room.

Buckling his sword belt around his waist, the count turned towards Leander. “We will go to the palace. Some of the guards are also former Blades. The rest may be of dubious fealty, but not them,” Hubert declared.

“Right, good,” Leander nodded. “We should probably tell the queen before we start a battle in the city.”

“The queen, yes, chain of command,” Hubert agreed. “Quite right.” He grabbed his helmet and pressed it down over his head. “No more dalliances. To the palace with all speed!” the count exclaimed and moved with surprising agility.

“Are you well, my lord?” Leander asked as he tried to catch up to him. “You seem rather – gleeful.”

“Am I well, dear boy? I am marvellous,” Hubert grinned. “I have been training for twelve years waiting for this! I could take on every priest in the Seven Realms if necessity demanded it,” he claimed.

“How about just the whiterobes for now,” Leander uttered with a struggle as he breathed deeply and followed the count outside.
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The sun was near setting when Leander and Hubert passed through the district gate into the palace. The guards cast a few strange looks but had no intentions of stopping the queen’s cousin, regardless of his company. Once inside, they split up.

“Find the queen and bring her to the council chamber,” Hubert instructed Leander. “It has no windows, only one door easily defended. I will gather what men I can find and whom we can trust.”

Leander nodded in response and hurried onwards through the complex until he reached the royal wing. Stopping in front of Theodora’s door, he knocked repeatedly. Finally, the door was opened from within by the queen’s handmaiden. “Milord!” she exclaimed, sounding shocked upon seeing him. “It is a very late hour to be banging on the door,” she reproached him.

“Theodora?” Leander called out, trying to peer into the room.

“Leander?” came the queen’s voice from inside the room, and she moved until he was within her sight. “What on earth is the matter?”

“Theodora, you have to come with me. There is something I must tell you.”

Hearing this, the young woman dismissed her lady-in-waiting, who retreated into the chamber. “Leander, what is wrong? Tell me,” demanded the queen.

“Not here,” he urged her. “It is not safe. You have to come with me.”

“Go where? Leander, this is my bedchamber in the deepest part of the palace.”

“Please,” Leander said, extending his hand. “If you trust me, please, come with me, and I will explain.”

Theodora hesitated a moment. “I trust you,” she said and took hold of his hand.

He led her through the empty corridors towards the council chamber. On occasion, they passed by a guard, and each time Leander almost flinched. Finally, as they reached the chamber, he pushed the heavy door open and ushered Theodora inside. An elongated table with numerous chairs around it was its only furniture.

“Leander, what are we doing here?” she asked impatiently.

“The safest place in the palace,” Leander explained. “We should not be overheard.”

“Leander, you are acting in a frightening manner,” Theodora said with an unsteady voice.

Clearing his throat, Leander began to elaborate. “Theodora, there are people plotting against you. They mean to strike first thing tomorrow.”

“What? Who?”

“The priests of Hamaring. The high priest and many others, their temple guards too, most likely. They will seize the upper circles, the palace included. They mean to depose you, Theodora.”

“Oh gods,” the queen said softly, falling down onto a chair. “Again? Are all priests nothing more than fiends wearing robes?”

“It would seem thus,” Leander said softly. “But we have time to stop them. They do not act until dawn.”

Before Leander could explain further, the count of Esmarch opened the door and stepped in. Behind him came a few more soldiers in palace livery, and out in the hallway, they could spot a dozen more. Theodora leapt to her feet, instinctively shying away. “It is fine,” Leander said quickly. “The count is here at my behest. He is here to help you.”

“Help me?” Theodora said questioningly.

“I and my brothers of the King’s Blades are yours to command!” Hubert exclaimed. He strode through the room and knelt before Theodora. “We are sworn to protect the ruler of Hæthiod.”

“But you were disbanded,” Theodora said doubtfully.

“Oaths cannot be disbanded, Your Majesty,” Hubert responded. “We do not waver in our loyalty. We will kill any man for you. We will die for you.”

“But I have done nothing to deserve such loyalty,” Theodora protested meekly.

The count shook his head in reply to her protestation. “We are defenders of the realm, Your Majesty. The realm is you. Not these rebels and brigands at our door.”

“I hardly know you,” Theodora said, confusion plaguing her voice. “I only know your son, and trusting him was a mistake,” she continued, turning around. “And you are telling me the palace guards, my own guards are traitors as well? How can I trust anybody?”

Hubert rose from where he had knelt and spoke again. “Your Majesty, I failed in my duty many years ago when I could not save King Everard. To my great shame, he fell in battle, and I lived. No words will dispel the doubt from your mind. I can only redeem myself through actions. I ask of you that you allow me to form the Queen’s Blades. Let us fight for you. Only thus can we prove our words are true.”

Theodora turned back, and her eyes switched between looking at Hubert and Leander. “Perhaps I should speak with Aunt Irene,” she said hesitantly. “She always knows what is best.”

“No,” Leander said firmly. “I can already tell you that she will not trust me or Lord Hubert. Her decision will be to have us thrown out,” he continued. “But this is your decision, Theodora. You are the queen. Either you trust in Lord Hubert and grant him leave to do what must be done. Or else you tell us all to be gone, and you may return to your bedchamber and sleep.”

Theodora’s eyes examined Leander and Hubert’s faces once more. Finally, she took her signet ring from her finger, the sign of royal authority in Hæthiod. She extended her hand and allowed the ring to fall into Hubert’s palm. “This will prove that you act upon my behalf. Go and arrest all those suspected of treason. Avoid bloodshed if possible.”

“I shall carry out your command to the best of my abilities,” Hubert said with a bow. “I will leave your cousin for your protection. And two Blades,” he added after glancing at Leander.

“Probably best,” Leander mumbled.

The count gave a short bow again and left, followed by all of his men except two, who took position outside the council chamber. Theodora sat down once again, but she could not keep her hands calm, wringing them, folding them, pressing them against each other.

“It will be fine,” Leander said quietly, sitting down.

“I have never been in this room before,” Theodora remarked, glancing around.

“I recall my father being in here from time to time,” Leander said, frowning as he tried to remember. “But it has not seen use in Irene’s time. She keeps council in her own chambers,” he remarked dryly.

“Maybe I should tell her,” Theodora contemplated with concern in her voice. “She should know.”

“I am sure she will soon enough,” Leander scoffed. “She has a remarkable gift for knowing everything that goes on in this palace, if not the whole city.”

“Yet she did not know this,” Theodora pointed out. “I realise she has kept things from me before, but I cannot imagine she would have let the whiterobes get so close to carrying out their plan.”

“No,” Leander admitted. “I do not know how, but they must have fooled her. Irene does not take chances. She would not let it come to open battle in the city if she knew.”

“How did you know?” Theodora suddenly asked. “How did you find out where Aunt Irene failed?”

“That is a long story,” Leander mumbled. “It is a bit hard to explain.”

Before he could speak further, they heard the sound of footsteps down the corridor. The door to the chamber had not been closed, so from a distance, they could recognise the short figure of a middle-aged woman. As she approached the chamber, the two guards stepped in front and blocked her path.

“How dare you?” Irene snapped. “Do you not care whether your heads are attached to your necks?”

“Let her through,” Theodora commanded, and the Blades stepped aside.

Stepping inside, Irene glanced at Leander. “I should like an explanation for what is taking place.”

“What are you wondering about?” Theodora asked.

“Why you are here, at night, in this dusty chamber. Why you are here with him,” Irene said with contempt as she nodded towards Leander. “What is the meaning of those guards,” she continued, looking towards the Blades at the door. “And why did I spot another dozen of them leaving the palace and moving into the city?”

“Those are all good questions,” Theodora said hesitantly. “Well, the thing is… What has happened… It is a bit hard to explain,” she said in echo of Leander earlier.

“There is a threat against the queen,” Leander said, standing up. “The guards are here to protect her, as am I. The other guards have gone into the city to arrest the priests of Hamaring.”

“That was not so hard to explain after all,” Irene said coldly. “Except you are missing all the parts that yield sense. You have sent the palace guards to arrest the whiterobes?”

“Some of the guards,” Theodora elaborated. “It seems not all of them can be trusted. These are the old King’s Blades. They are loyal to me.”

“The King’s Blades? Who let your uncle, your predecessor, die to blackboot scum?” Irene said incredulously. “You trust them with your safety? What, would you have Count Esmarch leading them as well since we are repeating past mistakes anyway?”

“Well,” Theodora said weakly while sharing a glance with Leander.

“I do not believe it!” Irene exclaimed, and indeed her face expressed utter disbelief. “The man lives in an abandoned house. His mind is less reliable than a knife made of clay and his wit less sharp!”

“You are wrong,” Leander said coolly. “Once the count returns, he will prove the queen’s faith in him justified.”

“Or it will show that you unleashed a madman on the streets, and we will have a massacre on our hands,” Irene bit back. “How do you even know these priests are guilty? That you have not instigated a bloodbath against innocent people?”

“How do you know, Leander?” Theodora asked when her cousin did not immediately answer.

“I became aware of their plot,” Leander mumbled. “And then I asked Count Esmarch to help.”

“That is no answer,” Irene sneered. “What would the motivation even be for the priests? High treason is not committed on a whim.”

“Their high priest wants to be court seer,” Leander explained in a faint voice. “And remove Theodora from power. I think some of the counts are involved as well. Noblemen who do not wish to see a woman on the throne.”

“But they would need a candidate for the throne,” Irene argued. “Somebody to replace Theodora with, who would give them what they crave. Somebody that would be accepted as worthy of the crown. Somebody…” her voice trailed off as she stared at Leander. “You. It was you.”

“What?” Theodora asked.

“I refused,” Leander said quickly, raising his hands in defence. “I have done everything I can to stop them.”

“Leander, what?” Theodora asked; her voice grew quiet as the answer to her question became apparent.

“Leander was their choice,” Irene sneered. “They would depose you, Theodora, and put your dear cousin on the throne. A man, Everard’s son, a puppet whose strings they hold.”

“Leander,” Theodora said hoarsely.

“I refused them,” Leander insisted. “I mean, I pretended to accept so they would not bash my skull in. But then I did everything in my power to stop them. Their plans have failed. Lord Hubert is arresting them now because of me!”

“You pretended to accept? Or did you get cold feet?” Irene asked with disdain. “Betray your allies and save your skin. I would expect as much from you.”

“No!” Leander yelled. “I would never act in such a way.”

“I look at you, and I see nothing of my husband,” Irene continued contemptuously. “He was the bravest man in the kingdom, and you are a pale, contorted, twisted version of his image. I would have born him courageous sons.”

“That may be,” Leander said, and his voice grew quiet, but it was clear and steady. “But at least I do not have one drop of your malice. Only one in this room has grabbed power beyond right, and it is not me.”

“Your mother has supplied plenty of malice, I assure you,” Irene retorted.

“Silence!” Theodora cried out, and the other two people in the room became quiet. “May I remind you that we are still facing a threat? This is not the time to pour poison into each other’s wounds.”

“You are right, Theodora,” Irene finally admitted. “What matters now is rooting out these conspirators.”

“When the Blades return, they will bring the priests with them. That will be the end of it,” Leander claimed.

“I have some passing knowledge of the whiterobes,” Irene said with an overbearing smile. “Coupled with their disdain for women is how they prize strength and courage. It is doubtful how many of them will surrender or what they will admit afterwards. Fortunately, there are other ways.”

“How do you mean?” asked Theodora.

“They have supporters here at court, within the guards and no doubt the nobility. Thankfully not all my eyes and ears are idle,” Irene explained. “We will unravel this. For instance, who involved you, Leander?” Leander did not answer but simply stared at the dowager queen, who continued her line of questioning. “I have never heard of you even entering a temple. How did the whiterobes contact you?” Leander did not respond to this either. “Never mind,” Irene sneered. “I think I know whom to blame besides the high priest of Hamaring.”

“Who?” asked Theodora.

“Who could more desire to see Leander on the throne than his dear mother?” Irene smiled. “Someone who has been seen in the company of the whiterobes on more than one occasion.”

“Leander, is it true?” Theodora’s eyes were as wide open as they possibly could be.

“Yes,” Leander muttered. “She was the one who met with the priests. Who had me meet with them.”

“Finally,” Irene breathed. “She made her mistake.”

Their discussion was interrupted by the arrival of several Blades. “Your Majesty,” one of them said. “Count Esmarch sent us ahead to bring word. He regrets to inform you that the priests decided to resist.”

“What a surprise,” Irene commented.

“He is leaving some of our company to keep watch at the temple. The rest, along with our prisoners, he will bring back to the palace when ready. He requests you keep at least two, if not more, of our numbers outside your chambers tonight until he arrives.”

“Very well,” Theodora nodded. “You have done well tonight.”

“It would seem our faith in the count of Esmarch was justified,” Leander remarked, vindicated.

“How pleasant for you,” Irene said in a biting tone and turned towards the Blades. “Bring Lady Diane here. Now, wake her up if you must.”

“What are you intending?” Leander asked.

“She is involved,” Irene replied sharply. “This is her chance to confess.” The Blade looked towards Theodora, who nodded in consent.

After the guard departed, the council chamber was silent except for the sound of retreating footsteps. Nobody spoke or moved. Neither Leander nor Theodora looked at each other, while Irene seemed happy to scrutinise Leander’s facial expressions. Leander ignored her, staring at the wall.

Finally, they heard the sounds of footsteps; one pair marching quickly, one pair being dragged and scuffing against the carpeted floor. “How dare you,” came the wincing voice of a woman. Reaching the door, the guard pushed Diane into the council chamber. She was wearing her nightclothes, revealing her attractive figure, and she did not seem troubled by any lack of modesty either; she simply glanced around the room, taking in the sight of those present. “What is going on?” she demanded to know.

“Mother, I am sorry,” Leander mumbled. “But I could not.”

“What have you done, boy?” Diane said in a rising voice. “No, do not tell me you have. You did not.”

“I had to!” Leander exclaimed with a thick voice. “You forced me to choose. I could not choose you.”

“You stupid boy! Everything was within your reach,” Diane burst out. “You fool!”

“Silence,” Irene sneered. “I think that is sufficient admission of guilt. Now I will never have to suffer the sound of your voice again,” the lady declared, walking over to stare into Diane’s face. She was shorter than her rival, yet Diane seemed to shrink while Irene towered over her. “On his deathbed, my husband made me swear not to harm you or your son. All these years, I have kept that promise because it was his dying wish. But you have done this to yourself,” Irene said triumphantly. “Take her away and confine her to her room for now. Until her fate is decided.”

Diane’s protestations turned into screams as the guard began to haul her away. Leander watched her, blinking a few times to keep his eyes clear, but he was unable to speak. “Guards,” Irene continued, “escort Lord Leander to his chambers and keep him confined as well.” Her voice was neutral except for when she spoke his title and name, which came out with an undercurrent of mocking.

“What?” Leander exclaimed. “No!” Theodora burst out.

“Regardless of whether you are guilty or not, you have been implicated,” Irene explained with a hint of a smile. “Until your guilt can be ascertained, you will be kept under lock. Be grateful it is your chambers and not the dungeons.”

“Irene, that seems unnecessary,” Theodora began to object but fell silent when Irene turned to look at her.

“Not now, Theodora,” she told her niece. “Guards,” she continued, nodding towards Leander.

“I can walk on my own,” Leander declared, raising his hand to keep the guard at distance. He began walking out of the chamber but stopped when he stood next to Irene. His mouth open, an insult was at the tip of his tongue. “No, I am not like you,” he ended up saying, swallowing whatever words had been intended and continued walking tall out of the room.

When they were alone except for the guards standing outside the door, Theodora turned towards her aunt. “Surely this is unnecessary,” she said. “Leander did all this to save me. I do not think he is guilty.”

“The question of guilt is irrelevant,” Irene responded impatiently. “This is a question of threat.”

“Threat?” Theodora repeated.

“Theodora, certainly now you must see this. We were on the precipice of a revolt tonight,” Irene said, insisting. “They wanted to dethrone you so they could put Leander in your place!”

“But that was not his fault,” Theodora tried to argue. “I do not think he wanted this.”

“I find it hard to believe the bastard son of a king would not wish to succeed his father,” Irene said dryly. “Finally attaining the respect denied him. Again, Leander’s wishes are irrelevant. If this revolt had gone through, you think his objections would have mattered? He would have become their puppet king, and you would have been executed.”

“But it was stopped,” Theodora continued her objections. “They are dead or in chains.”

“There will always be more,” Irene shook her head. “The mere fact that you are a woman galls them. As long as a male heir is alive, living here at court as a daily reminder, some people will prefer him to you. They will consider you the weaker choice, and if you spare Leander after this blatant threat, they will be confirmed!”

“But he is my cousin,” Theodora said faintly. “My friend.”

“We need not decide his fate this instant,” Irene told her niece in a more soothing tone of voice. “If execution seems too harsh, he can be imprisoned securely somewhere or exile under pain of death. There are options.”

“This does not feel right,” Theodora complained.

“Politics is about being pragmatic, not about feeling right,” Irene said dismissively. “The fact remains that some will always consider Leander’s claim stronger than yours. If for no other reason than it will suit their needs. A wise ruler does not suffer rivals. Now get some rest before the sun rises.”

Obedient, Theodora left the council chamber, accompanied by the remaining Blades. As she walked through the hallway and passed a window, however, she saw the faint twilight heralding the coming day and that the night was all but spent.
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Having sent Theodora to her chamber, Irene left as well. She did not go to her own chambers, however, but to the court seer’s quarters and found him asleep. “Wake up, you incompetent fool,” she called out, and the bewildered priest opened his eyes, blinking heavily.

“Who is there?” he asked in a drowsy voice. In response, Irene took a jar of water from a nightstand and threw it in his face. “My lady!” Dominic exclaimed. He tried to give some sort of bow, but all he could muster was an awkward nod.

“Do you have any idea what has happened tonight? While you were snoring?” Irene snarled at him.

“I confess, my lady, I do not,” Dominic shivered.

“Tonight, half the whiterobes in Tothmor are dead, if not more.”

“Dead?” gasped Dominic. “Is the mob killing priests?”

“No, you spineless sod, the royal guards are. The whiterobes were going to attack tomorrow, take control of the palace.”

“I have not been told of this.” Dominic rubbed his eyes while wiping water from his brow.

“Exactly,” Irene hissed. “You were supposed to watch the priests. You were supposed to know, yet you utterly failed, you ignorant, foul, little pus boil of a man!”

“My lady,” Dominic stammered, “please forgive me. I was deceived. It will not happen again.”

“Do you enjoy wearing this?” Irene asked, picking up a necklace with a heavy pendant; it was the symbol of the court seer. He gave a nod with eyes full of fright. “Then I suggest you consider how to make up for this, or I will remove not only the necklace but your head along with it,” she all but screamed and threw the necklace against his head.

“Yes, my lady,” Dominic mumbled weakly as he raised his hands to cover his face. The pendant hit him and fell down into the bed. The court seer looked down to find it and pick it up; when he had done so and looked up, Irene was gone.
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As the new day dawned, it revealed that few people had rested well after the night’s tumultuous events. Forgoing sleep, Theodora had simply sat in her chamber ever since returning from the council room, dismissing or ignoring all attempts by her handmaiden to interact with her. There was a knock on the door, and when opened, it revealed the queen’s mother.

“Daphne, would you give me some time alone with my daughter, please,” Beatrice told the handmaiden, who bowed and left the room. Walking inside, Beatrice spotted Theodora sitting in a chair. In her hands, she had sewing equipment. She was not using it to make much progress, however, but rather idly occupying her hands with it.

“Theodora?” Beatrice asked cautiously. “I have been informed of what happened. Count Esmarch was kind enough to explain matters.” When she did not receive a reply, she came closer until she could sit down in a chair next to Theodora. “I can understand if you have been left shocked by last night’s events,” she continued saying. “And the new guards make sense, even if some of them seem a little rough around the edges. I suppose that makes them more intimidating,” Beatrice remarked.

“I am not shocked,” Theodora suddenly replied, turning her head to look at her mother. “I have been thinking. On what to do.”

“Is there anything you have to do?” Beatrice asked. “If you would like to take a few days to rest, none would blame you. I am sure your aunt Irene can handle things for you.”

“I am sure she can,” Theodora commented a touch acerbically. “If I leave this in Irene’s hands, what are the odds she will have Leander executed?”

“Oh dear!” Beatrice exclaimed. “It is not so common in Hæthiod to execute people, dearest. A northern habit we must have picked up. Exile is most likely, or…”

“Or?” Theodora pressed.

“The salt mines, I expect,” Beatrice admitted reluctantly.

“Does Leander deserve that?” Theodora asked.

“My dear, Leander is a sweet boy. There is not a deceitful bone in his body, I believe that,” Beatrice said earnestly. “But Irene is right in many things. He poses a danger to you, and he always will while he remains this uncertain factor. If the choice were between him and you, I would choose you. So would Irene, and so should you.”

“It seems unreasonable that circumstances of birth should doom a person,” Theodora pondered.

“It is entirely unreasonable,” Beatrice granted. “But we cannot change the rules of society, dear. These are the rules we must live by. Fate would have it that your circumstances made you queen.”

Theodora sat quietly for a moment. “I think I know what I must do. Mother, would you summon one of the guards for me?”

“Certainly,” Beatrice said, sounding a little confused but complying nonetheless. She walked over and opened the door, telling one of the guards to step in.

“Find the court seer,” Theodora commanded. “Tell him I wish to see him immediately.” The guard inclined his head and left swiftly.

“Theodora, what are you intending?” asked Beatrice, a bit worried.

“I will tell you later,” the queen informed her mother. “But there is something you can confirm for me. Given that I was four years old at the time of my coronation, I presume certain legalities concerning my age had to be amended.”

“You had to be declared of age, yes,” Beatrice nodded. “Otherwise, you could not have inherited the throne until you were twenty-one.”

“And a lord protector would have been instated rather than Aunt Irene’s invisible hand,” Theodora muttered. “But in the eyes of the law, I am of age, then. With all the responsibilities and rights such entail.”

“You are,” Beatrice confirmed. “Theodora, why are you asking?”

“Not yet,” Theodora replied. “I will explain in due time.”

A little while, there was a discreet knock on the door. “You may enter,” Theodora granted, and the black-robed high priest of Rihimil walked in with his court seer’s pendant hanging around his neck.

“You desired my presence, Your Majesty?” Dominic said questioningly.

“I did,” Theodora nodded. “I have a few questions for you. Do you enjoy being court seer?”

“I do, Your Majesty,” Dominic answered cautiously, his eyes darting around the room.

“And at whose behest do you serve as court seer?”

“Yours, Your Majesty,” Dominic replied, licking his lips.

“Now think carefully about this question, for I will hold you to your answer,” Theodora said, leaning forward slightly and folding her hands under her chin. “If given an order by me or my aunt Irene, whose order would you follow? Whom would you choose?”

The priest stood with his lips parted, formulating an answer but without sound being expressed. He closed his mouth, swallowed, and opened it again to give his response. “Yours, Your Majesty.”

“Good,” Theodora said, leaning back. “I will have need of your services tonight, so be prepared. Do not speak of any of this to anyone. Am I perfectly clear?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Dominic bowed deeply.

“Very good. You may yet prove worthy of your position for many years to come. Now leave us,” the queen bade him. Dominic gave another deep bow and backed out of the room.

“Theodora,” Beatrice began to say, but she was silenced by a raised hand from the queen.

“Another time, Mother. For now, leave me be. I am tired, and I would like to sleep.”
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Being confined to his room, Leander was not allowed to receive visitors. He was brought a few meals, but otherwise, the monotony of his day was not interrupted. He attempted to sleep a few times without luck. His room was not in the royal wing but rather in the western-most wing, and his windows faced in that direction. They had heavy bars set into them to prevent entry by outsiders, which was now convenient to serve the opposite purpose; still, the windows gave him a measure of time as he could watch the sun approach the horizon and, in the evening, fill his room with fading light.

Shortly after it dissipated entirely, Leander heard the dissonant tolling of several bells announcing nightfall; there was no longer the full number of six bells, however. It was not hard to guess which temple had silent towers or domes with no acolytes to pull the bell rope. Leander finished eating an apple and threw the core out between the bars of his window; then, he leaned as much as he could onto the windowsill and stared westwards.

The quickly approaching darkness soon covered everything his eyes could reach, and instead, he gazed upwards towards the faint stars. Since the bars kept him back, however, he had to gaze at an awkward angle. He could make out the belt of the Swordsman but not see his torso. If other constellations were visible, he would never know, for his astronomical observations were interrupted by a knock on the door.

The person opening and stepping inside was Count Esmarch. Leander’s face lit up briefly in a smile, but the count’s blank expression caused it to fade away. “Appearing after nightfall,” Leander mumbled. “I wonder what cause you might have to be here.”

“The queen has summoned you,” Hubert replied. “I am not at liberty to reveal why.”

“Not a request I can refuse, I take it,” Leander smiled sardonically. “Very well,” he answered and went to his closet, picking out a doublet. “Wherever I am going, I intend to be well-dressed,” he said, putting it on.

“Follow me,” Hubert said, stepping outside. Once Leander joined him in the corridor, the count took a strong grip on his arm and led him away.

They walked through the hallways of the palace, which were empty apart from the Queen’s Blades. Hubert paid them no heed but marched briskly forward, forcing Leander at the same pace. Finally, the count stopped and glanced in either direction of the hallway. Finding it empty, Hubert opened a door and pushed Leander inside before following himself and closing the door behind him. Inside, Leander found the queen, the queen’s mother, and the court seer turning to look at him. They were standing near an altar with a statue that Leander could recognise as Rihimil.

“I admit, this strikes me as a rather odd arrangement for an execution,” Leander remarked.

“Leander dear,” Theodora said, walking towards him, “we are not gathered for such an occasion. Rather, on the contrary. You and I are going to wed.”

She was rewarded with a perplexed look. “Pardon, I thought you – what? If this is a jest, it is in very poor taste,” Leander managed to spit out.

“Not at all,” Theodora shook her head. “I spent all of today considering options. I am told you are a threat to me, that some will always be interested in using you, putting you on the throne for their own gain. I intend to beat them to it and put you on the throne for my gain.”

“This is an absurd idea,” Leander protested. He glanced towards Beatrice and Dominic, but neither came to his aid. In desperation, he turned his head to look at Hubert behind him, but he found no sympathy in the count’s face either.

“On the contrary,” Theodora argued. “The realm is divided because both you and I have a claim on the throne for different reasons. This way, our children will unite our claims and conclude this divide.”

“Children,” Leander choked, his eyes widening.

“It is a perfect match,” Theodora continued. “Those who complain of my rule and would favour you as king will be placated. Whereas I will have a suitable husband that I trust, the only husband I could ever trust.”

“Theodora, I have absolutely no skill where kingship is concerned,” Leander insisted. “I would be horrible with responsibility.”

“How can you know? Have you ever been given any?” Theodora asked. When Leander was unable to reply, she continued. “I will continue to rule as queen regnant, obviously. You just have to support me in whatever I do and otherwise look handsome by my side,” she smiled, patting his cheek.

“The latter will be easy enough,” Leander admitted. “But is this even possible? You are sixteen years old.”

“When my dear aunt Irene had me crowned at age four, she pushed me into adulthood,” Theodora explained with another smile. “Legally, I have been able to marry for twelve years.”

“But sixteen,” Leander repeated. “In some places, you would still be considered a child.”

“I do not have the luxury of acting like a child,” Theodora retorted. “Really, I did not expect you to be so obstinate. What alternative do you think awaits you? Imagine what Irene will do if I cannot protect you.”

“When you put it like that,” Leander mumbled.

“Leander,” Theodora said, drawing near to him. She was slightly shorter and, standing this close, had to raise her head to look him in the eyes. “You were ready to die for me at some point. Would marrying me be so much worse?”

“No,” Leander said slowly. “I mean, yes, very well.” Very cautiously, a smile began to take shape on his face. “I will marry you.”

“Finally,” growled the count behind them. “I have seen soldiers charge certain death with less reluctance. What made you so hesitant, boy, the fact that your bride is beautiful or that she offers you a crown?”

“It is a little overwhelming,” Leander mumbled defensively as Theodora took his hand and led him towards the altar. Beatrice was already managing the facial expression between smiling and shedding tears that only the mother of a bride might produce.

“Are both parties willing and agreed?” the court seer asked, clearing his throat.

“Willing and agreed,” Theodora confirmed, looking at Leander with a smile.

“Good. Hands, please,” Dominic requested of them. Theodora and Leander each raised the one closest to the other person, letting their hands touch in the air between them. “Step forward and touch the altar,” Dominic instructed them and moved away to allow them access. The pair moved forward and extended their free hand to touch the statue upon the altar while still keeping their other hands held together.

“Leander, born to Everard, whose title was king of Hæthiod, vassal to the Megas Basileus of Adalmearc, do you swear that you are here by your own free will and that to enter matrimony with this woman is your own desire?”

“I do so swear,” Leander replied.

“Theodora, born to Stephen, whose title was count of Lakonia, vassal to the king of Hæthiod, do you swear that you are here by your own free will and that to enter matrimony with this man is your own desire?”

“I do so swear,” Theodora answered.

“You may step back,” Dominic told them, and with one hand still touching the other’s, they moved backwards one pace from the altar to allow the priest to take position in front of it again. Several things were lying on the hewn marble slab, which served as the base for the statue, and Dominic bent down slightly to pick up some of the items. In his one hand, he held a cup of wine; in the other lay grains of salt.

“In salt is life,” Dominic chanted while letting the precious mineral fall down into the wine. “In wine is trust,” he continued, swirling it around a bit and letting the salt disperse before he offered the cup to the bridal couple. They used their free hands to both hold the cup, and carefully they led it first to Leander’s lips and then Theodora’s. When they had both drunk from the salted wine, they returned the cup to Dominic. “May your union be blessed with both,” he finished and placed the cup back on the altar, picking up two pieces of string instead.

There were examples of far more elaborate pieces of woven fabric made specifically for this part of the ritual, but the improvised nature of this occasion meant that the strings were entirely plain; they looked as if they might have come from a sewing kit. The court seer tied one string around Theodora’s wrist and the other string around Leander’s wrist. Then he braided the loose ends from each string together.

When it was done, the priest pulled down. The enjoined parts proved stronger; the two singular ends of the strings around Theodora’s and Leander’s wrists broke apart, leaving only what had become entwined into one. Holding the small braid in one hand, Dominic took hold of the pair’s hands with the other, turning them around and letting the braid fall into their open palms. As a final gesture, he closed their hands around it.

“With this act, you have become one. Under the eyes of the dragon, the raven, the bull, the horse, the bear, the hart, and the eagle, your union is consecrated. Let no man dispute what the gods have done this day.” With those words, the ritual was completed, and Theodora and Leander were wed.
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The morning after their wedding, Theodora woke to find Leander already awake as he lay by her side. He was staring at the ceiling, but she managed to catch his attention. “Good morning,” she said quietly but smiling.

“And a very good morning to you,” he replied in the same fashion.

“You seem pensive?” she commented.

“These last few days have given me much to consider,” he responded. “When do you intend to announce that our sleeping habits have changed?”

She giggled at his expression before managing to stifle her laughter. “Today, as soon as I can summon the court. I kept our wedding secret to ensure nobody could interfere, but Irene will still be planning a trip to the salt mines for you. Not to mention all the rumours there must be flying around regarding the other night with the whiterobes.”

“Indeed,” Leander remarked. “There was something I wanted to do first. If I return around noon, afternoon, maybe you could announce it to the court then?”

“What are you intending?” Theodora asked.

“I have been thinking. While your arguments last night were compelling, I think many will still doubt you. Doubt your choice in me, I mean. They will not agree that I am suitable for the honour you have shown me.”

Theodora had been resting her head by his shoulder, but now she jerked away to look into his face. “You are not having doubts, are you?” Theodora asked.

“Not at all,” Leander hastened to reassure her. “No, you are my heart, Theodora. You always have been.”

“Good,” she said more quietly, leaning back into bed again.

“But I was thinking that before people know, I should go down to the battlements. Inspect the outer walls.”

“Leander, the enemy is not there yet,” Theodora said in a teasing tone.

“I know, I know,” he chuckled. “But they will be soon. I should familiarise myself with our defences, let the men see me.”

“What for?”

“While I have my doubts about my father, he did do some things right,” Leander began to explain. “His bravery might have killed him, but he was admired by all. He was the very image of what a king should be. If people are to respect me, I must do likewise. The people must see me on the walls, ready to defend the city. Both now and once the siege begins.”

“Might have killed him,” Theodora repeated. “Do not overlook that. I absolutely forbid you from being killed.”

“I have no such intentions,” Leander could not help but laugh. “I will not be charging the enemy on my own. But I must be seen. If people are to respect me as a king, I must act as one.”

“I suppose I see your reasoning,” Theodora said reluctantly. “Why begin today, though? As I said, the enemy has not even been sighted near the city yet.”

“I thought I should start in good time. Our soldiers will already be making preparations,” Leander argued. “And I want to do it before you announce my new status. At least once before people know you have made me your king.”

“Why is that important to you?” Theodora asked with a frown.

“Because, in this moment, I think people will severely question your judgement in this matter. My reputation is hardly impressive.”

“I have heard a ballad called ‘The Swordsman and the Queen’ that would beg to differ,” Theodora said with a wry smile.

“That thing will haunt me to my grave,” Leander groaned. “But I have seen people’s reactions to it, and many people find it comedic, not dramatic. Which I cannot fault them for.”

“You think you can change their minds?”

“It is a small thing to do,” Leander admitted. “But I wish to do just one thing as Leander, the royal bastard, before I become Leander, the king. One thing that might make your choice seem a little more reasonable once you tell people about us. Does that make sense?”

“A little, I suppose,” Theodora admitted. “Besides, if this is what my dear husband wants,” she added and gave him a kiss. “Take some of the Blades with you, just in case.”

“I would not dream otherwise,” Leander smiled.

“Very well,” Theodora consented. “Go, act kingly before the people, and we will let the court receive its shock later today.”
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Although first bell had rung to announce sunrise, the court seer was still sleeping in his bed. Once more, he was rudely awakened, this time by a hand giving him a slap across the cheek. With a snort, the priest’s eyes flung open, and he found the shape of a man dressed haggardly bent over his bed. “Do not hurt me,” Dominic winced. “I am under the queen’s protection. She will not allow me to be hurt.”

“That will not save you from me if I wished otherwise,” Godfrey said with a smile showing his teeth. “Fortunately for you, I am only here to deliver a warning.”

“You can tell the lady Irene I am not afraid of her,” Dominic croaked without sounding convincing.

“I am not here for your petty squabbles,” Godfrey uttered with contempt.

“Wait, I remember you. You brought me the message from the Archon,” Dominic frowned. “How did you get past the guards?”

“They are more occupied with protecting the royal wing,” Godfrey smiled sardonically.

“But how did you get past the gate?” asked the court seer.

“This palace was built directly into the mountainside,” Godfrey began to explain. “What labours that must have required,” he considered. “In addition to making the plateau, they excavated tunnels going below the palace or into the mountain.”

“Tunnels?”

“They are very old,” Godfrey nodded. “Few who know of them, but extremely useful to move around unseen,” he added with another unsettling smile. “I tell you this so that you will understand the veracity of what I say next. No matter where, I can find you and reach you. You will never be safe anywhere in this city if you displease me again.”

“But I do not even know who you are!” Dominic cried out, exasperated. “What have I done wrong?”

“You have allowed this city to fall into decay!” Godfrey roared. “Have you not seen the poverty that plagues the streets? People thirsting for water, unable to do anything but pray for rain that will refill the cisterns. It is the responsibility of the priesthoods to service the poor, to feed the hungry, to clothe the naked, to provide comfort and healing to the sick. But what have you done?” Godfrey asked with thunder in his eyes. “You and the other priests have engaged in your petty schemes, collecting offerings and spending them to build temples, making idols of your own vanity! And in your neglect, evil has crept onto the streets of Tothmor. Not three nights ago, they nearly struck a blow that would have left the city crippled, ripe for the taking!”

“What, the whiterobes?” Dominic asked, confused.

“No,” Godfrey reproached him, lowering his voice. “They were merely pawns in a greater ploy. I speak of a new faith, recruiting among those in Tothmor that have been forsaken by your clergy. Go to the lower circle, for I presume you have not set foot there in years. Listen to the prophets in the gutter. Few may pay them any heed, but it takes only one man to be convinced. One man in the wrong place and disaster will follow.”

“I know nothing of this,” Dominic defended himself. He tried to sit up in his bed, but Godfrey placed his index finger on the court seer’s chest and pressed him back.

“Clearly. But this city has hardships ahead,” Godfrey warned him. “You would do well to consider all I have said. Go to the lower districts. See the truth. Gods help you if I return and find you have done nothing, though I can tell you now they will not.”

Before Dominic could muster further response, Godfrey turned and disappeared out of the chamber. For a moment, the court seer lay in bed motionless and speechless; then, he moved his hand over to his bedside table and grabbed the talisman of Rihimil he typically wore under his robe, clutching it tightly.
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Leander had an armour rack in his room. The steel was rather matte and could do with a thorough polishing, but it was otherwise serviceable. Forgoing the full outfit, Leander restrained himself to only the mail shirt and not the plated parts that completed it or the bracers and greaves. He did add the surcoat with Hæthiod’s emblem upon it, a singular bluebell. Lastly, he tied his sword belt around him, shifting the weight of the mail shirt from his shoulders to his waist as the belt tightened. He held the helmet briefly but decided against it and simply ran his hand through his golden locks a few times.

Stepping outside, he found not only two Blades standing guard as expected but also the count of Esmarch. “Lord Hubert,” Leander greeted him.

“My lord Leander,” Hubert replied with a barely hidden grin. “The queen has commanded I escort you on your inspection of the fortifications.”

“I already have two guards with me,” Leander pointed out, glancing at the intimidating soldiers by his side. “Might seem a tad excessive.”

“I think the queen had other concerns, so to say,” Hubert tried to explain. “What do you know of sieges? City walls, siege machinery, and such?”

“Nothing,” Leander shrugged.

“Precisely,” Hubert said. “Somebody by your side to aid your understanding was deemed desirable by Her Majesty. To put it in other words, I am here to protect your pride, not your body.”

“Right,” Leander mumbled with a wry expression. “I think my pride was just wounded beyond saving, but I cannot find fault in her thinking. Let us go,” he commanded and began walking, followed by his protectors.

They walked down the main road, attracting some stares. While most people did not pay them much attention, some did recognise that the guards and Hubert wore surcoats with the emblem of the Blades upon them, surcoats that had not been seen in more than a decade. As for Leander, while they might cross paths with any who knew his face, few of those would have recognised him in his current garbs and appearance. They reached the fifth district and moved away from the street and up on the battlements. Below them, there was a steady procession of people leaving the city before the impending siege.

“So many people fleeing,” Leander contemplated.

“Better that way, my lord,” Hubert claimed. “Fewer people to feed once the siege starts.”

“I suppose. What preparations are being made?” Leander asked.

“All the snow gatherers have been sent up the mountain to fill their barrels. Drinking water will be sparse,” Hubert said with gloom. “Not much else. We are waiting for the return of Sir Leonard. As marshal, he has command of the defence.”

“I see,” Leander nodded.

They moved to the top of the gatehouse, glancing over the stonework and the contraptions placed upon it. Two enormous cauldrons had been placed on feet with room to build a fire underneath them. Furthermore, the cauldrons were supported by a frame that allowed them to be tipped and returned to their position. On the floor were carved grooves so that once tipped, the cauldron’s content would flow along these paths and down in front of the gate.

“For oil,” Hubert explained, gesturing towards the cauldrons and showing how they functioned. “Well, a mixture of that and other materials. It is heated up, and the cauldron is pushed over. It flows through the deepening here and onto anybody attacking the gate. Fire is added, and it all ignites, creating a wall to drive them back.”

“Barbaric,” Leander shuddered, “but I see its use. Are we well stocked on oil?”

“Lord Leander asked you a question,” Hubert barked at one of the city guards keeping watch on the gatehouse.

The guard turned around with a dazed look but did not question being questioned by a nobleman. “There are several barrels below, milord. Enough to last many assaults before we must procure more.”

“Very well,” Leander nodded to him, showing no sign that the answer held meaning to him. “To your post.”

“Yes, milord,” the guard answered, bewildered, and ended up giving a short bow before turning back around. Done with this part, the group left the gatehouse and moved down the wall; the Blades kept sharp watch while Hubert explained the details and purposes of the fortifications.

“How will they attack us? What siege machines, I mean,” Leander asked.

“Truth be told, one month ago, I did not even think outlanders knew what a siege was,” Hubert admitted with a shrug. “I half expect them to charge us and build a ramp up to the walls from the bodies of their fallen brethren.”

“Now there is an image,” Leander muttered. “What problems will we encounter? As the siege drags on.”

“Well,” Hubert scratched his beard. “We will need to guard the storehouses heavily. Probably punish theft by death. Hungry people are desperate people.”

“Right, starvation,” Leander remarked. “I cannot even imagine.”

“If the siege is fierce, we will have many wounded. There will be infection and disease spreading,” the count continued.

“How many sibyls are in the city?” came the next question.

“I would not know right now. Maybe twenty? Or thirty,” Hubert guessed. “Probably double that amount of lay brothers.”

“They should train more,” Leander contemplated. “More lay brothers. I want the sibyls to instruct the other priesthoods in the basic task of treating the wounded. At least all these damn robes will be useful for something other than treason.”

“Very well, my lord,” Hubert smiled.

“The servants too. A lot of those in the palace might as well be instructed also.”

“I will convey your instructions to the steward, my lord,” Hubert promised.

“Good, good,” Leander said absentmindedly. He turned to stare south, beyond the wall and onto the surrounding heath. “Let us return,” he commanded, and they left the walls.

Moving back towards the main street, Leander recognised a feathered, red cap and its owner. The bard was walking with another man, who suddenly pointed in excitement. “I told you!” he exclaimed. With a chagrined expression, Troy dug into his pockets and found some silver coins, slamming them into the other man’s waiting palm.

“You cost me five silver,” Troy complained as he approached Leander. “What is with the guards?”

“How about you explain first,” Leander frowned.

“Some fellow came into the tavern, claimed that the king’s bastard was inspecting the city defences. I told him that I never knew the king had two sons, for the only bastard I know would not even be out of bed at this hour.”

“I am charmed by your high opinion of me,” Leander snorted.

“Being in disagreement, we settled it like real men with a wager. And that’s the story of how you owe me five eagles.”

“You will be waiting until Hel is in heaven for that,” Leander mocked. “But come along. Instead, you can accompany us to the palace,” he suggested, and they began walking again up towards the inner circle.

“Quite the chaos on the street,” Troy remarked as he navigated through the many people moving in every direction. “Of course, not that such would bother you,” he added as he saw the crowd part before Leander and his guards.

“Get out your instrument and start singing,” Leander suggested, “that should quickly cause people to give you quite the wide berth.”

“I hope you realise I only suffer your poor attempts of making jests because you buy me wine,” Troy retorted.

“As long as you are drinking, you are not singing,” Leander pointed out.

“Why are you out here, though? And with guards, one of whom I recognise,” Troy side-eyed Hubert. “I tried to see you yesterday, but I was told you were imprisoned in your quarters. And now I find you strutting around in armour like a free man.”

“Much more than a free man,” Leander could not help but smile. “But you will be informed at the same time as the court once we return.”

“Is this something worth stringing my lute for?” Troy asked.

“Nothing could ever warrant that,” Leander replied serenely.

“One day,” Troy swore, “I will compose an epos and make you the wart-ridden villain.”
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In Guy’s tavern, Godfrey was packing a satchel of provisions. “Are you sure you do not need more?” the tavern owner asked sceptically, scrutinising what little Godfrey had taken. “I have some dried meat. And cheese.”

“With the siege coming, you will need it more,” Godfrey cautioned him. “Keep it. But under lock. Soon, people will despair.”

“I have an axe,” Guy nodded. “Geoffrey, should I have fled west? Taken my son and run?”

“I cannot predict,” his companion admitted. “But it is too late now. Many of those fleeing will be caught by the outlanders, I estimate, and suffer a worse fate. Stay, barricade your doors.”

“What of you?” the tavern keeper asked, frowning.

“I know how to stay safe,” Godfrey assured him with a smile.

“I would feel better if you stayed,” Guy told him.

“I cannot,” Godfrey shook his head. “War has finally come, and the realms are not prepared. I must buy time, buy it with blood, I fear. I must go, I must go,” he repeated and then quietly one last time. “I must go.”

Moving along with the stream of people, Godfrey left the city. However, whereas all others followed the Kingsroad west towards the province of Ingmond in Adalrik, Godfrey pulled his cloak around him and turned east. He walked for miles in arid surroundings with Tothmor dwindling in size behind him.

Finally, he reached a rock formation that broke the monotony of the heath; the only sign of life was a sparrow singing heartily. As he approached it, Godfrey spotted a hint of movement, and it made him stop. Gazing intently towards the formation, a brief while passed where Godfrey remained motionless. Then he heard a faint sound behind him and quickly turned.

Appearing between the rocks, a shape came into view, seemingly melting out of the shadows. The figure wore dark fur and leather from his hood to his black boots. Various short daggers and blades were strapped to his body along with a quiver of arrows; in his hands, he held a short bow. His eyes were dark as was his hair, and while such traits were common among the people of Hæthiod, his garments and gear declared him an outlander; he was a member of that band which the Hæthians dreaded and had dubbed blackboots.

Lowering his bow, the outlander broke out a smile. “Javed,” he called out in greeting; both men stepped towards each other and embraced like brothers. “Javed, my heart soars to see you again,” said the blackboot.

“And mine, Kamran, upon seeing you well,” Godfrey replied. “Were you in the battle?”

The scout shook his head. “We are too valuable to be used in such a manner.”

“But did you observe it? What happened?”

“The drylanders’ infantry broke,” Kamran explained. “They were too ill-disciplined, and their riders were lured forward, became entangled, and could not use their momentum. Jenaab Sikandar is no fool at strategy.”

“Indeed. I am surprised to find you here, though. Have you waited long?”

Kamran shook his head. “Since yesterday only. We have taken turns waiting since your signal.”

“I take it things are amiss since you did not merely leave me a message?” Godfrey continued his questions.

Kamran shook his head again. “Too much to tell. You have been gone long, Javed. Things are ill at home.”

“You can tell me on the way,” Godfrey replied.

“As you say,” the outlander conceded. “I can only follow you for a day or so, however, or I will be missed. You will have to cross the mountains alone. But I have brought extra food you can take with you.”

“Very well,” Godfrey reassured him. “It is no matter. I know the paths. Come, let us make haste,” he told the other man, and together the vagrant and the blackboot set off on a north-eastern course.
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Late afternoon, the court of Hæthiod had been summoned to the throne room. The waiting courtiers were gathered in their usual small groups and factions, busily discussing the suspected reasons for the summoning. It was not the typical hour for audiences to be given, nor were there extraordinary reasons, such as when the Order knights had arrived. Most assumptions centred on the events of some nights ago that were still shrouded in the unknown.

The fact that yesterday, Leander had been incarcerated in his chambers but now stood in the throne hall was further fuel for rumours, though none knew if the two Blades flanking him were his protectors or his jailers. Nothing was more eagerly pointed out, however, that while they were still waiting for the queen to arrive, Irene was already present along with the other courtiers. This indicated that the gathering was not of her choosing, and speculations were running rampant.

Finally, silence fell as the doors were opened, and the queen entered, accompanied by her mother, the court seer, and the count of Esmarch. All heads bowed as she progressed into the room and took her seat upon the throne. “No doubt rumours have blossomed concerning all that has happened of late,” Theodora began to speak. “I am here to enlighten you all of what has transpired.”

“Without consulting me?” Irene said in a low voice as she approached the throne so few others could hear.

“In due time, dear aunt,” Theodora smiled and continued, speaking louder. “Two nights ago, it was brought to my attention that a conspiracy had formed in this city. Seeking to supplant me and aided by people within this palace,” she spoke while letting her gaze sweep over the assembled crowd, “the priests of Hamaring prepared an assault. Thankfully, there are still men of honour in our capital. Acting on my authority, the count of Esmarch gathered these men and put an end to the conspiracy.”

“By killing priests?” exclaimed one elderly nobleman, whose age had excused him from riding into battle. His voice was slightly condescending, and his words received murmurs of agreement.

“By killing traitors, Count Lykia,” Theodora said in a harsh tone. “Traitors working with people living within these halls,” the queen specified and let her eyes glance over the courtiers again. “You will notice that most of the guards have been replaced. It will be a short while until they are at full strength, but I assure you their vigilance does not suffer. And now there is no doubt that the guards are fully loyal to me.”

“What ploy is this,” Irene muttered, but Theodora ignored her.

“Lord Hubert has formed the Queen’s Blades and will ensure such a threat never arises again. He will also root out any remaining enemies of the Crown,” Theodora said pointedly while staring at the count of Lykia, who did not speak again. “He is to be considered an extension of my will and obeyed in all things.”

“What of your cousin?” Irene spoke up, forcing a confrontation. “We are all given to understand that he was deeply involved in this aforementioned plot.”

“I am glad you mention it,” Theodora smiled. “What you say is true. My dear cousin Leander was instrumental in unmasking the perpetrators who would have unseated me from my rightful place. It is for this reason,” she said while extending a hand towards Leander, who stepped closer to take hold of it, “that I decided to reward him with my hand in marriage.”

Clamour swept through the room upon this announcement. “You must be mad,” Irene hissed through her teeth. “You think I will allow you to marry this brainless, usurping upstart?”

“Silence!” roared Hubert, which calmed some of the noise.

“Due to the uncertain times this realm has found itself in,” Theodora continued undisturbed, “we decided not to delay. Last night, Leander and I were wed before the altar and under the eyes of the gods.” Waves of sound came with renewed force, and suddenly all eyes turned towards Leander in realisation that he had formally, if not publicly, been king of Hæthiod since yesterday. As for the newly minted majesty, he simply inclined his head towards the crowd with a sly smile.

“Preposterous!” Irene exclaimed and spoke again in a stronger voice. “That cannot be legitimate. You are not old enough to marry.”

Theodora’s only response was turning to look at the court seer, who cleared his throat. “In preparation for Her Majesty’s ascension to the throne, our revered queen was declared of age many years ago. I have seen the documents declaring this with my own eyes, which allowed me to not only crown the queen with full legality but also officiate her wedding,” Dominic said, licking his lips and trying to avoid Irene’s gaze.

“As witnesses that the ritual was performed and that we have the blessings of the gods, Lady Beatrice and Lord Hubert were both present,” Theodora added. Irene turned partly in the direction of her own chambers, but she was halted by Theodora’s next words, spoken softly. “There is no need, Aunt Irene. My guards were in your room just now. They have retrieved the document, and it will be placed under lock and key.”

Defeated, Irene turned to stare at the court seer with unfiltered hatred. “You betrayed me,” she hissed.

“Hail to the king!” yelled Count Larisa, who was swift in adopting a servile expression.

The courtiers quickly repeated this shout. “Hail to the king! Hail to the king! Hail to the king!”

“That will be all,” Theodora announced as the salutations ended. Still holding Leander’s hand, she stood up, and together they walked out of the room followed by their guards, the count Esmarch, the queen’s mother, and an anxious-looking court seer.
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The following day, the news of two events made the city explode in excitement, anticipation, anxiety, or a blend of all three. The first was the completely unexpected wedding between the queen and the man already considered her hero. These tidings were coupled with the many rumours of what had happened to the whiterobes in one bloody night when so many of them fell. The temple of Hamaring was still closed, and a couple of Blades kept the curious neighbourhood boys away, though a few of the novices had been seen cleaning the place and making it fit for habitation again.

There were some that believed a revolt had taken place with the result that Leander, in league with the count of Esmarch, had forced the queen to marry him and make him king; those telling that story could not quite account for how all the dead whiterobes fit into it, though. Mostly, people were baffled, considering Leander had never had a reputation for aspiring to anything, and many imagined the wedding to be some form of gambit in courtly intrigues. There were also a few, a faction to which Troy belonged and gave aid with his ballads, who believed the queen and their new king to be sweethearts that had always longed for each other.

The second piece of news was that the Mearcian army had been sighted by the sentries, and it was now reaching the city on its retreat. This was far more sobering; while people argued about the cause, their defeat in battle was an established fact, and it meant that a siege was to follow. When the soldiers reached the city and began marching in, there were no cheers or cries of support; they were met with only silent stares, some conveying pity and others conveying judgement. The soldiers themselves seemed to care little. Those that had homes in Tothmor went there; the rest were assigned to various barracks or buildings commandeered for the purpose.

The marshal of Hæthiod, however, moved straight to the palace. Once he reached it, the servants quickly located the steward and informed him of the marshal’s presence; the steward, in turn, located the king and queen. The pair reached the throne room and found the marshal standing there, waiting for them. His attire was torn, bloodied, and worn, and fatigue was visible upon his face. Upon seeing the royal couple, followed by their shadow Hubert, he managed to incline his head in greeting but nothing more.

“Sir Leonard,” Theodora spoke, “we are both pleased to see you returned.”

“Your Majesties,” he answered. “I am told to congratulate you, though you have chosen an interesting time to assume responsibilities, my good king.”

“So I have,” Leander conceded. “Just hearing you address me in that manner is odd. But please, tell us of the situation.”

“The outlanders have been hot on our heels,” the marshal explained. “They will be here soon and begin the siege. The king of Korndale was told to mobilise and should bring a relief force, however. If we can last, we may force them to abandon their assault on the city and retreat.”

“So there is hope,” Theodora remarked. “Do whatever you must to hold the city, Sir Leonard.”

“I shall,” Leonard inclined his head. “I am returning to my chambers in the Order tower now to make plans. I would normally be joined by the other commanders present, but I fear they all fell upon the battlefield.” A shadow went across Theodora’s face upon hearing this, but she did not speak, and Leonard continued. “Of course, Your Majesties are welcome to join me.”

Theodora and Leander exchanged looks. “You go, my dear,” Theodora said. “I have other affairs. With so many of our vassals lost in battle, several issues will crop up.”

“Of course,” Leander nodded. “I shall accompany you, marshal.”

“Perhaps you would like to bring Count Esmarch?” Theodora suggested, sparking a grin from Hubert behind her.

“Probably best,” Leander smiled and bent down slightly to kiss his wife’s cheek. “We will speak later. Sir Leonard, Lord Hubert, let us be on our way,” he commanded and followed the marshal’s lead.

Leaving the palace and crossing the grounds, the three men entered the Order tower. It had been all but deserted of late, but now it was once more packed with soldiers. Moving up the floors to the top containing the marshal’s office, they were welcomed by the marshal’s secretary, who expressed his relief at seeing his master unharmed.

“Thank you, Thestor,” Leonard answered. “We will need the map of the city.” The secretary nodded and dug out a key, which he subsequently used upon a large chest. Opening it, he rummaged through its various contents until he dug out an old, folded-up piece of parchment. He handed it to the marshal, who unfurled it and placed it on the table.

To the north, it showed the top of the solitary mountain that served as Tothmor’s foundation; southwards, the five semicircles of the city spread out. Primarily the walls, gates, and towers were emphasised along with the palace and the Order tower, but something else of great peculiarity was carefully penned onto the map.

“The old tunnels!” Leander exclaimed as he realised what it was.

“Quite right, Your Majesty,” the marshal confirmed. “What makes this map worth locking away is that it depicts the tunnels. Some of them, at any rate,” the knight amended. “Are you acquainted with them?”

“I have been told of this one,” Leander explained, pointing his finger at one tunnel that began from the palace and led north. “It is known to everyone in the royal family. It has its beginning in the royal bedchamber, though I wonder where it ends,” he pondered. The depiction on the map simply showed the tunnel reaching the northern edge of the map and nothing else.

“It seems to go through the mountain,” Hubert commented.

“These are the tunnels I am interested in, however,” the marshal said, taking charge of the subject. He pointed towards several tunnels that led from various points inside the city and outside beyond the walls.

“Exit points for sorties,” the count of Esmarch muttered in a growl.

“Tothmor has not been besieged in my time, but they should still be there,” Leonard considered. “Once we know where the outlanders have positioned themselves, we can begin striking at them.”

“I thought a siege mostly consisted of us staying behind our walls,” Leander admitted.

“Hardly, boy,” Hubert bellowed. “We will be making it hot for those bastards as long as they are outside our walls. I cannot wait!”

“Quite,” the marshal mumbled and changed the subject once more. “We will need increased guards, but I will handle that later. Right now, we have to implement the usual precautions in a situation such as this.”

“They would be?” Leander ventured to ask.

“Well, preparations,” the old knight elaborated. “We need to inspect the storehouses for a lot of materials. Timber and stone to repair damage to our walls. We need to confiscate all horses in the city. We will keep the best as long as we can, but the rest has to be butchered. We can use the meat, and we need to ration the fodder.” In the background, the marshal’s secretary was busy writing down his master’s commands.

“I see,” Leander simply remarked.

“The noblemen in the city employ plenty of guards,” Hubert offered. “They should be conscripted for the defence of the city.”

“Agreed,” Leonard nodded and continued his summary. “All ale brewing must be banned, of course, we cannot spend grain on that either. We should stock fabric for bandages.”

“I have ordered the sibyls to train more lay brothers,” Leander inserted with a measure of pride. “So that we will have enough to treat the wounded.”

“Is that so,” Leonard uttered. “We need to call out stricter rations for water, too, starting now. And more guards at the cisterns and water supply.”

“In the lower circle, too,” Hubert added. “We will need barrels of water down there for when the fires start.”

“Quite right,” the marshal conceded.

“Will people really want to steal something as simple as water?” Leander could not refrain from asking, and all eyes in the room turned towards him, even Thestor’s.

“No worse enemy than thirst,” Hubert growled. “Hunger makes people desperate, but thirst, thirst is a demon that makes you mad. I once saw men kill each other simply to drink their blood to satiate themselves.” The imagery painted a look of nausea onto Leander’s face, and he fell silent.

“We need all fletchers in the city working every hour of daylight,” the marshal continued, glancing at his scribe, who nodded and scribbled furiously. “I want every fowl in the city plucked for its feathers, confiscate the lot.”

“How many bow staves do we have in reserve?” asked Hubert. “There may be men in this city currently unarmed but able to wield a longbow.”

“We have very few,” Leonard admitted. “Our supplies from Vidrevi have lessened these last few years. Seems they found other markets for their timber paying more.”

“Bloody moss lickers,” Hubert mumbled.

“Question that remains in my mind, however,” the marshal suddenly said, “is what role Your Majesty intends to play.” He turned his gaze up from the map and stared directly at Leander.

“Well,” Leander scratched his head, “I will be down at the battlements. You know, defending the city.”

“I am just curious because I return to this city, finding it has a king. Yet when I rode out, it had only a drunken young fop whom I believe had never actually used a sword with a sharp edge before,” Leonard said coldly. For a moment, the only sound heard was Thestor dropping his quill onto the floor.

“How dare you!” exclaimed Hubert, grasping his sword, and he had it halfway out the sheath before the marshal raised a hand in a disarming gesture.

“I made no threats against His Majesty,” Leonard pointed out, “I merely state what I know. Once the horde of red-robed barbarians assaults these walls, I will have my hands full. There will be hundreds of boys under my command, screaming for their mothers because they have never known the terror of a siege before. I will have to keep them on those walls, bleeding and dying day after day, whatever it takes. If they run, I will have to hang them for desertion,” the marshal spoke with steel in his voice.

He paused momentarily before he continued. “But if they see their king lose his head, screaming and running away, I cannot punish His Majesty for such a display nor prevent every other man on those fortifications from doing the same. I have a duty to protect this city, and I need to know whether His Majesty will aid me or hinder me in that duty. So I ask again, Your Majesty,” Leonard said, emphasising the title, “what role do you intend to play?”

“How dare you impugn his honour,” the count raged, but Leander raised a hand to silence his protector.

“Thank you, Lord Hubert. The marshal asks a fair question,” Leander said, his own voice matching the marshal’s icy tone. “I will tell you this, Sir Leonard. I will walk onto those walls at sunrise each day, and I will not leave until nightfall for as long as this siege lasts. Every day. My word as king of Hæthiod.”

“A word I will keep you to,” the marshal declared.

“I take it we are done here,” was Leander’s only reply. As he turned and left the room, followed by Hubert, the young king did his best to hide how his hands shook.

[image: ]


The next day, those with keenest eyes among the sentinels spotted the outlanders. Wherever they had made camp, it was too far away to be seen from the city; soon, their scouts appeared, however, and they were followed by others. More and more soldiers marched into view until their red colours seemed to fill the heath. They did not move close enough for arrows to reach, nor did they take other actions. They simply stood in a display of discipline, a show of force, displaying every outlander ready to be unleashed upon the city.

Finally, some of the ranks separated and gave way for a small procession to move forward; it consisted of several riders, a small company of infantry, and a wagon. They approached the walls slowly, calmly. As they came within earshot, one of the outlanders called out in perfect Mearcspeech. “We have come to negotiate the terms of your surrender,” the herald proclaimed. This birthed activity on the walls, and messengers were sent up the mountain to the inner circle, bringing word to the relevant parties.

The marshal arrived first, having easy access to a horse. Although responsible for the city’s defences, he did not begin the negotiations; he simply stood, surveying all he could about the numbers of the outlanders as well as how they seemed to position themselves. Shortly after, the king and queen arrived. Leander was dressed for battle, while Theodora wore garments in brown leather meant for riding. A few steps behind them was Hubert, as always. They joined the marshal atop the gatehouse.

“Have they said anything?” asked Leander.

“Not since I arrived,” Leonard muttered.

“Let us not keep them waiting any longer,” Theodora said. “I am Her Majesty Theodora, queen of Hæthiod by the grace of the Seven and Eighth, heir to the county of Lakonia, protector of the marches, and rightful ruler of the lands upon which you trespass,” she called out. “Who are you to approach my city in arms?”

“Your Majesty,” replied the outlander herald, “I speak on behalf of Lord Sikandar, appointed commander by the will of Shahriyar, He Who Has Awakened. His Divine Majesty has sent Lord Sikandar to reclaim the land stolen from our people in days past. He will no longer tolerate the wall your people have built to keep His people from returning to their ancestral lands.”

“This city was built by our people,” Theodora answered in a strong voice for all to hear. “We reject any claims your lords may place upon it and its surrounding lands. You have unrightfully waged war against us. Leave, or the full might of the Seven Realms will bear down upon you.”

“We do not fear your threats,” the herald retorted. “Our numbers are endless, and we will no longer be denied what is rightfully ours. My lord Sikandar gives you three days to reconsider, to surrender and open the city gates. Do so, and all will be spared. Do not, and you will bring needless suffering upon the city.”

“You may return tomorrow, the day after, in three days’ time, or in a year,” Theodora said calmly but still loudly. “Our only response will be the steel of our swords and arrows.”

“You say that now, Your Majesty,” the herald spoke. “But make full use of the three days. To aid in your decision, my lord Sikandar leaves this gift for you,” he finished, gesturing towards the wagon. His message delivered, the herald and his following returned to their lines, leaving the cart behind. Once the delegation had reached the outlander army, all the soldiers swung around and began marching out of sight.

“Well spoken, Your Majesty,” Leonard said quietly to Theodora. “It is imperative the men feel our resolve is unwavering.”

“We are fully aware of the importance of morale, sir knight,” Leander said coldly to the marshal and walked with his wife down from the gatehouse. In front of the gate on the inner side of the walls was an open yard. There, the royal couple waited along with the gathered soldiers and curious souls as the marshal sent a small band out to retrieve the cart left by the outlanders.

No animals had been left behind to pull the wagon, so the soldiers had to do that by hand. When they finally pushed and pulled it into the yard, and the gate slammed together behind them, a pungent smell gave away its contents. Nonetheless, they had to approach and see with their own eyes; the marshal walked up as the first and pulled the covers away, revealing several bodies. They were carefully selected, too. Sir Reynold, former lord marshal of the Order, along with several other knights whose features were clearly visible, most likely why they had been chosen; among their number were also several counts and noblemen of Hæthiod, including Stephen, who had been the count of Lakonia.

A sharp intake of air could be heard from Theodora; Leander reached out one hand towards her arm to keep her back, but she stepped forward nonetheless and gazed into her father’s dead eyes. “Here lies my father,” she said, raising her head to let her gaze sweep over the assembled soldiers. “They invaded our lands and cut him down, a lord of our people. I must go now to bury him,” she added, returning her eyes to look at her father’s cold body. “But they will come. And when they do, you will shed a river of blood for each drop of ours,” she declared, turning one last time to look at her soldiers. “A thousand lives of theirs for each father and son of ours!” she demanded, and she was rewarded with clamour of agreement and cheers.

“She’s vicious,” said one greybeard to a young soldier standing by him. “I quite like her,” the veteran continued, nodding in acknowledgement.

A horse was brought and harnessed to the wagon so that it might be brought up the hill and to the temple of Idisea for burial preparations. Behind it walked the king and queen and their protector. “At least we have three days before it begins,” Leander remarked. He was holding Theodora’s hand as they walked.

“I wonder why they would give us that long,” Theodora contemplated.

“My best guess, Your Majesty,” Hubert interceded, “that is how long they need to prepare their siege engines.” The rest of the journey back to the palace was spent in silence.
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While the outlanders might have given three days in consideration of their terms, they did not spend them idly. The next day, the sentinels spotted them on the horizon. They did not approach the city but began work of some sort under heavy guard. Soon, a stockade began rising as well as other constructions the eye could not discern. “What are they doing?” asked a soldier. He was not quite tall enough for the tabard he wore, but he looked young enough that he might still grow into it.

“Fortifying their defences,” answered the marshal, who was standing nearby. “Probably building screens out of wicker or similarly to give cover from our arrows.”

“We are not going to do anything about it, sir?” asked the young soldier, adding the title as he realised to whom he was speaking.

“Too risky going that far,” Leonard shook his head. “We cannot know how many men they have hidden. Best we focus on our own preparations,” he concluded, turning to gaze inwards at his own fortifications. Along the city wall, numerous lean-tos and similar shelters had sprung up over the years. They were typically made of wood and cloth, quick to burn should flames come close, and now soldiers were busy dismantling them.

Some had been used for storage, and whatever goods they held were being taken elsewhere, replaced by barrels of water in case of fire. Some of these shacks held livestock, so the beasts were sent to the butchers; the meat would be salted and added to the food stores while the hides would be tanned and used to protect the roofs of other, more permanent buildings against fire. Lastly, many of these improvised buildings had been home to the homeless. They were driven away, sometimes with kicks and pushes to follow, and forced elsewhere into the lower city.

Descending the stairs into the courtyard, the marshal surveyed as all space by the wall was cleared. His eyebrows turned into a slight frown as his eyes fell upon a handful of blackrobes. “Brother Dominic,” he called out to their leader, the court seer. “This is no place for priests, regardless of their position.” The last part was said with a glance towards the pendant that Dominic wore as sign of his rank.

“When we heard you were clearing the shacks by the walls, we thought to come and aid those dispossessed. At least in our temple, they may sleep somewhere dry and safe,” Dominic explained as some of his brothers shepherded the beggars from the yard, shielding them from the soldiers ushering them away.

“I am surprised to see you here in person,” Leonard remarked in a neutral voice.

“I recently learned that I had been remiss in my duties towards the lower circle,” Dominic explained while moisturising his lips with his tongue. “There is much good we may do here.”

“Do not take too long,” the marshal cautioned. “Soon, there will be missiles hurling through the air and fires breaking out. We do not need any robes caught in between, hampering our efforts.”

“We have no intention of such,” the court seer replied with a bow. “But we must go where our sacred duty takes us,” he added and turned to leave with the remainder of his fellow black-robed priests.

The marshal watched them leave with an unimpressed face before he returned to his men preparing the city for the siege and barked new orders. Timber and granite, the same stone that was used to construct the walls, were being hauled and stored nearby to be ready for use in repairs. Great bundles of arrows were strategically dispersed along the fortifications along with supplies of torches and braziers to quickly illuminate the area in case of nightly assaults. In this manner, they spent the three days given to them.
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When the outlander herald returned to the walls to receive his answer, an arrow was shot and landed a few feet in front of his horse. He received no other message than this, and together with his retinue, he returned to the stockade built by the outlanders. The wooden defences seemed to stretch on for miles, as far as the heathmen could spot standing on their walls. It had several gates, which now all opened. From each of them issued forth several companies of red-robed soldiers, but they did not immediately advance. Instead, they moved aside to make way for catapults rolling forward, pulled by spans of horses.

The Mearcian soldiers strained their eyesight upon the walls as they watched; standing on the gatehouse were Leander and Hubert by the marshal’s side. “What are they doing now?” Leander asked as his younger eyes perceived something sooner than his companions could. Long rows of men came walking forward, past the catapults and into full view of those standing on the walls; they walked awkwardly, however, with very small steps and their arms in front of them. It took a moment longer to realise they were prisoners with not only their hands bound but also their legs, making them unable to run or even take a normal step.

“The men captured from the battle,” Hubert muttered as he guessed who they were. “Look away, lads, if you do not have the stomach for what happens next.” The outlanders forced their prisoners onto their knees. A few tried to escape but in vain, and they were quickly dragged back. Several of the red-robed Anausa soldiers stepped forward with axes in their hands, and then the beheadings began.

Again, several of the bound Mearcians tried to flee as they realised what was taking place, but it was impossible. The gruesome scene continued to play out, made all the worse by the angle of the blows struck. Since the prisoners were kneeling, the axe-wielding outlanders had to strike in an awkward curve, and it usually took them several blows to sever the heads. They did not seem to mind this, however. On the contrary, every man watching on the walls got the feeling they dragged it out as much as possible.

Several of the soldiers in the city bent over the walls and emptied their stomachs, but it was only beginning. Once they were done, two things happened. Some of the outlanders collected the severed heads, while others marched out new prisoners. The spectacle continued anew, scores and scores being executed in this fashion. When finally the last had died and the field had become a morass of blood and bodies, the outlanders moved on to the next phase. Loading their catapults, they began shooting the first round.

Their engineers had made excellent calculations, and the very first volleys flew into a perfect arch that landed just inside the city walls. Raising his shield, Leander felt the missiles striking down against him, but they did not land with particular force. Looking down to see the munition used by the catapults, waves of nausea passed over Leander’s face. The missiles were human heads from the prisoners executed just now in front of their eyes.

“Hold fast,” murmured Hubert, standing by Leander’s side and likewise raising his shield.

“What sort of animals would do this!” Leander burst out before he quickly shut his mouth again.

“Common tactic to demoralise the defenders,” Hubert admitted. “Saw your father do the exact same one time when he was laying siege.”

The marshal was already walking along the walls, kicking heads down onto the ground. “Keep your shields up,” Leonard bellowed. “They are only sending dead men at us. Nothing to fear!” The rain from the catapults stopped, and everybody breathed a sigh of relief. It lasted only as long as the outlanders needed to load their catapults again, and with the sound of the twinge from their skein reverberating across the field, they shot another volley. Once again, the men cowered behind their shields, not so much from fear of death but rather from dreading the dead.

All through the day, the outlanders kept this going, producing more munition when necessary. Towards the end, the heads they used were in early stages of rotting; some deduced that the outlanders had painstakingly collected the heads of the fallen Mearcians from the battle upon the moors. With these extra thousands to load onto their catapults, the outlanders kept it raining until nightfall; they only finished and pulled their machines back behind the stockade when it grew dark and the first day of the siege ended.
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The next day, Leander put on his armour and went down to the walls as he had promised the marshal. Theodora remained in the palace, continuing her duties as ruler; in some ways, her life and tasks continued unaffected by the siege. The old council chamber had been made fit for service again and was occupied by Theodora, a scribe receiving her dictates, other servants aiding her, and occasionally whoever might be granted leave for a private audience with the queen regnant. Theodora’s former counsellor, Irene, had tried to enter once before Theodora had arrived, but the Blades did not accept any of her commands to step aside; after that incident, Theodora issued an unofficial edict to her guards never to allow Irene entry.

Buried deep in documents pertaining to inheritance and the succession of titles, Theodora was interrupted by her palace steward’s entry into the room. “Pardon me, Your Majesty,” the steward spoke as the queen looked up at him. “The high priestess of Idisea is requesting to speak with you.”

“Is it not the court seer’s duties to attend to such?” asked Theodora, frowning.

“I mentioned that, Your Majesty,” answered the steward. “She claims it is a matter beyond the court seer’s authority.”

“Very well, show her in,” the queen nodded.

The Blades stood aside to allow a woman entrance wearing a deep-red robe with a black raven upon it; along the edges of her garments was the customary pattern signalling her high rank within her order. As she stepped inside and spotted Theodora, she bowed before her; in turn, the queen rose and inclined her head in greeting.

“Be welcomed, Reverend One,” Theodora said politely. “Sister Tereza, if I am right.”

“I am honoured, Your Majesty,” the priestess said with another, shorter bow. “You are indeed right, even if I have never had the pleasure of meeting Your Majesty before.”

“I try,” Theodora said with an inkling of a wry smile. “Tell me, what has brought you before me today?”

“It is regarding our duty as the sibyls of this city,” Tereza began her explanation. “We have been hard at work, not only training new lay brothers in preparation for the coming days but also treating the many wounded from the recent battle.”

“An invaluable debt that the city owes you,” Theodora replied. “Is it in the pursuit of this duty you come before me?”

“Exactly, Your Majesty,” the norn said. “To speak plainly, we have no room. We have wounded and sick men in the hallways of our temple. The court seer gave us permission to make use of the other temples since some of them are now rather empty.” An uncomfortable look slid over Tereza’s face before she continued again. “Even then, it is not enough. With what we can expect from the siege…” her voice trailed off, leaving her unfinished words hanging.

“You are asking me to requisition rooms for you?” Theodora asked, a little puzzled.

“We do not have authority, Your Majesty,” the norn explained. “But we need lots of rooms for the many wounded to come. Preferably in the upper circles, away from the attacks on the wall.”

Theodora turned to look at her steward, who raised his hands in a gesture of ignorance. “What is the largest building in the city?” she asked him.

“If not the temples, some of the residences of the nobility in the second circle,” the steward answered. “Apart from the palace itself, of course.”

“Of course,” Theodora repeated, “the palace.” Both the steward and the norn looked at the queen with uncertainty. “Some of our wings are not full, are they?”

“No, Your Majesty,” the steward answered hesitantly. “But they are still inhabited in part by the counts and nobles, the courtiers and others. They might object to this arrangement.”

Theodora’s lips curled upwards in a contemptuous smile. “Let them object all they wish.”

“Regardless, even if we fill the rooms up, we may not have space for more than a hundred people,” the steward continued.

“We will have need for many hundreds at least,” Tereza interjected.

“We must be able to do better, surely,” Theodora claimed. “The king barely spends time in his room. How many courtiers have rooms of their own with separate rooms for their spouses and children?”

“I cannot say,” the steward said before he continued cautiously. “Is Your Majesty saying I should remove the king from his own bedchamber?”

“Indeed, Philon,” the queen nodded. “Have all his belongings moved to the royal chamber. Then inform every member of court that they are all obligated to share their chambers with others. I do not care about the details as long as we make all possible rooms available. If any should wish to object to that,” Theodora said with emphasis on the last word, “they will find themselves thrown out of the district. If they are lucky, it will only be the upper one.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Tereza beamed. “We will make preparations at once.”

“My pleasure,” Theodora smiled back and gave the priestess leave to exit the council chamber. “Why do you look so crestfallen, Philon?” she continued when the norn was gone.

“I hesitate to say this,” he said, “but I dread passing this message on to a certain few.”

“If the king gives you any grief, send him to me,” Theodora said dismissively. “I will make him forget he ever had another room.”

“Oh, not at all,” Philon was quick to say. “I was thinking of the lady Irene, who might be – disinclined towards giving up her luxurious rooms. There is also the matter of Lady Diane, who is still confined to her chamber.”

“Perhaps we should let them room together,” Theodora said with a twinkle in her eyes, though her steward only grew pale. “A jest, Philon, a jest. Let Lady Diane be, for now, a singular dispensation. As for my aunt Irene, I will ask my mother to be gracious and move in with her.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Philon mumbled, regaining some colour in his face.
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It was late in the evening when Leander returned; bells had chimed and announced an end to the second day of the siege when he stepped inside the palace. He was wearing the garb and gear that he brought with him to the walls, and there was dirt on his coat and weariness in his steps, but no blood or otherwise wear upon him.

The hallways were busy with servants and courtiers alike moving in every direction, and numerous norns with their acolytes, novices, and lay brothers were everywhere as well. Leander paid them no heed but moved as if in a daze; walking in full arms with the crest of Hæthiod upon his chest that designated his royal rank, all were quick to get out of his way. Thus he reached his room before he realised something was afoot; glancing around, he found it all but empty. Only the bed remained, stripped of linen and reduced to its mattresses.

Leander stood a while with a confused look. Finally, he shuffled outside and caught the attention of a servant hurrying past. “What has happened to my chamber?” he asked.

“All your belongings have been moved to the queen’s chamber, Your Majesty,” the servant maid said with a touch of anxiety. “By the queen’s order,” she hurried to add.

“Right,” Leander nodded absentmindedly, turning towards the royal wing. With a tired gait, he began walking again, once more, without paying heed to the turbulent activity around him. When he reached the royal bedchamber, he found the queen already in her nightgown. “I seem to have lost my room,” Leander said, becoming aware of his surroundings again.

“I told the sibyls they may tend to the wounded here in the palace, but we required more space. I thought you would not mind simply sharing my chamber,” Theodora explained, cocking her head as she scrutinised her husband.

“Of course, I would stay here regardless,” Leander nodded. He glanced around until he found his armour rack, which had been given a corner of the room. He moved over towards it and stood in front of the contraption; rather than begin stripping himself of his arms, however, he ended up sitting down in a chair and staring blankly for a moment.

“Leander?” Theodora said carefully, moving over to kneel down by his side. She placed both hands on the edge of his shield. “Shall I help you remove this?” she suggested.

“Oh, right,” Leander nodded yet again. The shield was of the slightly elongated shape used by riders or for singular close combat as opposed to the longer, much more elongated shields meant for fighting in ranks. “It is rather peculiar. Soon, you forget there is a shield strapped to your arm. It is as if your left arm is just a bit heavier than the right, and you learn to raise the heavy arm when things are flying through the air,” he explained, still gazing at nothing in particular.

Theodora moved to unfasten the leather straps lashed around his arm that kept the shield in place. When it was undone, she groaned a little under the effort and her awkward lifting position but managed to put it aside against the wall. Then she unbuckled his belt, pulling it away from him. “Do you not have a sergeant?” she asked.

“Never even had a valet since I was old enough to get rid of them,” Leander smiled, his attention returning to the present momentarily. “Thank you, I can manage,” he added, standing up and removing his surcoat, his mail shirt, and the tunic below. “I should wash,” he said in sudden realisation, looking around the room until Theodora pointed out a bowl with water. Standing only in his undergarments, Leander dipped cloth in the water and began washing his upper body with slow, imprecise movements as his gaze grew distant again.

“Allow me,” Theodora said softly, taking the cloth from him. She dipped it in water again and started over. As she ran the rag over his face, it seemed to wake him from a dream, and he blinked. His gaze turned downwards at his wife while his lips curled upwards.

“I forgot where I was,” he said awkwardly but with a genuine smile. “My mind keeps returning to the battlements for some reason.”

“Was it hard today?” she asked, her voice growing even softer, if possible.

“No,” Leander shook his head. “They still have not attacked. Just the catapults, raining munition down upon us. The marshal said they are trying to wear us down before they make their assault.”

“I see,” Theodora replied. “Well, tonight you are here with me,” she told him.

“Yes,” Leander nodded slowly. “Let us go to bed,” he added, and she took his hand, leading him to rest.
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The siege began in earnest on the third day after the ultimatum had been rejected as the outlanders marched out their infantry in force. The call went out from the defenders, summoning the available reserves; heathmen armed with bows or swords and shields hurried to the battlements. Some had mail shirts, others only leather jerkins. Many wore the tabards with the emblem of Hæthiod, typically tattered in some way. They filled the walls, staring south with grave eyes.

Barrels full of arrows were distributed along the fortifications by boys old enough to haul yet too young to wield arms. Many remained to peer between the crenellations in frightful fascination of the amassing enemy before they were ushered away. From the ranks of the outlanders came the sound of a horn being blown, an instrument made of some unknown alloy or taken from some beast not known in western lands. The sound pierced the marrow of the defenders, not merely due to how alien it was to them, but because it signalled the beginning of an advance.

Thousands of red robes began moving across the open plain towards the city. Those with sharpest eyes caught glimpse of siege ladders being carried by many of the outlanders; the great wicker screens they had erected and plated in animal hides were also being pushed forward, providing cover against arrows. Lastly came the primary instrument of the assault, the reason they had required several days before their attack could commence. Moving on numerous wheels and pushed by scores of men came a great battering ram. It was built in the shape of a small house; the ram itself was shielded by screens and a roof, all of it resting on a great base onto which the wheels were attached. The roof was covered in animal hides to protect against fire; all things considered, the many men inside were well protected.

Murmurs spread among the men on the walls seeing this beast approach, and the marshal bellowed several orders. As usual, Leonard was standing on top of the gatehouse with its superb view of the defences; the wall was crowned on either side by several towers before connecting on both sides with the mountain that served as Tothmor’s back. Each tower was packed full of archers while men armed for close combat defended the rest of the fortifications. The air was occasionally torn by the voices of men calling out orders, but otherwise, a hush lay over the defenders and attackers alike.

Finally, the red-robed Anausa warriors, whom the Mearcians had learned to respect at the battle of Sikyon, came within bow range. The silence was splintered across the area. Hundreds upon hundreds of arrows were launched from the walls and struck like serpents onto the attackers. They, in turn, stormed forward with loud battle cries in their own tongue, protecting themselves by raising their shields and rushing towards the walls to take cover below them.

Many of them fell carrying the ladders since they could not properly wield their shields at the same time, but enough reached their destination. They sank the heavy spikes into the ground, stabilising the ladders and keeping them from toppling; as they were pushed up against the walls, iron hooks at the top of the construction helped grab on to the wall between the crenellations.

Soon, numerous ladders were deployed, and scores of outlanders ascended. They were met by swords and axes, and many more fell as soon as they had scaled the walls; in a few places, however, they gained a foothold for more of their comrades to follow them up the ladders. Where such spots of red took hold, Mearcians kept in reserve came to reinforce, and the archers upon the towers concentrated their arrows upon the outlanders waiting to make the climb as well.

The outlanders had previously shown their familiarity with the bow, and now they put their skills to use. Standing behind the wicker screens, many of the archers pulled out arrows prepared in a specific way. Near the arrowhead, a small strip of cloth had been tied and soaked in pitch. Lit on fire before being shot, its arch flew high, aimed at the buildings beyond the walls. Quickly, scores of such fire arrows streaked through the air, drawing defenders away to quell the flames.

The assault born by siege ladders and the fire arrows deflected attention, scattering the defenders along the walls as intended. Now the battering ram bore down upon the gate; if breached, it was by far the best point of access. The ram moved slowly but inexorably forward, surrounded by soldiers hoping to take advantage of when the gate would be smashed open. As the great construction finally reached the gatehouse, the heathmen unleashed one of their defences. The near-boiling content of two great cauldrons was tipped over, flowing through grooves and spilling down onto the siege machine. Its roof protected those inside, but great quantities of the liquid spilled over and landed on the men surrounding. It seared fabric and leather, melting flesh and spreading a terrible stench.

One of the defenders hurled a torch over the wall, igniting the hot oil and pitch. Great heat rose up, and further screams could be heard among those unfortunate enough to be caught near. However, while small flames did manage to latch onto the roof of the battering ram, it was not enough. The wet animal hides would not ignite properly. The archers on the wall shot their arrows desperately, but no angle would allow them to hit the men operating the ram. Then it began to strike.
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As the battle commenced, Leander had chosen the gatehouse as his vantage point; being in the centre of Tothmor’s walls meant that he could, with equal speed, move east or west, reinforcing the soldiers and raise their morale with the knowledge that their king fought amidst them. Therefore, long before the battering ram came into play, the king had departed with his ever-present guard, Count Hubert, and they had descended to the walls. From time to time, they retreated into a tower to gain a view of the battle and locate their next point of engagement. It was on such an occasion that as Leander looked west towards the section of wall between them and the next tower, he saw threatening circles of red expanding; the Anausa soldiers were pushing the Mearcians back in conquest of the wall.

Leander threw his head towards the danger to signal it to Hubert; in the maelstrom of battle, such gestures were easier for communication than words. The captain of the Blades nodded and followed his charge down the stairs as they descended from the gatehouse onto the wall section. A handful of outlanders had formed a circle around where the ladder had latched onto the stonework. “For Blood and Blue!” Leander yelled as loudly as he could, calling out the battle cry of his house. It, along with the blue flower upon his crest, had been chosen by his ancestor; the same man who had defeated the last outlander invasion five hundred years ago and been granted the kingship of Hæthiod as reward. Storming forward upon the walls of Tothmor in defence against red robes and black boots, it seemed there had never been a more appropriate time to let it sound.

The hearts of the pressed heathmen were lifted as they recognised the royal emblem upon Leander’s shield and armour, and they roared in renewed battle lust. “For Blood and Blue!” they repeated, pushing forward against the outlanders. Swords hammered against shields and armours, and blood was shed. Although leading the charge to retake the small area of the wall, Leander did not keep at the forefront. He mostly used his shield to defend himself while Hubert surged past him. Any signs of age were invisible as the count of Esmarch threw himself into battle. His shield denied any attacks against him, and his blade struck down enemies with each blow. Spurred on by his example, the Mearcians retook the wall and slaughtered any remaining Anausa soldiers.

Turning towards the ladder, Hubert found it too firmly planted to be pushed down, and already more outlanders prepared to scale the wall. Taking sight of this, the count jumped up to stand between the crenellations where the siege ladder hooked onto the wall. Forgetting about the top piece made of iron, Hubert crouched low and aimed numerous blows against the wooden framework below as well as the steps of the ladder. It demanded several intensive strikes with the sword, and towards the end, Hubert was hacking away almost blindly until, finally, the wood shattered.

With the top steps destroyed, the ladder was rendered useless. Arrows aimed at him made it clear to Hubert that he was an obvious target standing between the crenellations, and he jumped down behind the wall to loud cheers from the defenders. For good measure, a few of them grabbed the remaining top piece of the ladder, now severed from the rest; once clear of the stonework, they were able to throw it back over the wall.

“That belongs to you!” some wit yelled, eliciting a few coarse laughs.

“How in Hel’s name did you survive past the age twenty?” Leander asked in disbelief.

“You are never more alive than when killing a man before he can kill you,” Hubert replied with a grin.

The laughter and morbid mirth evaporated as the king, the count, and the soldiers glanced out against the enemy. For a moment, they had forgotten about the battering ram, but even from a distance, they felt the tremors of its assault. The king and his attendants ran towards the gatehouse, but they were too far away to reach it in time to stop the siege machine from its task.

It could not be stopped; arrows, oil and pitch, fire, stones being thrown down from above, nothing had an effect. The outlanders pressed together close by, waiting eagerly for the breach to be made. The gate began to break under the endless assault; the hinges bent and became distorted, unable to keep their charge in place. The first cracks ran across the timber; then they spread swiftly with each subsequent strike. Finally, the crossbeams keeping the gate together fell to the pressure. With a thundering noise, the gate burst open.

As this happened, the marshal’s countermeasure was revealed. In the yard stood the remaining horses in the city, mounted by riders with long spears. The marshal himself rode in front, followed by the handful of knights that had escaped with the army following the battle. They spurred their horses forward the moment that the gate was breached. It required unparalleled equestrian skills through the narrow opening below the gatehouse and at such speed, but the marshal and the knights who remained after Sikyon were up to the task.

With fierce war cries, the Mearcian infantry surged forward as well, conquering the area around the gatehouse. Several men with axes attacked the battering ram itself, severing the ropes that allowed it to swing, and then turned their weapons on the beams that kept the roof up. Within a few moments, the meticulously assembled siege machine was demolished. Accompanied by great cheers and clamour, the Mearcians retreated inside the wall.

Timber lay nearby, intended for repairs of the gate. As it was all but destroyed, such was impossible. As the defenders lacked better options, the timber was simply piled up below the gatehouse in the shape of a barricade many feet thick. With a satisfied expression, the marshal walked up the gatehouse to take in the sight of the outlander assault. In front of him rose smoke from the burning battering ram, forcing him to cough and cover his face; nonetheless, he was able to smile. The destruction of the siege engine and being constantly thrown down from the walls had extinguished the outlanders’ lust for battle. The eerie sounds of their horns gave a long, drawn-out note, and the red robes retreated. Although the assault had only lasted some hours, it had taken its toll on both sides; it was a promise of days to come.
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When the outlanders made their next attempt, they showed greater caution. The catapults were pushed into range, and they began sending showers of stone against the defenders forced to endure this. Only when the sun was near noon and the heat intensified did they sound their horns and signal a new attack.

The catapults became still, only to be replaced by arrows unleashed from both sides. New siege ladders were brought forward; once more, the outlanders attempted to scale the walls. “Fire arrows!” somebody shouted as the outlanders repeated their method from before; volunteers stood ready with blankets and barrels of water, risking themselves to put out the fires.

The storm upon the walls was less fierce. Any section not being scaled was subjected to a heavy barrage of arrows instead, and the shields borne by many of the defenders soon resembled porcupines. It was still relatively safe atop the towers and the gatehouse, where few arrows could reach. Leander watched the scenery from this position, flanked by the count of Esmarch on one side and the marshal on the other.

“They are approaching us,” Hubert pointed out in the loud voice necessary with the sounds of battle raging. A contingent of the Anausa with wicker screens and large shields moved cautiously towards the gatehouse, protecting themselves from the defending archers.

“They have nothing with which to climb our walls,” Leander pondered. “All they achieve is being exposed to our archers.”

“They brought fire,” Hubert replied. “I saw men with torches. Prepare for fire arrows!” he bellowed behind him to the men gathered in the yard below.

In front of them and below, they witnessed ranks of outlanders breaking into a sprint, leaving the relative safety of their archery screens. They hastened forward to reach the minimal cover under the walls and directly below the gatehouse, where the angle did not allow the defending archers to strike them. Apart from their typical weapons, some of the Anausa carried long spears, others had axes, and curiously, some had torches and jars with an unknown substance.

“Prepare the oil!” the marshal yelled, turning to some of the soldiers.

“It will not be hot in time,” shouted one of the men in return. They had lit a fire below to heat up the cauldron, but it was slow going.

“Never mind, just keep it ready to spill, and fire, too,” Leonard ordered. “But do not release before my command!” he specified and ran down the steps into the yard, already bellowing further orders to his men.

Leander and Hubert remained on the gatehouse, but they did not have line of sight to the outlanders directly below them. “What are they doing?” asked Leander as smoke could be smelled by the men near the gatehouse.

“They have set fire to the barricade,” Hubert informed his young king.

“How long will it take to burn through?”

“Hours, I would think, but they brought axes as well,” the count explained and elaborated as he saw the confused look upon his liege’s face. “The timber is hardened,” Hubert said. “Slow to burn and nearly as strong as iron to cut through with an axe. But you throw oil on it and make it burn hot, and then your axes have an easier time.”

“How long before they break through?” Leander asked, alarmed, panic spreading on his face.

“Maybe less than an hour,” Hubert guessed with a grim expression.

“Should we be down there?” Leander asked. “If they get through the gate, the fighting will be hardest in that place.”

“Perhaps,” Hubert spoke hesitantly, “Your Majesty should consider retreating to the fourth district.”

“Retreating?” Leander’s expression turned to one of disbelief. “Wait, did you just address me by my title?” he asked.

“We are severely outnumbered,” Hubert admitted. “If we cannot keep them from breaching the walls, the city will fall.”

“All the more reason that is where I should be,” Leander insisted.

“It will not matter, boy,” Hubert all but yelled. “Your presence in the yard will not matter.”

“There is no need,” called a voice out. It belonged to Leonard, the marshal. “Remain here, Your Majesty. The fighting below will be chaotic. I consider it best you stay on the battlements.”

“I will take your advice,” Leander conceded. “But what are we going to do? They are destroying the barricade!”

“Patience, Your Majesty,” the knight counselled. “Are you ready at the oil?” he asked his men.

“Still not hot, sir,” a soldier replied.

“Never mind that, just release on my order,” the marshal told them. He walked over to the edge of the parapet, the side looking inwards at the city and his men in the yard below.

At length, the outlanders burst through. The remainder of the barricade was smashed, and red robes stormed forward into the yard beyond the gatehouse. The order to charge came from the Mearcian men-at-arms in command, and the defenders advanced to clash with the outlanders.

“Release!” the marshal shouted, and the great cauldrons containing the oily mixture were tipped. The fluid was poured all over the ground in front of the gatehouse. It was not fully heated, however, and the Anausa soldiers below only laughed at this as it struck their shields or armours. Then Leonard threw a torch over the wall. Although cold, the mixture retained all its flammable properties.

A few of the red robes were engulfed in flames, while the rest had been wise enough to avoid being struck. However, they could do nothing to prevent the wall of fire from rising in front of the breached gate. This meant no further outlanders could surge past the walls and reinforce the outlanders already fighting in the yard; they were caught between the flames and the defenders, slaughtered with terrible screams. “That should buy us some time,” the marshal muttered and shouted to his own men below in the yard. “Bring the stones! Seal it up!”

The second part of Leonard’s defensive plan was enacted. The great blocks of granite, quarried with great difficulty from the mountain and kept to be used in repairs, were pushed with equal hardship towards the breach below the gatehouse. Although rough-hewn and not fitted for this particular purpose, the rocks managed to fill the opening adequately; neither fire nor axes would have any effect on this new barricade.

With their efforts to break through the gate defied, the outlanders sounded the retreat. The assault had lasted a shorter while than the previous one, and the defenders were visibly encouraged by this. Cheers and gestures of victory were heard and seen across the fortifications. As Leander descended the stairs from the gatehouse, many soldiers chanted his name; he raised his hand in recognition of the gesture, eliciting further shouts of approval.

Licking his dry lips, Leander walked over to one of the storehouses where the barrels of water and blankets were kept for fighting fire. Several men, women, and some so young they might still be called children were there; the volunteers that stopped the outlanders’ fire arrows from doing too much damage. Everybody’s eyes flew open as they recognised the royal crest upon Leander’s arms, and all but one shied away.

With his own look of surprise, Leander recognised the young man who did not shrink in the king’s presence. “Troy,” he burst out.

“Your Majesty,” the bard said with a wry smile. “To what do we owe this honour?”

“I came to thank you all for your efforts, naturally,” Leander said solemnly, glancing around. “And I am bloody parched!” he exclaimed.

“The water is rationed,” a nearby guard called out; his eyes were elsewhere, and he had clearly not noticed to whom he spoke. Another guard elbowed him hard.

“Whatever Your Majesty needs,” the other guard stammered, but Leander raised his hand in a gesture of rejection.

“Rations apply to all,” the king said, some reluctance shining through in his voice. “Troy, the assault is over. We can return home. You can accompany me back to the palace,” Leander suggested. As he stepped outside the small storehouse where Hubert waited, Troy followed suit. “How are your quarters?” Leander asked as they began walking.

“They are great,” Troy answered. “Though I think your steward is still reeling from the thought that there is an actual bard living at court,” he added with a grin.

“Just refrain from playing any of your songs where he can hear you, or he will truly get suspicious,” Leander remarked. In return, Troy landed a punch at his friend’s shoulder, forgetting it was protected by armour, and he winced. “Careful you do not break your fingers,” Leander continued, “even if that might enhance your ability to play an instrument.”

Troy made another fist but thought better of it and merely scowled. “How are you, Lord Hubert?” he changed the subject, glancing over his shoulder at the count, who was walking a few steps behind.

“Never better, boy,” Hubert replied as he walked with a lightness in his steps that confirmed the veracity of his answer.

“How is the fighting at the walls?” Troy asked quietly, directed at Leander.

“You have no need to envy us,” Leander gave a mirthless smile. “Though I imagine your position has its own share of danger.”

“It is a little frightening to imagine arrows striking down at you,” Troy admitted. “But they rarely come close. And once there is a fire to put out, we are quickly too occupied to be afraid.”

“Wish I could say the same,” Leander muttered. “Troy,” he continued in a quiet voice, “there is something I want you to do. If it becomes pertinent.”

“What is it?”

It took Leander a moment to gather himself. “You know where the royal chambers are in the palace?”

“I haven’t been there,” Troy shrugged, “but I know where the royal wing is, of course.” They had passed through the fourth district and reached the third. Around them, many priests, priestesses, and lay brothers were busy moving wounded to the temples or to the palace.

“If the outer walls are breached,” Leander spoke as they stepped in and out among the many injured soldiers being carried around, “go immediately there. Do not hesitate but run.”

“Very well,” Troy consented, refraining from asking further questions. They continued in silence until they reached the innermost circle. “Want to play dice?” Troy suggested as they approached the palace. “I have half a wineskin we can share.”

“Too tired,” Leander said, shaking his head. “See you at the evening meal instead.” With this, the three men separated as each moved to his own chamber.
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In the palace, the effects of the siege had begun to show as the norns had filled several wings with the wounded. Due to the geography of Tothmor, those requiring long-term or more intensive care were brought to the palace, opening room in the lower-lying temples for new wounded to be brought after each assault on the walls.

There were not nearly enough beds, however; first, all spare mattresses had been placed directly on the floors. Then spare blankets were stacked together, and finally, hay had been brought in from the stables before that area had been turned into a hospital ward as well; there were no horses left to stable.

Aided by her steward and a few of the norns working as liaisons between the priestesses and the palace, Theodora had supervised the transformation of her palace. After ordering her courtiers to share their rooms, she had taken a step further by stripping all rooms of half their beds, forcing the occupants to share the remainder. The gardens and orchards were a source of relief in the summer from the hot palace chambers and thus often used by the nobility, but Theodora had given the priestesses exclusive access; now, tents were raised everywhere to house the injured.

There had been murmurs of discontent among the courtiers due to this decrease in their privileges, and a few had dared complain to the queen. Theodora had promised to address their concerns at the following evening meal. Her response had been to point out that every member of court was a guest of the Crown; if any were unsatisfied with the accommodations provided for them, they were free to leave the inner circle. Should complaints continue to persist, the choice of whether to remain or leave would be made for them. There were still murmurs and whispers in the corners, but with the watchful gazes of the Queen’s Blades everywhere, none spoke openly against Theodora’s decisions.

Theodora was on her way to the council chamber when she was intercepted by the high priestess of Idisea. “Sister Tereza, I presume it is no coincidence you are here waiting for me?” asked the young queen.

“No, Your Majesty. We are most grateful for all you have done to aid us,” the norn began to explain.

“But you require something else, I sense,” Theodora interjected.

“Indeed, Your Majesty,” Tereza said with a relieved look. “Apart from food, water, and beds, above all, we need bandages to keep wounds clean and healing faster. We have used all the linen from our sheets and shirts. We have only our woollen robes left, which cannot be used.” Theodora exchanged a puzzled glance with her steward, and the norn continued quickly. “Wool would leave frayed pieces in the wound, disturbing the healing process. Only certain fabrics, such as linen, can be used for bandages.”

“What about silk?” asked Theodora.

“Silk is certainly considered the best material,” Tereza replied, “and the knights of the Order do carry silk bandages as part of their equipment. But we have already been to the Order garrison, and they have none left.”

“Follow me,” Theodora commanded and turned on her heel. Returning to her bedchamber, Theodora grabbed one end of her silken sheets and pulled it off the bed, throwing it on the floor in the centre of the room. Afterwards, she opened the doors to her grand wardrobe and began pulling out all sorts of dresses, adding them to the pile.

“A start, at least,” Theodora said. “I am certain that there are others in the palace who can make similar sacrifice. Philon,” she continued, turning towards her steward, who stood shielding his eyes with one hand. “Philon, what on earth are you doing?”

“It is not befitting for a servant of my position to have such inspection of his mistress’ clothes,” the steward said, making a show out of avoiding any looks towards the pile of clothes.

“I am not wearing them, Philon. They are just lying on the floor,” Theodora said dismissively. “Tell all the courtiers to donate at least half their clothes to the sisters,” she instructed the steward. “If they will not do so willingly, I will have the Blades go through their chambers and do it for them.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” the steward said with a bow and left the chamber while still averting his eyes.

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Tereza said with a bow to the queen. “We are most grateful.”

“You are quite welcome,” Theodora smiled. “Everything I take from the courtiers and give to the soldiers, I consider a victory of its own,” she added wryly and left the room, returning to the council chamber.

“For gods’ sake, Philon, speak up,” the queen commanded as her servant returned with an anxious expression.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” her steward answered. “Is Her Majesty certain that she wishes to coerce her courtiers into losing further privileges? Many of the counts are murmuring at this. I have heard that Count Larisa is trying to gather support to see the document that proclaimed Her Majesty eligible to be crowned. If they could somehow find flaw in that document, they might question the validity of Her Majesty’s rule,” the servant said nervously.

“I can imagine who is pulling Larisa’s threads,” Theodora said, displeased. “Does Lykia have the ears of any of my other vassals?”

“I could imagine that Count Argolis and Count Leukas are listening yet not necessarily agreeing,” Philon contemplated. “They both have certain wishes concerning successions of their own that might weigh heavier.”

“Find out what they want and whether we can give any promises that will make them deaf towards Lykia,” Theodora commanded.

“I shall, Your Majesty,” Philon replied with a nod. “As for your decision to have your courtiers give their wardrobes away? It may be one push too many for some,” the steward said cautiously.

Theodora spent a moment considering it. “You think I should abandon it?”

“I think Her Majesty should consider carefully how much she demands of her subjects,” Philon said.

Theodora bit her lower lip in contemplation. “Tell them it is voluntary. I will make no demand, merely a request. Of course, should they wish to earn their queen’s good will, they will be generous,” she specified.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Philon bowed.
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The next day passed without an assault against the fortifications. When daylight had faded, and darkness began to fall, Leander left his position on the walls and walked down the yard. He stopped upon witnessing that rather than disbanding his forces for the night, the marshal gathered several of the most experienced veterans and men-at-arms. “Sir Leonard?” Leander said, questioning. “I thought we were leaving to rest for the night?”

“It is time to use the tunnels,” the marshal said lowly. “The enemy thinks that with our gate blocked, we are all but trapped. We will emerge northwest of here and can raid their camp. Hopefully, destroy those blasted catapults.”

“A definite victory if such can be achieved,” Leander nodded. “Will you lead the sortie yourself, Sir Leonard?”

The marshal shook his head. “My place is here even if that makes me seem a coward.”

“None could think so,” Leander interceded. “The city would have fallen long ago were it not for you.”

This made the old knight glance at the young king, and he nodded slightly. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I will send a score of our men-at-arms, led by one of the knights. Just have to decide who is most suitable.”

“I would gladly undertake this task,” Hubert suddenly declared, stepping forward to stand next to Leander.

“I have no doubt,” the marshal responded dryly. “But your place is by the king.”

“Once combat erupts out there in the night, you will want the most experienced, cool-headed warrior in charge,” Hubert retorted. “Not to mention we might quickly be outnumbered. Are any of your knights better in a fight than me?” he asked, sending Leonard a challenging look.

“No,” came the reluctant reply. “But if you die, His Majesty is robbed of his most valuable protector.”

“There are other Blades who can take my place,” Hubert claimed. “But for a task such as this, I am the best suited.”

The marshal stood wavering and finally looked towards Leander. “Your Majesty?” he said questioningly. When Leander simply looked back at him puzzled, the aged knight continued. “Will you accept the count Esmarch leading the men?”

Surprise flooded Leander’s face as it became clear the marshal was deferring to his judgement. “I trust Lord Hubert,” he finally said. “If he considers it best, I agree with him.”

“Very well,” Leonard conceded. “I will show you the entrance to the tunnel, and you may lead the men, Lord Hubert. It will take you directly north of the enemy stockade. Destroy their catapults and retreat.”

“As you command,” Hubert grinned. “Perhaps I should bring the Blades, however. They are well suited for such combat where confusion reigns.”

“That I cannot accept,” the marshal proclaimed. “The court has proven itself a nest of vipers, and the Blades keep them under control. I will not suffer the innermost circle to be left without guards while all my focus is on defending the outermost circle. We cannot risk any further attempts of palace revolts undermining our efforts to defend this city.”

“As you wish,” Hubert accepted with a nod. He flashed another smile. “Show me the tunnel.”

After having dispatched Hubert and the soldiers, the marshal returned to the outer walls. He joined Leander on one of the western towers as they gazed out into the darkness. Nothing could be seen except for a few flickering torches belonging to the outlanders guarding their palisades and outer defences. There was nothing they could do but wait. As they did, none spoke; tension was almost palpable, and there were no words to dispel it.

Finally, sounds reached them across the distance. They were hard to distinguish, but the clash of metal could be discerned. “Too soon,” the marshal muttered. “That is too soon,” he repeated ominously. What sounded like a scream burst through the air, but it was impossible to tell its origin.

Leander’s hands gripped the edge of the crenellations until his knuckles turned white. “What is happening?” he finally asked, but it was a question none could answer. Finally and without a word, the marshal turned and hastened down the narrow ladder that led to the insides of the tower; he was soon followed by Leander.

Moving through the narrow passageways at a neck-breaking pace, Leonard made his way down onto the yard behind the walls. As he did this, he beckoned for nearby guards and watchmen to follow him. A small, unassuming door was built into the tower that guarded this section, although it did not grant access to the battlements. It was also heavily reinforced with iron and with a strong lock and latch, so it could not be opened from the other side.

It took Leonard a while to open the door; despite its small size, the old marshal struggled to pull its great weight until a soldier gave him a hand. As it finally swung open, the door revealed only an entrance into complete darkness. They peered into it, and Leander took a step back with his hand upon his sword hilt, giving himself a little distance to the opening; nothing could be seen, however. They heard loud noises like stone hitting stone; it was not unlike the barrage of the catapults against the walls.

After that came the sound of footsteps running. The soldiers who had gathered before the tunnel entrance gripped their weapons and steeled themselves, spreading out in a concave formation to surround the opening. The first man came through, and for a moment, he was in danger of being skewered by a dozen spears and swords; then they recognised his tabard as belonging to Hæthiod and everybody relaxed. Half a score more men followed him, and the count of Esmarch came as the last.

“What happened?” Leonard exclaimed upon seeing him. “Are you being pursued?”

Hubert shook his head. “We collapsed the tunnel behind us, crushing the wooden framework as we retreated. The tunnel is permanently sealed.”

“At least it does not pose a danger then,” the marshal granted. “But what happened?”

“We were discovered,” one of the retreating men-at-arms burst out. “Bloody bastards knew we were coming!” This declaration caused a roar among the soldiers, but Hubert raised his hand to command silence.

“If they knew about the tunnels, they would have used them to get inside the city long ago rather than throw their men at the walls,” he argued, which made the men see sense. “No, it was the accursed blackboots keeping watch. They have eyes like cats. Their watch is kept more sternly than we anticipated.”

“Did you get near their camp? The siege engines?”

“No,” Hubert admitted. “We did not get far from the tunnel exit, and then half our men died quickly. We sent a few of these bastards to accompany our own fallen,” he said, looking down upon his red-stained blade, “but in the darkness, it was a lost cause. I had to call the retreat.”

“It was a worthy attempt,” the marshal claimed, but the defeated looks upon his soldiers’ faces did not change.

Leander moved to the count’s side, glancing over his surcoat and armour. “Are you hurt?” he asked.

“Not a scratch,” Hubert smiled. “Well, a bruise on my shoulder from when the tunnel collapsed, but that does not count. Come, boy, we have earned our rest tonight.” The men dispersed, each seeking his own bed to gain what sleep could be caught before dawn.
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Following the failed sortie, the outlanders renewed their assaults. The cost in human life to the outlanders was steep, but the defenders paid heavily, too; the constant threat of the walls being assaulted forced them to endure the outlanders’ bombardments. The heathmen attempted to shoot back with their own archers, but they were running low on skilled bowmen compared to the enemy, and they had to conserve them for when the outlanders made another attempt at the walls and were within easy range.

This continued all through the day as long as there was sunlight to see by, and when a new day dawned, the outlanders repeated their tactics from before. Again and again, the heathmen repelled the attackers, and the ground on both sides of the walls lay littered with the dead.

At the end of the third day of such repeated assaults, Leander walked down the steps from the battlements. His sword was mostly clean except for a few drops of blood sprayed upon it, though his surcoat was becoming ragged in many places. He found a spot where he could sit down without being in the way, inhaling deeply and regaining his composure. Close by stood the count of Esmarch, meticulously cleaning his sword. Once he had the strength for it, Leander looked up, and his gaze swept over the yard.

Apart from the soldiers and volunteers, there was a plethora of coloured robes: black, red, blue, green, brown, and even a few yellow robes belonging to the various brothers and sisters of the religious orders. An expression of surprise was briefly to be seen on Leander’s face as he recognised the court seer carrying a stretcher together with a green-robed priestess up the road towards the temples.

Sitting close by on a crate was the marshal. Taking a deep breath, Leander stood up and walked over to Leonard, sitting down on the crate next to him. “Are you hurt, Sir Leonard?”

“Just old,” the grizzled knight admitted. “My bones and limbs complain more and more each morning.”

“Hopefully, none of us will have to endure this much longer,” Leander said tentatively.

“Hopefully,” was the only response received.

“Sir Leonard, do you have an estimate as to when we might expect relief forces to arrive?”

“I cannot quite say, Your Majesty,” Leonard replied evasively.

“I understand it is hard to be certain,” Leander said, “but the men keep asking me. They know that Korndale was told to come to our aid, and they think that this,” he continued while thumping his chest with the royal emblem upon it, “means I know anything about war. I need to know what I can tell our soldiers.”

“Mobilisation can be a slow affair,” Leonard answered indecisively. “And then the march and surveying the situation. Who can tell?”

“You would be the most qualified person to make an assumption,” Leander said in an insisting manner. “Are we talking weeks, a month?”

The aged marshal had so far been staring out into the yard, but now he finally turned to look at his king. With a lengthy sigh, Leonard spoke after he had glanced around to see if anybody was within earshot. “You have proven your mettle, Your Majesty, so I will be honest with you, and perhaps you can better determine what to answer when that question is posed. The truth is I do not believe Korndale is coming to relieve us,” the marshal admitted in a low voice.

“What?” Leander exclaimed and quickly lowered his voice as well. “But they were ordered! King Adelard and their marshal, I was told they were ordered to relieve us!”

“By Sir Reynold, who is dead,” Leonard pointed out. “I do not think King Adelard will honour his commitment in this regard.”

“That is treason against the Alliance,” the king hissed. “Even I know as much.”

“The Alliance is enforced by the Megas Basileus,” the knight retorted. “There is no high king alive or a lord marshal for that matter. None can punish Korndale for this.”

“But there will be,” Leander argued. “If not now then later.”

“And if the new basileus is named Adelard?” the marshal questioned.

“I do not understand,” Leander frowned.

“Something Sir William said to me in counsel. King Adelard is a cautious man. His army is not large. Pitting it against the outlanders is dangerous. But Adalrik is embroiled in civil war, and he has a claim upon the Dragon Crown. If Korndale mobilises, it will be to march north and put himself on the throne of Adalrik, of Adalmearc. Then none can punish him for not coming to our aid.”

Leander sat stunned at this revelation for a moment. “But what are we fighting for?” he exclaimed. “Our men are dying while we wait for relief that will never arrive!”

“Every day the outlanders assault us this way, they lose hundreds of men,” Leonard said harshly.

“And our own die in equal measure!” it burst from Leander, and he stood up, burning with indignation.

“That is not all!” the marshal quickly declared, standing up as well and raising his hand in a gesture meant to calm Leander. “Once the outlanders take this city, they will have winter quarters. More than that, they will have a bridgehead for further incursions into Hæthiod and the rest of Adalmearc,” the marshal explained as swiftly and intently as he could while still keeping his voice down. “If we delay them long enough, perhaps we can prevent that they are able to launch any further campaigns before winter. We will buy the realms months’ worth of time.”

“Time for what?” Leander asked bitterly. “Adalrik is in chaos. There is no basileus to demand the other realms to aid us. If Korndale, who should fear the outlanders as much as us, will not help us, who will?”

“I cannot say,” the marshal admitted. “Your Majesty, for more than thirty years, I have been marshal of Hæthiod, combating the outlanders. I will carry out every military action that serves that purpose. If that will be enough, if we will be reinforced or at least vindicated, I leave in the hands of the gods, for my own cannot do more. Your Majesty,” the old warrior said with all his years resonating in his voice, “we all have a burden to bear. We can do no more, and we must do no less.”

Leander had been facing away as the marshal spoke, but at last, he turned to look at the knight. Finally, he nodded, giving his silent consent. Turning away, he walked with slow steps up the road towards the inner circles of Tothmor. Along with the rest of the city, there was nothing he could do but brace himself for the continuation of the siege.
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Each morning after Leander had departed to take up position at the walls, Theodora moved to the council chamber. On the tenth day of the siege, she was barely out of the royal wing when her steward approached her. “Philon,” she greeted him with a nod. “You are eager to see me this morning.”

“Your Majesty,” he answered with a bow and fell into pace next to her. “Count Argolis told me last night, but I did not wish to disturb you. He intends to proceed with laying claim to Sithonia on behalf of his eldest son.”

“He knows I am opposed to it,” Theodora said, her voice reverberating between anger and weariness. “I will not allow his son to rule two counties.”

“Alas, we have not been able to find any stronger chain of inheritance,” the steward said with regret. “If you forbid this, you cannot do so founded in law.”

“And Lykia will have another discontent nobleman on his side,” Theodora sighed. “Though if I forced my will, what could they do in retaliation? If they think Leander will take their side, they are sorely mistaken.”

“You are the queen,” Philon agreed, though he spoke hesitantly. “Still, it is unwise to antagonise your vassals, Your Majesty. Especially with the enemy at our doors.”

“Very well,” Theodora conceded, “we will work out a compromise. Suggest to the count Argolis that his second son is given the county, but on the condition that he forfeits all rights to his father’s lands instead.”

“I will convey your wishes,” Philon promised. “Though Count Leukas may consider it a breach of your promise to secure his sister’s son a landed title,” the steward pointed out.

“Maybe I will consider giving up Lakonia,” Theodora said contemplatively and stopped walking as the sound of low, mumbling voices reached them.

“Your Majesty?” Philon said questioningly.

“I will not have time to administrate the fief regardless,” Theodora continued to say, her voice trailing off. “Do you hear somebody speaking?” she asked, glancing towards some of the open doors in the corridor.

“The sisters moved several soldiers here yesterday,” the steward explained to her. “In the king’s former chambers, from the sounds of it.”

“Go on ahead without me,” Theodora told Philon. “Have my secretary draft the documents for Argolis should he agree.”

“As you command,” Philon said with a bow and left her alone in the corridor.

Theodora, in turn, entered the chamber that had once served as her husband’s personal quarters. None of his possessions remained except for the bed; instead, the room had been filled with many other beds of various materials. All of them were occupied by men in bandages. Their wounds all seemed of such severe nature that they were not able to stand.. “Water,” a soldier whispered. “Water. Water.” Turning towards him, Theodora saw that his eyes had been bandaged. Looking around, the queen saw a pitcher. She filled a tin cup and approached the man.

“I have water,” she said to alert him, and he turned his blindfolded face towards her. She placed one hand on his cheek to steady him and brought the cup to his lips, letting him drink.

“Thank you,” he said hoarsely, sinking back into his bed.

“You are welcome,” Theodora replied, looking around at the other injured men. One of them lay with his head wrapped in red-stained cloth. His eyes were open, but they stared with a glassy look into the empty air. “Are you thirsty?” Theodora asked, trying to gain his attention. He did not respond or even acknowledge that she had spoken to him.

A noise at the entrance made Theodora turn, and she saw a young priestess enter carrying bundles of fabric. Placing them on the table where the pitcher of water was, the norn noticed the other woman. “Oh!” she exclaimed and began straightening the folds of her red robe. “Your Majesty,” she quickly added, bowing deeply.

“Are you their caretaker?” Theodora asked. “He was thirsty. I gave him water,” she said with a gesture towards the blindfolded soldier.

“I am sorry, Your Majesty,” the priestess stuttered. “I had to tend to the others first and then get cloth to change their bandages, and –”

Theodora raised a hand to silence the flow of words. “No need to explain. I was only wondering. Do you have many soldiers in your care?”

“About fifty or so,” was the reply. “It was ten only three days ago, but they keep bringing more.”

“What is your name?” Theodora asked kindly.

“I am Sister Zoe,” the norn said, blushing and bowing slightly again.

“What were you coming here to do?”

“Here to check their dressings and replace them if necessary. Keep the wounds clean.”

“You do this every morning?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“It sounds like you could use a hand,” Theodora said, pulling her sleeves back.

The young norn stared at the queen in disbelief. “Your Majesty?”

“You will have to show me how it is done. We better be quick. I think my steward and scribe are waiting for me.”

“But,” Zoe stammered, “this is not suitable work for royal hands,” she claimed.

“Maybe not,” Theodora acknowledged, glancing down at her bare arms and hands. “But since they are the only pair I possess, they will have to do. Make haste.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Zoe swallowed, preparing the water and the cloth.

[image: ]


When Leander returned to the palace in the evening, he found it more occupied than usual. Every room seemed full to the brim with the wounded, and people in robes were everywhere, tending to them. Even the royal wing was thus in use, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he entered the bedchamber he shared with Theodora. As the door closed, the sounds of people moving, the whimpers of pain from the wounded, and the constant chatter taking place, all was dampened.

He drenched a cloth in a bowl of water and wiped it across his face, removing dirt, sweat, and dried blood. He was unbuckling his sword belt when Theodora entered the room and found him in that position. “You are home,” she smiled. “Still in one piece, it seems.”

“Indeed I am,” Leander said, returning her smile. “I think this is the first time I return before you do.”

“So much to do,” Theodora admitted with a shrug. “Not enough hours in the day. I may have to spend a few nights as well if this continues.”

“You have blood on your hands,” Leander interrupted with a frown. “Are you hurt?”

“It is not mine,” Theodora quickly explained. “It is from the soldiers.”

“The soldiers?” Leander exclaimed.

“I am helping the sibyls and lay brothers with the wounded,” Theodora elaborated. “There are too many for them to take care of on their own. I have assigned some of the palace servants as well, but it is still not enough,” she said and took Leander’s place by the washing bowl to clean her hands.

“Only more will come, I fear,” Leander muttered darkly. “The enemy has intensified their efforts. They are not giving us a moment’s respite.”

“My brave king,” Theodora smiled, moving to embrace him. “It cannot last forever. Sooner or later, the realms will relieve us,” she said as her arms wrapped around him.

“Indeed they will,” Leander smiled, returning the embrace. He disentangled himself from her, turned around, and began removing his armour before she could see his smile become hollow.
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Eleven days after the siege began, the outlanders still had no intentions of lessening the intensity of their assaults. Leander was constantly moving up and down the walls, followed by Hubert. Neither of them sheathed their swords while there was still daylight.

An attacker came against Leander, and they exchanged blows. The enemy attempted a clumsy thrust forward, and the king easily turned the outlander’s blade aside with his shield, retaliating and sinking his sword deep into his foe. The outlander stumbled backwards and fell to the side, crushing his head against the crenellations before falling to the ground. It made the cloth around his head come loose and fall apart, revealing his face to be smooth and youthful.

Only then could Leander see that his attire was not the same as that worn by the Anausa; he was not one of their trained company but simply a young conscript of some sort.

Reinforcements came to close the gap where the outlanders had spilled onto the wall, led by a warrior in a ragged Order surcoat. Although his looks heralded him to be from northern Adalmearc, dirt and grime made it less obvious, and his age appeared to be the same as the outlander whom Leander had slain. Hubert took position by the king once more, directing his attention to another section of the wall about to be assaulted; wiping his brow with the cool metal of his bracer, Leander nodded, and they moved towards the next point of engagement.
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On the morning of the twelfth day, Theodora woke as dawn’s first light entered the room. She rose from the bed, beginning to dress herself; her handmaiden had long since been dismissed to work with the norns instead. She had started to brush her hair when she realised that Leander was still sitting on the edge of the bed rather than putting on his armour. “Leander?” she said softly, walking around the bed to approach him. He was sitting with his hands on either side of his face, holding it up or covering it; only when she came close did Theodora see that Leander sat with his eyes wide open. It was as if he stared at some unseen horror rather than the blank wall. “Leander?” she repeated, cautiously extending a hand to touch his shoulder.

“I cannot go,” he whispered hoarsely. “No more. I am spent.”

She sat down next to him. “What is wrong?” she asked concerned, letting her hand slide over his back.

“I cannot anymore,” he simply repeated. When Theodora did not speak, he eventually continued. “The noise, smoke, screams, arrows and stones and swords. One man, his head was bashed in by a rock, sprayed blood all over me. Tasted like metal,” Leander explained, moving one hand to brush over his mouth as if the taste was still present. “And this soldier, he came running past me. Just as he did, an arrow struck his face. If he had been a moment sooner or a moment later, it would have struck me.”

“Oh, dearest,” Theodora said softly, soothingly, stroking his temple, but Leander continued as if she had not interrupted.

“I killed this boy yesterday. I have fought before, of course, but this – this was the first time that it was my sword that really sank deep. It was easy even for me. He knew nothing of fighting. It could very well have been me, cut down without hesitation by someone more skilled.” Theodora did not interrupt again but simply continued stroking his head as Leander spoke. “It seems like the flip of a coin each day whether I live or die. Who becomes another body on the pyre, and who gets to walk home. Like the gods are playing dice. You would think I was getting used to it, but I am not. Each day is more horrid than the last. If this continues,” Leander swallowed, “I will dissolve. Like ice under the sun, melting. Every part of me has melted away, Theodora,” he continued, finally turning to look at her. “I am just a walking suit of armour. Hollow, empty.”

“Hush now, dearest,” Theodora shushed him, placing one hand against the chest of his nightshirt. “Can you feel? Your heart is still beating. You are still alive,” she told him, her other hand caressing his cheek.

“It does not feel that way anymore,” he confessed.

“Leander, you have to go,” Theodora said softly while biting her lip. “The men know your coat of arms. If it is not seen, they will know and lose their courage.”

“The same way that I have lost mine?” he asked with a bitter tone of voice.

“Find it,” Theodora told him. “Or pretend. Whatever is necessary to do your duty. You must not disappoint the men.”

Hearing this, Leander was silent at first. “I know,” he answered at length. “If a soldier did not appear for duty, he would hang for desertion. I must go,” he said and took a deep breath. “I must go,” he repeated, standing up.

Leander walked over to his armour rack. Even from a distance, the smell of battle emanating from it permeated the room as a constant reminder of the siege. He put on the various pieces while Theodora watched him silently. Finally, only his helmet remained, which she stood with in her hands. Mustering a smile, he moved over to her and bowed his head down; she placed the helmet on his head and let her hands slide down to frame his face. She moved forward slightly and kissed him; he gave her a resigned look and left.

Theodora stood indecisively for a moment after Leander was gone before she composed herself and left. She went to one of the rooms filled with patients and found Zoe already busy tending to them. “I was briefly delayed,” Theodora remarked as she began undressing bandages from one of the wounded.

“It is not my place to make such judgements,” the norn said anxiously.

“It is mine, however,” Theodora said with a faint attempt of smiling that had little success. She was with the soldier whose eyes were bandaged; cleaning and drying the wounded area, she placed a new bandage around his head.

“Is it true,” the man suddenly croaked in his strained voice, “what the sister tells me? She claims you are the queen.”

“She is right,” Theodora confirmed as she finished tending to him. “Though it is of little consequence. Anybody in the palace could tend to your wounds.”

“Never thought I would feel a queen’s touch,” the man mumbled as he leaned back to rest.

Moving to the next, Theodora glanced at Zoe. She was feeding soup to the soldier with the head wound, whose eyes were always open with a glassy stare. He made no motion and did not stir but simply swallowed the liquid as it entered his mouth. “What has happened to him?”

“The elder sibyls say his mind has been hurt. It is sleeping even if his body is awake,” Zoe explained as she filled the spoon.

“Can nothing be done?” Theodora asked, turning her attention back towards the soldier presently in her care.

“Not unless he wakes by himself, no,” the acolyte replied. “But only the Weavers know the strands of his fate and if he ever will.”

“But still, you care for him. You keep him alive,” Theodora pondered.

“Such is our tenet,” Zoe explained. “Only the Raven Lady knows when life is at its end. Until then, it is our duty to preserve it by any means.” She continued on to the next patient.

“Your Majesty,” Philon suddenly appeared.

“I have told you that I will be with you as soon as I am done,” Theodora declared.

“I understand,” the steward replied, bowing his head, “but this should not be delayed. Count Larisa has discovered your intentions towards granting Lakonia to Count Leukas’ nephew. This has made Count Larisa furious, and he awaits your personal explanation as to why his shared ancestry towards Lakonia will thus be overlooked.”

“These men are badly hurt,” Theodora said sharply. “While defending this city, including the count Larisa. Do they not deserve I tend to their needs first?”

“Your Majesty,” the steward said patiently. “It is not I that you must convince but the count. I must caution you against letting your individual subjects take precedence over the realm as a whole.”

Eventually, Theodora let out a sigh. “Sister Zoe, I must ask you to finish for me,” she told the acolyte. “Tell Count Larisa I shall be with him momentarily,” she instructed Philon and began drying herself clean of blood.
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When Theodora had finished her meetings in the council chamber, she began walking back to her quarters. Before she reached her destination, Irene came from the opposite direction. Masking any emotions, Theodora simply continued, giving her aunt a brief nod and faint smile as they passed. “Theodora,” Irene said just as the queen passed by, making the young woman stop and turn to look at her. “I have heard a rumour you are personally aiding the norns in tending to the wounded.”

“For once, rumour has it true,” Theodora said, raising an eyebrow. “Do you wish to tell me you disapprove?”

“It is your decision,” Irene spoke casually. “It will make your courtiers think less of you, but the people will esteem you more highly. If you consider that a valuable trade, your decision has merit.”

“I had not thought along those lines,” Theodora replied politely, though she made a small step to increase the distance between them. “I weigh my decisions on a different scale.”

“Perhaps you should,” Irene retorted. “Others certainly will.”

“I am not in the same position as you, dear aunt,” Theodora countered. “I need not rule as you have.”

Irene stepped closer. “You may think so. Yet your husband was the son of mine,” the dowager queen pointed out. “Is it not amusing how fate seems to repeat itself? The same strands woven together, a wheel that turns and turns until it reaches its beginning.”

“Leander is not his father,” Theodora said defiantly. “I may not have known my uncle well, but all I am told confirms this.”

“I used to think so as well,” Irene told her niece. “Or rather, I hoped as much. You see, when a queen bears no children after many years of marriage, she is not thought well of. In fact, she is the subject of scorn at court,” Irene said, contempt audible in her own voice. “But at least I could cling to the doubt as to who could not have children. Was it I or Everard?”

“Then Leander was born,” Theodora said quietly.

“Then Leander was born,” Irene smiled sardonically. “For the first few years, I sowed doubt about his parentage. I investigated any possibility that somebody else was his father.” When Theodora did not speak, Irene continued. “And then a moment I will never forget. He was two or three years old and came walking down the hallway. He stopped as he saw me and cocked his head exactly like his father did when confronted with something confounding. And I could no longer pretend,” Irene said bitterly. “His eyes, his nose, his mannerisms. All of it exactly like Everard, yet none of his vitality, his courage, his stature.”

“You forget yourself,” Theodora interrupted sharply, “and of whom you speak and to whom you speak.”

“Of course,” Irene said, but she did not seem chastised; she merely gave another of her disdainful smiles. “Leander may be nothing like his father. I only wonder if that is for the best or for the worst.” Theodora did not answer but simply left without further words.

Despite the late hour, Theodora did not go to bed; she sat down at her desk, reading a lengthy document detailing an inheritance agreement. She only interrupted her reading to look towards the door on occasion. She was almost done, the candle nearly at the end of its life when heavy steps were finally heard. She stood up with a jolt, glancing towards the door; before she could move, it was opened, and Leander stepped through. He was in his usual worn condition with a weary look, but otherwise, he appeared unharmed. “There was a nightly assault,” Leander explained, removing his helmet and gloves. “The marshal guessed it. They left some of their screens close to the walls to hide their approach.”

“All is well now?” Theodora asked in a neutral voice, to which Leander made a reassuring gesture.

“Waited until they were almost under the walls and then threw torches down on the ground. Our archers had free range,” he told her, pulling his surcoat over his head. Theodora nodded as he explained and bit her lip; finally, she quickly closed the distance between them and hugged him through his armour.

“I thought something had happened,” she whispered. “I know they would inform me if that were the case, but even so. I kept thinking…” She did not elaborate further. Leander did not reply but simply returned her embrace. “It does not seem just that all I can do is wait.”

“Trust me, you would not wish to be down there. Nor would I wish you to be,” Leander assured her.

“I understand that,” Theodora told him. “But I am queen, and yet there is nothing I can do to protect you.”

“Let us not speak further on this,” Leander requested. “We should both rest.” They spent the remaining hours of the night chasing sleep.

[image: ]


On the fifteenth day of the siege, Leander stood as usual with the marshal and the count by his side atop the gatehouse. The outlanders were pushing their catapults out to get in range, and their Anausa infantry was separating along the archery screens, pushing them forward in preparation for new assaults. “Get ready for trouble,” Hubert muttered, checking the straps on his shield.

“They are not bringing one of the screens,” Leander said, frowning. In the distance, they saw one of the tall wicker constructions remain immobile while the rest were pushed forward.

“It cannot be the same trick as last night,” Hubert replied. “Too far away to be of any use.”

“Maybe it covers something else,” the marshal mumbled, mostly to himself. His eyes traced a line from the screen towards the city fortifications. “The tower,” he added. “They are mining the tower to our right.”

“Mining?” Leander asked, his frown deepening.

“Tunnelling,” the marshal explained. “Rather than start from within their stockade, they leave that screen in place to hide their work. Saves them a week of digging with that as their starting point.”

“A bit of guesswork, is it not?” the count of Esmarch muttered in his growling voice.

“If they consistently leave it in place for the next days, I would say that supports my suspicion,” Leonard answered.

“But should we not do something,” asked their king, “if they are digging a tunnel into the city?”

“Not into,” the marshal corrected him. “They will dig below the tower. There is more pressure on the foundation, and it is less uniform than the wall around. Once they have undermined the ground underneath the tower, they collapse their tunnel, and the tower falls as well.”

“All the more reason we must do something!” Leander exclaimed.

“This city is built on hard rock,” Hubert smiled. “If they think digging through the heath is tough, wait until they get close to the mountain. They will have to carve through solid stone.”

“Quite,” the marshal agreed. “The last hundred feet could take them weeks or months to get through. I would say we are quite safe from their mining attempts,” he explained with a satisfied smile.

“Oh,” Leander said, relieved. “So we can ignore it?”

“We can,” the marshal said, “but I think in a week or two, we will try and sabotage their efforts. Destroy it if possible.”

“But if it poses no threat…” Leander said, confused.

“Exactly. The longer they spend digging those mines, trusting in that strategy, the longer we will be safe. If we attack, regardless of whether we succeed, that will reinforce their belief that mining our walls is the best strategy,” Leonard told the young king.

“Subterfuge,” Hubert grinned. “Literally.”
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Regardless of whether the outlanders planned to tunnel below the walls, they did not abandon their direct assaults. Raising his shield, Leander readied himself to defend as the Anausa came up the wall yet again when a shape moved past him with effortless speed and dove into the outlanders. One by one, they fell to the precision of the newcomer’s blows, unable to retaliate. Leander watched with shock as the defender wove through his enemies and cut them down. It was exactly like seeing the count of Esmarch fight, except Leander was looking at a young man wearing a ragged Order surcoat. With him pushing from one side and Hubert from the other, as well as the remaining Mearcians on the wall, they quickly repelled the assault.

“I have seen you before,” Leander shouted over the noise of battle to the young Order soldier. “I did not realise the Order recruited their soldiers so young.”

“I am Baldwin of Hareik,” stated the young warrior, “squire to Sir William of Tothmor.”

“That certainly illuminates your prowess,” Leander replied, and they both knelt down behind the crenellations with their shields raised as the outlanders began shooting volleys of arrows at them. “You have my sympathies for your loss.”

“I have lost none,” Baldwin shook his head. “It is but a temporary separation.”

“I see,” Leander said hesitantly. “I was not aware it was considered likely that any of the knights escaped the battle.”

“My lord is Sir William,” Baldwin stated while an arrow embedded itself in his shield. “No man born in these times can defeat him.”

“Your confidence is inspiring if nothing else,” Leander acknowledged. “Has the marshal given you a specific posting?”

“He had more pressing matters weighing on him, I wager,” Baldwin replied. “I simply go where I might be of most use.”

“In that case, I suggest you stay by my side,” Leander grinned. “I would be glad of your company. You will fit perfectly alongside my other protector, Count Esmarch.” The boy’s eyes widened at hearing the name, and he nodded in acceptance of his new position.
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On the morning of the seventeenth day, Theodora stopped before she reached the chambers where she tended to the wounded. Two servants were carrying a body between them out of the chamber that had once belonged to Leander. Even from a distance, Theodora could recognise the man as the one with the head wound whose mind would not wake. As they carried him away for the pyres, Theodora walked forward once again and entered the chamber. “What happened?” she asked of Zoe.

“He was not breathing. When I came in this morning, I mean,” Zoe said. “He was cold. I think he simply stopped breathing sometime during the night.”

“I do not know why I kept thinking he would wake,” Theodora said with a weak voice. “For some reason, with all the care you gave him, I thought he would wake.”

“The raven came for his spirit,” Zoe said in a resigned voice. “He could do naught but obey.”

“But that is so unreasonable,” Theodora tried to argue. “We do all we can and for nothing? Are the gods so capricious?”

“Your Majesty,” Zoe said, shocked with a voice torn between admonishing a heretic statement and avoiding giving offence to the queen. “It is not our place to ask such questions.”

“There are many who would say it is not for a woman to rule,” Theodora said sharply. “I have long since abandoned such notions,” she declared and stormed out of the room. A short while passed before she finally returned and began cleaning wounds and changing bandages; she did so in silence with angry, quick motions rather than her usual tender movements and words of encouragement to the injured.

When the day ended and she returned to her bedchamber, Theodora could not find rest long enough to sit down; she paced back and forth, looking at papers and documents before pushing them away, removing her diadem and carelessly flinging it onto the table by her vanity mirror. Her angry energy was in stark contrast to Leander’s entry, which was made with weary steps. As he found his wife pacing around the room restlessly, he simply stood and stared until she noticed and returned his gaze. They both breathed deeply and gave each other an embrace, but neither found much sleep that night.
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The twentieth day of the siege came and went, but as night began to fall, the Mearcians did not retire from the walls as customary. Instead, a small band of them remained in the yard and made special preparations for their attire. Some of them exchanged their steel helmets for leather caps, while others covered theirs in cloth. Bracers, greaves, and other pieces of metal not hidden by their surcoat were likewise covered up. “What are they doing?” Leander asked quietly as he observed the men prepare thus.

“Making sure nothing is showing that might reflect light,” the marshal replied. Leander looked up at the moon, which was almost new and barely shone at all.

“They are not taking chances,” the king mumbled with raised eyebrows, watching as Hubert wound leather strips around the pommel of his sword. Neither Leander nor the marshal had even bothered trying to dissuade Hubert from leading the nightly raid.

“I should be going as well,” muttered Baldwin as he stood by Leander’s side.

“You have your task,” Hubert told the youth without looking up. “If I do not return, at least someone mildly skilled can protect my boy in my absence,” he said, gesturing in Leander’s direction. Several of the soldiers looked uneasy at witnessing their king being referred to in this manner, though Leander’s only reaction was a hopeless sigh.

“Perhaps you should restrict such terms to times of solitude,” the marshal said pointedly, although Hubert did not seem to listen.

Finally, the small group was prepared, and they all moved to the wall. A rope was tied around one of the crenellations, and one by one, the soldiers climbed down. Leander, Leonard, and Baldwin remained and walked up to the nearest tower, where several longbowmen also stood in reinforcement. They watched as best they could, but the lack of light and the meticulous preparations made it impossible to discern anything. As with the last sortie, the Mearcians left behind could do nothing but wait until something revealed itself.

When it finally did, the distance meant they could still not make much sense of it. “It seems to be in the right place,” the marshal mumbled, straining his old eyes. The sounds that reached them were too distant for their nature to be determined.

“In the event, you were right about the mining and the location,” Leander said pointedly. “I am still doubtful this was the right move. What if they end up abandoning their tunnels altogether and simply continue their direct assault?”

“Then they will continue to suffer losses while knowing that we struck out and destroyed their tunnels. A blow to morale,” the aged knight replied.

“Wound the enemy’s morale, my lord king,” Baldwin nodded sagely, “and half the battle is won.”

“Kill them, and the whole battle is won,” Leander said lightly, though neither the old nor the young Order warrior by his side found it amusing.

Things developed further beyond the walls. It was not far from the stockades erected by the outlanders, near where their archery screens had been left behind. Now, clashes of steel could clearly be heard, along with a death scream or two. A loud rumble akin to thunder erupted, except it came from the earth and not the sky.

Next, the sound of horse hooves could be heard by those with the sharpest hearing. “Their riders,” the marshal said tight-lipped, “they are going to ride our men down. Archers, get ready.”

“Where are we shooting, my lord?” asked one of them. He did so with good reason since the entire area within their range was completely black, and no movement could be detected.

“Wait,” Leonard ordered them, leaning forward as if the few inches recovered made him able to see his retreating men. Now and then, screams could be heard as the Zhayedan riders impaled one of the heathmen on their spears.

Finally, the Mearcians could see their own men approaching the wall, running towards the rope that would allow them back to safety. “Now,” bellowed the marshal, and all the archers upon the tower let loose. While the riders were in motion and thus difficult to hit, at least they were easier to spot due to the sound of their horses galloping across the field, and the red robes worn by the Zhayedan riders could narrowly be glimpsed. Eventually, the outlanders determined that the risk was not worth it and abandoned their pursuit, turning their horses around and out of range of the Hæthian longbowmen.

The king, the marshal, and the squire hurried down from the tower towards the returning men. A score and a half, as well as the count Esmarch, had left, and nearly a score returned. “Dangerous work,” Hubert said with a satisfied look, “but rewarding. Those black-hearted, red-frilled bastards were digging a tunnel. We collapsed it as thoroughly as we could.”

“Good work, my lord,” the marshal said in approval. “This will set them back many days.”

“Damn, this is thirsty work, though,” the count said, lamenting. “I could drink a barrel of ale.”

“No ale left in the city,” Leander said with a smile born of relief rather than jest. “And nothing new will be brewed until the siege ends. But maybe some wine can be dug up somewhere.”

“That would do,” Hubert nodded gravely as they descended from the battlements. “That will do.”

Crossing the yard, the men dispersed each to their homes. Leander, Leonard, Hubert, and Baldwin walked together up the road; two of them headed for the palace, and two of them headed for the Order tower. They had not left the yard before they were met by a youth wearing a red, feathered cap, rubbing his eyes. “Almost fell asleep,” Troy yawned.

“I told you to go on ahead without us,” Leander chastised him. “There was no need for you to wait up,” he said as Troy fell in place and walked with the group. They reached the gate separating the districts and had the guards open it for them.

“It didn’t feel right going home without you,” Troy shrugged. “And I suppose I was curious to see if this one finally met his match out there,” the troubadour added, motioning towards Hubert.

“No man is born who can best me in battle,” Hubert said triumphantly.

“Except –” Baldwin chirped, but he was quickly interrupted.

“Except Sir William, yes, yes, I know,” Hubert said sourly. “Hel’s arse, I trained that boy too well for my own good.” A few scattered laughs came in response as the king, the count, the marshal, the squire, and the bard walked up the mountain towards their beds.
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If the outlanders repaired their tunnels or abandoned their designs, the defenders were not certain; regardless, they continued storming the walls. The twenty-first day of the siege was replaced by the twenty-second, which in turn was superseded by the twenty-third, which soon lost its place to the twenty-fourth. On each day, hundreds died on both sides to arrows, swords, axes, and many other inventive ways that men could devise for the killing of other men.

As the twenty-fifth day of the siege dawned, nothing gave away that it would not simply continue the rhythm. Catapults and bowmen rained missiles down upon the defenders; crouching behind crenellations, Leander hid underneath his shield and waited out the storm while keeping watch for where he and his two protectors should move to engage the enemy. “That was odd,” Baldwin said with a frown; unlike most others, he had no qualms about peering over the walls while they were being hit with volleys despite the risk of exposing his face to being impaled by an arrow.

“Something stranger than you not having an arrowhead embedded in your nose?” Hubert bellowed, having on numerous occasions reproached Baldwin for his recklessness.

“Some of the outlanders, I swear, it looks like they are armed with mining picks,” Baldwin said with uncertainty in his voice.

“What?” exclaimed the marshal, risking himself to look over the walls.

“Straight ahead of us,” Baldwin pointed out. “Heading our way.”

“Good luck hacking your way through the walls,” Hubert snorted derisively.

“Not the walls,” the marshal mumbled, barely audible. “The gatehouse. The barricade,” it burst from him. “They want to pick through the barricade,” he yelled, suddenly standing up. “Prepare oil!” he shouted to the soldiers nearby.

“There is none left,” one of the soldiers stammered.

“Hel on a horse,” the marshal cursed, and he leapt down the stairs from the gatehouse, running down into the yard.

Bewildered and confused, Leander, Hubert, and Baldwin followed suit. “Sir Leonard, what is happening?” Leander asked.

“The mining picks, they are going to carve their way through the blockade!” the marshal explained, and he gestured towards the gatehouse. The opening where the gate had once stood was blocked by solid rocks; the materials used by defenders to fill up the breach in what seemed like an eternity ago.

“But that will take hours,” Leander argued.

“Still quicker than mining through underground,” the marshal argued as he ordered the nearby soldiers to assemble.

“Can we not replace it?” asked Hubert. “Drive them back, rebuild the barricade with more stone?”

“It is all spent on repairs,” Leonard said, shaking his head. “Quarry is outside the city. We cannot get any more.”

“Tear down some of the buildings,” Baldwin offered, motioning towards the nearby houses. “Use their materials.”

“They are made from timber and brick,” Hubert retorted. “Mining picks will tear through them quickly.”

“Another cavalry charge,” Leander suggested. “As before, drive them back as soon as they get through.”

“We ate the last horse three days ago,” the old knight said, emotion filtering through into his voice. “We are out of options.”

The marshal’s words hit like hammers as they sank in. “What do we do?” asked Leander, who was the first to recover.

“I and my men will hold them back as long as we can,” the marshal promised. “Lord Hubert, you have your duty to perform,” he told the count and walked over to the nearby group of Order soldiers. They were only a few scores, those who remained of the original city garrison past the battle of Sikyon. Their surcoats were little more than rags; the white, seven-pointed star was bloodied and grimed, if not outright torn to pieces.

“Lord Hubert, what does he mean?” Leander asked of him.

“I am your protector,” the count said. “We do not have long before they break through and storm into the city. The district walls are worth little defence, but they will buy us a few hours. It is time to retreat, boy.”

“Retreat where?” Leander said, still not understanding.

“The escape tunnels,” Hubert said quietly. “You have to get out of the city.”

“What?” exclaimed Leander. “I am to flee? Make a coward of myself?”

“At the first battle against the outlanders, the marshal signalled a retreat, and he saved what could be saved. It was the right choice. It allowed us to defend the city,” Hubert argued forcefully.

“Except all retreated,” Leander countered. “Not merely the marshal. All our men were brought back.”

“Not all,” Baldwin interceded. “The knights stayed and fought so the others could escape,” he pointed out while looking at Leander with his big eyes. “We must stay and fight so you can escape and fight another day,” he told the young king.

“If we are to continue the war,” Hubert insisted, “the king of Hæthiod must be free and not a prisoner.”

Leander let his eyes sweep over the area with the walls still being bombarded by the outlanders. Directly ahead was the gatehouse with the blocked entrance, which they were picking through. Priests and priestesses, lay brothers and volunteers, bringing wounded away to the upper district. “We fought so hard,” Leander mumbled. “How can we have lost?”

“Your Majesty,” Hubert said gravely, and Leander’s head turned sharply upon hearing the count’s unfamiliar use of the title. “The siege is lost. If you and the queen are taken prisoner, the whole realm is sure to follow. Do you believe the queen will flee the city while you remain here?”

“No,” Leander admitted hoarsely.

“You may flee for your own sake, for your people’s sake, or for the queen’s sake,” Hubert continued, speaking as quietly as he could while still being audible. “Regardless, it is the right thing to do. Should you feel the sting of cowardice, that is your burden to bear.”

“Find Troy,” Leander finally said. “I will not leave without him.”

“I cannot depart from your side, Your Majesty,” Hubert said in refusal.

“Baldwin,” Leander called out. The squire had left the king’s side to join the Order soldiers preparing for the inevitable breach and incursion of Anausa infantry; he returned, however, upon hearing Leander speak his name.

“Yes, my lord king?”

“Find Troy among the volunteers,” Leander instructed him, “and then I want both of you to make your way towards the palace immediately. No delay.”

“I shall convey your message,” Baldwin said with a nod. “As a soldier of the Order, my place is here when the enemy breaks through,” the squire argued, motioning towards where the other Order warriors had gathered under the marshal’s command.

“I will not see you dead,” Leander hissed. “If I cannot save any of them, I will save you! I am your king!”

“I am from Vidrevi,” Baldwin said with a joyless smile. “I am only beholden to the Order, my lord king. And it is not right that I should be spared whilst my brethren die in combat simply because I am acquainted with my lord king,” said the young warrior.

“Baldwin,” said the marshal, suddenly appearing. “As marshal of the Order, I command you to protect the king and ensure his safe departure from this city. Understood?”

“But my lord marshal –” Baldwin began to argue, but he was cut off.

“Understood?” Leonard roared.

“Yes, my lord,” Baldwin mumbled, dissatisfied.

“The Order will need knights of your calibre,” the marshal said quietly, placing a hand on Baldwin’s shoulder in a final gesture as he walked past the boy. He returned to his men standing in front of the barricade, which was slowly being dismantled from the other side.

“Baldwin,” Leander said, repeating his order, “find Troy and meet us in the royal wing. Troy will know where to go.”

“Yes,” the squire muttered, quickly departing.

The king gave a last look at the fortifications that they had held for so long, a last look at the men about to defend the yard and be overrun by the enemy. “Let us go,” he said quietly to Hubert, and the two men departed from the lower circle.

The marshal watched them leave before he turned to face the fortifications. Where the gate had once stood was now but a mass of stones heaped together, filling out the gap underneath the gatehouse. Two scores of men were gathered by the marshal’s side; all that remained of the Order forces in Tothmor. Some young, some old, but all of them were hardened veterans by now. On the walls and the closest towers were the last longbowmen still at the marshal’s disposal, ready to unleash their arrows and sell the city for the steepest price possible.

The marshal breathed heavily, holding his sword ready. He had been a knight for sixty-one years and a marshal in thirty of those. At last, the barricade began to crumble visibly. The remaining stones fell apart. It took another effort, and then the breach was wide enough for the Anausa to storm through. Raising his sword towards the enemy, Sir Leonard roared the battle cry of the Order and charged the enemy one last time.
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While the outlanders were digging through the barricade, Leander and Hubert hurried towards the palace. The city streets were almost deserted; the siege had crippled it, and all those not occupied in its defence were staying indoors. Only the few soldiers guarding the district gates watched their progress as the king and count ran as fast as their armour would allow. “How many Blades can you gather quickly?” asked Leander as they raced through the second circle.

“Most of them are scattered around the grounds, and some have been sent to reinforce the walls,” Hubert said, thinking out loud. “Maybe ten or so.”

“Get them to the royal wing, but get provisions first. We will have a long march ahead of us,” Leander ordered.

“As you say,” the old warrior acknowledged, and they separated after entering the first circle.

While Hubert went to gather his men, Leander marched straight to the council chamber. Many eyes turned as they recognised the king, but none dared question the reason for his presence. Reaching his destination, he found only the palace steward and the queen’s scribe at work. “Where is the queen?” Leander shouted with his remaining breath.

“Tending to the wounded,” the steward said anxiously. “Is something the matter, Your Majesty?” Leander did not reply but simply turned and sped away.

He walked down some of the hallways, gazing into every room while calling out her name. Every time, he was only met with confused looks from norns, servants, and lay brothers or the blank stares of the wounded in their delirium. He continued doing this room after room until the futility of his method became apparent; there were far too many halls, chambers, and corridors to search. “Where is the queen?” he demanded to know of a priestess. “Where are the patients she is caretaker for?”

“The royal wing,” the norn said with a frown. “She tends to them every morning.”

Leander did not waste another moment but left immediately, rushing towards the royal wing. Again, he went from room to room, shouting for her, but none to reply; those with the heaviest wounds were placed here, in many cases simply waiting to die, and there were barely any attendants. Finally, he reached what had been his own chamber, and he saw the young norn Zoe. “Where is the queen?” he all but yelled, and she nearly dropped the jar in her hands.

“She’s not here,” the priestess stammered. “She only helps me in the morning.”

“Where is she then?” Leander asked, breathing heavily and leaning against the doorframe; his furious energy was subsiding.

“I don’t know,” Zoe admitted with fright in her voice. “I have not seen her since morning.”

“The steward said she left to tend to the wounded,” Leander argued in a hoarse voice. “Are these not her patients?”

“Only in the morning,” Zoe reiterated. “If Her Majesty left to help, it would be elsewhere.”

“Where?” Leander roared with frustration.

“Maybe the west wing?” Zoe offered in a nervous voice. “That is where the physicians work. They always need help.” Leander turned without a word and ran westwards.

The smell of blood was fresh in the air in the western part of the palace. They were operating on soldiers struck by arrows in a way that the arrowhead could not easily be retrieved or removed, or those with crushed limbs that had to be amputated to save the rest of the body, and many other horrifying scenarios. Leander did not hesitate as he took in the gruesome sight, merely glancing over the halls as he passed through the wing. “Theodora!” he called again and again. When a young woman stopped cleaning a vicious-looking gash on a soldier’s stomach, she was hard to recognise. There was no diadem in her hair, which was not elegantly set either but simply tied back from her face. Her sleeves were pulled up, and there were bloodstains on not only her hands but her dress as well.

“Leander!” she exclaimed, “what is the matter? Why are you here?”

“Come with me,” he urged her, beckoning towards the door.

“I am occupied,” she replied with a gesture towards the soldier whose wound she was cleansing.

“One of the sisters will finish for you,” Leander told her and motioned for one of the norns to take over. He grabbed hold of Theodora’s arm and pulled her with him out of the hall.

“Leander, you are frightening me. What is the matter?” Theodora demanded to know.

Leander lessened his pace and slackened his hold on her arm as they walked towards the royal wing with less speed. “We have to leave,” he muttered quietly, “through the siege tunnels.”

“What?” Theodora came to an abrupt halt.

“The outlanders are breaking through if they have not already,” Leander explained, still keeping his voice hushed. “We have very little time before they breach the district walls as well, and we must escape.”

“I cannot leave,” Theodora protested. “Think of all the people here who will be left behind.”

“I had the same reaction as you,” Leander said impatiently, “and I had to concede as well. We are wasting time.”

“No!” Theodora exclaimed, refusing to walk further. “I alone choose where I go, and you may not decide on my behalf,” she said forcefully, staring intently at him with furious eyes.

Leander stopped as well and turned to look at her. “I understand. You want to stay because you cannot bear to abandon your people,” he spoke, gesturing to the people lying wounded in the rooms surrounding them. “Because you think they will despise you for running, they will think you chose to save yourself and that you left them to their fate.” Theodora had opened her mouth to formulate some form of reply, but she closed her lips again without speaking.

Leander continued. “That is exactly how I thought. It has taken every ounce of strength for me to fight every day on the walls, to prove I am not a coward. And in one moment, I undid all of that by coming here while our soldiers are preparing to die in the final defence of this city,” Leander said, his voice growing quieter and yet more insisting as he stepped close to her. “But if you and I are captured, we will be puppets to the outlanders. We will be chess pieces in their subjugation of our home. We must escape to continue the fight. We must suffer the blow to our pride that we may free our people when the time comes.”

Leander stared into Theodora’s eyes, and each word he spoke had the effect of a slap to her face. She could not bear his gaze and turned, staring at the many wounded soldiers and those who tirelessly worked to cure and alleviate their ills. “But I am their queen,” she said weakly. “How can I abandon my people?”

“Because there are thousands upon thousands in this realm,” Leander said, taking hold of her hand. “They are all our people, and they need us to be strong. To make the difficult choice.” Theodora’s eyes and attention were upon the quiet moans and pangs of suffering, the men slowly bleeding through their bandages, the norns and lay brothers feeding their wards and wiping their foreheads clear of fever sweat. “Please, my heart, please,” Leander urged Theodora, placing her hand against his torso. “We must go.”

She finally turned, and with dazed eyes, she looked at his hand covering hers. “Am I truly your heart?” she asked with a vulnerable voice, lifting her gaze to meet his.

“Always,” Leander promised her. “But it will break if we do not leave. For your sake, for mine, for the realm’s. We must leave.” Theodora swallowed, and she bit her lip, but finally, she nodded in consent.

The pair swiftly marched through the palace until they reached the royal wing. “I cannot leave without my mother,” Theodora said as they walked quickly. “That I will not concede to.”

“I would not wish otherwise,” Leander nodded. “I suppose,” he said hesitantly, “we should bring my mother as well. And,” he finally added with further reluctance as they approached their bedchamber, “your aunt. Both her and my mother could be valuable hostages.”

“You,” Theodora said to the guard who patrolled the corridor in the royal wing. “Bring the ladies Beatrice, Diane, and Irene to my personal chamber. All three of them, now, no time to waste.” The Blade gave the queen a bow and departed without a word.

Once inside the chamber, both the king and queen looked towards the large bed that they shared. “I have never actually been in the tunnels,” Theodora admitted.

“Me neither,” Leander added. “Let us hope we were not deceived.” With a joint effort, they pushed the bed aside. It was surprisingly light and not difficult to remove; apparently, it was not a massive construction but hollow. Then they pulled away the rug on which the bed normally rested, revealing the wooden planks of the floor beneath.

Leander took a few probing steps onto the planks, stomping on them; the ensuing sounds revealed that a small area was empty underneath the floor. Taking his dagger, Leander stuck it in between the planks and loosened one of them; it willingly gave away so it might be removed. With one gone, Leander stuck his hand down and removed the others. “At least the tunnel is there,” Leander remarked.

“Hopefully, it leads where we want,” Theodora replied. She went through certain drawers, retrieving heirloom jewellery, the official seal of the kingdom, and other such valuables of particular importance.

“We will need candles, light,” Leander said aloud. “There must be a tinderbox somewhere. I will go and find some fire,” he declared and quickly departed.

Having gathered everything irreplaceable, Theodora looked around until she found a shawl. She dumped everything into it, gathered the corners of the shawl, and tied a ribbon around it, creating an improvised bag. After that, she found a cloak for herself and put it on. Suddenly she heard footsteps outside the door, and she froze until it opened, revealing her mother and aunt.

“Theodora!” exclaimed Irene, “what is the meaning of this? Why have you summoned us in this manner?”

“Irene,” Beatrice said softly, stepping inside with her eyes upon the revealed escape tunnel. “Look.”

“Ah,” Irene merely replied.

Beatrice stepped over and took her daughter’s hands. “Has it really come to this?”

“Leander believes so,” Theodora nodded. “We have to leave.”

“Like this?” Irene exclaimed. “Do you know where that path will take us? Where we go next?”

“No,” Theodora admitted hesitantly, “but I am sure Leander has a plan of some sort.”

“Glad you are confident, at least,” Irene snorted. Before more could be said, the guard returned with Diane. “Her as well?” Irene scoffed.

“She is the king’s mother and potential leverage against him,” Theodora explained with exasperation.

“Leverage? What is going on? This brute would not tell me anything,” Diane said in a huff, motioning towards the Blade who had accompanied her.

“The city is on the verge of being overrun,” Beatrice explained and pointed towards the hatch in the floor. “We have to flee.”

“There is a tunnel in the royal bedchamber?” Diane exclaimed with wide eyes.

“You did not know?” Irene said with a triumphant voice. “I suppose you would not, considering you are not a member of the family.”

Further replies were interrupted by Leander’s return. “Incredible how difficult it was to find a tinderbox, let alone light a candle,” he complained, arriving with a lit candle in one hand and a few unused torches in the other. “I have newfound respect for the servants who do this every morning.”

“Are we supposed to eat the candles as well?” Irene asked with a sneer. “Or what did you intend for when we come out of the mountain and find ourselves on the heath?”

“Irene,” Leander said curtly, “shut up or be left behind.” Irene’s mouth flew open in shock, but she seemed unable to formulate a reply.

Next to arrive were two young men; one was clad as a warrior, and the other was carrying a lute. “Pardon our lateness,” Baldwin said, gasping for air; both he and Troy appeared out of breath. “This one would not come here unless we got his instrument.”

“You have your weapon. I have mine,” Troy said, trying to accompany it with a shrug; his state of exertion kept him from completing any kind of motion other than panting, however.

“This?” Diane said with raised eyebrows. “You are bringing a bard and a boy in armour as well?”

“I am Baldwin of Hareik,” the squire said fiercely, “squire of the Order and defender of the Seven Realms. I do not know you, my lady, but you will speak with the courtesy that every Order soldier is deserving of.”

“You will let him speak to your own mother this way?” Diane said, stunned.

“I like him more than you, Mother, so yes,” Leander said dryly.

“You are still a traitor to the Crown,” Theodora said coldly to Diane. “Do not mistake my acceptance of your presence for a pardon. Only your kinship with my husband is saving you from the axe.” With Diane silenced, the queen turned to Leander. “We will need food and water for the journey,” she said to him.

Leander turned his head upon hearing numerous approaching footsteps. “I believe your answer is arriving.”

The room became crowded as Hubert arrived along with nearly a dozen of his Blades, most of them carrying supplies and bags with provisions. “Are we ready?” asked the count.

“I believe so,” Leander nodded and gave the torches away before he lit them with the candle.

“Allow me to step first,” Hubert suggested, “in case the path is unsafe. We should lock the chamber behind us, probably, delay discovery of our flight.”

“No need,” said one of the Blades as he stepped forward. “I will stay behind.”

“Glaukos?” Hubert said questioningly.

“Pursuit like this will be easy,” the guard explained, pointing towards the open hatch with the rug and bed pushed aside. “I will put things in order and mask your escape. With fortune on our side, they will never know how you left.”

“Glaukos,” Hubert said in a thick voice, “you make an old man proud and sad at the same time.”

“You have our gratitude,” Theodora said, to which Leander nodded in assent.

“Shall we go?” Diane asked impatiently, earning her a few looks, but Hubert did as suggested and quickly stepped down the stairs into the waiting darkness.
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The tunnel was short and narrow, and for a long while, it only allowed passage of one person at a time. None spoke but only stared at the back of the person straight ahead; that was all they could see in the dim light of the few torches spread among the people of the procession. The smoke they emitted had nowhere to escape and made most eyes water, and there was constant coughing to be heard. Any sense of time was lost, with nothing to act as markers except for the increasing weariness from walking on uneven terrain.

Eventually, the tunnel widened enough to allow two people to walk side by side; it seemed to be a naturally occurring cave, which the ancient heathmen had simply connected with the palace on the south side of Mount Tothmor through an artificial tunnel. The passageway not only got wider but also taller, allowing the smoke more room to disperse and to float higher, and most took relieved breaths.

Theodora walked in the centre of the group, and by chance, Baldwin was in front of her. When the tunnel width allowed it, she increased her pace slightly to reach his side. “If I heard correctly, you are Baldwin?” she asked of him, striking up conversation. “The king mentioned you as one who had joined him and Count Esmarch in the defence, though he gave no further details.”

“Baldwin of Hareik at my lady queen’s service,” the squire nodded.

“Vidrevi,” Theodora said contemplatively, “you are a forester. What great distance you have travelled to fight here.”

“I go where I am sent,” Baldwin said with calm in his voice. “The Order sent all its available knights here, which included their squires and sergeants.”

“Even so, you have crossed all of Adalmearc to be here,” Theodora said. “You do not feel any longing having exchanged the great forests with our heaths?”

“There was nothing of particular import that kept in Hareik,” Baldwin said. “My father’s name is not mine to speak,” he added after a moment’s hesitation.

“Same as the king,” Theodora smiled, although the darkness made it difficult to see. “Though he has never let such weigh him down.”

“Nor have I,” Baldwin said. “I was given to the Order, and the Order gave me what I needed. Any man can bear the spurs with honour, regardless of his origin. That is why it has my loyalty.”

“That is a noble sentiment to have,” Theodora commented in a light tone.

“Nothing remarkable,” Baldwin replied casually, “when compared to my lady queen. Becoming queen regnant at such a young age is surely a testament to my lady queen’s character.”

“You are familiar with the history of the Hæthian court?” Theodora asked, surprised.

“I am squire to Sir William,” Baldwin explained. “He has at times spoken of his youth in Tothmor.”

“I see,” Theodora said slowly. “You sound as if you do not expect he has perished in battle.”

“I do not,” Baldwin confirmed.

“I am not well-versed in military matters,” Theodora admitted hesitantly, “so I cannot pass judgement.”

“Oh no, it is most likely that the knights fell upon the field,” Baldwin acknowledged with a shrug. “But if any could extricate them, it would be Sir William. He is the epitome of knighthood, my lady queen. Only his honour is stronger than his sword. I will not believe him dead unless I see his body with my own eyes.”

“I wish I had your strength of convictions,” Theodora said quietly, “in all things.”

“You are a monarch, my lady queen. I am a squire. Ruler and servant. What is necessary for a servant may be useless to a ruler. It is my understanding that my lady queen has shown great wisdom in all respects.”

“Baldwin,” Theodora said light-heartedly, “I see why the king enjoys your company.”

While Theodora was engaged in conversation with Baldwin, her husband had moved to the front of the small group. “How long do you think before we are out of the mountain?” Leander asked of Hubert.

“Maybe a day’s march, maybe half,” Hubert suggested. “Hard to say. None of us know how far the path extends.”

“We may have to take rest soon,” Leander told him. “We probably cannot take the whole march in one stretch.”

“As you say,” Hubert accepted with his focus on the darkness ahead of him, which his torch valiantly did its best to dispel. The tunnel narrowed slightly again, and Leander could not walk side by side with the count but had to remain behind him. This meant he could not see Hubert’s expression, and his next words were spoken with hesitation.

“I did not think of it while we were hastening to escape the palace,” Leander began a lengthy explanation. “I had Theodora’s mother and aunt brought and mine own, so they would not be made captives. Yet, in my haste, I did not think of the family members of others. Such as yourself, Lord Hubert,” Leander finished, sounding slightly anxious. He could only stare at the back of Hubert’s head, but the count did not seem to flinch.

“If you are referring to my son in the dungeons,” Hubert said calmly, “you need not fret, boy. His actions brought him there. Responsibility falls on his shoulders. Not mine or yours.”

“Have you been to see him? Since everything that has happened,” Leander asked, unable to elaborate properly.

“Once,” Hubert said. “Before the siege began. After, I never felt like I had time.”

“I see. I will not pry,” Leander simply said.

“Pry all you want, boy,” Hubert growled. “We did not speak much in any case. He has violated all that I stand for.”

“Still, I would understand if this grieves you. The loss of your only son,” Leander explained haltingly.

“I have many sons,” Hubert interjected.

“I thought –” Leander said, confused without finishing his thought.

“Some were given to me when they were four, some when they were seven, some when they were nearly adults. But regardless of the age at which they entered my tutelage, I have many sons. Certainly, it is displeasing that one of them should have fallen astray,” Hubert said; his voice was now entirely neutral, and still, Leander could not see in the darkness what expression was upon the count’s face. “But there are others of whom I am proud. And some of my sons are with me at this very moment. You need not think further on the matter, boy,” Hubert reassured the king.

“If you say so,” Leander mumbled with an uncertain voice.

“The passage expands up ahead,” Hubert uttered with a throw of his head in forward direction. “I think we can take a short rest in a moment,” the count declared and said nothing further.
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Except for one of the Blades who brought up the rear, the three elderly ladies of the court took up the last positions of the procession. Irene, Beatrice, and Diane as the last. Neither their shoes nor their clothes had ever been intended for lengthy journeys on foot, and the consequences could be felt. All three of them sank to the floor with relieved sighs as a halt was announced. “We could all use some water,” Hubert mentioned, and some of the Blades opened their packs and distributed some flasks for people to drink from. “I will scout ahead, see if the opening is near,” the count continued and walked on ahead with Leander for company.

Theodora and Baldwin sat down, continuing their conversation while Troy, after slackening his thirst, tested the condition of his lute and played a few simple tunes. This drew the attention of most of the Blades, who sat down nearby to listen. In this manner, most members of the group distracted themselves from the situation.

“My feet,” Diane complained, investigating damage done to her shoes. “I was not meant for such ordeals.”

“You prefer to be lying on your back, I imagine,” Irene said acerbically.

“We are all hurting,” Beatrice tried to interject but to no avail.

“At least there are some who would find such a situation involving me appealing,” Diane retorted.

“Now, now,” Beatrice attempted once more. “There is no need –”

“You should have stuck to that singular skill,” Irene sneered. “It did not go so well for you when you tried branching out.”

“Oh, spare me!” Diane exclaimed. “You may have succeeded in your schemes for a while, but my son is king now, whereas you have nothing but the past to cling to.”

“How dare you,” Irene spat. “As if any of that is your doing. The only thing you have come close to achieving is your son’s execution. Be thankful that neither the queen nor I desired that.” The heated exchange could no longer be ignored by the other members of the travelling party, and Theodora looked as if about to speak. She was pre-empted by her mother.

“Oh gods above!” came an outburst from Beatrice. “The two of you! Irene, I have watched you manipulate my daughter for twelve years and tolerated it because I thought it necessary, holding my tongue, however distasteful and loathsome it was. And Diane, since he was born, you have used your own son as a pawn in your petty schemes until you finally stepped up into full-blown treason. Understand this. It is over! We are fleeing court,” Beatrice said with a clenched jaw while her hands curled into fists.

She was not done, however, and continued speaking. “Irene, you are not the dowager queen. Diane, you are not the king’s mother. You are two old women bickering like children while we are running for our lives. If either of you breathes one more word, I will have the guards cut out both your tongues. And if the guards refuse,” Beatrice finished her invective while sending incensed looks to both women, “I will take a knife and do it myself. Now be quiet!” she exclaimed, standing up and leaving everyone staring at her in stunned silence. “Shall we continue? I believe we are rested. My feet no longer hurt,” she said, directed at Theodora. The queen nodded without speaking, and everybody slowly got up as they gathered their wits. As the last two, Diane and Irene joined the others in continuing down the route where Leander and Hubert had gone ahead.

[image: ]


The small group walked about an hour when they came across Leander heading towards them. “Our exit is just ahead,” he said to Theodora as they reached each other, and he turned around to walk beside her in that direction. “We will be out soon. Is everybody still in good spirits?”

“There was some tension,” Theodora said, “but my mother handled it.”

“She always did have a calming influence,” Leander remarked without seeing the expression his words caused to appear on Theodora’s face.

“Where is Lord Hubert?” the queen asked.

“We scouted the surroundings for a while,” Leander explained. “He is still in the vicinity, searching for any presence of outlanders.”

“Is that likely?” Theodora asked, concerned.

“As best we could determine, we are northwest of the city and probably due north of the enemy camp. Not with as great a distance between them as we could have wanted,” Leander admitted. “We should head straight north along the mountain rather than go west and cross the heath.”

“Because we are easily spotted on flat terrain,” Theodora said in understanding. “That makes sense. North and then west once we are beyond enemy reach.”

“The question will be what to do afterwards,” Leander said slowly. “Even if we reach Adalrik, last we heard, the jarls were battling each other. We will not find reinforcements there, perhaps not even a safe haven.”

“We will go south to Korndale,” Theodora said tight-lipped. “My cousin can explain to me in person why he failed to aid us.”

Soon after, they reached the end of the caves and entered the light. The sun was still some distance from the horizon; it was just the time for the first evening bell to have rung if they had still been back in Tothmor. There would be no tolling of bells in the city this evening, however. The small group of nobles and soldiers took another break, enjoying the sunlight and the fresh air.

It did not last long before Hubert returned. “I saw no sign of the enemy,” he said, “but that is no promise they are absent. We should stick to the mountain and keep walking while we have daylight to see. Put as much distance between us and them, just in case they have discovered the tunnels and are in pursuit,” he suggested.

“As you say, Lord Hubert. You may lead on,” Theodora commanded. The count inclined his head briefly, and the rest of the party rose to follow him north.
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Their speed was slow as the terrain was rocky and uneven; the tunnels had to some extent, been man-made and thus more even, but this area was desolate and not meant for travels. As always, Hubert was in the lead with the king and queen close behind him and the Blades scattered across the group, keeping a watchful eye.

They had not been walking for long when one of the guards called out. “Your Majesties,” he said loudly and pointed west. “Look!” Over the open heath and against the horizon could be seen the shape of a rider. The distance was so great they could see nothing but the black form of a man mounted on a horse, and presumably, he could see nothing more of them, only small shapes on foot against the mountainside; such would be enough, however. The rider turned his horse and departed swiftly from the reach of their vision.

“Pick up the pace,” said Hubert. “We walk through the night, lose them in the dark.” A few sighs born either out of fear or exasperation could be heard, but none complained. They increased their speed and continued walking north along Mount Tothmor.

The sun was slowly sinking on the horizon; it was still summer, even if late in the season. Several members of the small procession kept glancing west, scouting for riders as well as measuring the remainder of the sun’s journey. The shadows grew long, and they might have breathed more easily if they were not so exhausted; then, their fears materialised on the horizon.

A pack of riders numbering around twenty appeared, their direction clear; it was east, headed straight for the small band. “Faster!” Hubert commanded, and several of the Blades took hold of the elderly ladies’ arms to help them keep their balance and to walk swifter.

A quarter of an hour passed in anxious silence except for the sound of boots hitting ground. Finally, Hubert raised a hand to signal they would stop. “They are too swift,” he admitted, crouching and leaning on his knees as he gasped for air. “They will reach us before nightfall.”

“We will have to fight,” Leander said in acknowledgement, and the count gave a faint nod.

“Give me a weapon,” Theodora told her husband in between deep breaths.

“Let the Blades handle the fight,” Leander replied, equally short on air. “Them and the count and me. Not you.”

“I will,” Theodora consented, “but I will not stand here defenceless. Your knife, at least.”

Leander did not argue but handed her his knife. He stepped close and embraced her tightly, not letting go. “Whatever happens –” he said without conclusion.

“I know,” Theodora replied, not letting go either.

Hubert’s eyes glanced over the group. About ten Blades, Baldwin, Leander, and himself. All of them armed only with swords, as they had not brought shields or spears with them, facing twice as many riders. He was an old and experienced warrior and knew how weapons, horses, and terrain mattered in the calculations of war; there was only one possible outcome. “We need more defensive grounds,” he told his Blades.

“The area breaks more over there, milord,” said one of them. “That will slow the speed of their horses.”

“We need those unarmed kept back,” Hubert considered.

“There,” another Blade pointed out. “The cliff cuts into the mountainside. We cover the entrance.”

“It is wide,” Hubert said doubtingly.

“Better than being vulnerable from all sides,” argued a third.

“Very well,” Hubert agreed. “Help the ladies. We make our stand there.”

There was brief commotion as the group broke up and began moving as directed, but then Baldwin suddenly ran forward several steps and stared towards the band of approaching riders. “Something odd,” he said as he strained his eyes.

“Baldwin, you have your position!” Hubert growled.

“Their coats,” Baldwin said, undeterred. The riders were now so close that details of their appearance could be discerned. “They are not red. They look – black!” he exclaimed, nearly shouting the last word. “The star,” he said in repetition, “the star! I see him, I see him!” he yelled and caught all by surprise as he sprinted forward towards the group of riders. He did not do so with a brandished sword but with arms raised above his head, waving wildly. The rest of the group stood amazed, unable to interpret this new development. Their expressions turned into pure astonishment as the rider in front stopped his horse just shy of Baldwin, dismounted, and embraced the squire.

“I will be Hel’s whore,” Hubert cursed. “That boy was right. He will be insufferable to listen to now.”

“Right?” Leander asked in utter confusion. “What about?”

“No man stronger in battle,” Hubert muttered. “Did not calculate that,” he added, but his gruff exterior could not remain, and finally, it cracked into a grin. “Do you not recognise their surcoats yet? Those are Order knights, and I will bet my title that the knight with Baldwin is Sir William.”
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The riders closed the final distance between the royal retinue and themselves at a more leisurely pace, William and Baldwin walking together. The squire wore a blissful expression, while William’s was neutral. “Your Majesty,” he said, inclining his head towards Theodora.

“Sir William,” she replied courteously. “It would seem your reputation is well-earned.”

“We were fortunate in the battle. Once we had delayed the enemy’s pursuit of our comrades, we were able to pull away and make our own retreat. Unfortunately, it was forced into a different direction, and thus we were unable to re-join you in defence of the city.”

“You have been out on the moors ever since?” Leander asked, impressed.

“Along with more than three hundred knights,” William nodded. There were audible sighs of relief from several of those present upon hearing that such a number of the Order’s elite warriors had survived the battle. “We have split into smaller divisions to harass and observe the enemy as best possible. One of my own company spotted you, and we thought you were an outlander patrol.”

“We are blessed that you have kept such watch,” Theodora told the knight. “Without you, this area might have been crawling with them and our escape far more doubtful.”

“We did as we should,” William simply said. “But I presume the city has fallen? You fled through the escape tunnels?”

“Oh, so I should presume these tunnels are common knowledge to everyone but me,” Diane complained, though none paid her heed.

“It has,” Leander said with a thick voice, answering William. “We defended it as best we could, but we could not last. They were relentless, exhausting all our defences.”

“I am glad to see you were able to avoid capture or death,” William said, glancing at Hubert and Baldwin. “The marshal?”

“Sir Leonard led the final stand,” Hubert said, his voice almost neutral. “His honour has been made immortal.”

William was silent for a moment at these tidings. “I did not know him well, but he was my marshal when I first trained in the Order. His honour, as you say, will not be forgotten.”

“We will forget nothing,” Theodora said with a strong voice. “We will return to retake what is ours.”

“Indeed, Your Majesty. There is little more for my men to achieve at present,” William said, nodding again. “With Tothmor gone, the enemy will overrun the rest of Hæthiod easily. We will retreat alongside Your Majesty,” he said and gestured towards Theodora, “and my knights can be the spearhead of a new army when we return.”

“I agree with your plan, boy,” Hubert said. “Though surely the rest of the realm will not be overrun so quickly. The outlanders must have lost thousands in their assaults upon Tothmor.”

“No doubt,” William agreed, “but they have received reinforcements. Another army, although much smaller than the first, has crossed the Langstan. I suspect they will besiege the southern counties next. None of the cities has the defences Tothmor has. It will take them a few weeks at most.”

“Another army?” Leander intervened. “Did you say the outlanders have sent another army?”

“More like reinforcements,” William corrected. “Probably, their supply lines did not allow them to join the initial invasion. But yes, my men have seen it with their own eyes, and presumably more were to arrive before we had to withdraw our scouts. I would not be surprised if there are twenty thousand outlanders spread out over Hæthiod.” Silence followed as this number sank in. “Forgive me, you wear the royal arms of Hæthiod, but I do not recognise you,” William spoke to Leander.

“Sir William, this is my husband, Leander, king of Hæthiod,” Theodora introduced, taking hold of Leander’s arm. She still held Leander’s knife in her other hand but finally relaxed her hold and returned it to her husband.

“Probably other titles in there as well, but it gets unwieldy fast,” Leander said lightly. “Leander will do.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” William replied, inclining his head.

“Twenty thousand!” Hubert suddenly exclaimed. “Are you certain?”

“It is an estimate,” William said with a shrug. “Based on their initial numbers, what we presume they lost at the battle and afterwards taking the city, and then added what we have seen of reinforcements. More are on their way,” the knight said ominously. “Train after train of supplies. They have an arrow for every man, woman, and child in the Seven Realms. This is not merely an invasion of Hæthiod. I cannot think otherwise than that they have designs upon all of Adalmearc.”

Once again, none knew what to say when faced with this revelation. At length, William spoke again. “It is almost night,” he said, grabbing the reins of his horse. “I will send some of the men to gather the others. The rest of us should continue marching. With the city in their hands, we must expect the outlanders to send patrols in force to take control of the surroundings.”

“Of course,” Theodora accepted. “Let us continue.”

“Those weary can borrow our horses,” William offered, and while some of the knights rode west to bring word, the others dismounted and gave their steeds to the worn members of the queen’s retinue. When all were ready, the band, with its new members, continued on a journey leading north and west towards Korndale and war-torn Adalrik.
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After the jarl of Isarn’s uprising, a period of violence in Middanhal followed. With the city guard being killed or kept back inside the Citadel, chaos ruled the streets. The jarl himself had returned north to his lands in order to finish the muster of all his soldiers. Most of their forces already assembled had departed with Eumund south, leaving only a small garrison of Isarn soldiers to guard the city and its streets, and many of them were spent encircling the Citadel and keeping watch against the remaining Order soldiers. Thus, it took the Isarn forces many days to restore control of the city.

In the meantime, old enmities were revisited and scores were settled, in particular by northern nobles against southern. This was often done with the presumption that the jarl Isarn would not punish such an act once he returned to the capital, nor would or could his son and heir, Isenwald, who for the time being ruled Middanhal in the jarl’s name.

With blood being shed in the holy city of Adalmearc, many looked towards the Temple. Its great doors still stood open, and it remained guarded by the Templar knights; these warriors did not venture forth, however, but remained within the boundaries of the sanctuary. Some of the priesthoods, in particular the norns and their lay brothers who were responsible for tending to the sick and injured, could be found on the streets attempting to aid those wounded in the clashes, but there was little they could do amidst the chaos. Furthermore, in the confusion, sometimes even their robes did not protect them from falling victim as well.

Within the halls of the Temple, there was also bewilderment. Each of the six priesthoods had their own living quarters and their own high priest or priestess, but they shared and mingled freely in the rest of the great domain that made up the Temple complex. There were thus constant discussions back and forth, as each priesthood had its own reaction towards the uprising.

The whiterobes were strongly in favour of grabbing their hammers, all to a man, going out onto the streets, using their favoured instruments on everybody with a weapon, and letting the gods decide the rest. Being very few in numbers, however, they showed unusual restraint and had so far restricted themselves to merely considering the idea.

The greenrobes, also few in numbers, were mostly worried about the waterways and aqueducts that supplied the Temple and its gardens with water. They argued in favour of sending the Templars out to safeguard the constructions that diverted part of the river into the Temple reservoirs; the geolrobes supported this. The blackrobes were divided; nominally speaking, the Temple was their institution above all, and they were by far the most numerous of the six priesthoods in Middanhal. Some of them felt as the whiterobes did, while others, more peacefully inclined, wanted to close the Temple doors and wait it all out. Their high priest seemed undecided and had not spoken for or against any of the suggestions.

Regardless, although the blackrobes were strongest represented, they were only one out of the priesthoods, and the high priest of Rihimil could not speak nor command the other orders. There was only one person with the authority to do so, wearing an unadorned robe of grey hue, who so far had been silent. Like all the others in the Temple, this grey-robed priest lived in a simple cell; while the other priesthoods had their assigned living quarters, however, this cell was set apart from the rest. It lay very close to the Hall of Holies, near the heart of the Temple and the hill upon which it was built.

A knock was heard upon the door to the cell; from inside, a voice gave permission to enter. As the door opened, it revealed the entirety of the chamber. It was a small room with nothing more than a simple bed and drawers on which stood a bowl of water and a candle providing light. On the bed was sitting an old man in a linen tunic; in his hands, he held a grey robe and sewing tools used to mend a tear. Around his neck could be seen a thin silver chain; its pendant was the holy symbol of his office, though he wore it against his skin underneath the tunic.

“Brother Septimus,” came the greeting from the person entering. It was a woman of some fifty years, probably a decade younger than the old man sitting on the bed; while his robe was grey and unadorned, hers was deep red with a black raven embroidered upon it. Furthermore, the patterns showed her to be the high priestess of her order in Middanhal.

“Sister Adilah, to what do I owe the pleasure?” asked the Highfather as he raised his eyes to greet her, though his fingers did not stop meticulously sewing the rift in his robes. While his face and dialect hinted of Korndale, Adilah was more diverse. She had the slightly sonorous dialect of the natives of Ealond, whereas her name and appearance spoke of Alcázar, the same as Quill.

“I have come to ask, Holy One,” the priestess began to speak, and the reverence of her choice of words was gainsaid by her stern tone of voice, “whether you would speak to the orders here at the Temple and instruct us on what to do.”

“I did not realise such was necessary,” the aged Septimus said calmly, returning his gaze to his mending.

“It is. We need your voice to cut through the noise,” Adilah insisted.

“How so? What is happening?”

“Nothing,” Adilah stressed. “It has been days of violence, and we are doing nothing about what is taking place in the city.”

“Then there is no need for me to speak,” Septimus said in his undisturbed voice.

“On the contrary,” Adilah urged. “There are hundreds of priests and priestesses at the Temple. If we armed ourselves –”

“I am the spiritual leader of these people,” Septimus cut in, “not their captain of war. It is not my place to command them, certainly not to take up arms.”

“Then the Templars,” Adilah suggested, her voice retaining all of its insistence. “They will do whatever you ask. All fifty of them could storm Jarl Isarn’s house. Free the captives.”

Septimus raised his eyes to gaze at the priestess. “It is the task of the Order to maintain the peace of the realm, not the task of this Temple,” he said serenely. “It is not within my authority to make such decisions.”

“But the Templars are knights of the Order,” Adilah countered, placing her hands on her hips. “Surely it is their duty to fight and liberate the city.”

“If so, the Order must make the decision and give the command,” Septimus continued, finishing his needlework. “Not I.”

“Why not you, Brother Septimus?” the norn asked with narrowed eyes. “There are none others who can, none others to resist. Surely your duty –”

“My duty,” the Highfather said as he stood, “is to this Temple.” He placed a hand against the wall, touching the stonework. Standing up evened some of the height difference between them, but he still had to look up. Despite the physical disadvantage, the old man met her gaze with confidence. “This is hallowed ground, and I have a sacred trust to protect these halls no matter what. For a thousand years, my predecessors have kept this charge. I will not be the one to throw it away, attacking the jarl’s forces and giving him cause to attack this Temple in turn,” Septimus said pointedly.

“What good is this Temple if we are powerless to stop these rebels, these villains?” Adilah retorted furiously, unimpressed by her superior’s speech.

“This very hill is the foundation of the Seven Realms,” Septimus said, his words spoken as calmly as Adilah’s were spoken with passion. “If we must endure this temporal evil to preserve the permanent sanctity of this Temple, so be it. Now I must ask you to grant me privacy. I wish to pray alone.”

Adilah was on the verge of further objections, but she remained silent, turned on her heel, and left. Behind her, the aged high priest sat down on the bed again, and one hand dug under his tunic to pull out the symbol of his office. It was a seven-pointed star made from heavy iron, which he held in his grasp as he sat; he breathed deeply as his knuckles turned white from gripping the pendant. Exhaling, Septimus rose and walked over to turn the key in the door to his room. Once it was locked, he put on his grey robes. Then, steeling himself for the exertion, he pulled and pushed his bed away along with the carpet on which it stood.

Once the floor had been uncovered, a small hatch revealed itself. Kneeling by it, Septimus removed his necklace before inserting the pendant into the trap door. Once in place, he could turn the seven-pointed symbol and unlock it, allowing him to open the hatch. It revealed a staircase disappearing into the depths of the ground. Getting up, Septimus took the lit candle from its place on the drawers and made his descent.
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From the outside, the Isarn manor seemed almost desolate, with only a few guards by the gate and walls. Most of their soldiers were concentrated in the city, restoring order to the streets or maintaining the siege around the Citadel, which was still held by the Order’s forces. Inside the various buildings of the Isarn compound, however, there were plenty of people. More than a hundred prisoners from the feast, ranging from landgraves, margraves, and their families to thanes and servants unfortunate enough to have been present. Those of common birth had been thrown together in the larger halls, while those of higher standing had been given guest rooms. Space was still scarce, though, so they were forced to share rather than having their own private room, as they were accustomed to.

In one of these improvised cells, situated on the top floor with a window overlooking the courtyard, the noblewomen Theodwyn, Arndis, and Eleanor had been confined. It was not by accident they were roomed together. The other hostages had been divided according to rank to different parts of the house; as the sister to the jarl of Theodstan, Theodwyn was of greater value than Arndis and Eleanor, who did not have relatives of any importance. However, Theodwyn had grabbed the hands of the other two and refused to be separated from them in another display of disdain for the weapons of the Isarn soldiers. The steward of the house, having enough matters to deal with, had readily conceded rather than expend energy on forcing the issue. Despite this small victory, the mood inside the room was low. By the door was a small drawer, on which stood a vase with withering flowers.

“I feel like those flowers look,” Theodwyn muttered darkly.

“Anything happening?” Eleanor asked, sitting on the bed. Her question was directed at Arndis, who was standing by the window.

“Nothing. The yard is empty,” Arndis replied, though that did not make her abandon her post, and she continued to gaze out, scrutinising everything within view.

“It has been four days,” Theodwyn remarked, pacing back and forth irregularly. “Which means today is Laugday. Yet these brutes do not offer us water, no baths. I have never been so poorly treated!”

“I would die for a bath,” Eleanor said dreamingly.

“We are not guests,” Arndis pointed out, “but prisoners. I do not think they would offer us the same hospitality.”

“It is Laugday,” Theodwyn reiterated. “It is our gods-granted right to have a bath. Even the lowliest servant will have that luxury today, and we shall not?” she complained.

“The jarl does not strike me as a man who listens to complaints,” Eleanor said quietly. She was not wearing her customary veil, and her fingers idly traced the scars placed on her cheek when her childhood home burned.

“The jarl is not here,” Arndis mentioned, turning to look at the other women. “I saw him leave the morning after the feast, and I have seen no sign of his return.”

“Who is in charge of the city then?” Theodwyn pondered. “He must have left someone.”

“I hope it is not that brutish thane of his,” Eleanor shuddered. “He gives me a creeping sensation down my spine.”

“His son,” Arndis said. “I have seen him a few times entering or leaving the house.”

“Some knight that son turned out to be,” Theodwyn all but spat. “Forsaking his vows mere days after taking them.”

“Not Eumund,” Arndis said tonelessly. “The eldest son, I forget his name.”

“Isenwald,” Theodwyn remarked thoughtfully. “He is of a different breed than his father.”

“Really? I would have thought all these Isarn swartlings were the same,” Eleanor commented.

“No, Isenwald is something quite else,” Theodwyn added contemplatively. “I think he may be more amiable towards requests,” she finished her thought.

She walked over and opened the door to the hallway. Looking outside, she was quickly spotted by a guard, who hurried down the corridor. “Get back inside,” he barked as he approached with a spear in hand.

“I wish to see your master,” Theodwyn said, taking a step outside. “You will take me to him.”

“Hel I will,” the guard laughed with a sneer.

“I am Theodwyn, sister to the jarl of Theodstan,” she said angrily. “How dare you refuse me!”

The guard raised the blunt end of his spear, threatening to use it as a staff to push Theodwyn back. “You’re all some nobleman’s wife or child up here,” he said indifferently. “I don’t care if you’re Sigvard himself come back in the flesh. You stay in your room.”

Theodwyn did her best to stare the guard down, but he stood his ground and would not let her pass; finally realising he was adamant, she gave a huff and stepped inside, slamming the door. “Vile little man,” the jarl’s sister burst out. “How dare he!”

“Sigvard,” Arndis said slowly, looking at the now-closed door while Eleanor retreated a few steps from Theodwyn’s fury.

“What?” Theodwyn exclaimed.

“Even if you were Sigvard in the flesh. That is what he said,” Arndis repeated. “What if he did face Sigvard?”

“Arndis, are you well?” Eleanor asked, concerned.

The young woman did not answer her companion but simply walked over and opened the door, stepping out into the hallway. The guard, who had barely had time to walk away, immediately turned around. “Get back, you!” he all but shouted.

“I am Arndis,” she said calmly, “of House Arnling.”

“Don’t care if you’re Hel in a dress,” the guard said with contempt. “Get back inside now,” he said, raising his spear in a threatening manner; this time, he was pointing the sharp end at the noblewoman.

“I am a descendant of Arn, descendant of Sigvard,” Arndis continued, her tone of voice retaining its calmness.

“You could be my mother, and I’d still stick this – what?” The guard had been on the verge of tapping his spear point into Arndis’ stomach, but he cut off both his own gesture and sentence.

“I am a descendant of Sigvard. My blood is sacrosanct,” Arndis explained to him as she moved one hand near the spearhead. “Do you know what will happen to you if you spill the blood of Sigvard?”

The guard swallowed, taking a step back; Arndis followed him, stepping forward and now lightly touching the steel of the spear. “Stay back,” the guard mumbled, but his body was frozen as if Arndis’ touch upon his spear had rendered him paralysed.

“You will take me to your lord,” Arndis stated. “You will do so now.”

“Fine,” the guard relented, “fine. I’ll do it, just don’t…” He did not finish speaking, but Arndis removed her hand from his spear point. As the guard turned around to lead the way, Arndis let out a deep breath. For a moment, her expression turned to relief before she composed herself and followed the guard down the corridor.
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Isenwald sat in his father’s study, occupying the jarl’s chair. The heir to the jarldom of Isarn was looking at the desk with a map of the city; upon it lay small figurines taken from the nearby chess set, acting as crude markers for the deployment of their forces. The sixteen white pieces were scattered around the city, some by the gates and the rest in a ring around the Citadel. Inside were placed several black pieces to signify the Order forces still holding the fortress.

“What – did my father’s message say?” Isenwald asked, looking up at Ulfrik. The captain of Isarn’s thanes was standing on the other side of the desk, looking down at the map.

“Another month, and the jarl will be here,” Ulfrik said in his growling voice. “We can make our assault then. But we should begin to make preparations for it already now.”

“Should we not focus – our efforts on securing Lowtown first?” Isenwald asked. “I hear - there are riots everywhere.”

“Just peasants and commonborn people bleeding each other out,” Ulfrik said dismissively. “It is not worth spending our efforts on as long as they stick to Lowtown.”

“But – is – it not – our responsibility –” Isenwald began to say haltingly.

“Your father cares about the Citadel, not Lowtown,” Ulfrik interrupted brusquely.

“As you say,” Isenwald conceded.

The steward entered, bringing a meal on a tray to Isenwald. “Thank you,” the young nobleman said, nodding to the servant.

“My pleasure, milord. I came to ask you about some of the – guests,” the steward said, a tad nervous.

“Not now,” Ulfrik interjected. “His lordship and I have other things to discuss first.”

“Of course, milord,” the steward was quick to say, followed by a bow.

Before anything further could be said, however, a guard appeared in the open doorway; behind him stood Arndis. As they arrived, it became clear that the guard was unsure how to proceed. At the sight of his masters, the words died in his throat, and he stood indecisively in the doorway, neither entering nor leaving.

Ulfrik ended the guard’s uncertain misery as the thane walked over with a scowl. “What in Hel’s name are you doing? Get that prisoner back to her room,” he sneered. “Enough with these interruptions.”

“Yes, master,” the guard stammered, “it’s just, she said she was dragonborn, well, not that exactly, but I wasn’t sure what to do –”

“Are you more useless than the arses on Hel’s horse?” Ulfrik nearly roared into the guard’s face. “Your only task is to keep the prisoners in their rooms. How is that beyond you?”

“Pardon me, master,” the guard said, “I was afraid if I cut her, she’d bleed. There were those two sent wood-walking once because they hurt…” his stream of words died as Ulfrik sent him an incredulous glance.

“She is a prisoner. She has no power to do anything. Nor does any other dragonborn,” the thane said with gritted teeth. “You could cut her head off, kick it down the street, and no one would care,” Ulfrik yelled.

“If you will excuse me,” Arndis cut in, “I came to speak with your lord, not you,” she said, looking past Ulfrik and into the room where Isenwald sat.

“You will march straight back, or I swear to Hel I’ll grind my axe on your teeth,” Ulfrik said threateningly, moving one hand behind his back to where his weapon was strapped.

“Ulfrik,” Isenwald said, raising his voice as well as standing up. “She – is here now. Let her speak.”

Ulfrik turned to look at Isenwald; the thane’s expression was indecipherable, somewhere between anger and disbelief. At length, he stepped aside, remaining silent as Arndis stepped forward.

“Yes, my lady?” Isenwald said questioningly.

“Today is Laugday,” Arndis began to explain. “None of us, your guests,” she said slowly, choosing her words with care, “have taken a bath in a week. Since we are enjoying your hospitality indefinitely, we are wondering…”

“Of course,” Isenwald said in acquiescence, “I would not – dream – of – denying you your comforts – on Laugday. Oswald,” he continued, looking at his steward. “Make sure something – is arranged for – our guests. Let – the lady have whatever she needs.”

“Very well, milord,” Oswald bowed, disappearing out of the room.

“Thank you, my lord,” Arndis said kindly to Isenwald. “I shall return to my room now,” she added, glancing at Ulfrik before she left under escort from the guard.
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A few hours later, there was a knock on the door to where Arndis, Theodwyn, and Eleanor were kept imprisoned. Outside stood a servant who led them to the baths in the manor. It was down in the servants’ quarters even though those of higher standing usually took their Laugday baths in their own chambers. If any of the women were bothered by this, all such thoughts were dispelled at the sight of hot water in large stone vessels from which steam rose.

They quickly undressed and entered the water while female servants flittered about, collecting their clothes and occasionally exchanging the water in the vessels when it lost heat. The bath did its task exemplary; the tension felt by all three women could be seen dissipating, and their limbs, as well as their concerns, relaxed, even if only for a while. For the first time in days, they could smile again, even laugh.

At length, they were finished and dried themselves while sorting through the spare clothes laid out for them by the servants, measuring and trying to find the best fit. They were still in the process when a young woman entered with a small boy, two years old at the most. Although their clothes showed signs of having been worn for days, it was obviously of a rich cut, marking them as nobility.

“Forgive me, I did not realise it was occupied,” the woman quickly said.

“No matter,” Arndis said in a friendly manner, turning around with the clothes she had selected for herself. “We were about to leave.”

“I am Lady Theodwyn, sister to the jarl of Theodstan,” Theodwyn introduced herself before finally choosing between the black pieces of attire available.

“Lady Eleanor of Tothmor,” Eleanor said, quickly placing her veil over her face.

“Lady Richilde of Ingmond,” the woman replied, inclining her head. “My son, Raymond, like his father.”

“Arndis of House Arnling,” Arndis said as the last. “You have a beautiful son,” she added courteously.

“Thank you,” Richilde smiled and began disrobing; reaching her underdress, she stopped and placed one hand on her stomach. Her smile was briefly disturbed by an expression of concern caught by Theodwyn.

“You are with child,” the tall woman said, directing her scrutinising gaze towards Richilde’s slightly curved stomach.

“Yes,” the jarlinna replied, biting her lip for a moment.

“And you are worried,” Theodwyn continued.

“Yes,” Richilde acknowledged. “I have no specific cause to be, merely that the circumstances are a bit distressing,” she said, glancing towards some of the servants in the room. “And I miss my husband. They took him away,” she added quietly.

“What if one of the norns visited you? She could examine you and assure you everything is as it should be,” Arndis suggested.

“That would be wonderful,” Richilde said with relief. “Do you think that would be permitted?”

“Let us find out,” Arndis said, returning the smile and gesturing for one of the servants. “Find the steward of the house and tell him I should wish to speak with him.”

“Yes, milady,” the servant girl answered and hurried out the door.

“Raymond, no,” Richilde said sternly as the little boy, who had climbed onto a chair, was now reaching out towards Eleanor’s veil.

“No harm done,” Eleanor’s voice came softly from behind the cloth, though she took a step backwards and out of the boy’s reach. “He is very handsome,” Eleanor remarked after a pause as Richilde grabbed the boy, pulled him down from the chair, and began to undress him.

“Thank you,” the jarlinna beamed a smile. “I cannot wait to see him grow up, become like his father. I have prayed nearly every day at our temple in Inghold that he may thrive.”

They were interrupted by a soft knock on the door. “Milady, you wished to see me?” a voice was heard through the door.

“Indeed,” Arndis said as she opened the door slightly ajar, protecting the modesty of the other women. “The jarlinna of Ingmond wishes for a norn to examine her and her unborn child when possible,” she explained.

“Of course,” the steward said. “I will send a request to the Temple.”

“Perhaps afford others the same courtesy? There may be others of your guests that have need of speaking with the norns,” Arndis suggested.

“I will make arrangements,” the steward promised, and Arndis closed the door again.

“Thank you,” Richilde said with deep-seated gratitude in her voice.

“It was no trouble at all,” Arndis said graciously as she and her two companions finished dressing themselves and returned to their room.
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Since Laugday was not dedicated to any of the gods, fewer people came to the Temple and the Hall of Holies to give offerings or pray. The priests and priestesses, therefore, usually carried out many minor duties on this day, typically finishing by taking their baths. The norns, the most numerous of the orders in Middanhal except for the blackrobes, were often busier than most. Apart from their regular duties, people were still giving birth, falling ill, or dying regardless of which day of the week it was, which meant that there were constantly norns leaving to attend to patients. Their lay brothers shouldered some of that burden, but they were still sufficiently shorthanded that every red-robed member of the Order of the Raven, even the high priestess herself, spent Laugday tending to chores.

One part of the great Temple complex was the washing room. Using water guided from the river into the Temple, the priests and priestesses could wash their clothes. Adilah was tending to this with a few of her acolytes when another came bearing a message. While her younger sisters in the order were chatting and laughing, the high priestess had been quiet, contemplative, and it took her a moment to register that someone was speaking to her.

“Sister Adilah?”

“Yes?” the norn replied at length.

“Someone came with a message,” the acolyte told her nervously. “They wait for a reply.”

“Well?” Adilah asked impatiently as she let go of the wet fabric in her hands and stood up.

“It is from the Isarn house,” her young sister explained. “They’re asking the norns to come and attend to their guests. Make sure they are all well.”

“They are asking us to come to them? Enter their house?” Adilah asked, sounding a little incredulous.

“That’s what I understood,” the acolyte said, fidgeting with her robe. “Are we going to say no? I would have thought it’s our duty to help them if they are in need.”

“No, no, we will go,” Adilah reassured her. “Tell them we will arrive tomorrow with both sibyls and lay brothers to attend to all their needs,” the high priestess informed the younger woman, who nodded and disappeared. Adilah returned to her clothes, washing them with slow motions and a pensive expression on her face.
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The following day was Rilday. Dedicated to Rihimil, the patron deity of Adalrik, it was as popular a day for Temple visits as Laugday was not. Already early in the morning, crowds were gathering to give offerings when Adilah and her entourage of fellow priestesses and lay brothers left the Temple. Order had been restored to most of the city except for Lowtown, and many citizens were seizing the chance to worship now that the streets were relatively safe.

Choosing to leave the Temple through a smaller door, the group of norns and lay brothers managed to avoid most of the people moving towards the Temple square. Since they were expected at the Isarn manor, the guards let them pass the gate with little trouble; five norns and six lay brothers entered, and they were guided by the residents to where their potential patients were.

Eventually, there was a knock on the door to the room where Arndis, Theodwyn, and Eleanor stayed. The latter veiled herself while Theodwyn bid the person knocking to enter. A young woman dressed in the red robes of the norns cautiously opened the door and peeked inside. “I am Sister Constance,” she introduced herself. “Are any of your ladyships in need of my aid?”

“Not as such,” Theodwyn replied. “But we should welcome to hear tidings from the city,” she added, beckoning the priestess to step inside. “We have not heard anything for days.”

“As you wish,” the norn said, stepping inside. She glanced nervously at the corridor from where guardsmen could be heard talking idly before she closed the door behind her. “What do you want to know?”

“What can you tell us?” Theodwyn responded. “What has happened in the city? How have the plans of Jarl Isarn advanced?”

“The city is quiet for now,” Constance said, her eyes shifting from person to person. “Except Lowtown. There are riots, they say. Few of us have left the Temple since this all started. I do not know much,” she admitted.

“But the jarl rules the city uncontested?” Theodwyn asked impatiently.

“Yes. Except for the Citadel,” Constance added. “They are besieging it, but it is still held by the Order.”

“That is good news, is it not?” Eleanor asked, her voice sounding soft behind the veil. “That means their control of the city is tenuous.”

“Indeed it is,” Theodwyn smiled triumphantly. “Add to that the Order forces at Lake Myr, and we will be freed soon enough.”

“Oh,” Constance uttered as a shadow fell across her face. “Messengers arrived late last night. A battle was fought.”

“And?” Theodwyn urged her.

“Word is that Sir Athelstan destroyed the Order army at Myr. They are scattered in the wind or dead,” the norn said quietly.

“He does not deserve that title anymore,” Theodwyn sneered, but there was little strength in her anger. “Thank you, Sister Constance,” she mumbled. “You may leave us.” The sister bowed her head and left quickly. “Damn them,” Theodwyn muttered, “damn all the spawns of Isarn to Hel’s pit.”

“Surely this is only a temporary misfortune,” Eleanor tried to assure Theodwyn as she removed her veil and her voice came clearer. “The Order and its knights are too strong to ever lose.”

“I have not spoken of this in case anybody was listening, but it does not matter any longer,” Theodwyn said to her young companion. “My brother rode to Lake Myr. That was the reason for our deception at the feast. He is not in the Citadel. It was our hope he could warn them in time, have Athelstan arrested, bring the army back to Middanhal.”

“You knew?” Eleanor exclaimed. “You knew what the jarl was planning to do?”

“We did,” Theodwyn nodded. “All for naught. There are no Order forces left in Adalrik now. It is why I urged you not to attend the feast that night,” she continued as she turned to look at Arndis; further words were stuck in her throat as she saw the expression on her companion’s face. Arndis had moved to sit down on a corner chair in the room; she was staring straight ahead, her eyes unfocused.

“Arndis?” Eleanor said slowly, cautiously approaching her friend. “Are you not well?”

“My brother was at Lake Myr,” she said with little more than a whisper. “He was going with the army to Hæthiod.”

“Oh,” Eleanor said, unable to find other words as she clasped her hands together.

“He was Athelstan’s squire, was he not?” Theodwyn interjected, her ordinarily harsh voice turned softer. “Perhaps he was not with the army. Perhaps he joined Athelstan and the Isarn forces instead.”

“Are those my choices?” Arndis exclaimed, her eyes watery. “My brother is either dead or a traitor?” When neither of the other two spoke, she continued. “He was the only family I had left. I am all alone once more. I have no one.”

“You are not alone,” Eleanor said, finally grabbing Arndis’ hand and squeezing it to console her.

Arndis swallowed the emotions stuck in her throat and pulled her hands free. Standing up, she wiped her eyes dry. “It is no matter,” she said, walking over to the small window to gaze out at the courtyard. “I am Arndis of House Arnling. I will bear what I must.”
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Some hours later, the norns and lay brothers could be witnessed crossing the courtyard and leaving the Isarn manor, five red robes and six brown. Most of the day passed with little out of the ordinary; as the first evening bell rang, however, there was suddenly commotion and heavy boots running in every direction both inside and outside the buildings.

In the entrance hall, Ulfrik came in from the courtyard with his customary large axe on his back and harsh look in his eyes. They glanced around, searching for the source of the disturbance. A soldier came running from another hall; as Ulfrik spotted him, he raised his hand to command the other’s attention. “Ernulf,” he called out, and the soldier hastened to where Ulfrik stood.

Ernulf was armed and wearing the surcoat with Isarn’s red and black colours. Yet he also wore a heavy silver necklace, and his sword hilt was laid with gold, marks of wealth that revealed his status as a thane rather than a common soldier. “Captain,” Ernulf said, out of breath.

“Speak up,” Ulfrik said brusquely.

“Some of the prisoners have escaped. The landgrave of Beaumont and his wife. We are checking the rest,” Ernulf explained.

“How?” Ulfrik’s eyes narrowed.

“Damn norns,” Ernulf uttered. “Gave their robes to the prisoners and put on their clothes instead. They marched right out of here, pretending to be a lay brother and a priestess.”

“I told the guards to be watchful, to be present!” Ulfrik exclaimed angrily.

“They slipped,” Ernulf acknowledged. “Didn’t stay vigilant. We only found out because a servant saw that the woman dressed as the landgrave’s wife was actually one of the norns who entered earlier.”

“Take the thanes,” Ulfrik commanded, “go to the Temple and demand our prisoners returned.”

“What if they have slipped from the city already?” Ernulf enquired.

“Then you demand every red-robed hag involved to be handed over to us,” Ulfrik said coldly. “I will deal with the guards responsible,” he added menacingly.

“Should we inform the jarl’s son?”

“Leave that in my hands. You have your task. Go,” Ulfrik commanded and turned away, leaving to attend to his own purpose.
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It was approaching nightfall when twenty thanes of Isarn, along with a larger number of common soldiers, marched up the steps towards the Temple. All were heavily armed; their expressions were grim rather than pious. As they reached the top of the stairs and the small plateau with its columns in front of the entrance, the two Templars reacted; they stepped forward towards Ernulf, the leader of the warriors.

“The Highfather has forbidden any weapons being brought onto Temple grounds,” one of the Templars told him. Inside the opening past the great doors, priests and commoners were gathering, watching with both fear and fascination at the confrontation.

“Convenient,” Ernulf sneered. “But we have a matter to settle. Unless the two of you want to see your own innards, step aside.”

“We are Templars,” the other knight said. Both had their hands on the hilt of their swords, though they were keeping them sheathed so far. “We will fight any foe we must in accordance to our sacred duty as protectors of this place. You will not set foot inside the Temple.”

“You have people in there that belong to us,” Ernulf roared. “You will hand them over to us, or we will take them by our own hand!”

“There are fifty Templars defending this place,” the first knight retorted. “Do you really favour your odds against such a force? Not even with ten times as many could you hope to prevail.”

“You boast,” Ernulf said with a wolf’s smile, “but I doubt you have the bite.”
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While this took place, some of the priests and priestesses had run inside; one of them went straight towards where the norns were, seeking out the high priestess. “Sister Adilah, Sister Adilah,” she called out until the bronze-skinned woman appeared.

“What is the cause of this shouting?” the elder norn asked as she appeared from a room.

“Isarn’s men are here,” the younger priestess gasped. “They want the prisoners, the ones we brought here.”

“Sister? What is happening?” asked a woman dressed as one of the nobility. “Are they taking us back?”

“Nothing to fear, my lady,” Adilah responded. “You and Lord Beaumont have sanctuary here. You will not be handed over.”

“But what if they attack?” the woman asked anxiously.

“Then the Templars will repel them. In fact, we should only hope they would be stupid enough to try,” Adilah reassured the lady of Beaumont. A pensive expression flittered across the priestess’ face; she turned towards the sister who had brought her the news. “Are they at the front entrance? Isarn’s men, along with the Templars?”

“Yes, Sister,” the priestess nodded. “They looked like they are coming to blows.”

“Stay here,” Adilah commanded the norns, acolytes, and novices as she hurried out of their quarters.

Moving towards the Hall of Holies and the front gate, Adilah found the corridors full of people running about. Some were headed towards the commotion like herself; others fled from it. Most of these people were wearing robes, but a few wore the armour and surcoat of the Templars, a white ash tree on black. All of the knights were moving in the same direction as Adilah, gathering towards the great entrance.

The Hall of Holies was full of people whispering and talking nervously, creating a sound like a horde of locusts had been loosened inside the building. The Templars moving to reinforce easily cut through the crowd, however, and filtered out onto the plateau in front of the doors. Following in their wake, Adilah reached the small area at the top of the stairs. Swords were drawn now on both sides, but so far, neither had made the first move.

“There! That one, she was there this morning! Bring her here!” Ernulf exclaimed as he spotted Adilah, easily recognisable. The thane tried to move forward to reach her, but the Templars kept him from reaching the top stairs. “I will not ask again,” Ernulf sneered with gritted teeth, sword in hand. “Stand aside.”

“Or what?” Adilah’s voice rang out. She stepped forward onto the plateau until she was near the top of the stairs; there were now only a few Templars between her and the Isarn soldiers. “You will attack? You will defile this Temple? You are not the masters of this place,” she said defiantly with eyes blazing. “Attack if you dare!”

The murmurs of the armed men surrounding the place were rising to a storm, as were tempers. Shouts came from the thanes and soldiers gathered up the stairway towards the Temple entrance, and Ernulf glanced back. A readiness for violence could be read in their faces.

“What is this?” A voice broke through the noise; it belonged to an old man sounding frail, but he spoke with confidence. A short figure pushed its way through the many robes and reached the small area in front of the entrance. He wore a grey robe, unadorned and yet granting him authority that made all move out of his way.

Silence fell as Septimus spoke; none seemed to know what to answer the high priest. He moved until he stood where the stairs reached the plateau, standing between the two Templars who had been arguing with Ernulf. The thane was standing a step lower on the stairway, meaning he and the high priest were on eye level.

“Do you know who I am?” Septimus asked. His voice carried no arrogance or severity; he posed the question very simply as if he were asking about the time of the day.

“Yes,” Ernulf muttered with a displeased expression, lowering his eyes slightly rather than meeting the priest’s gaze.

“I am the Highfather of Saelnar,” Septimus said, ignoring that Ernulf had given a positive answer. “I am the one servant to the Alfather, Lord of All,” he continued. As before, there was no anger or pride in his tone of voice, merely a statement of facts. “And you are pointing a sword at me,” Septimus finished, and Ernulf quickly looked down at his blade; its tip almost touched the grey, coarse fabric of the high priest’s robe. Ernulf lowered the sword until it pointed down at the ground.

“You have people who belong to us,” Ernulf spoke, raising his eyes. “I am to bring them back with me.”

“This Temple stands on hallowed ground,” Septimus said, raising his eyes and his voice slightly so that both encompassed the other Isarn soldiers on the stairs. “It has been so for near eleven hundred years, as far back as we know.”

“And we want the red-robes who did this,” Ernulf continued, trying to command the Highfather’s attention. “We want her!” he said with anger, gesturing towards Adilah.

“Except for those who have committed crimes in the eyes of the gods, it is a sanctuary to all,” Septimus added, still speaking to all those assembled. “No weapons may be drawn there but those sanctified to divine service. No blood may be spilled unless it be the blood of sacrificial animals.”

“Lord Beaumont and his wife,” Ernulf attempted to interrupt Septimus.

The high priest did not let himself be interrupted. “To break the sanctuary of the Temple, to draw weapons in its holy halls, to spill blood upon its hallowed ground,” Septimus continued, raising his voice further and overruling Ernulf’s attempt to disrupt his flow of words, “would thrice over invoke the wrath of the Seven and Eighth. I would not wish that upon any man,” the Highfather finished, looking directly at Ernulf as he spoke the last words.

For a moment, a contest of wills took place between the battle-hardened thane and the unarmed priest. Finally, Ernulf looked away and glanced back at the men following him; their faces showed a variety of emotions, but uncertainty seemed prevalent. With a scoff, Ernulf sheathed his sword, turned, and walked away hastily, followed by the other thanes and the soldiers.

Audible sighs of relief could be heard as the tension evaporated and the Templars sheathed their swords. “Sister Adilah, with me,” Septimus said as he turned to walk back inside the Temple. The priestess had stood amazed for a moment, but she gathered her wits and turned to follow him. “I presume it is true, what they said?” Septimus asked while still looking straight ahead as he crossed the hall.

“Something had to be done,” Adilah said in defence of her actions.

“And your presence now? I heard your words,” the priest told her. “It sounded as if you were deliberately trying to goad them into attacking the Templars.”

“If they had, the Templars would have cut down the lot of them,” Adilah declared. “The rest of the city would have followed, rising against these usurpers.”

“And when Jarl Isarn returns with an army from the north?” Septimus continued, still gazing ahead. “When we become sheep for slaughter? What do you intend then?”

“How do you know his whereabouts?” Adilah asked. “Or that he is bringing an army with him?”

“That matters not,” Septimus said curtly as he stopped walking. “What matters is that you endangered this Temple. If you ever do so again, if you step foot outside the Temple grounds without my leave, I will have you disrobed.” As he spoke the last sentence, Septimus finally turned his eyes to look directly at Adilah. “Understood? Good,” he added without waiting for her reply. He walked away, leaving her to compose herself.
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With his men, Ernulf returned to the Isarn house and searched briefly until he found Ulfrik. “Captain,” he spoke, gaining the other man’s attention.

“Where are they?” Ulfrik growled.

“The priests wouldn’t hand them over. Templars stopped me,” Ernulf muttered.

“You should have taken them, not asked for them!” Ulfrik roared angrily.

“How long would my men have lasted against the Templars?” Ernulf countered. “If we want to storm the Temple, we need more swords.”

Ulfrik did not immediately reply but stood in contemplation a moment before he spoke again. “Go, kill the priestess and the lay brother they left behind. Feed their bodies to the pigs. No one here needs to know but have their robes left on the doorsteps of the Temple. Let that be a message to them – the price of their interference,” Ulfrik said harshly.

“The lay brother is not a problem,” Ernulf said. “But the priestess too?”

“Is something the matter?” Ulfrik said coldly, turning his head to gaze directly at the thane.

“No, captain,” Ernulf mumbled. “Should we not tell the Dull Knife about any of this?”

“Isenwald needs not know anything,” Ulfrik said dismissively.

“You have not told him about the message from the Citadel either, then,” Ernulf ventured to guess.

“As said, he does not need to know anything. Be on your way. See to your task,” Ulfrik told the thane, and the two men separated.
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THE FRUITS OF TREACHERY
MIDDANHAL



The first day after Isarn’s uprising, every inhabitant of the castle could feel the tension soaking every room and space. Only one topic was discussed – Isarn’s revolt and the impending siege. Included in this was a particular story, constantly being traded back and forth. Many had been on the walls and watched the knight marshal be executed by the jarl’s forces when Captain Theobald would not surrender the Citadel; the rest of the residents, those who had not witnessed the event themselves, soon heard it retold plenty of times.

Those patrolling the walls or finding a moment to walk up on them could witness the efforts of the Isarn soldiers. To some extent, the Citadel had been readied for a situation such as this; the Arnsweg leading up to the southern gate was wide with a broad, open stretch of land between the Citadel walls and the nearest buildings. This gave the sentinels good visibility as they watched men in red and black surcoats erect barricades and other defences as close to the fortress as they dared approach. The barricades served as shelter for the Isarn soldiers, keeping the same vigilance as their counterparts in the Order upon the walls; it also meant that any sortie out of the Citadel would have to contend with these defences and be easy for Isarn’s men to repel.

The northern and north-eastern sections of the Citadel were more complicated. The northern city gate lay close by, as did the general city fortifications; in fact, walled passageways had been constructed that led almost directly from the gate of the Citadel to the outer walls of the city. Not that it gave direct access to the fortress; that would have been a serious vulnerability should an enemy attack the city from the north and be able to gain a foothold on the walls. The series of fortifications did provide cover in various places, however, breaking line of sight for the defenders. Hence, most of the soldiers guarding the Citadel were stationed there.

As the first day waned, the inhabitants of the keep went to bed without finding much rest. Fear of another nightly assault was prevalent; as for the garrison itself, only half of them were in their cots at any given time. The rest were keeping the watch throughout the night; the Citadel’s many defences required extensive patrols. The hundred or so kingthanes did their part to assist the Order soldiers, but even then, they were spread thin.

The night came and went without incident, however. On the second day of the siege, Theobald gathered the people of the Citadel in the southern courtyard, high and low. There were few of the former; most had been at Isarn’s feast or in their own houses during the night of the assault. Those with the good fortune of having escaped Isarn’s clutches stood huddled together on the cobbled stones in between the crowds of servants. Regardless of birth and rank, however, everybody obeyed Theobald’s command. As the captain of the Citadel under siege, his word was undisputed law.

In the centre of the courtyard, a few barrels had been pushed together to serve as an improvised podium. Limping across the yard, Theobald made his way towards it. A small footstool, normally serving as an aide to allow ladies to mount their horses, gave him access to ascend atop the barrels. Despite his weak leg, he easily stepped up and took his place, visible to all. “Bring out the prisoner!” Theobald roared. Two soldiers entered the yard; between them, they pushed and pulled a bound and gagged man. The captive was wearing a tattered surcoat of indistinguishable colours.

“This man opened the gates for the rebels to attack us,” Theobald declared loudly. “A despicable act for which there is only one reward.” Having said this, the captain nodded towards the soldiers. The prisoner was pushed to his knees and bent forward so that his neck was exposed. One fetched the footstool that the captain had used as a stepladder, and the prisoner’s head was forced down upon it to keep him steady despite his attempts to wring himself free.

Another soldier, wielding a gruesome axe, stepped forward and placed the steel ready at the neck. The man protested fiercely, but the gag muffled all sounds, and the soldiers did not allow him to move one inch. Another nod from the captain, and the axe fell. “Same reward for any other who would aid this treacherous scum at our gates,” Theobald yelled. Then he leapt down from his podium, seemingly ignoring any discomfort to his bad leg as he landed; he spent a moment adjusting his footing before he walked haltingly across the yard.

“A hideous spectacle,” Isabel said. “But fitting, I suppose.” The lady, once married to one prince of Adalrik and mother to another, was one of the few nobleborn still in the Citadel. By her side stood one more of those few, the former dragonlord and still current landgrave of Elis.

“If he was the one to open the gate,” Elis remarked casually.

“Why would he not be?” Isabel wondered with a frown.

“How could they know it was him specifically?” Elis asked in turn. “If somebody saw this man opening the gate, would they not have stopped him? Or raised the alarm? Maybe it is my tendency to think the worst of others,” Elis admitted, “but I find it most likely that our brave captain simply chose a scapegoat among his prisoners and had his head removed to serve as an example.”

“You think he would carry out such a deception?” Isabel asked.

“I think there was a reason the prisoner was gagged,” Elis pointed out. “Let us go inside. The smell is unpleasant here.”

Despite her loss of status as mother to the future king of the realm, Isabel had retained her chambers in the royal quarters. Escorting her back, Elis had to endure ill looks from the kingthanes they passed; they were aware that had Elis remained dragonlord, he would have sacked Berimund as captain of the kingthanes and instated another from outside their ranks. As his schemes at the Adalthing had failed, making deals with both Jarl Isarn and Jarl Vale only to be exposed, Elis had made enemies of nearly every nobleman, losing all influence; for that reason, the kingthanes had no qualms about displaying their disdain for the former dragonlord.

The lord and lady met only few, though, since many of the thanes were on guard duty. As they reached Isabel’s chamber, Elis dismissed her handmaiden. “We need to speak privately,” he said with a hushed voice. The former dragonlord looked at the mother of the slain prince, each of them bereft of their former power.

“Elis? What are you planning?” Isabel frowned.

“We have a unique opportunity to position ourselves in this brewing civil war,” Elis told her. “Isarn has gained the upper hand, especially as long as he can hold Middanhal, and the city will be most costly for Vale to assault. By acting swiftly, Athelstan may bring this war to an end before Vale can retaliate. However, should the war drag on, I predict Vale will prove the stronger. He has more men and resources at his disposal.”

“Vale is responsible for my son’s death,” Isabel hissed. “If you intend to side with him, consider our agreement at an end.”

“Not at all,” Elis said, raising his hands in a disarming gesture. “We should align ourselves with Isarn. If Athelstan proves the commander he is rumoured to be, we may find ourselves counted among the winners in a few months.”

“How do you intend to show your allegiance to Isarn?”

“I will make contact with them,” Elis said and lowered his voice to a whisper, “and open the gate from the inside, allowing them to take the Citadel.”

“The captain’s display did not impress you, I see,” Isabel said dryly. “How will you get a message to them?”

“I watched their patrols on the walls last night. There are gaps. With caution, one could tie a message to an arrow and shoot it unseen into the Isarn camp outside the Citadel. Same method the other way. An arrow sent across the western wall and into the orchard should go undetected.”

“And if it is detected?” Isabel asked sharply. “Or your message is never read by Isarn’s men?”

“I will mention no names,” Elis said calmly. “My involvement will remain hidden.”

“Then how will Isarn know you are on his side?” Isabel asked pointedly.

“He will know when I open the gate for his men,” Elis replied. “Until then, none will suspect a thing or suspect me for that matter.”

“It seems like a risk,” Isabel said doubtingly. “Too easy for arrows to fly astray.”

“If I keep my wits about me, the risk will be minimal,” Elis said patiently. “This is the perfect opportunity to gain Isarn’s trust.”

“Regain it, you mean, after you lost at the Adalthing,” Isabel said with a touch of disdain.

“Delivering the Citadel into the hands of the jarl is the perfect way of securing his good graces,” Elis continued, undaunted by Isabel’s interjection.

“There is one thing you have not considered,” Isabel argued. “What if the war does become protracted? If Vale takes victory and we are found on the losing side?”

“If Vale can defeat Athelstan,” Elis smiled, “he will eventually seek to besiege Middanhal. However, the mountains will prevent him from encircling the northern gate. Isarn can bring in supplies and reinforcements endlessly. Therefore, Vale will have to storm the city with heavy casualties to follow. Unless, of course, he has a new friend on the inside…”

“To open yet another gate,” Isabel finished. “So you repeat your ploy and give Vale what you gave Isarn.”

“Always follow the strongest wind,” Elis remarked in a relaxed manner, “and your ship will sail the fastest. Regardless of who wins, we will be their allies.”

“Except I have no interest in seeing victory awarded to Vale,” Isabel sneered. “What of my cousin? He has a claim as well. If he intervenes, all our support should belong to him,” Isabel declared.

“We may yet follow that course,” Elis nodded. “By surrendering the Citadel to Isarn, we strengthen his ability to fight Vale. The more they exhaust each other’s forces, the stronger your cousin’s army will be in comparison. If the war lasts long enough, in the end, King Adelard can simply stroll up to Middanhal and seize the city from Isarn or Vale, regardless of its master. Especially,” Elis smiled, “if someone on the inside is willing to open the gates for him.”

“I see the merit of your plan,” Isabel said slowly. “Though you are counting on Isarn to reward you for your aid. He does not seem a generous man.”

“Perhaps not,” Elis admitted, “but at least this may stay his hand from enacting revenge upon me. The Citadel will fall sooner or later. Best we profit from it.”

“And my role?” Isabel questioned. “I appreciate being kept informed, but I suspect there is more to it.”

“You are impartial, being neither among the northern nor the southern nobles,” Elis explained. “And you were once wedded to the House of Adal. Your support lends credence to my negotiating position, whether it be with Isarn, Vale, or Korndale.”

“Very well,” Isabel acquiesced. “When will you do this?”

“I need another night at least to ensure I know the guards’ routines,” Elis pondered. “The nights will be moonless in a few days. I shall do it then.”

“Do not be discovered,” Isabel warned him. “Nothing can save you should that happen.”

“Fear not for me, my lady,” Elis said, smiling before he bowed and left Isabel’s chambers.
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In the evening, with her kitchen work done, Kate was in the library tower as always. She was reading a written record of the song ‘Arn of Old’, slowly mumbling the words as her eyes glanced over them. Her voice stumbled, and she yawned before she continued.

“I always thought the story of Arn was exciting,” Quill muttered from his desk. “Especially his return from the highlands to claim his throne. Never heard any yawn so much through that part,” he said dryly.

“Forgive me, master,” Kate said apologetically. “It is a very interesting story. I am just a bit tired.”

“You are not obliged to stay here every night,” Quill told her. “If you are weary, go to your bed and sleep.”

“I don’t think I can,” Kate admitted. “That’s the problem. Doesn’t matter how tired I am. I can’t fall asleep. Or if I do, I wake up shortly after.”

Quill finally looked up, and he closed his book. Standing up, he moved over to sit on the bench next to Kate. “Are you afraid, child?”

“Yes,” Kate admitted breathlessly. “Who knows when they will return? Any night, they might suddenly burst through.”

“Such thoughts will not do you any good,” Quill shook his head, “but perhaps we can remedy the situation.”

“How?” she wondered.

“If I can show you that your fears are unfounded, maybe that will give your mind some rest.”

“But they are just outside the walls,” Kate objected. “They’ve got in once already.”

“And they will not again,” Quill assured her. “None expected it the first time. Now, the captain has guards everywhere. We will not be taken by surprise again.”

“If you say so,” Kate said haltingly. “But if they can’t surprise us, won’t they just attack outright? There are so few soldiers left here and no knights.”

“That is what the walls are for,” Quill told her. “They even the odds.”

“But we can’t stay like this forever,” Kate argued. “Sooner or later, we run out of food. We can’t hold them off.”

“There will be no need,” Quill said assertively. “The Order still has thousands of soldiers in the other realms. They will gather and put an end to these rebels sooner or later.”

“Are you sure?” the girl questioned.

“The Order never loses a war,” Quill said firmly. “It is only a matter of time before we are liberated.”

“Thank you, master,” Kate said slowly.

“You do not sound convinced?” Quill said tentatively.

“I know you are right. You always are. It’s just hard to believe even if I know it,” Kate explained haltingly.

“The mind and the heart do not always agree,” Quill nodded. “If it would make you feel better, you may sleep in Egil’s room for the time being. He has no need for it, after all.”

“That’s kind of you, master,” Kate wavered. “But I should stay with the other girls. If something does happen, they need someone to take them here like last time.”

“As you wish, child,” Quill said with a faint smile. “I will leave you to your reading,” he added, getting up, “but if you feel tired, you should go to bed.”

“Yes, master.”
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Another night passed in the Citadel without events. As the day dawned, it brought its new routines that the inhabitants were slowly adjusting to. They would eventually run out of wine and ale to drink, but thanks to the channels dug between the Mihtea flowing through the city and the cisterns in the Citadel, water was not an issue. Food was carefully measured in exact portions. Cook was stricter than ever if anybody was found taking so much as a pea for themselves, slapping cheeks and twisting ears all day long to keep the kitchen servants in line.

In the northern section of the castle, the soldiers were either patrolling the walls or sleeping in their quarters after having patrolled during the night. Only one person moved through the corridors, dressed in inconspicuous brown pants and tunic, as well as a cap covering all hair. A slender and small figure, Holwine moved cautiously but met nobody. The great hall was deserted; the corridors lay silent.

Exploring, the servant to the jarl of Theodstan went through the various hallways and up into some of the towers that gave a view of the city. Sometimes, the towers had guards stationed; whenever Holwine discovered this, the servant moved with feline grace to make a silent retreat and avoid alerting anybody. Other times, these lookout posts had been abandoned; the garrison was too lacking in numbers to man them all. Upon finding these, Holwine took the time to gaze in every direction and take note of everything in view, most notably the guards on the walls and parapets below making their rounds.

Holwine was thorough; this scouting expedition continued most of the day, getting a complete understanding of the northern defences of the Citadel as well as how the garrison manned them. As first evening bell rang, nightfall was a few hours away. With a glance towards the southern part of the Citadel, Holwine stood wavering for a moment but eventually reached a decision; it led towards the otherwise empty chambers made available to the jarl of Theodstan. Their only occupant, Holwine, removed some clothes and the cap keeping back long, flowing hair, lay down on one of the beds, and quickly fell asleep.
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A while after the first evening bell had rung and work was done for the day, Kate was to be found in the library tower as usual. She still yawned from time to time but managed to make progress in her reading. At last, she reached the final strophes, mouthing the words as she read.

“Finished,” she said, looking up with a smile at Quill.

“Very good,” he nodded. “Any questions?”

“Don’t suppose I have,” Kate considered, standing up and returning the thin book to its place on the shelves. “Been some years since I heard it sung, though, I couldn’t remember a lot of it.”

“I thought this would be a good companion to the song,” Quill said, moving over to one of the shelves and choosing a book. “More difficult to read, but it details the War of the Dragon, as they call it. Arn’s subjugation of the other realms.”

He walked over to place the book on Kate’s desk while the girl silently formed each syllable of the word ‘subjugation’ with her lips. “What did he do?” she asked, puzzled.

“He made the other kings his vassals. His subjects,” Quill explained. “Have you never wondered why the king of Adalrik is known as the high king?”

“Can’t say I have,” Kate admitted with shifting eyes.

“Read this, and you will understand,” Quill informed her.

“I will,” Kate promised, which allowed a yawn to escape her.

“Still not sleeping well?” Quill asked with a frown.

“Little better, I suppose,” Kate said with a shrug.

“I thought we might turn that to our favour,” Quill suggested. “It is new moon, meaning the stars will be easily visible. Ideal to teach you some basic astronomy.” Looking at Kate, he continued. “Astronomy is knowledge of the stars. Their movements and positions.”

“Stars move?” Kate asked, a little incredulous.

“Certainly. Too slowly to see with a glance. But if you observe them carefully, night after night, you will see the same stars moving in patterns. Patterns that can be recorded, predicted. Consider summer solstice, the longest day of the year. How do you know which particular day is the longest of the year and that it is not the day before or after, almost equal in length?”

Kate stood silent for a moment. “The priests tell us?” she ventured hesitantly.

“Ah, but how do they know?” Quill swiftly followed up.

“I thought they just knew. Seemed like it’s part of their duties to know such things.”

“The priests, specifically the whiterobes, need a way to know. And while it is rare knowledge, it is not secret. It is simply the discipline of astronomy.”

“But how?” Kate asked with a lack of understanding. “How do the stars determine what day it is? It’s the sun that makes it day or night. The sooner it sets, the shorter the day.”

“The stars do not determine it either,” Quill began to explain. “Think of the stars like the great water clock in the dining hall. Just like it measures the hours of the day, the stars move in the same patterns. When they have moved a certain length, we know how much time has passed.”

“But they all look the same,” Kate objected.

“Except if you observe them carefully,” Quill told her. “Now, the library tower may not rival the observatory that the whiterobes have at Cairn Donn, but for our simple purposes, it will suffice.”

“It does sound interesting,” Kate acknowledged. “I never knew there was so much I didn’t know,” she remarked, which made Quill laugh faintly.

“Since we will be up until midnight at least, I should tell your Cook first. I doubt she would approve if I kept you here past last bell without advance warning,” Quill considered. “See if you can rest tonight. Tomorrow, we teach you about the heavens,” he smiled.

“Yes, master,” Kate said, also smiling as she left the library.
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When the last bell had rung and all good folk were indoors, only the guards keeping watch were still awake inside the Citadel; although, as night fell completely, another figure cautiously moved through the empty hallways. Having lost the office of dragonlord, Elis had been relegated to more humble chambers fitting for a landgrave. With a slightly awkward gait, he walked from his new chambers towards the south-western part of the Citadel. The doors leading to the courtyard were locked for the night, but there was free access from the inside of the complex onto the walls and towers of the outer fortifications; such was necessary for the soldiers to walk their rounds.

Remaining vigilant, Elis kept out of sight when necessary and avoided the soldiers on watch. The gaps in their patrols allowed him to slip onto the walls and enter one of the towers undetected. Walking up the staircase inside, he reached the hatch that let him step onto the top of the tower. From there, he had a view of what lay west and southwest of the Citadel. The area close to the walls was cleared, of course, to allow free visibility in case anybody approached the fortress. Westwards there was a thin stretch of buildings between the Citadel and the Weolcan Mountains; most of them were forges and shops owned by craftsmen. Nearly all of the city’s small Dwarven population lived here.

Valmark, the western mountain peak, continued to dominate his vision as Elis glanced further south, but more of the city came into view. The craftsmen’s quarters were replaced by neighbourhoods with more variety, such as taverns and inns, more shops and merchants’ homes. Moving to the edge of the tower, Elis gazed directly below the tower in the south-western direction. There was the perennial open tract of land between the outer walls and the closest buildings; beyond that, where the rest of the city began, the barricade erected by the Isarn soldiers could be found.

It blocked the larger road between the Citadel and the western part of the city and acted like a small watch post, allowing them to keep an eye on the beleaguered fortress from this side as well. The barricade itself was almost invisible in the darkness, with no moon in the sky. The only thing that Elis could spot with certainty was the fire behind it, with the tallest flames flickering behind the barricade, made up of wooden planks, slabs of stone, a cart wheeled into place, and other miscellaneous objects.

Elis reached into his sleeve and pulled out an arrow; a note was tied around its shaft. The reason for his awkward gait was revealed as he pulled a small bow staff out of one of the legs of his pants. Finally, he retrieved a bowstring from a pocket. Bending the bow staff, he strung it and assembled a shortbow. It had limited range and force, but it was sufficient for the task. Notching the arrow, Elis took aim after the watch fire and lowered slightly. He released the arrow and heard it whistle through the air. The sound ended; the arrow had struck its target. Elis strained his eyes, but nothing could be seen in the darkness. With his errand fulfilled regardless, Elis took the bow apart and hid it in the same manner as before. Leaning over the side of the tower, he looked inwards towards the walls of the Citadel. He waited until satisfied with the guards’ progression along their patrol patterns and left the tower.
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When morning came, the defenders were relieved to have found it eventless; the tightly wound atmosphere permeating the castle softened slightly. Daily routines created a semblance of normality for those who had such to perform. Holwine, who was left without master, mistress, or brother, passed time in the same fashion as earlier days and continued exploring the Citadel’s defences. With the northern parts fully scouted, Holwine continued with the southern parts. As before, this meant watching the guards on their patrols, slipping into towers, and making use of the view to take note of everything worthy of such.

Starting from the eastern side, Holwine systematically moved towards the west until full knowledge of the fortifications had been obtained. Only one tower was not occupied by any sentinels, the same tower from which Elis had shot his arrow the previous night. Most of the angles that it overlooked could be viewed from the tower by the southern gate or one of those lying on the northern part, which was why it had been deemed unnecessary to man. Furthermore, being taller than the nearby towers, one was more or less undetectable while standing there. Frowning, Holwine glanced around, spying out onto the city and seeing the same barricades as Elis had done before retreating with a yawn back to the jarl of Theodstan’s quarters.
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Sometime past noon, Elis entered the royal wing. Its corridors were more or less empty; the kingthanes were either sleeping or on guard. Unobstructed, Elis knocked on the chamber door to Isabel’s quarters and was given admittance. He waited until she had dismissed her handmaiden before he spoke. “I made contact last night,” Elis said softly, keeping his voice low. “Now it is only to wait for their reply.”

“Are you certain your message was received?” Isabel asked with doubt.

“It may have gone undetected through the night, but after dawn, someone is bound to have noticed an arrow with a message tied to it,” Elis said, unconcerned.

“What if they do not reply? Or if someone else finds it before you do?”

“The orchard is empty at night. I consider that unlikely. But in either case, I have not mentioned my name anywhere. Nobody knows of my involvement but you. Should nothing come of this, I will simply abandon the plan and wait until other opportunities arise,” Elis explained.

“A dangerous game,” Isabel said, her voice teeming with uncertainty. “Do not expect my aid if something goes awry.”

“If I end up in a position where I am in need of your help, my lady, I will not be deserving of it,” Elis said with nonchalance and took his leave.
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Between first and last evening bell, Kate went to the library tower and resumed reading the account of the War of the Dragon. In some places, it skirted over events or professed ignorance of what had happened. The volume had been written by one of the King’s Quills many centuries after the war had actually been fought; it was based on what that Quill had been able to ascertain from different sources, not all of them equally useful.

A few hours passed in customary silence, only broken by pages turning, quills being inked and scrabbling on parchment, and so forth. When the last bell rang, Kate was momentarily disturbed; she had never stayed past this hour in the tower before. Quill, without looking up, raised one hand to gesture her towards remaining stationary. “It will be a few hours before it is dark enough for our purpose,” he told her, and she continued reading.

The siege of Herbergja had been lifted when Quill finally told Kate to put her book away. Approaching her desk with a map, he unfolded it and had her hold one end down. “This chart shows the position of the stars and the constellations they form. I thought it would be easier for you to see them in this way now before we attempt to locate them in their real positions,” Quill explained. “There are many constellations and objects in the heavens, and only the whiterobes have mapped them all. But a few are commonly known and prove very useful.”

“Which ones?” Kate asked, interested as she leaned forward.

“See this line of stars? Think of it as a blade,” Quill said as his fingers ran over the map. “It is quite easy to find. This row forms the arm that holds the blade,” he continued, moving his finger, “and here we have the rest. This constellation is called the Swordsman, and legend says that the Alfather placed the stars thus to remind us of Rihimil’s watchful gaze, always protecting us.”

“I never knew,” Kate said, biting her lip. “What others are there?”

“This constellation with its many points is called the Crown, said to belong to Austre so that we do not forget that she remains queen of the heavens even as the sun is gone,” Quill continued. “This is the Ox, a remembrance of Egnil and his bounty at each harvest. I think we will start with those tonight,” he declared.

Rolling up the chart, Quill led Kate to a small spiralling staircase in the far corner of the library hall. At its top was a hatch, which Quill opened; continuing onwards, they found themselves standing on top of the library tower. Situated in the western part of the castle, it was taller than the other towers nearby and gave unobstructed view of the night sky.

“Look up,” Quill said. “Tell me when you see something.”

Kate did as instructed, biting her lip again. “There! The blade!” she exclaimed. “So that must be the Swordsman.”

“Indeed,” Quill nodded. “What of the other two?”

Kate continued to let her eyes search the sky. “I don’t see them,” she admitted after a little while.

“It takes a little practice,” Quill nodded. He bent down slightly to be on the same level as Kate and raised his finger to point upwards. “See there? The stars that form a circle as the head of the Ox, and there are its horns.”

“Not really,” Kate said, straining her eyes. “Oh wait, I see the circle, yes.”

“Good,” Quill told her. “Now imagine the horns of the Ox forming lines. Follow those lines all across the sky until they converge,” he said, letting his finger point the way. “There we find…” his voice trailed off.

“The Crown,” she said happily in recognition.

“Very good,” Quill told her. “Now return to the Swordsman. Can you find his blade?”

“Yes,” Kate answered.

“Again, trace a line between them. Move along that line towards the Crown, but stop at the first bright star you see. Somewhere right between those two constellations. Can you see it?”

“I see it.”

“A star of many names, though most simply call it the Wayfarer,” Quill told her. “It has two unique properties. The first is that it can always be found between the Swordsman and the Crown. You find those constellations the way I showed you, and you will always find the Wayfarer.”

“Understood,” Kate nodded.

“Secondly, the star always points north. No matter where you are, what hour of the night, or what day of the year, you can always find north by finding that star. Thus its name, since travellers use it to find their way.”

“But I thought you said the stars all move,” Kate objected.

“They do,” Quill nodded, “but this is the exception. How or why, I cannot say. Maybe the whiterobes know, but they have not revealed it. Hraban the Mad said that it was the throne of the Alfather, but as his epithet reveals, we should be careful about trusting his opinion.”

“Who was he?” Kate asked, curious.

“Another time,” Quill told her. “Even now, centuries later, he is not a topic for light discussion. It must be midnight,” he added, shuddering slightly. “There is a chill in the air. I think that is enough astronomy for one night. Let us go back inside,” he said to his companion, and they descended the hatch.
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Saying goodnight to Quill and leaving the tower, Kate moved towards the kitchen area. It lay central in the Citadel since it had to supply both the dining hall for the court in the southern part and its equivalent for the Order in the northern part. The library was placed by the royal wing in the west, so Kate descended to the ground floor and walked east. Yet as she passed a door leading outside, she stopped. Glancing around, she stood indecisively for a moment and finally hurried through the door.

It led to the orchard, full of fruit trees in bloom. While all the food in the kitchen was accounted for and under strict control, such was not the case with the orchard. With a final glance behind her, Kate ran forward and climbed up the nearest tree.

It proved to be a pear tree. Grabbing the nearest fruit, Kate devoured it with the appetite of a wolf. It did not take her long to eat every part that was edible, and when she was done, she grabbed another. With her initial temptation somewhat sated, she slowed her pace; getting a more comfortable seat on the branch, leaning against the tree trunk, she took a few bites of the fruit while gazing up at what stars could be spotted between the foliage.

Kate was interrupted by faint creaking of a door, followed by the soft yet unmistakable sound of footsteps. Freezing in place, she remained completely still as she heard someone approach. The footsteps grew slightly louder until the person was just below her tree; as Kate waited without breathing, the person continued moving deeper into the orchard.

Time passed slowly as Kate remained in place, hiding in her tree. Without a clock or the passage of the sun to tell time, it was impossible to say how long she waited; she carefully shifted her legs as her seating grew uncomfortable, but while the other person remained inside the orchard, she was confined to her position.

At length, a sound broke the silence; something whistled through the air. The foliage did not allow Kate to spy much, and it would require a lot of movement and noise to move to a better vantage point. Nonetheless, she heard the liberating sound of movement; the person to whom she was an unwitting companion was walking somewhere. As the figure followed the same path back towards the door, Kate could hear the approach; holding her breath again, she quickly glanced down as her coincidental captor walked past. The moonless night showed little, but the distance was close enough that it was possible to recognise the landgrave of Elis.

As he left the orchard, Kate exhaled deeply. In her one hand, she still clutched a half-eaten pear. Her fingers were so stiff she could hardly release the fruit from her grip. She spent a few moments rubbing her hands to regain some flexibility before she grabbed the branches for support and climbed down. She hastened inside, escaping the orchard, yet not before Holwine, situated atop an otherwise empty tower, saw her flight.
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After lying sleepless in her bed, Kate rose with the other kitchen girls and attended to her duties as usual. Breakfast was prepared and served before dirty plates and cups were brought back. There was a constant flow of servants entering and leaving the main kitchen room throughout the day, but Kate’s tasks kept her confined there for several hours. Eventually, though, Cook told her to refill the kitchen vessels.

Near the kitchen was a small room like a well, where a bucket could be lowered and filled with water from the Citadel’s reservoirs. After grabbing a large wooden bucket, Kate left the kitchen and went to the indoor well. She attached the container to the rope and dumped it down the well. As it filled up, she had to struggle to pull the rope back. With a final heave, Kate manoeuvred the bucket to the side that she might grab hold of it. As she turned to leave the well room, she saw a shadow blocking the light coming from the corridor. Looking towards the entrance, she found it occupied by a slender shape.

“Hallo, Kate,” Holwine said.

“Who are you? You don’t work in the kitchens,” Kate spoke with narrowed eyes.

“No. I am a servant to the jarl of Theodstan.”

“Well, this is the kitchens, so you’re in the wrong place,” Kate said dismissively.

“Not at all. I am here to talk to you.”

“What for?” Kate asked, suspicion filling her voice.

“Because,” Holwine said slowly, “last night I was not asleep. I was awake, keeping watch. And I saw something.”

“You’ll get in trouble for that,” Kate stated. “You’re not supposed to be out after nightfall.”

“I wasn’t the only one, though,” Holwine retorted. “I saw two others. A man and a girl.”

“Who?” Kate asked.

“I could not see their faces,” Holwine admitted.

“Then why are you talking to me?” Kate muttered, and she moved towards the door opening. Holwine blocked it, preventing her from moving past.

“Because I wondered what reasons there might be for a girl to be out so late at night. Other than pilfering fruit,” came the sarcastic reply. “When I asked around, I was told a most peculiar thing. That a certain kitchen girl spends her evenings in the library tower, working for the Quill.”

“It’s not a crime,” Kate said with a hard look. “I can spend my evenings how and where I want.”

“Ah, but last night, this particular kitchen girl spent her night there as well. What did you tell that other girl?” Holwine pondered, frowning in concentration for a moment. “Ah yes, you know how to navigate by the stars now. Quite something.”

“Never telling her a thing again,” Kate mumbled. “Look, it was just a pear. Don’t tell anyone.”

“I don’t have the slightest interest in that. What I want to know,” Holwine said, crouching down a bit to be at the same eye level as Kate, “is who the man was that you saw in the orchard.”

“I didn’t see anybody,” Kate claimed, her eyes shifting to the side. “It was dark, no moon.”

“He passed by your tree,” Holwine countered.

“I didn’t look down,” Kate said, shifting strategy to glare at the person interrogating her.

“You were not at all curious?” Holwine asked innocently.

“No,” Kate said with a definitive voice.

“The girl who wants to learn to read and know the stars is not curious by nature?” Holwine said with a sardonic smile.

“Look, why do you care?” Kate asked. “What’s it to you?”

“Nothing to me personally,” Holwine admitted with a shrug. “No, I want you to tell the captain.”

“Are you mad?” Kate exclaimed.

“Whoever you saw is a danger to this castle. He did not have good intentions for being out last night.”

“Same could be said for you,” Kate said aggressively. “I don’t know you. I’m not going to stick my neck out for you.”

“Not for me, but for everyone,” Holwine hissed. “That man was communicating with the rebels. No doubt giving them the knowledge they need to take the castle.”

“How do you know? You’re just guessing,” Kate argued.

“On a silent night, the sound of an arrow piercing the air travels quite far. I could not see it, but I heard it,” Holwine replied. “How else do you pass messages from a besieged castle to the besiegers or reverse? I don’t know what the message said,” came the admittance, “but anybody trading words with the rebels poses a danger. Kate, you must tell the captain what you saw.”

“He won’t believe me,” Kate said faintly. “No one would take my word for it. You do it,” she suggested. “You care so much, you tell the captain.”

“I was not the witness,” Holwine countered. “I do not have the same excuse as you for being out so late last night.”

“Why were you out?” Kate enquired. “You’re not a knight or a soldier. You’re just a servant like me. Why are you skulking about at night?”

“My master, his sister, my own brother,” Holwine listed, “all of them have risked their lives to save this city, this castle. I will do everything it takes to keep that traitor Isarn from getting his hands on this place.”

“Except tell the captain what you saw,” Kate said, unimpressed. “No, you’re happy to let me take that risk.”

“You won’t even tell me who you saw,” Holwine argued. “You must! You must let the captain know!”

“No one will believe me,” Kate whispered. “And if he finds out I saw him, he’ll kill me.”

“Is he a knight? A nobleman, a kingthane? Is that why you are so afraid?” Holwine wondered with narrowed eyes.

“If I don’t return now, Cook will wonder where I’ve gone. You can’t force me,” Kate said defiantly. “Let me go.”

“If the rebels know when and where to attack, where the guard is weak, this castle will fall to the rebels within a day,” Holwine warned.

“Let me go,” Kate demanded.

“You’re the only one who can stop this. Tell me who you saw.”

“Let me go, or I’ll scream,” Kate threatened. “And you’ll be the one in chains.”

Holwine wavered for a moment before stepping aside and gesturing for Kate to walk through the now unblocked opening.
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In the Isarn compound, there was more activity than usual in the courtyard. Gazing from her observation post by the window, Arndis could see all who entered and left, all that went on, and she would narrate this to her fellow captives. It was rarely riveting, but deprived of nearly all other diversions, it was the best they could do.

“How odd,” Arndis said contemplatively. “It looks as if they have strapped a large bow to a crate on wheels,” she frowned.

“I am not surprised, considering the madness they have shown,” Eleanor said idly.

“Yet there tends to be a dire purpose to their madness,” Theodwyn mumbled as she stood up and joined Arndis by the window. “I have seen one of those before. It is called a ballista,” Theodwyn explained. “It is a contraption invented by that guild of engineers from Fontaine. They must have hired one.”

“What does it do?” Arndis asked, still frowning. A man was tending to the machine, applying different oils to its wooden and metallic parts.

“It shoots missiles, but with greater force and across longer distances than a bow can,” Theodwyn replied. “It is a weapon for siege warfare.”

“Are they attacking the Citadel?” Eleanor asked, finally walking over to find a spot to stand where she might also look out onto the courtyard.

“It would seem so,” Theodwyn granted. “Though I wonder what they will need that machine for.”

“Nothing good,” Arndis said softly. “If the Citadel falls, Jarl Isarn will be one step closer to his goal,” she added.

“The Order is coming,” Theodwyn claimed. “It is only a matter of time before this nightmare is over.”

“I wish I could be as confident as you,” Eleanor stated, prompting Arndis to touch her hand in a consoling manner. In the courtyard, the engineer continued to prepare the ballista.
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When the first evening bell had rung, Kate went to the library tower. She found her book and continued to read about what had happened after the siege of Herbergja had ended and the liberation of Thusund began. She made very little progress, however; she was constantly glancing outside at the window where the day was slowly reaching its end and nightfall was approaching.

“What is wrong?” Quill asked calmly without raising his gaze from the page he was writing.

“Sorry?” Kate asked.

“I can hear you move about constantly, yet you are not turning the page.”

Kate bit her lip. “Master Quill, is it wrong to keep secrets?”

Quill put down his feather pen and finally looked at Kate. “Depends on the secret. Is it harmless?”

“Don’t think so,” Kate said, dismayed.

“Will it hurt somebody if you tell it?” Quill asked.

“Definitely. Probably me,” she said, even more distraught.

“Will it hurt somebody if you do not tell it?” he continued.

“I’m afraid so,” Kate said quietly.

“Can you tell me?” Quill asked gently. “Perhaps I can better counsel you if I know the matter at hand.”

Kate sat, her lips pressed together. “I stole a pear. Two, actually, though I didn’t enjoy the second. So it shouldn’t count.”

The corner of Quill’s mouth twitched upwards. “I think that is harmless enough to keep to yourself.”

“That’s not it,” Kate shook her head. “But you had to hear that first. Because that’s how I know.”

“Know what?” Quill said, his voice turning sharper as he kept his gaze on Kate, who, in turn, found it hard to meet his eyes.
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In the Isarn house, Ernulf was overseeing a band of soldiers training in the courtyard. While other thanes were giving out the actual instructions, correcting the stance and movements, Ernulf was content with watching. Ulfrik came up to him, nodding towards the men. “How are they coming along?” asked the captain of the thanes.

“Decent,” Ernulf said with an expression hovering between acknowledging and unimpressed.

“They better be ready for tonight,” Ulfrik warned. “We will need them.”

“Captain, most of these are farm boys,” Ernulf said quietly. “Just because they got mustered and brought here, it doesn’t mean they will be much good to us.”

“We got no choice,” Ulfrik growled. “We got barely a thousand men to hold the city. I am not risking my experienced men on this.”

“But you do plan on going through with it?” Ernulf asked suggestively after a moment.

“If this mysterious messenger really can give us the Citadel, we have to try,” Ulfrik declared.

“It’s a lot of faith to put on somebody whose name we don’t even know,” Ernulf argued. “What if it’s a trap?”

“Then we will make plans for that,” Ulfrik said dismissively. “The engineer has built me a ballista.”

“What for? If the gate opens, we won’t need it. If it doesn’t open, then it’s a trap, and the machine won’t get us on the walls,” Ernulf asked, confused.

“It’s not for the northern gate,” Ulfrik spoke in a brusque tone. “If it’s really a trap, they will gather their soldiers in that place. Meanwhile, you take the ballista and the hooks and attack the southern walls while their focus is to the north.”

“Clever,” Ernulf admitted. “I’ll need a handful of archers, though, to keep the walls clear while we make the climb.”

“You will have them,” Ulfrik nodded. “And a hundred men.”

“A hundred?” Ernulf exclaimed. “I need twice that, at least!”

“Did you not hear me earlier?” Ulfrik said with a threatening growl. “I barely have enough men to keep the city under control and the Citadel under siege. If you die with a hundred men, it will be a loss I can take. But not two hundred,” the captain stated.

“What risks is Lord Isenwald prepared to take?” Ernulf retorted. “Have you counselled with him? Or perhaps I should request his opinion on this risky endeavour, not to mention everything else that you do in his name. Does he know about the dead robes, about Beaumont and his wife?”

Ulfrik had been looking at the soldiers training, but now he slowly turned his head to let his cold eyes gaze at Ernulf. The thane swallowed and had difficulty meeting his captain’s stare. “Not another word, Ernulf, unless you want to be served up next in the pig sty.”

“Yes, captain,” Ernulf mumbled.

“Be ready for tonight,” Ulfrik commanded him. “Make sure the men practise climbing.”

“Yes, captain.”
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It was afternoon when two Order soldiers appeared outside Elis’ chamber and told his servant that Captain Theobald desired to see the landgrave. “I am not accustomed to being summoned,” Elis said with a sour expression, but the soldiers’ faces remained unmoved. One of them repeated a gesture for the nobleman to move along. “Yes, yes,” Elis snapped and followed them.

Once Elis entered the captain’s study, he found two other people there apart from Theobald. One was the red-robed Quill, and the other looked to be simply a lowly kitchen girl. “Captain?” Elis said questioningly.

“Thank you for coming, my lord,” Theobald muttered. “Do you know this girl?”

“Never seen her before,” Elis said dismissively. “What is this about?”

“You are certain? You do not recall ever having dealings with her in any regard?” Theobald enquired.

“I am not in the habit of frequenting the kitchens,” Elis said irritably. “I ask again, what is this about?”

Ignoring him, Theobald turned to Kate. “You still say the same?” Her mouth trembled slightly, so instead, Kate nodded vaguely. Quill placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder, whereas Theobald turned to look at Elis again. “Lord Elis, you stand accused of communicating with the rebels and besiegers of this Citadel. This is high treason against the Crown,” Theobald explained.

“How dare you!” Elis roared. “I presume this is my accuser? A servant girl impugns the honour of a landgrave?”

Quill began to speak, but he was silenced by a hand from Theobald. “I will handle this, Master Quill. Yes, the girl claims she saw you in the orchard last night, retrieving an arrow presumably containing a message from the traitors outside our walls,” the captain said.

“Preposterous,” Elis scoffed. “That is an absolute lie. Has the wench explained why she herself was in the orchard at night?”

“That is a separate matter,” Theobald replied. “What matters now is the question of your presence last night.”

“I was asleep through the night as all decent folk should be,” Elis said with a sharp glance towards Kate. “I have answered this outrageous allegation. This is a waste of my time,” he declared and began to turn away.

“That is for me to judge,” Theobald warned him, prompting Elis to stay.

“You do not honestly mean to detain me?” Elis asked incredulously. “The word of a kitchen girl against a nobleman? The Adalthing would never find me guilty on such flimsy evidence, nor would any king,” he stated.

“That is entirely true,” Theobald acknowledged. “However, I am neither of those things. Guards, have him chained up in the dungeons.”

“What?” Elis burst out as the guards moved forward and grabbed him by his arms. “No, you cannot do this! You have no proof!”

“Why would the girl risk so much punishment if it was a lie?” Theobald asked. “You said yourself you do not know her. She has no motive for wishing you harm.”

“But,” Elis stammered, “I am a landgrave. She is a servant,” he said in disbelief. “Somebody is paying her to besmirch my honour,” he finally spat out.

“Possibly,” Theobald granted. “But I cannot risk it. If you are innocent, all that has been harmed is your honour. But if you are guilty, I will not risk the safety of this castle merely because of your title. Enough,” he finished, nodding to the guards. Under further futile protestations, they dragged Elis out of the chamber. “As for you, theft of food is a serious crime during a siege,” Theobald said sternly as he turned his gaze on Kate. “Given the circumstances, I will forego punishment for now. However, if I learn that this repeats itself or that you have lied to me on this occasion, the consequences will be severe. Do you understand?”

“She understands,” Quill intervened. “Thank you, captain,” he added and steered Kate out of the room.

“Thanks,” Kate mumbled once they were some distance down the corridor. “Once Lord Elis came into the room, I thought I made a mistake. My tongue just froze. I thought he would have me killed.”

“You are quite welcome,” Quill told her before faint laughter escaped his lips.

“What’s funny?” Kate frowned.

“I was reminded of an islander saying,” Quill answered, still smiling. “How goes it? ‘The smallest leak can sink the greatest ship,’ I think they say.”

“Why did you think of that?” Kate asked.

“Whatever Lord Elis’ schemes were, I am sure they were complicated to no end. Yet for all his cunning,” Quill said, amused, “his great plans were laid low by a kitchen girl.”

“A kitchen girl who can read,” Kate said proudly. “And navigate by the stars, and who knows the history of the realms.”

“Quite right,” Quill laughed as they walked down the corridor. Outside, light was waning; nightfall was, at most, a few hours away.
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The dungeons of the Citadel were part of the large complex that stretched below the ground, near the food stores, water reservoirs, Hall of the Honoured Dead, and what other rooms that had been delved. While the areas containing supplies had numerous guards posted by them, only one guard could be spared for the section containing the prisoner cells.

These were few in number; given that nearly all crimes were punished with fines, exile, and on the rare occasion with execution, there was never need for lengthy incarceration of anybody. They were only used in the short term for holding those awaiting trial or judgement, such as the landgrave of Elis.

Walking down the stairs under the north tower, one would reach a large, circular guardroom. Like a many-pointed star, corridors extended in every direction from here, each of these containing multiple cells. Elis had been thrown into one of these. He was the only prisoner in the dungeons; the garrison had not taken captives after repelling the assault upon the Citadel by the Isarn soldiers.

The single sentinel assigned to guard Elis was in the circular entrance room with heavy doors between them. Furthermore, Elis was secured by chains to the wall; all he could see was the door to his cell, which had a small window with bars to allow somebody outside to check on his state without entering the room.

Therefore, when odd sounds reached Elis, distorted by distance and doors, the landgrave was unable to move and see the cause. He called out but received no reply; then he heard the door between the guardroom and the corridor swing open and footsteps approaching. A shape appeared by the door to his cell, but the lack of light did not allow him to see who it was. Keys could be heard jangling in the keyhole, and a moment later, the door swung open. The person stepping forward did not wear an Order surcoat.

“What is going on?” Elis asked with barely a breath.

“I am here to talk,” Holwine said, squatting in front of Elis with a predator’s smile. “Or rather, listen to you talk.”

“Stay back,” Elis stammered, pressing up against the wall to which he was chained.

“Afraid I can’t,” came Holwine’s answer, accompanied by a knife being drawn. “You see, someone I care for has risked an awful lot to stop your friends outside the walls. I can’t let you undo that.”

“If you hurt me,” Elis said hoarsely, “they will hang you. I am a lord. You cannot lay a finger on me.”

Holwine laughed. “Tell me, Lord Elis, do you have any idea who I am?”

“No,” Elis said with as much defiance as he could muster. “You are just a servant. Nothing compared to my importance!”

“Then how can they punish me for this when you do not know who hurt you?” Holwine asked with a smile and pressed the cool blade against Elis’ cheek. “Time for answers, milord,” the servant said.
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It was almost dark when a knight opened the door to Theobald’s study and strode in without delay. He was the same knight given command over the remaining Order regiments, which had arrived from the north and been unable to leave Middanhal before the uprising. Along with Theobald, he was the only man wearing golden spurs in the city. “You wanted to see me?” the knight said gruffly.

“Fionn, you should read this,” the captain replied, handing him a small piece of paper.

The knight grabbed the offered paper and read it, mumbling to himself. “To the captain,” he muttered as his eyes glanced downwards. “Spoke with Elis in the dungeons – confirmed his treason!” Fionn exclaimed, looking up at the captain.

“Keep reading,” Theobald told him.

“Assault tonight on northern gate – sorry about your guard – apart from a headache, he is no worse for the wear,” the knight finished reading, rubbing a small bump on the back of his own head.

“I found that letter waiting for me in my personal chambers,” Theobald said dourly. “Sent a man to the dungeons, and true enough, the guard had been knocked out and placed in one of the cells. Lord Elis was babbling incoherently but seems fine apart from a few scrapes.”

“What does this mean?” Fionn asked, his eyes examining the letter once more.

“Either someone is playing a game too complex for me to understand,” Theobald began to say, “or else we are in for a rough night.”

“You put faith in this?” Fionn asked sceptically. “A note without name, making dubious claims.”

“I cannot afford to overlook it,” Theobald argued. “If there is a shred of truth to it, we must be ready.”

“We are stretched thin,” Fionn reminded him. “Even if we deny most of our men sleep, we cannot scrape together more than fifty soldiers or so for the defence. Unless you want to abandon more sentry posts.”

Theobald did not answer immediately. Instead, he leaned back slightly. “What times we live in,” he muttered. “I never expected such when I was given this position. The North in revolt, rebels outside in the streets, and traitors inside our walls!”

“Theobald,” Fionn said sternly, “save such talk for the bards. What do you want done?”

“Scrape those fifty men together. Choose from the kingthanes. I want the best warriors we have.”

Fionn nodded. “I will collect them now and bring them to the northern garrison tower.”

“Not yourself,” Theobald instructed. “You spend the night in the southern.”

“Theobald,” Fionn began to protest, “I am your only knight in here. I must be where the fighting is.”

“Remember the principles,” Theobald admonished him. “Never both commanders in the same place.”

“If you fall tonight, it will be because the Citadel is overrun,” Fionn argued. “There will be nothing for me to command.”

Theobald shook his head. “If they breach the castle, you must lead the final defence. Retreat into the royal wings. It is the most defensible inner part. Kill as many of these dogs as you can.”

“Let us hope it does not come to that,” Fionn said. “Besides, with Lord Elis in the dungeons, the rebels have lost their advantage. Maybe they will abandon their attack when they see the gate is not opened for them.”

“Perhaps,” Theobald said doubtingly. “They hold the northern city walls. It might give them sufficient access to storm our defences. We shall hope for the best and prepare for the worst.”

“As always,” Fionn nodded and left, walking towards the kingthanes’ quarters.
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As night came, the silence upon the streets of Middanhal was occasionally broken by boots walking on cobbled stones; moving two hundred men into position could not be done without noise. However, the many buildings gave cover and prevented the defenders of the Citadel from observing the soldiers of Isarn approaching the great fortress. In small groups, they filtered towards the gates of the castle undetected.

To the south, the men under Ernulf kept their distance; the Arnsweg ended in front of the gate and gave a broad, open area where they would instantly be spotted if they moved forward too soon. To the north, those following Ulfrik could approach much closer. Some went along the city walls to the fortified passageways between the fortifications and the Citadel; the rest crept closer by moving from building to building until a hundred men were scattered in a wide arc to surround the northern gate of the Citadel.

Once in position, an eerie mood spread. Every man was tense, and the anticipation of battle loomed heavily. No words were spoken, no smiles were seen, only resolute expressions mixed with the occasional anxiety. The tension was made worse by the uncertainty. All eyes were on the northern gate in hopes of seeing it open, in hopes that with one blow, the Citadel could be taken. Yet nothing happened.

The moon was still all but invisible, but the stars moved slowly across the sky as the only measurement of time that the would-be attackers had. Impatiently, Ulfrik stood moving his neck from side to side, rolling his shoulders, weighing the heavy two-handed axe in his hands, constantly glancing up.

“It is past midnight,” he finally growled, “and nothing. This smells like a trap.”

“What do we do, captain?” asked the nearby thane who acted as his second-in-command.

“We give Ernulf his chance. Make some noise, men!” Ulfrik exclaimed, roaring the final sentence.

The sudden disturbance of the night silence passed like an ethereal tidal force through his soldiers, breaking the tension. It took a moment before they caught on; then they roared battle cries and banged their weapons against their shields, stomping their boots as they moved around to give the impression that many hundred soldiers hid among the buildings.

South of the Citadel, Ernulf and his men heard the sounds too. Turning towards the engineer, who stood ready by the ballista, the thane nodded. “It’s time,” he told the man from Fontaine. Two of Ernulf’s soldiers pushed the ballista forward into the open street by the Citadel walls, with the remaining men surrounding the siege machinery; meanwhile, the short engineer prepared the munition.
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The Citadel had two major towers, dominating the others in size and height. Respectively they lay at the northern and southern end of the main cluster of buildings that comprised the central construction of the fortress; they served as small headquarters for the garrison. One tower had easy access to the northern castle walls, the other to the southern. When fully manned, each would hold hundreds of soldiers, constantly moving to or from patrols of the fortifications, and the rest stood ready to respond to any threats arising while they were on duty.

With the garrison starved for men, only twenty could be spared in either tower. However, on this particular night, another fifty had been added to their numbers in the northern tower. They were kingthanes all along with Berimund and Theobald. Despite his bad leg, the captain of the Citadel was restless. He moved about, limping slightly, and occasionally he took a seat only to momentarily afterwards get up again. At the great noise and clamour raised by Ulfrik’s soldiers, every man in the northern tower leapt to attention. All grabbed or unsheathed their weapons and ran out towards the northern walls. Reaching them, no enemy was in sight, however; no foes had breached the fortifications. The soldiers guarding the gate stood bewildered, shrugging in ignorance as Theobald reached them.
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Elsewhere, Ernulf and his men moved into position. The few sentinels nearby spotted them and began raising cries of alarm, but the noise from the north deafened it. A climbing hook, attached to a long length of rope, was loaded by the engineer into the ballista with the other end of the rope tied to the machine. Taking aim, the engineer moved a few levers and released its power. The hook and rope shot upwards into an arch, landing perfectly against the crenellations. Immediately archers on the ground began shooting at any defenders approaching the hook, preventing them from removing it.

A soldier grabbed the rope and pulled back, ensuring that the hook had a safe grip. Untying the other end of the rope from the ballista, the soldier ran forward towards the wall and began scaling it, pulling himself up while bracing his feet against the wall. Behind him, other soldiers immediately followed suit, climbing up the fortifications as well. Further behind, the engineer loaded the ballista with the next hook and took aim.
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In the southern tower, its garrison of twenty men was dispersed in various activities; some were playing dice, a few talking and drinking diluted ale, one man repairing his shirt with needle and thread. Fionn was there as well, commanding the small garrison; he was sharpening his meat knife with a small whetstone. “What was that?” a soldier exclaimed, who had been gnawing on a carrot. The clamour and clangs of battle, although faint, had reached them.

“They’re attacking the northern gate,” Fionn replied. He was frowning, but he made no signs to move.

“Shouldn’t we reinforce, sir?” asked the soldier sewing up his shirt. He held the needle straight ahead as if it were a weapon.

“We have our post to man,” Fionn said, shaking his head. “We cannot leave.”

“But you’re a knight,” argued another. “You can command us.”

“Captain told me to stand fast,” Fionn retorted. “The boys at the other tower have their task, we have ours.”

“But they’re only twenty men,” objected the man with the needle. “How can they hold out on their own?”

“They are seventy,” Fionn corrected. “They will hold.”

“Seventy? You knew there would be an attack on the northern gate?” somebody asked.

“We suspected,” Fionn explained. “Though it seemed unlikely. We did not want to start rumours.”

“But what if they cannot hold?” insisted one of the dice players. “Twenty men may make the difference, milord. What if the castle falls while we sit here?”

“We have our orders,” Fionn said, though his voice wavered.

“Then give us new ones,” urged another. “We can’t sit here while the others are fighting and dying.”

Their conversation was interrupted by a soldier sprinting into the common room. “Enemies on the walls,” he panted.

“We know,” Fionn said gruffly. “Northern garrison is there.”

“Not north,” the soldier managed to spit out. “South, here. On the walls.”

Fionn stood up abruptly. “They are here? Near us?”

“What if it’s a trick, sir?” someone asked. “You said you knew they would attack the northern gate. They could be distracting us, keep us from helping them.”

“No, they’re here,” said the soldier who had arrived last.

“You have seen them with your own eyes?” Fionn asked sharply.

“Yes, milord.”

Fionn drew his sword. “If the enemy is south, we go south. I am tired of having a clean sword,” he proclaimed and hastened out the tower, followed by his men.

Reaching the fortifications and moving along them towards the Isarn soldiers, dozens of men could be spotted ahead by Fionn. If he had leaned over the side of the parapet, he would also have been able to see the same number of soldiers scaling the walls and many more standing ready on the ground to take the trip as well. The knight’s attention was on those protecting the climbing hooks, however, helping their comrades reach the top of the walls. Discovering Fionn and his soldiers approaching, the men of Isarn turned to face them.

The three closest soldiers seemed fresh-faced peasant boys with little weapon training. The climb had not allowed them to bring spears, and only one had his shield with him. Furthermore, they did not even grasp how to spread out properly along the width of the wall, and they ended up facing the knight one by one. Fionn had a sword as they did, and he had his shield; added to that, he was a warrior hardened by battle and trained in weaponry since the age of seven. They did not even slow his momentum as he moved past them, and his sword needed only to strike thrice; then they all lay dead, and Fionn faced the fourth attacker without having lost speed.

Fionn’s next adversary had the trappings of a thane, and he held his weapons with understanding. Both struck at the other man without inflicting wounds. Seeing that he dealt with a stronger foe, Fionn opted for different tactics. The thane wore greaves to protect his shins, but the back of his legs had only leather. The knight dropped to one knee and swept out his sword just enough that the tip could tear through the tendons of the thane’s ankle. With an agonising yell, the wounded man fell to his knees. As he got up to stand, Fionn pushed his sword through the thane’s open mouth, pulled it back, and glanced forward.

The remaining soldiers stood grouped together, shields side by side, and with more Isarn soldiers constantly climbing over the battlement to join them. Glancing back at his soldiers, Fionn gestured with his sword for them to advance. “Forward, men! There are beasts for the butchering tonight,” he said with a fell smile. “The Star!” he yelled as his battle cry, raising his sword high before he charged, followed by his men.
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The sounds of battle had its effect on not only the soldiers in the garrison towers but everybody who was inside the Citadel. All over the castle, men leapt out of bed and rushed towards the source of the disruption while putting mail shirts on and girding their sword belts. From the other towers and garrison posts, the soldiers gazed anxiously towards where the fighting unfolded, but none of them had the authority to abandon their position. With no visibility, they could not even watch the combat unfold; their only option was to pray and resist the urge to leave their post.

In his tower, Quill also woke. With a fearful expression on his face, he rushed into the library hall and towards the window that overlooked the southern courtyard. However, he could espy nothing in the darkness; instead, he grabbed the latch and pulled the window open. Immediately, the hitherto muffled, distorted sounds that had awakened him became vivid, evoking images of steel striking steel and men filled with battle lust.

Quill quickly pushed the window shut. He tried once more to look through its glass and gain any glimpse of events unfolding, but still to no avail. There were only a few torches outside within his field of vision that brought any light; they all belonged to the soldiers standing guard on the towers and battlements, and none of them moved or indicated that they were being attacked. Whatever assault was being made, Quill could gain no knowledge of it.

He gave a start as somebody banged on the heavy door to the tower. With cautious steps, Quill approached as the banging continued, and eventually, he heard voices too. Quickly turning the key, Quill opened the door and found a score of kitchen girls standing in the corridor with Kate in front. Opening the door wide, Quill gestured for them to hurry inside; once the last girl, one of the eldest who had pushed the small ones in front of her, had entered, Quill slammed the door shut and locked it again.

Having been in the tower before, the girls were less intimidated by its interior, and they scattered to find seats on the chairs and benches available. A few moved towards the window to gaze out, but they soon abandoned it when they had as little luck as Quill.

“Let me light a few candles,” Quill mumbled, opening the glass cabinets that contained the only source of open fire allowed in the library. “There we are, much better,” he said, satisfied as light soon spread through the hall.

“It’s nice up here,” one girl commented. “You can’t really hear all the noise outside,” she nodded, approving.

“It’s very good for reading,” Kate said, nodding as well. “Very peaceful.”

“What’s it like to read?” another asked. “Does it hurt your eyes?”

“You get a little tired, maybe,” Kate replied casually. “It’s well worth it, though. It’s like somebody telling you a story, except you decide when. You just open a book, and you get the story right there, straight to you.”

“I don’t understand,” a younger member of their company said, who was staring at an open book lying on a desk. “There are no pictures, just little lines. Where’s the story?”

“You must learn the secret of reading,” Kate explained with a voice overflowing with satisfaction. “These are letters. They tell you the words. Here at the front,” she said, grabbing one end of the book to show its cover, “is the title. The Knight’s – The Knight’s –” Kate read aloud, stumbling as she reached the word ‘Codex.’ “This is a boring book. You don’t want this one,” she said dismissively, letting go of it again.

“How about,” Quill said loudly, grabbing the attention of everyone present, “that I choose a book. And you all gather here rather than rummage about through all my rooms and shelves. This one,” he suggested, taking a small book and sitting down on a bench. Quickly, the girls crowded around him. “Holgast and the Duke’s Dinner,” the scribe read out the title as he opened the book to the first page. “Though I think in most parts it is actually known as The Unbidden Guest.”

“What’s a duke?” somebody asked.

“A nobleman from Ealond. Almost as powerful as their king,” Quill explained.

“Like a jarl?” Kate suggested quickly.

“Yes, you might say that,” Quill smiled.

“Who’s Holgast? I don’t think I know him. Does he work in the kitchens?” one of the smaller girls wondered.

“Doubtful,” Quill said, amused. “This book is over a hundred years old, the story even more so.”

“Does it have pictures?” the youngest girl asked.

“No, but I am confident your imagination will suffice,” Quill said. Hurrying before further questions arose, he raised his hand to command silence, cleared his throat, and began to read.

“Once, a wanderer was walking the road between Fontaine and Tricaster. He looked most ordinary. A walking staff in his hand, a heavy cloak to shield him from wind and rain, and a cap for when the sun shone in his face…”
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Half an hour later, the captain of the Citadel finally heard word that the southern walls had been assaulted. Nothing had happened on the northern gate; no attacks had been attempted, but Theobald had not dared to move his soldiers away when the enemy was clearly right outside. The noise caused by Ulfrik’s men had served its purpose as a diversion and obscured what happened elsewhere. Eventually, a guard came from the south to alert the captain. Splitting his forces, Theobald took twenty-five kingthanes with him. He ignored his limp and managed to move with astonishing alacrity through the Citadel until he could walk out onto the southern fortifications.

Theobald found Fionn cleaning his sword, surrounded by numerous bodies. Most wore Isarn colours, though some had the starry surcoat of the Order. “What happened here?”

“Climbing hooks, they tried to take the wall,” Fionn explained, sheathing his sword. “We repulsed them.”

“How many were they?” Theobald asked.

“Think we killed fifty or so before the rest gave up. It was not a full assault,” the knight replied with a casual voice. “More like testing our ability to repel them. We lost eleven ourselves. And you?”

“Nothing,” The captain shook his head. “Only noise. A distraction.”

“You think that was the plan? Somebody framed Lord Elis, left that note in your study, and made us think they would attack one place while attacking somewhere else?” Fionn suggested.

“Honestly, I have no idea anymore,” Theobald said, disheartened. “Could be.”

“We have some long nights ahead of us,” the other man acknowledged. “Tonight was invigorating, though. I have been itching to wet my blade with traitor’s blood for days.”

“I am glad you got something out of it,” Theobald replied dryly, glancing at the bodies of the slain attackers. “I will return north in case the night is not over,” he told Fionn and limped away. The captain’s caution was unnecessary, however; nothing further happened that night.
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When morning came, it brought relief to the inhabitants of the Citadel. The garrison had resisted an assault and proved capable of defending the fortress against the rebels. Those slain were placed in the Hall of the Honoured Dead with their weapons until such time they could be buried. Breakfast was delayed for the court, though no harsh words were spoken on that occasion; everybody was too relieved to be angry.

While most assumed that the delay was simply because the servants were relaxing and enjoying the good mood inside the castle, there was another reason. A score of the kitchen girls were not in their beds when it was time to wake, and subsequently, they appeared later in the kitchens than normal to begin the day’s work. In fact, all the girls sharing a dormitory with Kate had fallen asleep in the library tower.

“Time to wake,” Quill called out, still wearing his sleepwear from when the assault had roused him. Around the tower, sleepy girls woke up from their improvised beds; blankets on tables and benches, many of them huddled together for warmth. Upon hearing Quill’s voice, they stirred from slumber.

“Thank you, Master Quill,” one of them said without specifying what precisely had given cause for gratitude, perhaps a mixture of all the events of the preceding night. Several other girls repeated the sentiment with voices slurred with weariness as he unlocked the large door and opened it for them.

“It was no matter,” Quill muttered, watching them move towards the door one by one. A few walked outside, but when it came time for the youngest girl to leave, she stopped and hesitated before she wrapped her small arms around Quill’s waist, which was as high up as she could reach. “There, now,” he said, patting her head awkwardly. He found no immediate release, however; upon seeing this, the other girls crowded around him to likewise express their fondness until he could not keep himself from laughing.

The kitchens soon after were flurrying with activity to make up for lost time. Cook scowled and barked at the girls as they marched in, but there was little bite in her tongue. Once breakfast had been served and it was time for the servants to have their own meal in the form of porridge, the fearsome matron even left the kitchens to tend to some other affair; without her usual supervision, the servants could fill their plates completely and eat every last scrap without reproach.

Later in the day, Kate had to fetch water; she separated from the others and walked down the corridor, whose only other exit was the small room constructed to house the well that fed from the castle cisterns. She had just lowered the bucket and begun pulling it back when something unnerved her, and she turned on her heel. Blocking the corridor once again was Holwine.

“I am not doing it!” Kate exclaimed. As the rope slipped from her hands, the bucket splashed down into the well.

“Doing what?” Holwine frowned.

“Whatever it is you want me to do,” Kate said determinedly. “I refuse.”

The other person laughed. “I am only here to thank you, Kate.”

“Oh.” The kitchen girl relaxed. “Well, I prefer that.”

“Thanks to you, a traitor was unmasked and an attack was prevented. Last night would have gone differently if not for you,” Holwine said, grabbing the rope and pulling up the full bucket from the well.

“I guess I did good,” Kate grinned as she took hold of the bucket. “Funny, I didn’t even know that was my fault. That the enemy was beaten back, I mean.”

“Probably very few people will ever know,” Holwine nodded. “But I am one of them. I wanted to tell you that. To let you know that you are a hero, Kate.”

“I’m just a girl,” Kate said with half a smile. “I cut vegetables and fetch water and pluck fowls.”

“One does not have to exclude the other,” Holwine said with a wry smile. The servant left swiftly without further words, leaving Kate behind with flushed cheeks.
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In the dungeons, Elis was in a mood as low as his subterranean accommodations. Whenever the guard entered and left a plate of food within his reach, the chained nobleman would spray questions in every direction but to no avail. Due to his location, Elis had been unable to hear whether or not there had been an attack. The only thing he could deduce, given the surcoat of his guard, was that the Order still held the Citadel.

The morning had not yet passed when Elis heard the familiar sound of the door between the circular guardroom and the corridor opening. A face looked in on the prisoner through the barred window in the cell door.

“My lady,” Elis said hoarsely.

“You look pitiful,” Isabel said with a neutral voice.

“Momentary setback,” Elis claimed without much conviction.

“The rebels attacked last night but were repulsed. Your efforts failed,” Isabel reported.

Elis looked disheartened for a moment. “At least there is no actual proof of my involvement,” he managed to say.

“There is now. I spoke with the captain of the Citadel just this morning and told him of your complicity,” the lady said in a factual voice.

“What?” Elis stammered.

“You failed one too many times,” Isabel said lightly. “I could not take the risk you might attempt to implicate me to save yourself.”

“I would never,” Elis declared indignantly.

“Would you not?” Isabel asked rhetorically with one eyebrow raised.

“But they will throw you in chains as well!” Elis burst out. “You have achieved nothing but doom us both!”

“Would I be standing here if that were the case? You think too little of me,” Isabel said coldly. “I told the captain that you had bragged about your intentions to betray the garrison, ostensibly to impress me. When I was not, you threatened me. I was afraid to speak up,” Isabel explained, weaving the tale expertly. “And I thought it was all bluster on your part. Only when I heard of your incarceration and the attack did I realise my grave error by not immediately telling all of this to the captain. Alas,” Isabel said with a grim smile, “I am but a feeble, weak-willed woman. Could anyone blame me? The captain, at least, chose not to.”

“You have killed me,” Elis said while staring blankly ahead as realisation struck him. “They will execute me for this.”

“Most likely,” Isabel assented. “I merely thought you deserved to be told in advance by me personally.”

“Unless Isarn takes the Citadel,” Elis said, his voice clinging to hope. “They will free me. They will know I am their friend.”

“Except they do not know,” Isabel reminded him. “You made sure your name was kept secret.”

“But I can convince them,” Elis said feebly. “I communicated with them. I can prove it was me.”

“Even so, why should the jarl care? You baited his men into a failed assault,” Isabel pointed out. “Before that, you deceived him at the Adalthing, robbing him of the position as lord protector. If the Order does not execute you, Lord Elis, I feel quite certain that Jarl Isarn will.”

“Last month, I was dragonlord of Adalrik,” Elis whispered. “How did this happen?”

“I suggest you take this time to get your affairs in order. If you confess and throw yourself on their mercy, perhaps they will allow your son to inherit your title. It would not have been the case in Hæthiod,” Isabel said light-heartedly, “but these drakonians are soft-hearted. Farewell, Lord Elis.”
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Inside the Temple complex, the high priest was sitting on the bed in his cell. In front of him stood a blackrobe, an acolyte by the lack of emblem on his chest. “The attack was repulsed, Holy One,” the acolyte reported. “In the darkness, it was difficult to see much, but they seem to have only attacked the southern walls. It was small-scale as well. Little more than a hundred men involved, perhaps.”

“I see,” Septimus nodded slowly. Two of his fingers played with a loose strand on his grey robe, straightening it out until it slipped from his grasp and then repeating the motion. “What were the casualties?”

“We counted at least forty men of Isarn scaling the walls and not returning. Perhaps a few more. As for the garrison, it is impossible to say what their losses were.”

“Your best guess?”

The acolyte stood with a face painted with doubt. “Six or seven were slain as the Isarn soldiers first reached the walls. Perhaps the same number lost as they repelled the attackers. Probably more,” he corrected himself. “But of course, some may only have been wounded and survived the battle once aid could be administered.”

“Good,” Septimus nodded thoughtfully. “Good,” he repeated, his voice growing distant. “Has Sister Adilah broken my command?”

“Not as far as I know,” the blackrobe told him. “But I can ask the brother who last watched her.”

“Do that, please,” Septimus said while his eyes stared idly into the air.

“Will there be anything else, Holy One?” the acolyte asked.

“No, thank you,” Septimus smiled, turning to look at his companion while shaking his head. “You may leave.”

After the other man had left, Septimus sat in contemplation for a while. At length, he took a small knife from his desk and cut the loose thread from his robe; then he stood up, straightened the fabric a bit, and left his room.
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The soldiers involved in the attack had left the Isarn compound after dark, and they returned before dawn; thus, very few had seen their movements either way. However, the absence of those killed upon the Citadel walls could be observed. There was also a great number of wounded moving about in the courtyard as their injuries allowed them; the archers of the garrison had done good work, and many Isarn soldiers had been hurt fleeing down the walls or in the fall sustained when their path of escape had literally been severed by the victorious defenders. Those who had suffered too much to walk were placed on improvised beds in a tent erected on the yard, according to the conventional wisdom that fresh air increased the healing process.

“There has been fighting,” Arndis told the others as she took her place by the window and watched everything going on in the courtyard.

“They made their attack on the Citadel,” Theodwyn speculated, joining Arndis by the observation post.

“Most likely. Or fighting erupted somewhere else in the city,” Arndis pondered.

“Did they win or lose?” Eleanor asked, absent-mindedly running a finger over the scars on her cheek.

“Impossible to say,” Theodwyn said, annoyed. “And these wretches outside our door will not tell us much, I wager.”

“We will ask the servants when they bring us food,” Arndis declared.

“If they have taken the Citadel,” Eleanor considered, “does this mean we cannot expect to be freed by the Order?”

“I do not think it matters much in that respect,” Theodwyn argued. “The Citadel holding out is an annoyance. It will be an army from the outside that arrives and retakes the city.”

“But which?” Arndis asked with a touch of despair in her voice as she left her post and paced around the room. “With the army at Lake Myr gone, who is left to save the city and us?”

“The Order has armies in the other realms,” Theodwyn mentioned. “It is a matter of time only until they react to the jarl’s treachery.”

“Weeks? Months?” Arndis asked, to which Theodwyn could only shrug.

“But what about the jarl Vale?” Eleanor inserted, prompting the other two women to look at her. “He has an army, and he must desire to see the city liberated from Jarl Isarn as well.”

“I do not know if we would be in much better conditions,” Theodwyn said with a sinister tone. “If one jarl defeats the other, whoever is left will take control of the realm. We may exchange one tyrant for another.”

“How promising,” Arndis muttered.

“Do not lose hope yet, my little lambs,” Theodwyn said with uncharacteristic cheer. “This war has just begun. We may suffer for the moment, yes, but it is far from over. It does not befit ladies of our standing to sink into desperation simply because our circumstances are less than ideal. Do you hear me, Arndis?”

“Yes, yes,” the other woman answered wearily. “I am just fatigued by the lack of news. The constant uncertainty.”

“We all have someone dear to us trapped in conflict,” Eleanor reminded them.

“I know,” Arndis nodded. “And there are some who have it worse. The jarlinna, being pregnant and with her little son, and the jarl being dragged away as a prisoner.”

“Lady Ingmond seemed to possess fortitude,” Theodwyn said confidently. “I am sure she is holding her head high.”

“Maybe,” Arndis said doubtingly. “She has two lives to safeguard apart from her own. I would not blame her for being in deep distress.”

“She is a jarlinna, and Jarl Ingmond is their most important hostage,” Theodwyn argued. “They will not dare to harm her.”

“Let us hope so,” Eleanor added, her fingers once more tracing the marks of disfiguration upon her face. “In war, there are few such guarantees. When men become desperate, they lose what makes them men.”

“You speak of experience, Eleanor?” Theodwyn asked with a raised eyebrow.

“No,” Eleanor said quietly, “just thinking out loud. You never know what a man might do until he is cornered.” Having said that, she quickly removed her fingers from her scars by closing her hand to a fist.
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Outside in the courtyard, Ulfrik and Ernulf were assessing the damage. Once it had been clear that the assault would fail and Ernulf had signalled a retreat, those already on the walls had been left to die. Perversely, this now aided them in hiding the scope of their failure; there were fewer wounded whom the others had brought back for treatment at the Isarn manor. Still, it could not be hidden that some form of skirmish had been fought.

“Even the Dull Knife is bound to notice something happened,” Ernulf mumbled.

“That is not your concern,” Ulfrik told him brusquely.

“It will be if our grip on the city is weakened due to this,” Ernulf retorted. “We will not be able to man the walls and patrol the city as effectively.”

“It is no matter,” Ulfrik said dismissively. “The garrison at the Citadel is no threat to us.”

“What do we tell Isenwald about this?” Ernulf asked with a low voice. “What if the jarl finds out?”

“Leave all that to me,” Ulfrik replied with his customary growl. “I will handle the boy and his father.”

“You should. This was your command. All responsibility falls upon you,” Ernulf declared.

Swiftly, Ulfrik grabbed him by the collar. “Do not think for one second to go behind my back,” the captain said with a clenched jaw, using his imposing size for intimidation. “Do not breathe a word of this to our lord or his son. Or I will take you with me, I swear by Hel.”

“I would never dream, milord,” Ernulf said, turning his face away.

“Good,” Ulfrik hissed, slowly releasing the thane from his grasp.

“What – is going – on?” Isenwald asked. The two warriors had conducted their conversation by the steps to the entrance of the house, and now the current lord of the city appeared in the doorway.

“Small misunderstanding, my lord,” Ulfrik said. “It has been settled.”

“What about them?” Isenwald nodded towards the tent. Its sides were open to allow fresh air freely, which meant that the wounded were clearly visible.

“The enemy attempted a nightly assault from the castle,” Ulfrik swiftly explained. “It was easily dismissed, and they retreated.”

“Did we suffer – losses?”

“Not many, my lord,” Ulfrik reassured him.

“Perhaps this will make – it easier for us to capture the castle,” Isenwald considered.

“Doubtful,” Ernulf mumbled, though he was not heard by the others.

“My father sends word,” Isenwald continued, waving a piece of parchment in his hands. “It arrived – just this morning, right after the city gates – opened.”

“Good news, my lord?” Ulfrik asked.

“He writes that most of the remaining northern landgraves are – on – our side,” Isenwald nodded. “Soon, they will have completed their muster. He says – in a few weeks at most, we will have all the soldiers we need.”

“Good,” Ulfrik smiled coldly. “Then we can end this war.”

“I hope so,” Isenwald assented. “The sooner, the better. I am not fond – of all this,” he added before he turned back into the house.

“You realise that if we win, that boy becomes heir to the throne after his father,” Ernulf said once Isenwald was out of earshot.

“That is not your concern,” Ulfrik told him with a vicious look.

“He strikes me as someone easily ruled by the counsel of others,” Ernulf ventured to say.

“Careful, Ernulf. I once removed the tongue from a man because his words displeased me,” the captain of the thanes threatened.

“I meant no offence,” Ernulf said, raising his hands in a disarming gesture. “I merely hope you’ll not forget who has always followed your command.”

“Though not with much success,” Ulfrik snorted. “But keep your mouth shut and do as you are told,” he added. “You would be surprised how far in life that will get you.”

“I live to serve,” Ernulf smiled and walked away.
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In the days following their failed assault on the Citadel, the occupiers of Middanhal made few other moves. They tightened their control on the various districts and reinforced the blockade around the Citadel, ensuring that a sharp watch was kept and no sortie possible. Days began to turn into weeks before the city experienced upheaval once more.

It happened at nightfall, nearly a month after Isarn’s uprising had first begun. The moon had completed another cycle and was once again absent from the night sky; thus, it did not illuminate what was about to transpire. There was no indication until past midnight; then, the first arrows began to fly. Such stealth was employed that up towards another hour passed until secrecy could no longer be maintained, and the first messages of warning were passed on to rouse the Isarn warriors at their compound.

Inside their house, chaos erupted as people woke up. There was a clash between the unquestionable certainty that the shouts of alarm meant an attack and the sheer unexpectedness of the event. The common soldiers, whose makeshift barracks were the outer buildings of the Isarn compound, gathered in the courtyard to wait for orders. The thanes and household soldiers inside the main house itself congregated in the entrance hall, exchanging bewildered looks as they donned their armour and readied their weapons.

“What – is happening?” Isenwald asked, blinking repeatedly as his eyes were still heavy with sleep.

“An attack,” Ulfrik sneered. “We must –”

He was interrupted by the doors opening and one of their soldiers rushing inside. He all but collapsed as soon as he was past the entrance as evidence of the haste he had employed. “Milords,” he breathed, barely audible.

“Speak, man!” Ulfrik shouted. “Do you have knowledge of the enemy? Is it the garrison at the Citadel?”

“No,” the soldier shook his head faintly. “They came from outside, against the walls.”

“Run to the barricade,” Ulfrik commanded a nearby thane. “Tell the men there to hurry to the south walls and reinforce them.”

“Too late,” came an objection from the newly arrived soldier. “You don’t understand,” he panted. “They are in the city!”
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After Isenwald’s warning to Valerie, every member of the House of Vale in Middanhal had quickly and quietly left the capital. The same night when the jarl of Isarn made his bid for power and seized control of the city, the jarl of Vale sat in a carriage on the Kingsroad. With him were his brother, daughter, nephew, his chamberlain, and his thanes on their own mounts. The following day, they left the Kingsroad and travelled west as fast as their horses could carry them. There was little rest or respite until they reached Coldharbour, the northernmost city in the province of Vale. As their company passed through the gate, many breathed sighs of relief.

Arion, the chamberlain, was immediately dispatched south to Valcaster, seat of the jarls of Vale, on the swiftest ship that could be found; in his hands, he brought orders to prepare for war. The morning after, the jarl and his family followed suit, travelling by ship down the Mihtea; with favourable wind or many oars, a ship could make that journey in a few days. Despite having reached the relative safety of their own territory, there was little conversation between the kinsfolk of Vale. Valerian, remembering that Valerie was warned about Isenhart’s plans through her secret liaison with Isenwald, did not speak to his daughter. Valerie was too disheartened to respond to her cousin’s attempts at cheering her up. Sometimes, when neither Valerian or Valerie would speak, Konstantine would instead try to engage his father with no luck either; Konstans was too occupied making plans to speak to anyone.

Thus, the journey passed in silence until their ship spotted the towers of Valcaster in the distance. Approximately a week had passed since their flight from Middanhal; that very night before, Elis had carried out his schemes, and Kate had stolen pears in the Citadel orchard. None of the members of the House of Vale knew of the events in Middanhal that were taking place or about to; they only knew that Valcaster, second-largest city in Adalrik, was about to welcome them home.

The ship had been spotted many hours before it would reach the harbour of Valcaster, and the banner upon the mast proclaimed that it had the jarl aboard. Therefore, when the ship moored along the pier, several people stood in attendance. At the front stood two women; just behind them was the chamberlain Arion, having arrived a few days before. Both women were richly dressed in silk and jewellery, which exceeded a year’s wage for a labourer. The two women had little else in common, though. One was young, in the middle of her twenties; the other approached twice that age. One wore a bright smile that illuminated her features with joy; the other wore a blank expression that showed no emotion. One was wringing her hands in anticipation, restless and finding it difficult to stand still; the other was an immovable object.

“You may contain yourself, Alexandra,” the older woman said without looking at her companion. “The ship will not arrive faster.”

“I know, my lady,” Alexandra said, her eyes keeping focus forward as well. “I am merely still overwhelmed by all the news. Until I see our lord, I can scarce believe he is already returning.”

“You may be assured, my lady,” Arion’s smooth voice came from behind, “that the jarl is on that ship.”

“Yes, yes, Arion,” the older woman said dismissively, “the jarlinna is not questioning your message. It is merely youthful exuberance that has her in its grasp, I wager,” she said with a superior tone of voice.

“Of course, Lady Mathilde,” Arion said softly, retreating a step.

Now the ship approached the harbour. Valcaster was built around a bend in the river Mihtea, slowing its current, forcing ships to adjust course, thereby making it a natural place to moor and rest from one’s journey. The city lay south of the river, which flowed along the northern and western side of Valcaster. On the opposing bank, a mighty tower had been built with catapults to sink hostile ships and control that side of the river. Of course, a ship with sails in the red and golden colours of Vale would not be subjected to any such event. Unhindered, the jarl’s ship sailed down the river, made the bend, passed the tower, and finally reached the harbour of Valcaster.

Swiftly, the skilled boat hands made the leap from ship to pier, mooring it securely, so the jarl and his relatives could disembark. His brother, his daughter, and lastly, his nephew, along with the thanes. As soon as his feet touched the pier, Valerian took swift steps towards Alexandra, who mirrored his movements. She extended her hands, which he grasped with his own.

“It is good to see you return, my lord,” she smiled.

“It is good to be seen returned,” he said with a trace of laughter. “Mathilde,” he added, greeting her with a brief nod before his attention returned towards his wife.

“My lord,” Mathilde replied, returning the jarl’s greeting and speaking her own towards his brother, Konstans. “Husband.”

“Dearest wife,” Konstans said neutrally.

The two brothers continued moving forward; their wives turned around, falling into pace and walking alongside them, followed by their retinue. Valerie and Konstantine quickly closed the distance to walk side by side with the others, prompting another flurry of exchanged greetings.

“Hallo, Mother,” Konstantine said quietly.

“Welcome home, my son,” Mathilde replied, exhibiting a smile briefly.

“Valerie, so good to see you!” Alexandra exclaimed, taking hold of the other woman’s arm as they walked next to each other.

“Same to you,” Valerie smiled.

“Straight to your chamber, Valerie,” Valerian said with a stern voice, staring straight ahead. “Nowhere else.”

“Yes, Father,” Valerie muttered. Alexandra sent her an inquisitive look but received nothing in return.

No further words were spoken as they left the pier, where two carriages waited for them. The members of the House of Vale climbed inside while the thanes took marching positions surrounding the wagons, the entire retinue leaving the harbour with speed and entering Valcaster itself.
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A belated noon meal was prepared soon after the cortege reached the keep. The jarl was entreated to relate the tale of his escape from Middanhal as well as any other news from the capital. Valerian accommodated his court to some extent, though he did not mention how he came to be warned of Isenhart’s treachery. While the jarl was thus occupied entertaining his courtiers, his brother carried on a quieter conversation with his wife. “How have affairs been in Valcaster?” Konstans asked, cutting his meat into tiny pieces and eating them delicately.

“Little to remark on. Some trouble with the servants, but when is that not the case?” Mathilde remarked casually. “I managed to install a new handmaiden to Alexandra, who has proved very informative,” she added, speaking more softly.

“Has Alexandra given you any trouble while we were away?” her husband asked with a light frown.

“Not as such,” Mathilde shrugged, spearing a carrot with her fork. “She defers to me where it matters, and I let her decide when it is inconsequential. But she has taken a greater interest in the affairs of the jarldom.”

“Probably at Valerian’s encouragement, I wager,” Konstans considered.

“Perhaps not. The girl may be more ambitious than her looks imply,” his wife replied.

“It grows to be of less importance. When this war is over, we shall rule Middanhal instead. Let my brother’s wife entertain herself with Valcaster.”

Mathilde paused for a moment before she broached a new subject. “What of our son?”

“What of him,” Konstans replied, taking careful sips of his diluted wine.

“How did he conduct himself in the capital?” she asked.

“Passably, I suppose,” Konstans said, sounding disinterested. “I was rather occupied. He did not make a fool of himself. I would have noticed that.”

“He is twenty and your brother’s heir,” Mathilde said insistently while her hands tore a loaf of bread into edible pieces. “Is it not time he was given responsibilities worthy of his position?”

This remark made Konstans slowly turn his head to look at his wife. “You think Konstantine could have handled the intricacy of the Adalthing? Tell me true, has he ever displayed an aptitude for such?”

“I am not arguing he should be given charge of everything,” Mathilde retorted, “but under your careful guidance, he could be given a task on occasion.”

“I allow him to accompany me and learn,” Konstans pointed out, slightly absent-minded; his attention was caught by whispers between the jarl and the jarlinna. “All the boy has to do is keep his eyes open.”

“You will let him be present this afternoon? When your brother takes counsel?” she asked.

“Yes, he might as well,” Konstans agreed. He quickly turned to look at his wife again. “Any reason for your insistence?”

“As I said, Konstantine is growing up,” Mathilde said. “Some might doubt his worthiness as an heir because he is your son and not your brother’s son. I want him to prove beyond doubt that he deserves to be the next jarl of Vale,” she finished, glancing towards where the current jarl sat embroiled in conversation with his own wife.
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After the meal, plenty of people desired the jarl’s time and attention; however, it was tacitly understood that there were more pressing matters. With war broken out, Valerian’s first priority was spoken for; a war council had to be held. In the keep at Valcaster, there was a room for this purpose. Konstans went there directly after telling his son to follow him; Valerian went to his private chambers first. In his study, he unlocked a drawer in his desk, opened it, and withdrew a small journal.

Sitting down, he grabbed a quill and added small notes and numbers to a page detailing various specifics and pieces of information from his last journey. The hinges of the chamber door announced with a creak that somebody had entered the room. “Yes?” the jarl asked without looking up from his book.

“Valerian?” asked a female voice.

“Alexandra,” he smiled and raised his head towards her.

“I am sorry to disturb you. I know you are meticulous about your records,” she began to say.

“I am almost done,” he assured her, returning to quickly scribble a few more entries. “But I must leave in a moment.”

“I shall be swift,” she promised. “I did not wish to enquire about this when others were near. But your message said nothing about my father, my sister, or my brother.”

Valerian’s face lost its trace of a smile. “There was no time. They are trapped in Middanhal.”

“I thought as much,” Alexandra nodded. “Unless you object, I will write to let my mother know and invite her to Valcaster to stay with us. Her steward can handle matters without her, I am sure.”

“Whatever you think best,” Valerian said, distracted, finishing writing his book. “Now, I must take my leave. I promise you will have my full attention tonight.”

“You always gave a fair bargain,” Alexandra smiled. “I think I will spend the afternoon practising my archery. The new range you had installed is very agreeable to me.”

“I am pleased to hear that,” her husband replied, clearing his desk and locking his journal away.

“My practice suffers a bit from a lack of a worthy opponent, however,” she said with an innocent look. “I have rather missed Valerie since you took her with you to the capital.”

“And a mistake that was,” Valerian grumbled lowly. “She is confined to her chambers as punishment. She does not deserve a reprieve,” he said sternly.

“It is not for her sake,” Alexandra quickly spoke. “I would merely have her company because it is an aid to me.” Valerian was walking through the room; as he reached the door where Alexandra stood, she placed a light hand on his arm. “For my sake? Please?”

Valerian gave another grumble. “If I were not pressed for time, I would probably think this through and dislike the notion,” he speculated loudly.

“But now?” Alexandra probed with an endearing smile.

“If it will please you,” Valerian said dismissively, and he was promptly rewarded with a kiss on the cheek.

“You are the best of husbands,” his wife told him.

“And you are too cunning for your own good or mine,” Valerian growled, but the corners of his mouth were twitching upwards and took the sting from his words. He quickly left the room, marching towards his council chamber.
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Like any decent room for such purposes, the council chamber had a large map of the Seven Realms. Usually, it was furled together and stored nearby, but for the occasion, it had been laid out and placed on the table in the centre of the room. A large handful of elegantly carved pieces resembling footmen and horsemen had been spread across the map in representation of armies.

Konstans was occupied moving pieces around, examining how it changed the situation, and returning them to their original position. Nearby, Konstantine and Arion were watching in silence. The door opened to admit Valerian. The jarl glanced around. “I thought you would have summoned Alfonso here as well,” Valerian wondered.

“Alfonso is a good thane,” Konstans said without looking up from the map, “and he is perhaps even a decent captain of your thanes. But at birth, all of his gifts were assigned to the use of his hand, not his head.”

This remark awoke faint amusement from the others. “I suppose,” Valerian muttered. “But we are going to need more commanders than you and I, Brother.”

“I am aware,” Konstans nodded. “If our margraves were not trapped in Middanhal, I would have suggested Lord Jaunis. He is rather motivated towards defending us.”

“My father-in-law is quite capable, yes,” Valerian assented, “but as you say, also unavailable.”

“Let us save that concern for later,” Konstans suggested. “It will be weeks before conscription is carried out and our soldiers assembled at any rate. First, we need to know our situation.”

“How have you laid out the map?” Valerian asked.

“Isenhart holds Middanhal,” Konstans began to explain, his fingers touring the map. “Athelstan has one of their armies. About five thousand men, we are told, which means they have another five thousand men they can mobilise from Isarn itself. We should expect to face an invasion of up towards ten thousand.”

“We can match those numbers,” Valerian said gruffly. “As long as we have time. What of the soldiers you have placed here?” he asked, pointing at the centre of southern Adalrik.

“The provinces of the southern landgraves,” Konstans explained. “Some of them are also trapped in Middanhal, and we cannot expect their lands or families to aid us. But I sent letters to all of their holdings when we reached Coldharbour a few days ago. I am waiting for their replies to see whom we may count on. It is my intention to make the lands directly east of Vale hostile towards Isarn, forming an unbroken chain that protects our eastern border. A wall that their army must cross before they can invade us, thereby giving us time.”

“But will they not simply invade from the northeast?” Valerian questioned. “They can march straight from Middanhal to Coldharbour unopposed and then south into our remaining lands.”

“Athelstan destroyed the Order at Lake Myr,” Konstans reminded him, tapping his finger at that location in the centre of southern Adalrik. “It would be natural for him to march to Ingmond first.”

“How so?” Konstantine asked, breaking his silence.

“Jarl Ingmond is their prisoner,” Valerian explained, his eyes absorbed by the map. “Those are fertile lands, rich in food that his army will need if Athelstan plans to besiege us.”

“But it will cost him if he marches straight west against us,” Konstans added, “through hostile lands. The only alternative is to return to Middanhal and march upon us from the northeast. Which should buy us time to finish mobilising our troops.”

“What of Lord Marcaster?” Valerian enquired. “He is by far the strongest landgrave, and he protects our southern flank.”

“In that regard, we are blessed by fortune and foresight,” Konstans told his brother. “I have already made an alliance with Marcaster, and his men are already mobilised. He promised he would bring up towards four thousand soldiers to our cause.”

“His army is already gathered?” Valerian spoke with a frown. “How so? Did he have foreknowledge of Isarn’s treachery?”

“Not quite,” Konstans explained. “When the prince was slain, I knew some would blame us. He was travelling to our lands, after all, as part of an arrangement we made. I feared that we might be the target of retribution. But how would it have looked if we had begun gathering our armies right after the prince’s death?” he asked, suddenly looking at his son.

“It would have looked as if –” Konstantine began to speak, caught unawares so that he had to start his sentence anew. “We would have looked guilty.”

Konstans nodded. “Or as if we planned to capitalise upon his demise. But no such suspicion would fall upon Marcaster.”

“So you bade him leave Middanhal and gather his forces,” Valerian said in realisation. “Very clever, Brother.”

Konstans accepted the compliment with a small nod and smile. “Now those forces can be used to keep Athelstan in check, hinder his progress, and buy us further time.”

A cough came from Arion. “I am very sorry to intrude, but this is where I must play the part as your chamberlain, milord,” he said, swallowing. “Which entails delivering messages arrived for you, including those bearing ill news.”

“Well? What is it?” Valerian asked impatiently.

“A very brief message from your reeve in Inghold. I had to piece a few things together to understand the full story,” Arion explained hesitantly.

“Skip to the conclusion,” Konstans said coldly.

“Apparently,” Arion began to elaborate while wetting his lips, “Lord Marcaster heard about Lake Myr and Sir Athelstan’s march into Ingmond. Presumably, he felt his own army was ready for battle while Sir Athelstan’s forces were exhausted.”

“No,” Konstans hissed. “No, do not say it is so.”

“The armies met near the border between the provinces. It was a crushing victory for the Isarn forces. Lord Marcaster’s army is scattered or captured, as is the landgrave himself,” Arion finished.

“I told that fool!” Konstans exclaimed. “I told him not to engage Athelstan on his own. What was that simpleton thinking?”

“My assumption would be that Lord Marcaster thought he might bring the war to a swift end, making himself into a hero,” Arion pondered and received a furious look from Konstans.

“It was not a question to which I required an answer,” the latter said with a clenched jaw.

“It was Marcaster’s soldiers, not ours,” Valerian reminded his brother. “Calm yourself. We ourselves have lost nothing.”

“Athelstan is in Ingmond,” Konstans retorted. “From there, he can march unopposed through Marcaster’s lands and invade ours with his supply lines safely protected all the way from Inghold. In two weeks, Valcaster itself could be under siege!” he burst out, raising his hands in frustration.

“Then we fight defensively,” Valerian decided. “As long as we control the river, we can reinforce the city endlessly. Meanwhile, any reinforcements for Isarn will have to come all the way beyond Middanhal. We will disrupt their supply lines, wear them down.”

“Could we not cut them off entirely?” Konstantine ventured to say, making every other man in the room turn to stare at him. Steeling himself, the youth walked over to the table and pointed at the capital. “Half their forces are still being gathered in Isarn, right? We know they will have to pass through Middanhal to reach Athelstan.”

“We cannot hope to take the city easily,” Valerian argued. “It would take months at the very least, and we would suffer catastrophic losses.”

“We need not take the city,” Konstans considered, sending his son an approving look. “If we merely besiege it, we can keep Isarn’s army trapped inside it. Or force them to fight unfavourably if they attempt a sortie.”

“But we would have to send most of our soldiers north to ensure that,” Valerian protested. “We would leave Vale itself all but unprotected.”

“I think it has become clear that we should avoid meeting Athelstan on the battlefield,” Konstans said grimly. “Not unless we outnumber him many times over. We let him invade and exhaust his army on besieging our cities. Deny him any resources we can,” the jarl’s brother continued. “We keep our horsemen here as a mobile force and to conduct raids on Athelstan while we gather our infantry in Coldharbour and march them against Middanhal. Should Athelstan attempt something desperate, such as marching directly on Valcaster, we hold the advantage of speed. Our army can return to Coldharbour and sail to Valcaster within days.”

“We shall require all the ships we can claim,” Valerian pondered. “Arion, make sure every ship in my employ is gathered here in Valcaster. Every vessel already here that is not owned by me, send soldiers to confiscate it. We will need them all,” he instructed his servant.

“At once, milord,” Arion bowed his head and quickly left the room.

“It will still take time,” Valerian warned his brother. “Some of our crafts are as far away as Herbergja.”

“That is how it must be,” Konstans replied. “This is the best use of our soldiers. We cannot risk them in the field against Athelstan until the time is right. If they can lay siege to Middanhal meanwhile, they will starve Athelstan of reinforcements.”

“We are taking a risk nonetheless,” Valerian said quietly. “We may hide in our cities, yes, but we give Athelstan control of everything beyond.”

“Which is why our next step should be to hire mercenaries,” Konstans argued. “Send word to our reeve in Herbergja or even Alcázar.”

“What? Men with no honour?” Valerian exclaimed indignantly.

“It is not their honour we pay for, but their swords,” Konstans said dryly. “The mercenaries can play the role that Marcaster’s forces should have. Hinder Athelstan’s progress, limit his options. Once our own armies are gathered, collectively, we will hold sufficient superiority of numbers.”

“We will not be in much esteem if we win this war by such means,” the jarl said with dislike in his voice.

“We will be in less esteem if we lose,” his brother countered. “What use is all your gold if it cannot bring us victory?”

“I will consider it,” Valerian said reluctantly. “Could we not rely on the Order instead? They have an army or at least something akin to it in Hæthiod still.”

Konstans shook his head. “We must assume it is engaged with the outlanders and unable to extricate itself. If they do return, I shall be happy to have been wrong. But we should make all our plans on the assumption that the Order will not participate in this war. At least not within foreseeable time.”

“What of the army we send to Middanhal?” Valerian asked. “Someone must lead it.”

“I suppose I shall do so,” Konstans contemplated. “Unless a better alternative can be thought of.”

“Another thing to consider,” Valerian added. “Now I am weary. Come, let us have some wine and sit in the arbour.”

“Go without me,” Konstans said, nodding for his son to follow the jarl. “I have further deliberations to make.” He grabbed the carved figurine that had represented Marcaster’s forces, strangling it in his grasp until his knuckles turned white.
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The keep in Valcaster had a large courtyard, as any such building would have; it played home to the stables as well as an array of other constructions for different purposes. One of these was a large archery range; the jarl of Vale favoured archers as his guards for his vast collection of properties and had facilities for them to keep their skills sharp. This afternoon, the two people training archery were not wearing Vale livery, however, nor were they wearing dresses as they normally did but rather garments that allowed unrestricted movement. One was the jarlinna of Vale; the other was her stepdaughter. A servant boy was nearby, fetching their arrows once they finished a round of shooting.

“You have improved,” Valerie commented as Alexandra placed her last arrow.

“I have had time to practice,” the jarlinna mentioned, watching the other woman line up her shot.

“Unlike me,” Valerie replied, narrowing her eyes slightly as she aimed. “There was little time for such pursuits during our stay in the capital.”

“You had time for disagreements with your father, I noticed,” Alexandra said cautiously.

With a whipping sound, the arrow left the bowstring and landed wide from the mark. “A difference of opinion,” Valerie said stiffly.

“I shall not pry,” the jarlinna promised. “Besides, your father has a short-lived temper. His displeasure will not last.”

“I suppose not,” the jarl’s daughter replied. “Alexandra, you care about my father, right? How exactly does such affection work?”

“Quite a question,” Alexandra said with a surprised expression. “I am not sure what you mean.”

“I mean,” Valerie began haltingly, “how do we choose to have affections for somebody? Why?”

“I do not know how conscious the choice is,” Alexandra considered. “Some people simply get easily along, I guess. Such as you and me.”

“Indeed,” Valerie smiled, pulling the bowstring back for her next shot and releasing it to better result.

“Your father was kind,” Alexandra suddenly added. “Valerian is a powerful man. He needs not exhibit kindness to those in lesser standing, such as my own father. Yet he does. When I learned of your father’s intentions towards me, I thought that there must be some union between a man’s actions and his character. That if your father did good, ultimately, he would have to be a good man. So I accepted his offer.”

“Not all would agree to such thinking,” Valerie replied, shooting her third arrow. “My aunt, for instance. Has she let you decide anything in the jarldom while we were in Middanhal?”

“Oh, Mathilde is not so bad,” Alexandra shrugged. “She just has strong opinions. She likes to be useful, I suppose, so I let her deal with some matters.”

“I wonder if she thinks the same way,” Valerie said with a dry tone.

“In any case, I think very soon I will have other matters on my mind. Having somebody to lighten my burdens will be a blessing,” Alexandra said coyly.

“Other matters?” Valerie asked with a frown.

“I have not told your father yet,” Alexandra leaned forward to a whisper. She glanced at the servant boy, waiting for them to finish shooting. “Go fetch the arrows,” she told him. “In any case,” she continued to Valerie, “I thought he should get this dreadful business of war meetings over first. I will tell him tonight, and he will probably make a formal announcement soon.”

“Alexandra, are you saying what I think?” Valerie asked.

The jarlinna nodded eagerly. “You are going to be a sister, Valerie!” she exclaimed.

“Gods bless us!” Valerie burst out. “That is wonderful! You are certain?”

“I spoke with a sibyl last week, and she agrees with me. The signs are there. I cannot wait to see the look on your father’s face,” Alexandra glowed.

“This is a good omen,” Valerie smiled. “The Seven and Eighth have blessed us, truly.”

“I am glad you think so,” Alexandra said and bit her lower lip. “I was worried about telling you. You have been your father’s only child for so many years.”

“Nonsense!” Valerie said strongly. “Banish all such thoughts,” she continued, sweeping Alexandra up in a tight embrace. “Only happiness could ensue from your child being born. I am certain all in our house will agree.”
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After the last bell rung, the weary refugees from Middanhal could finally go to rest in their own homes. Several wings in the keep were distributed among the members of the House of Vale, giving all of them spacious personal chambers. Mathilde, sister-in-law to the jarl, had her own quarters as well, of course; however, as night fell, she did not move towards her own chamber but towards her husband’s.

She gave a soft knock and announced herself. When given admittance by Konstans’ servant, she found the jarl’s brother partly undressed in preparation for sleep. “Thank you, I will help his lordship tonight,” Mathilde told the servant, dismissing him. When he had gone, closing the door after him, Mathilde turned towards her husband.

“I did not expect to see you already tonight,” he remarked casually as she stepped closer and helped him undress.

“I thought we could speak privately,” she told him.

“And you intend a topic where it is best I am distracted?” Konstans asked as his wife removed his shirt.

“You know me too well,” she smiled. “I hear that you are sending the army north?”

“Not all our soldiers,” Konstans replied. “But those that can be ready within a few weeks. Enough to surround Middanhal from the south.”

“Who will lead this army?” Mathilde asked.

“Our list of able commanders is short, unfortunately. I may have to do it myself,” Konstans contemplated.

“Is that wise? Depriving your brother of your counsel, leaving him alone to lead the war?” Mathilde continued, letting her hands brush over her husband’s bare chest.

“While I would prefer to stay,” Konstans admitted, “I doubt I can convince Valerian to leave here.”

“A pretty, young wife will do that to a man,” Mathilde said with a scoff.

“I do not know whom else to trust,” Konstans continued.

“I have been told that it was Konstantine’s idea to besiege Middanhal, keep the sheepheads blocked in,” Mathilde said in a casual tone.

“That could be argued. I presume it is no coincidence that you bring up his name?” Konstans asked.

“He is your son. The jarl’s nephew and heir. Is it not time he assumes responsibility? Time that he is given a position equal to his standing,” Mathilde said.

“You want Konstantine to lead the army north?” Konstans asked with heavy doubt. “The boy has no experience in military matters.”

“Then this is an excellent opportunity for him to receive it,” Mathilde countered.

“He will be responsible for thousands of our men,” Konstans retorted with a sceptic voice. “I am not certain this is where to start.”

“The danger is not as great as it seems,” Mathilde said soothingly, framing her husband’s face with her hand. “Athelstan is in the south. Konstantine does not have to lead the army into battle. Merely lead it, be seen as a son of Vale.” Seeing the continued doubt on Konstans’ face, she quickly continued. “It does not have to be for the duration of the war. If you feel the need, you can always go north yourself and replace him. But let him have command for a while. Let him feel the weight of responsibility. Let it mature him.”

“I am not convinced,” Konstans shook his head, and he turned away to grab a goblet of wine. “The boy is hardly gifted in matters of politics either, and I am playing a difficult game in convincing the southern landgraves to support us. If he makes a misstep somehow, it could cost us.”

“Send someone with him. Arion, for instance. He has a cool head on his shoulders and can advise Konstantine, yet he does not outrank him,” Mathilde suggested, taking the goblet from her husband and turning his attention back towards her. “Some of your brother’s thanes will accompany him as well. Choose a few that can handle the practical matters.”

“I remain reluctant,” Konstans said. “It would be safer if I commanded the army myself.”

“Of course it would be,” Mathilde agreed, her voice growing soft again as her hands gently ran over his skin. “Everything would be better if you could do everything. But you must relinquish the reins at some point. Konstantine will never grow if he is always living in your shadow. He must find his own footing somehow. That will never happen if he is always to tread in your footsteps. He will never find his own path.”

Konstans stood silent for a moment. “I suppose it is a father’s duty to challenge his son. Not to mention he will be jarl one day. Best he stand prepared when that day comes.”

“You are in agreement?” Mathilde smiled.

“I will speak to Valerian,” Konstans promised.

“That is all I ask,” his wife claimed as she trailed kisses over his jawline, and the conversation ended.
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FROM FOE TO FRIEND
MARCASTER



While the jarl of Vale and his family had returned home, their enemy was camped in the province of Marcaster near its eastern border of Ingmond. Despite their convincing victory against the forces under the landgrave of Marcaster, Athelstan’s army had not let discipline slip. Their camp was orderly, with defences raised and sentinels everywhere. Scouts were dispatched across the area, extending the eyes of the Isarn commander for many miles. With the tents and earthworks raised, the soldiers were engaged in activities typical after combat. Wounds were tended to, weapons and armour inspected and repaired, and rations were distributed.

About half a mile away, the Isarn soldiers had many hundred men under strict watch. They were the remnant of Marcaster’s army, who had chosen surrender rather than flight. They sat on the ground, disarmed and dejected after their defeat. They were not bound, but fence posts had been erected and connected with rope to mark an enclosure inside which the prisoners were to remain. From the camp, two riders approached.

“I am told we have at least eight hundred men captive,” Eumund said as he and his uncle approached the prisoners. As the son of the jarl, he held command second only to Athelstan, both of them trained knights of the Order; they still wore the golden spurs signalling that rank even if they had rebelled, leading the Isarn forces to seize Middanhal and attack the Order camp at Lake Myr.

“Yes, I heard the same,” Athelstan replied.

“We cannot afford to feed that many prisoners or drag them with us,” Eumund said insistently; a moment after, they were close enough that they stopped their horses.

“I have no intentions of either,” Athelstan declared and dismounted swiftly, with his nephew following suit.

“So what will you do?” Eumund asked.

“As the old saying goes, ‘no wrath is greater than friend to foe turned’,” Athelstan remarked with an overbearing expression. “Let us see how the reverse holds true.” Soon after, they reached the enclosure and the prisoners.

“Men,” Athelstan called out. The captives raised their heads towards his voice. “I am Athelstan of Isarn. I imagine many of you have heard of me. Now you have also met me,” the commander said, removing his helmet and revealing his face fully. “You fought bravely on the field of battle. Your defeat and your present circumstances are not your fault. However, I have no interest in prisoners,” he called out, letting his gaze sweep over them, “nor do I have food to spare. Hence, you are all free to leave.”

A clamour broke out at these words, mostly consisting of sounds uttered in disbelief. “What, really?” somebody yelled out.

Athelstan raised his hands to command silence. “My enemy was the lord of Marcaster, not its people. I have no quarrel with any of you now that he is my prisoner. I assume many of you have farms and fields ripe for harvest. If not tended to, there will be starvation in Marcaster. Since I have no enemies living in these lands, I have no desire to see famine strike its people.”

“You’re really just going to let us go?” somebody else shouted.

“Upon my honour,” Athelstan swore. “More than that, I will give you a choice,” he added, once again letting his eyes search the crowd, resting momentarily upon the different men and instilling the feeling that he gazed directly at that person and spoke directly to that person. “As I said, you fought with courage. You showed your loyalty. I only lament that your lord could not reward such loyalty with victory.”

Athelstan paused briefly before continuing. “You took up arms because Lord Marcaster commanded you to. I now offer you the chance to wear the black and red colours for much better reasons. Fight for me!” the captain said fiercely, evoking further murmurs of incredulity. “I am Athelstan of Isarn! You know my reputation. At Cairn Donn ten years ago, I led an army starved, outnumbered, and I turned certain defeat to victory. You have seen me live up to that reputation today.”

The mutterings and whispers continued among the prisoners, and Athelstan raised his voice once more to be heard. “Isarn is known for another thing than its illustrious sons. Silver,” he said, stressing the first sound and making it reverberate through the crowd. “Any man that wears a surcoat with black swords will earn eight silver a day,” Athelstan declared, striking his fist against the emblem on his chest. “Starting from tomorrow and until the end of this war, as well as a full share in any plunder taken.”

“The choice lies before you,” Athelstan said again after he had let his words sink in. “You may go west and return home. Or go east into camp and be equipped in red and black. You have the remainder of the night to decide,” he finished before he turned around and walked back to his horse, followed by Eumund.

“You are letting them go?” Eumund said in a low voice. “Is that wise?”

“I doubt they will run to Jarl Vale and join his army,” Athelstan said dismissively. “They fought because Marcaster is their liege, and he is now in our custody. They will not fight us again.”

“You do not think any of them will want revenge on us? Or their dislike of northerners will get the best of them,” Eumund speculated as he mounted his horse.

“I think most of them are peasants eager to return to their fields before the harvest spoils,” Athelstan replied, getting into the saddle. “Since we will need food if this campaign drags on, it is in our interest they return and see to those fields,” he declared, twisting the reins of his horse around his fist and spurring the beast towards their camp.

“Do you truly think any of them will want to fight for us, though?” Eumund wondered.

“Those who have no better prospects than eight silver a day will,” Athelstan said confidently.

“And you think they will be more loyal to us than they were to Marcaster?” Eumund asked sharply.

“Three things ensure a soldier’s loyalty,” Athelstan declared. “If you put food in his stomach, silver in his purse, and certainty in his heart that his commander will bring him victory, he will never waver. When dawn comes, our ranks will have swelled by hundreds of men, and they will fight better for us than they ever did for Marcaster.”
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Returned to his tent inside the camp, Athelstan sank down on a chair and let out a sigh. “I will sleep well tonight,” he declared as his sergeant removed his greaves and bracers. When that was done, Athelstan unbuckled his sword belt and balanced the scabbard against the armrest of his chair. Then he stretched his shoulders before grabbing a cup of wine, taking a hearty draught.

Eumund sat opposite, having followed his uncle into the latter’s tent. Now he supplied himself with a cup as well, drinking more cautiously. “How did Marcaster have an army ready so quickly?” he asked. “Even if somebody warned him right after we took Middanhal, there would barely have been time for a message to reach Marbury, let alone for Marcaster to muster his men and march against us.”

“I do not know,” Athelstan admitted, putting goblet to lips again. “The only explanation would be that he had his armies gathered beforehand. For what purpose I cannot say,” he spoke when he had drunk his wine. “Perhaps he had same intentions as us, and we simply proved swifter.”

“Possibly,” Eumund said slowly. “I do not like it, though. If he was prepared, what of Vale? He has more men than us. If they are all gathered and prepared, waiting for us, we will be severely outnumbered,” he argued.

“I have told you before that numbers do not dictate battles,” Athelstan said sharply. “It is too late to lose heart. We have started this war, and we must finish it.”

“My resolve remains unshaken,” Eumund declared, emptying his cup. “I merely wonder what lies ahead of us. That we are not walking blindly into danger.”

“If they are ready for us, we shall meet them on the battlefield and triumph as we did today,” Athelstan replied. “Though I doubt they will be ready for us. Word would have reached us from Valcaster if the jarl was gathering his armies.”

“My father gathered his armies in preparation for taking Middanhal, and none were wiser to it,” Eumund countered. “If our enemies were thus surprised, should we not consider that we may be struck by the same blindness?”

“Did you not tell me that Vale and his entire family fled Middanhal before you struck?” Athelstan retorted. “I saw Theodstan myself at the camp in Lake Myr. Our actions clearly did not maintain the secrecy you would hope. Our enemy has his spies, as do we. They were warned of our actions, just as we will be should an army await us when we reach Vale.”

“If you are certain then, Uncle, what is our next step?” Eumund asked.

“With Marcaster as our prisoner, the way west is open. We can march unhindered through the province and invade Vale within days. We aim straight for Valcaster,” Athelstan said, raising a finger to accentuate his point. “The other cities are of no consequence. If we control the area around Valcaster, we will control the enemy. We keep him from gathering his forces, deal with them separately, and crush each of his armies.”

“How do you plan on taking the city? We will not be able to enclose it from the riverside, nor do we have the ships to put in a blockade.”

“I am aware,” Athelstan nodded. “I have, in fact, often pondered the question of besieging Valcaster in my exile. As a mental exercise to keep my wits sharp,” he added with a smile. “While we cannot take to the river ourselves, my thought is to use archers and fire arrows. Torch any ships that approach the city.”

“The river is wide,” Eumund argued. “No archer will be able to shoot an arrow across. If we are on the south-eastern bank, the ships can hold to the north-western and stay out of range.”

“We may need to procure what smaller vessels we can get and send some of our men to take the western bank,” Athelstan agreed. “If we get there first and enforce our blockade of the river, we will prevent them from crossing the river as well. Control both banks, and it will effectively be a siege,” he claimed.

“And if they cross the river up north, such as Coldharbour?” Eumund questioned. “Our reach will not be that far. They can sweep down, crush our men caught on the wrong side of the waters.”

“Scouts will have to be in place to prevent that,” Athelstan nodded, “and we may have to alter our plans. But with a forced march, we will arrive before they can concentrate their forces. Once your father has mustered our remaining forces, he can march them towards Coldharbour. We will have destroyed Vale’s ability to wage war before he ever began to threaten us.”
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The day after the battle, the Isarn army began its march southwest through the lands of Marcaster. With scouts and mounted vanguard sent ahead, the main body of the army moved in long columns with the commanders in front, and the rearguard protected the baggage train. It was also not only Athelstan and Eumund who headed the centre part of this procession. They had their two valuable prisoners ride alongside them. One was the jarl of Ingmond, brought along all the way from Middanhal since Isenhart’s feast, where he had been forced to surrender himself and his family. The other was newer to his condition; it was the landgrave of Marcaster, taken captive after losing the battle against the Isarn army.

“You are quiet today, Jarl Ingmond,” Eumund said with a light-hearted tone. “It was only a few days ago that you spoke without end of our imminent defeat. Your heart would warm, Lord Marcaster,” the young knight added as he turned his head to look at Marcaster riding behind him, “if you had heard the confidence Jarl Ingmond had in your ability to defeat us.”

Marcaster gave no reply, but Ingmond rose to the bait. “You confuse winning a battle with winning the war. The South and the Order have enough soldiers each to lose a hundred battles, and still, you will find armies battering down the gates of Silfrisarn,” the jarl said hotly.

“There it is,” Eumund smiled. “I missed your conversation, my lord. These little outbursts do much to shorten the tedium of travel.”

“Must I remain in your close proximity?” Ingmond exclaimed. “I would rather walk with the train, surrounded by the lowliest servants, than be further subjected to your company.”

“You are our guest,” Eumund said, “we could never agree to such a thing. A man of your standing must be treated with respect.”

“I am your prisoner,” Ingmond spat, “and I care little for any respect you would show me.”

“Perhaps not our guest by choice,” Eumund admitted in a casual tone, “but rules of hospitality still apply.”

“You could treat me however you wish, and I would be indifferent,” Ingmond claimed. “My only concern is for my wife and child that you forced me to leave behind with your butchers.”

“We are not savages,” Athelstan interjected, breaking his silence. “We have neither reason nor intention to harm your family.”

“Sir Roderic was your prisoner,” Ingmond countered in response. “That did not save him from mutilation or decapitation.”

“I do not condone what happened to Sir Roderic,” Athelstan said stiffly.

“Nor did you prevent it,” Ingmond said with bite in his words. “What guarantee do I have that my family is safe?”

“We kept our agreement in Inghold, did we not?” Eumund said forcefully. “The city surrendered, we were given what supplies we needed, and not a single person in your jarldom has been harmed.”

“It is not for the people in Inghold I am concerned,” Ingmond said acerbically, “but my wife and son in Middanhal. At the mercy of your father, the mad dog.”

At this insult, fury woke in Eumund’s eyes, and he raised his hand to strike at the jarl. “Restrain yourself, Eumund!” Athelstan exclaimed. “We do not strike unarmed prisoners. We are not honourless villains,” he imprinted on his nephew, who lowered his hand again. His words brought a bitter laugh from the jarl, however.

“You have broken your vows, Athelstan,” Ingmond sneered. “You have committed treason many times over. I am to believe you are a man of honour? A notion worthy only of disdain,” he said contemptuously.

“Your words will not infuriate me,” Athelstan said coolly. “But you will answer for them one day. When my brother rules this realm, your position as jarl will be brought to question. I suggest you follow Lord Marcaster’s example and remain silent,” he told the jarl. “Eumund, ride ahead to the vanguard. Tell them to begin scouting for a suitable location to camp,” he ordered his nephew, who gestured for a dozen riders to follow him as he rode away to carry out Athelstan’s command.
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In the southern part of the province of Marcaster, near the border to Korndale, lay its regional capital of Marbury. It lay on a flat plain, surrounded by the lush fields that characterised southern Adalrik and its neighbour of Korndale. This also made the city much less defensible. The river that provided the city with water had not been incorporated into its defences, which meant that the terrain provided no natural aid; Marbury was thus vulnerable from all sides, with only its city walls to protect it. Half a mile to the north, the Isarn army stood arrayed. Its ranks had been bolstered by recruits from the provinces of Marcaster and Ingmond, men more interested in silver than politics, and it counted above five thousand. At the front were its commanders, Athelstan and Eumund. They had brought only one of their two prominent prisoners with them on this occasion.

“Your city looks beautiful, Lord Marcaster,” Athelstan remarked.

“I look forward to watching your men die before its walls,” was Marcaster’s only response.

“That is not my intention, though,” Athelstan retorted. “In fact, I planned that we would both ride down to its gates, and then you will order the city to surrender.”

Marcaster barked a brief laugh. “Why would I ever do that?”

“Because if you do not, I will have you killed right now,” Athelstan said casually before he turned to look at his prisoner.

“You would not dare,” Marcaster said disdainfully, although a nervous expression flittered momentarily across his face.

“I imagine Sir Roderic thought similarly,” Eumund inserted.

“That was your brother,” Marcaster argued, almost shouting. “I thought you were better. I am your captive, I am a lord, you cannot mistreat me!”

“It will bring me no pleasure to do so,” Athelstan admitted with a soft voice. “But I need your city to control this province and as a staging point for our invasion of Vale. And I am prepared to seize whatever means I must to gain it.”

“You break all honour!” Marcaster burst out, sounding furious, but the anger dissipated from his voice almost instantly. “You will be despised for this,” he added weakly.

“Most likely, I already am,” Athelstan admitted casually. “If threatening your life will spare the lives of my soldiers, I consider that a good bargain.”

“You bluff,” Marcaster said with narrowed eyes. “Even if I refuse, you will not go through with this.”

“Unfortunately, more is at stake than merely you, Lord Marcaster,” Athelstan spoke slowly. “You see, if Jarl Ingmond or any other noblemen in Middanhal is made aware that you refused our demands, they will soon refuse as well. If you do not acquiesce, I will be forced to have you executed on principle alone,” the knight said apologetically.

“You would not dare,” Marcaster said, though his voice held little conviction.

“If I am forced to storm that city,” Athelstan added with an edge to his words, “it will be sacked. I will not guarantee the lives of your family. However,” he continued in a lighter voice, “if it surrenders, not a single copper will be looted. We will take what supplies we need. Only food, nothing else. Not one drop of blood shall be shed. You have my word.”

“Your word,” Marcaster said bitterly. “What worth does the word of an honourless man hold?”

“I may not have given that impression,” Athelstan countered, “but I would like to preserve what remains of my honour. You need not be my enemy, Lord Marcaster. I have no reason to cause you or your family ill. I will leave a garrison behind with strict orders not to cause the slightest offence to your people. They will hardly notice the war.”

Doubt moved across Marcaster’s face. “You will not harm my children? My wife?”

Athelstan shook his head. “If the city surrenders, it will be spared in full. I swear by the Seven and Eighth.”

Marcaster swallowed before he slowly spoke. “Agreed then.”

“Very well,” Athelstan smiled. “Let us ride down and bring the good news to the people of Marbury.” With those words, the commander of Isarn spurred his horse forward; he was followed by his nephew, his prisoner, and the vanguard of his army as they rode towards the gate of the city.


22

THE SEAT OF POWER
SILFRISARN



While his enemies in Valcaster were preparing their countermove and his brother was leading his armies to victory, Isenhart was journeying north. At first, his mood had been dark; his expectations had been that by now, the Adalthing would have bowed before him and the throne be his to ascend. His frustrations were eased, however, when a messenger caught up to them on the roads between Middanhal and Isarn, bearing tidings of the battle at Lake Myr. With the knowledge that the Order army had been destroyed, one obstacle had been removed in Isenhart’s path towards the Dragon Crown. Athelstan was moving to invade Vale, but he would still need any available reinforcements. For this purpose, Isenhart had returned to his jarldom and its capital of Silfrisarn, the ancient stronghold of the jarls of Isarn.

Third largest in Adalrik, Silfrisarn was commonly known as ‘the City of Silver’. The meaning of the name had changed as the city did; it was quite possibly the oldest settlement of Men in what constituted Adalrik, and thus it had a long and eventful history. Its origin was lost to time, being older than the realm in which it lay. In some distant past, large quantities of iron ore had been discovered; an inexhaustible source that was said to have supplied the northerners with their weapons as far back as the Great War.

Back then, Silfrisarn had been a mining town and nothing more. One day, some unknown person struck silver in the same region of the Weolcan Mountains, forever changing its history. The exact events are uncertain, but it was general belief that this discovery of silver ore led to the first war between Adalrik and Vidrevi, founding a long-lasting rivalry.

Regardless of how it began, the outcome was known; Adalrik claimed lordship over the entire region and shaped it into the jarldom of Isarn. For many centuries and until trade through Ealond and Thusund became more profitable, Isarn was the most important province to the kings of Adalrik.

The events of the centuries were reflected in Silfrisarn. Gradually, the miners had been relocated further south near the mountains, now living in shantytowns. Merchants and craftsmen were attracted in great numbers, further enriching the city and beautifying it as well. The moniker ‘the City of Silver,’ once denoting Silfrisarn as the centre of silver mining, eventually came to signify its rich palaces and estates. In keeping with its roots, iron and silver were often combined in adorning the city; in many places, iron statues with silver ornaments were erected, typically depicting the jarls of Isarn. Unlike the jarldoms of Vale and Ingmond, where new houses had been installed over the centuries, such had never happened in Isarn; the descendants of the first jarl of Isarn still ruled in the shape of Isenhart.

Situated in hilly terrain, Silfrisarn lay elevated compared to its surroundings. Thus to approach it, one had to ride upwards, and the guards could espy travellers from afar. With their banners unfurled in the wind, the jarl’s retinue identified itself as such, and the gate was wide open and clear by the time they reached it; with the well-earned ekename ‘Ironfist,’ the jarl had, among other things, taught his subjects to always ensure his passage went smoothly.

Entering the city through the south gate, Isenhart and his procession swiftly rode through the city and its various quarters. The poorest part was the one they first entered; it was where the miners had once dwelled before they were gradually pushed out of the city. Slowly, the buildings grew larger and more expensive, though none ever reached a size to rival the castle of the jarls. The fortress lay embedded into the northern walls and towered over any other building in the city; even the local temple for Rihimil was dwarfed in comparison.

A horn had sounded from the gate as the jarl reached it; alerted this way, the castle knew to welcome him. Servants and stable boys stood ready to take the reins of his and his thanes’ horses as well as offering goblets of wine; the jarl dismounted in one fluid movement and grabbed the nearest cup, emptying it quickly. By his side, his cousin Athelbold did likewise. Along with Athelstan, he was Isenhart’s foremost counsellor and commander. “Good to be home,” Athelbold said to the jarl. Isenhart grunted a noise that could be interpreted as agreement and walked inside, followed by his retinue.

The members of the House of Isarn were waiting in the entrance hall to greet their lord and welcome him home. Male and female cousins of various degrees and their children, mostly; Isenhart’s closest male relatives were all south except for Athelbold and the latter’s son, Athelgar, who had also come to greet the jarl. Ahead of the rest stood a woman whose dress had silver threads, her fingers wore rings, and a necklace with a heavy pendant adorned her chest.

“We bid you welcome home, my lord,” she said. “And you, kinsman,” she added to Athelbold.

“Halla,” Isenhart greeted her along with a curt nod.

“My lady jarlinna,” Athelbold said courteously, inclining his head. “Son,” he continued with a look towards Athelgar. The youth stood like the others, but he distinguished himself by the thin scars around his nose; it was still in the process of healing after Ulfrik had broken it at Isenhart’s command shortly before solstice.

“I am famished. Bring food to the table,” Isenhart commanded. His steward, standing nearby, sped away to carry out the order. The members of House Isarn scattered before the jarl as he walked forward without consideration, walking through his castle until he reached its great hall.
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It took a while until a hot meal could be readied; until then, the servants plied their master with ale, bread, and pastries. The great hall in the keep of Silfrisarn had only one giant table, its planks hewn from the massive trees of neighbouring Vidrevi. At one end, sitting in a chair so large it almost constituted a throne, was the jarl’s seat. It was padded with the skin of a bear, laid in such a way that the open jaws and dead eyes were placed just above the head of the occupant. It was customary that when the jarl of Isarn died, he would be buried in this skin; once the sjaund or wake had been held, his heir was then supposed to venture into the forests and kill a bear whose pelt could next adorn the seat. Only then would he be accepted as the new jarl. The current bearskin was nearly thirty years old; Isenhart’s father had died on a hunt, leaving his son to become jarl at a young age.

By the jarl’s right side sat the jarlinna. The left hand was usually reserved for his heir; in the heir’s absence, other children or close male relatives. With Isenhart’s sons and brother away, however, the place was taken by Athelbold, his cousin. The seat by Athelbold’s left hand was empty; next to it sat his own son, Athelgar, and then came the rest of the jarl’s kinsmen in descending importance.

A woman entered the hall, dressed as a member of the household. She coughed a few times, trying to keep it discreet before she took the seat between Athelbold and Athelgar with a nervous glance towards Isenhart; he seemed preoccupied and did not appear to notice her arrival or presence.

While the jarl ate alone, the rest remained silent, looking down, exchanging glances, or watching their lord. Finally, a full meal was brought to the table, and once Isenhart’s plate had been filled, the others could begin to eat as well. With this distraction, the last arrival spoke in a hushed tone. “Welcome home, husband,” she said quietly to Athelbold and planted a kiss on his cheek before trying to hide a cough.

“Good to be home,” he muttered before sending her an inspecting look. “Anhild, are you still not well?”

“Just a persistent cough,” she said reassuringly, patting Athelbold’s hand.

They did not have a chance to continue their exchange; with the worst of his hunger satiated, Isenhart gestured for his steward to approach him. “Did you receive my message?” he asked loudly before stuffing meat pie into his mouth.

“Yes, milord,” the steward said anxiously. “A muster has been called among all those who owe you fealty.”

“How long?” Isenhart asked, flushing down his food with ale.

“Some three weeks, milord.”

“Good. I will depart to the other northern regions meanwhile. Make the arrangements. The landgraves have promised me support, but best I keep them in line personally. Or what say you, Athelbold?” Isenhart asked with coarse laughter.

“Grenwold is a weasel of a man,” Athelbold remarked gruffly. “But with his children in our hands, I expect he will behave. We have still not heard word from Normark. Deorcliff, Farbjarg, and Hrossfeld are more reliable.”

“I will visit Normark first,” Isenhart growled. As he emptied his cup, the jarl let his eyes fell on Athelgar and his damaged face. “How is your nose, young cousin?” Isenhart asked, his mouth curling to an expression of contempt.

“Healing,” the youth said surly, which earned him a disapproving look from the jarlinna. “Did I hear correctly, my lord, you are leaving us again so soon?”

“To keep the landgraves in check,” Isenhart said idly. “Why, do you wish to join me?” he asked with narrowed eyes.

“No, thank you, my lord. Such holds little interest for me,” Athelgar replied.

“Is that so,” Isenhart said, his voice turning sharp. “You better pray that motivation finds you when we march south to finish Vale for good. Your tune might change once that happens.” He finished another cup of ale, which was immediately refilled by a nearby servant. “That reminds me,” Isenhart continued. “Send a letter to my son in Middanhal,” he told the steward. “Tell Isenwald when he may expect our arrival and what numbers we bring. I want all preparations for assaulting the Citadel to be in place before we arrive.”

“Yes, milord,” the steward bowed.

Isenhart grabbed his full cup, emptied it, and tossed it aside. “I am settled,” he declared in his loud voice, rising to stand. Immediately there was a sound of chairs and benches scuffling as everyone hastened to rise. “Tell my weapons master to meet me by the armoury. I want to inspect our stores of Nordsteel weaponry.”

“Yes, milord,” the steward replied, bowing once again and frantically gesturing to the nearest servant to comply. Once the jarl had left the hall, his remaining relatives sat down again and resumed their meal. Chatter erupted along the table, and soon the atmosphere turned amiable; Athelbold’s young children left their seats and surrounded him, greeting their father with embraces and making his exterior crack. Some of them were eventually caught by their oldest brother, who squeezed them until they laughed and begged for mercy; Athelgar soon regretted this, though, as they retaliated by trying to reach his broken nose, which made his mother fuss and rebuke their behaviour. The jarlinna, seated opposite, curled her lips upwards at this display and gave her first smile since the return of her husband.
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The following day, Isenhart and his thanes prepared to leave for Normark. The jarlinna watched from a window on one of the upper floors. She was a woman in her early forties, though the life of a noblewoman had ensured that the years had not left much trace on her.

“My lady,” a voice spoke softly, startling Halla. She turned around quickly and visibly relaxed as she saw who it was.

“Athelgar,” she smiled at the youth. “You should be more careful,” she continued, turning back to glance at her husband below through the window. “You must not provoke him so.”

“He needs to think I am a sullen, empty-headed boy,” Athelgar replied dismissively. “So far, it is working perfectly. I had to make him annoyed at me, lest he might demand I join him and my father visiting the landgraves,” he said and moved to the windowsill, his body turned towards her.

“It does not seem worth it,” Halla argued, moving one hand to tenderly touch Athelgar’s wounded face.

“But it is,” Athelgar claimed. “I knew that causing trouble in Middanhal would make him send me away. I also knew that it would not be my only punishment.” He shivered slightly at her touch upon his healing wound, but he did not recoil. She shifted to place her hand against his cheek instead. “These months are the only time we can be sure that he is away,” Athelgar continued. “I had to find some way to return to you while he was gone.”

“If you had become hurt for your own sake,” Halla replied, “I might have accepted that as your choice. But I feel ill knowing that he brutalised you for my sake.”

“This?” Athelgar asked nonchalantly, gesturing towards his broken nose though careful not to come too close. “I have had worse. This is not the first, nor the last time I will receive a punch.”

“That is what I fear,” the jarlinna said quietly, though her voice had an insistent tone. “One day, it will go further. Or he will learn the truth about us. In his rage, there is no telling what he might do.”

“Then we should not let our fear poison the moment,” Athelgar argued. “We suffer enough when he is present. Shall we now also cower in his absence? He will be gone for weeks now. When he finally returns to lead his army south, I must go as well. The gods seem to grant us short time only. I say we enjoy it to the fullest,” he told her with a smile. The jarlinna did not answer in words but simply returned his smile and nodded slightly.
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In the end, Isenhart was gone about two weeks. After Normark, the jarl returned to Silfrisarn for one night only before he left to pay the other northern landgraves a visit. Out of a number of six, four of them had pledged to his cause so far, either because they were prepared to follow him as their king or because they had family as hostages in Middanhal. Isenhart cared little for the reason as long as they mustered their soldiers and sent them to Silfrisarn. Only when he was satisfied did he return to his city.

The muster was not yet complete when Isenhart was once more in his capital, taking his seat at the end of the table in the great hall. Conversation during the evening meal was quiet and mostly revolved around the jarl being reminded by Athelbold of various details from their latest journey.

“My lord jarl,” Athelgar began to ask. “With time to spare, will you be taking your journey to the mines as custom this summer?”

“Do not remind me,” Isenhart replied. “I have a war to plan. I cannot be distracted by such petty affairs.”

“Perhaps,” Athelbold interjected, “I could relieve you of this burden. You have no need of me here until the army is assembled. Let me go to Iston in your place,” he suggested.

“But Father,” Athelgar objected, “it is the duty of the jarl of Isarn to pass verdict upon the criminals. Surely the judgement of any lesser man will not suffice.”

“You doubt my wisdom, boy?” Athelbold asked sharply.

“I only wish to see matters done appropriately,” the young man smiled sardonically.

“In that case, you should be silent when your elders speak and trust their judgement above your own,” his father reprimanded him.

“Quiet,” Isenhart intervened. “You bicker like women. I have no interest in this. Athelbold, you will go. Handle this for me,” the jarl commanded.

Athelbold inclined his head. “As you wish, my lord,” he spoke, sending his son a sharp look of warning. Athelgar remained silent.
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Iston was a mining town at the southern edge of the jarldom of Isarn, where it met the Weolcan Mountains. It had originally been a small outpost through which iron ore had been transported. The wars between Adalrik and Vidrevi had once threatened to depopulate it; in the years following the victories of Adalrik, the area had become stabilised. Furthermore, as the miners gradually lost the hospitality of Silfrisarn, Iston had become their new home. Despite the wealth of the region, this was not reflected here since all riches were sent north or east. Instead, Iston was considered a poor town, dirty and uncouth. To smelt the extracted ore, large furnaces burned through the day, fuelled by coal from Thusund. With most of the inhabitants employed in this industry, it was typical to see their faces, hands, and arms blackened by dirt and smoke. This had given rise to the disdainful ekename swartlings denominating a person from Isarn.

Only a few houses in Iston showed any signs of wealth or luxury. The primary one belonged to the magistrate. His position was unique in Adalrik as an adopted idea originally from Ealond. Typically, a village would be ruled by its council of elders, towns by their local guilds and alderman, and cities by the local lord. Iston had no guild, however, since barely any craftsmen resided in the town save the bare necessities. It was too large for a council of elders, but rather than place the area under a vassal such as their margraves, the jarls of Isarn had chosen to remain in direct control of the town. The question of maintaining rule had been solved by establishing the position of a magistrate; he was a deputy with the powers of the jarl in day-to-day matters yet without being a nobleman or having influence otherwise.

This limitation held one practical importance; the magistrate might only pass sentence in criminal matters to a certain degree, such as petty thefts and minor brawls, but not instances where serious harm had been inflicted towards either a person’s life and health or their wealth. This also meant that when lawbreakers were sent to Iston to serve in the mines as their punishment, the magistrate did not hold authority to measure out the exact number of years they were to be punished; only the jarl or one of close rank equipped with the jarl’s authority, such as his cousin, might do so. Typically the jarl of Isarn was to visit Iston once a year to see this done, but the current jarl had little interest in this; it was not the first time that Athelbold was sent to take his place. Thus one rainy evening, Athelbold arrived at the magistrate’s office and was shown quarters and hospitality; the next day, he took seat in the town square to sit in judgement.

The habit of sending criminals to the mines was relatively new in Adalrik, a custom adopted from Hæthiod and its salt mines, albeit with certain changes and complications. In Hæthiod, the salt mines were used regardless of offence committed, and sometimes even regardless of rank; it was a useful way to remove troublemakers without causing the backlash that execution sometimes elicited.

In Adalrik, only two types of punishment existed originally. All crimes carried a geld, a tax to pay as compensation. Regardless of whether one had stolen an apple or killed a man, every action had a price attached to it, half of which was paid to the Crown and the other half paid to the victim or their family. For harsher offences such as murder, the culprit would typically suffer exile as well; the protection of the law was withdrawn from them, and any man might freely kill the exiled criminal without retribution.

However, not all offenders were able to pay the geld incurred for their crimes; others deliberately chose the mines over exile. Whatever the cause, any criminal unable or unwilling to pay his geld was sent to Iston instead. The jarldom of Isarn paid the geld for them, and in return, the debtor would work the mines a number of years. The exact number depended on their geld – and the jarl since it was ultimately for him to decide how many years a man should toil until his debt was repaid. It was to make this judgement that Athelbold now sat in the town square with the magistrate by his one hand and a scribe by the other.

“Next,” the magistrate commanded.

“Giselhard from Cragstan,” the scribe called out, and the prisoner was brought forth by a pair of guards to stand scowling. “For the crime of murder during a dispute,” the clerk read aloud. “A weregeld of nine hundred silver eagles is owed.”

“What was the dispute?” Athelbold asked. When the prisoner did not reply immediately, Athelbold repeated his question, and one of the guards slapped Giselhard on the back of his head.

“He offended me,” the murderer said with a disinterested voice.

One of the guards slapped him again. “Address his lordship properly!”

“Milord,” Giselhard jeered.

“Nine years,” Athelbold said curtly.

“What! That’s three times more than my geld is worth,” Giselhard protested. One of the guards knocked the blunt end of his spear into the prisoner’s back, and he fell forward.

“Next,” the magistrate spoke, and the murderer was removed from the square.

“Wiglaf of Bjarburg,” the scribe read, and the aforementioned was brought forward. “For the crime of theft from his lord. A geld of three hundred silver is owed.”

“He is a beorn?” Athelbold asked of the scribe, who nodded.

“Yes,” the latter confirmed.

“What did you steal?” Athelbold questioned the prisoner.

“Jewellery,” Wiglaf muttered.

“Speak up,” a guard commanded with a push.

“Why?” Athelbold demanded to know.

“What do you care?” Wiglaf sneered.

“Answer!” a soldier growled with another push.

“Tired of having nothing,” Wiglaf mumbled with a defiant glare.

Athelbold frowned for a moment. “Two years,” he decided, and the prisoner was led away.

“Next.”

“Sindbert from Ashton,” the scribe read in his monotonous voice. “For the crime of theft from a merchant. A geld of fifty silver.”

“You could not pay a geld of fifty silver?” Athelbold asked with a raised eyebrow.

“No, milord,” Sindbert admitted.

“What did you steal?” the nobleman asked.

“Two loaves of bread,” came the answer.

Athelbold considered for a moment. “Three months.”

“Milord!” the magistrate exclaimed. “That is –” He was silenced by a look from Athelbold as the latter merely turned his head towards the magistrate. “Next,” the official said meekly.

“Radwin from Oakfirth,” the scribe called out. “For the crime of causing serious injury without cause. A geld of three hundred silver.”

Athelbold measured the prisoner with his gaze, a large fellow with a vicious look to him. “Five years.” Upon hearing this, the newly minted miner for the next five years gave a hollow laughter as he was led away.

“Erlemund from Middanhal,” the scribe said. “Murder most foul without cause. A geld of eighteen hundred silver.”

“You killed a nobleman?” Athelbold asked with raised eyebrows. The man before him was slender and had neither the build nor the posture of a warrior or one at all accustomed to fighting. Rather he looked like a craftsman of some delicate art such as tailoring. He wore ragged clothes and had layers of dirt that inevitably clung to those working daily in the mines.

“A thane to Lord Linstead, milord,” Erlemund said tonelessly.

“How?” Athelbold asked, curiosity taking shape on his face.

“On Laugday,” Erlemund said, weariness creeping into his voice. “When he was in his bath. Snuck in and stabbed him.”

“Why?” Athelbold enquired.

“He desecrated my wife.”

“If that were true, he would stand before me, not you,” Athelbold argued, leaning back.

“My wife’s testimony was not sufficient evidence compared to Lord Linstead, who swore that his thane was with him at the time,” Erlemund spoke, his voice now cracking slightly.

“By the looks of you,” Athelbold said contemplatively, “you have already been working the mines.”

“Yes, milord,” Erlemund answered. “I arrived more than two years ago and was put to work immediately, waiting until I could receive my final judgement from you, milord.”

“What was your profession in Middanhal?” Athelbold asked next.

“A glove maker, milord.”

“Milord,” the magistrate said a little anxiously, “there are many others awaiting judgement. Might we –” A raised hand from Athelbold was enough to make him cut his sentence short.

“Do you have children?” Athelbold enquired.

“Two sons, milord, and one daughter. The eldest was my apprentice. Very good, too, should his lordship ever need gloves,” Erlemund said with a dead smile.

Athelbold stroked his beard, still leaning back in his seat. “Erlemund from Middanhal, your sentence will be two years.”

“But milord,” the magistrate protested, “it is custom for eighteen years at the very least to repay such a geld and easily twice that!”

“If you question my judgement again,” Athelbold said in a dangerously affable voice, “I will pass my next sentence on you.”

The magistrate swallowed. “Yes, milord. Take him away,” he ordered the guards.

“Did you mishear me?” Athelbold said sharply. “Or was I unclear? Did I not say two years?”

“Of course, milord,” the magistrate bowed as deeply as he could. “I thought you wanted to proceed.”

“First, we must resolve this matter in full,” Athelbold said as if explaining something simple. “This man has been here two years already, has he not? His geld has been paid.”

“Milord?” Erlemund said, his voice breaking and his face showing bewilderment.

“Strike his chains,” Athelbold commanded the guards. “This man is free to leave.”

The soldiers were momentarily confounded and exchanged looks; it seemed a development they had never experienced before. Finally, they figured out where the keys to the chains were and unlocked them. Confusion flowed like waves through the crowd as they watched the former prisoner released; nobody was more mystified than Erlemund, however, as he made his way out of the square, unhindered and with constant glances towards the guards.

“Next,” Athelbold said mildly.
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It took the rest of the day and all of the following to finish the sentencing. When Athelbold was done, it was evening and too late to travel; thus, he retired to the magistrate’s house to spend a final night there. Before he reached his room, however, his host caught up to him.

“Milord, may I speak with you?” the magistrate asked.

“Be swift. I am tired,” Athelbold replied.

“Of course, milord,” the official answered with a bow. “You are aware that the jarl pays the geld of those sent to Iston, of course,” he said haltingly.

“Since you know I am aware, why bother mention it?” Athelbold asked brusquely.

“Forgive me, milord, it was merely meant to broach the topic. See, I am responsible for ensuring that operations go well here and that the jarl is ensured a profit. When a prisoner has cost the jarl eighteen hundred silver in geld, and he only works here for two years,” the magistrate said with a tad of anxiety, “it is costly for the jarl.”

“I think my cousin will survive losing money on one worker,” Athelbold remarked casually.

“It is not only him,” the magistrate urged. “Others of your decisions these last days will be costly. I will be forced to mention it in my report. Unless, of course, your lordship reconsiders.”

Athelbold laughed. “You think the jarl reads your reports? You think he cares one whit for the intricacies of your administration?”

“Milord!” the magistrate exclaimed aghast. “I would think the jarl would be interested in the difference between a handful of gold crowns or hundreds.”

“Hundreds,” Athelbold said derisively. “Do not exaggerate the impact of my presence. Now consider this. If the jarl is made aware that less gold is earned on his mines, do you think he will care for your excuses? You are the one he placed in charge of this town, after all. I know my cousin well,” Athelbold continued with a wolf’s smile. “He has little patience in general and least of all for listening to his servants pleading excuses. Goodnight, magistrate.”

[image: ]


It took Athelbold a few days to make the return trip to Silfrisarn. Upon the approach to the city, he found the outskirts were no longer empty fields but lined with tents and soldiers hurrying about. As he rode into the courtyard of the keep, he was greeted by Athelgar. “Hallo, Father,” the young man said.

“My son,” Athelbold replied as he dismounted. “I see the army is gathered.”

“Just in time, too,” Athelgar said. “I would not seek out our cousin if I were you. He is in a bad mood.”

“What happened?” Athelbold asked with a frown.

“One of our patrols was ambushed between here and Middanhal. Only one man escaped to bring word, but it happened at night, and he could tell us nothing. Not even who the attackers were. Coward fled immediately,” Athelgar related with a disdainful voice. “We have sent scouts, but none have returned yet.”

“It is many days’ ride to the capital,” Athelbold pointed out. “We cannot expect to hear back so soon.”

“Regardless,” Athelgar continued, “our kinsman is eager to ride out. To put it mildly. Within the hour if possible.”

Athelbold patted the mane of his horse and glanced around. “Take care of my horse,” he commanded the nearest stable hand, “and have a fresh horse saddled for me. It would seem that Middanhal awaits us.”


23

THE WILL THAT MOVES
EASTERN WEOLCAN MOUNTAINS



In the aftermath of the battle of Lake Myr, the remaining Order forces were not making plans along the veins of Vale or Isarn. Instead, they were marching with forced speed through eastern Adalrik while evading or placing distance between themselves and Athelstan’s mounted scouts. When finally a full day had passed where there had been no sign of Isarn’s soldiers, Richard and Brand agreed that their ruse had worked and Athelstan had turned his mind elsewhere; they turned the army north into the hills and marched towards the imposing Weolcans.

Thus named because the tallest peaks were perpetually shrouded in clouds, this great chain of mountains had only one easily traversable pass, the hill on which Middanhal was built. To cross the mountains elsewhere was a risky endeavour at best, and only if circumstances were ideal; this meant summer, agreeable weather, and knowing the paths that would offer least resistance. The first of these conditions was met, the second was in the hands of the gods, but the third had caused problems for the Order commanders.

Thankfully, one of the men-at-arms had a bright idea. He was himself the younger son of a beacon warden in the south, and he suggested enlisting the aid of these from the Weolcan beacons. Given their remote locations, the Order did not maintain its own postings nor send its own soldiers to man them. Instead, a local family of good standing was chosen and given a yearly stipend for keeping the beacons stocked with firewood and, of course, lighting them on the rare occasions it was necessary.

The position was often also hereditary, meaning that in some places, the same family had manned a particular beacon for centuries. Given how seldom the beacons had to be lit, it was an ingenious way for the Order to have all its beacons manned with little effort. It gave the warden families a sense of duty and loyalty towards the Order, which was as useful as their knowledge of the local area.

It took some effort, but eventually, the Order found guides among the wardens to take them into the mountains and across. Their speed had lessened considerably since they no longer feared pursuit but also because the terrain was now far harsher; thus, no man in the army felt their journey had become easier simply because their marching speed had decreased.

Near the back of the army marched the Hæthian longbowmen. Less than hundred remained, which was not enough to constitute even a single full regiment. Some had fled during the battle at Lake Myr; others had followed the soldiers fleeing east, desiring to return to Hæthiod and join the Order forces there. In truth, all of them would probably have gone east if given the choice; Brand had not allowed such, however, and ordered the rest of them to follow the army north.

“This is madness,” Quentin muttered under his breath.

“Quiet,” Nicholas said by his side, glancing at his companion. Nicholas’ fortunes had changed drastically since he had won the archery competition at solstice, and the only constant he seemed to enjoy was the company of the two archers who marched alongside him.

“You think anybody here disagrees?” Quentin challenged.

“I think the captain disagrees, and he can have you strung up for such talk,” Nicholas argued nervously.

“The captain,” the other man said contemptuously. “Maybe he should hear it. Not that it would do any good. That young brat is making all the decisions, and everybody knows it.”

“That’s even worse,” Nicholas hissed. “Don’t you know they say he’s dragonborn? They’ll skin you alive for speaking ill of him.”

“Dragonborn,” Quentin said, packing even more disdain into his voice. “These drakonians and their idolatry of the dragonborn. What good have they ever done for me? Save dragging me into these mountains to die from cold or hunger or pitfalls.”

“Don’t forget thirst,” Tom chimed in, though his voice was cheerful. The third archer in their small band was walking a step ahead of the other two, and his gait was easy and relaxed. “Or maybe a billy goat will catch you looking at its doe the wrong way and ram you off the path,” he added with a laugh.

“Glad you find amusement in our impending deaths,” Quentin said sourly.

Tom shrugged. “I don’t think the captain would take us this way unless it made sense. We’re his army. If we die, he’s got nothing left.”

“You forget that these knights usually know how to calculate,” Quentin retorted. “Maybe they figured losing a few longbowmen on the way would be worth getting the rest across. Especially when those bowmen are big louts with intolerable good cheer.”

“You wound me,” Tom answered, though there was laughter in his voice, which took any sting from it. Somehow, Tom’s mood seemed to have contagious properties; shortly after, Quentin stopped grumbling and continued the march in silence.
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A few days later, the Order army made its first camp up in the mountains. There was no lingering warmth left now at this height, and with no tents, there was little shelter against wind or cold. The men lay or sat huddled together, doing their best to use each other for heat and swaddling themselves in their cloaks. Some had managed to find a wayward tree here or there that, against odds, had managed to make roots and grow in such inhospitable surroundings. A few fires had been built, attracting the soldiers like moths, though it could not benefit many; for the vast majority of the soldiers, there was no comfort of any kind to be found.

Near the back of the army sat Brand with his young sergeant, Matthew. True to the tenets of the Order, the captain and his first lieutenant were kept separate during nights in camp, however little their current resting place might resemble an actual encampment. Therefore, while Sir Richard was at the front, Brand brought up the rear. A small fire burned there, though not for heat; in truth, it was little more than a torch, a single branch of wood burning faintly. Its purpose was not warmth but light. It illuminated a small chessboard, letting the pieces cast long shadows.

“Matthew, are you purposely clattering your teeth in an attempt to disturb my thinking?” Brand asked while staring at the board.

“No, sir,” Matthew answered. “Milord,” he added hastily.

“If it were a stratagem, I could excuse it. As it is now, you are simply annoying me,” the young squire told his even younger sergeant.

“Sorry, milord,” Matthew mumbled, pressing his teeth together and watching Brand make his move.

“Check,” the lieutenant spoke. The sergeant’s fingers hovered over one piece, then another, and finally the first again before picking it up slowly. “Careful,” Brand told him. “You move that to block my dragonlord, you expose your jarl, and it will be free for the taking.” Biting his lip, Matthew put the pawn down and frowned. He went for another piece only to be cautioned again by Brand. “If you move your knight, I will move my pawn forward to threaten it. You will not be able to pull your knight back, and it will be lost.”

“This game is hard,” the sergeant acknowledged. “But you are a good teacher, milord,” he hurried to say.

“You are not the first I teach,” Brand confided with a vague smile.

“Who else have you taught?”

“My sister,” Brand said, keeping his eyes on the board. “Though we did not have much time to play.”

“I don’t have siblings,” Matthew remarked casually. “Nor parents, for that matter. Worked as a stable hand at an inn in Lowtown. Then I heard they were recruiting for war, and it was five times the pay I got working the stables. I didn’t think they’d have me,” he admitted. “I tried last year, and they just laughed at me. But I was told they were recruiting any man they could, and it’s true. They barely looked at me. Just took down my name, and that was it.”

“In times of war, the Order lowers its standards for recruitment,” Brand said absentmindedly, his gaze still fixed on the game. “Otherwise, it will not be able to field an army of the necessary size.”

“I see,” Matthew answered, though his voice sounded devoid of understanding. He paused for a little while before he spoke again. “What’s it like having a sister?”

“I suppose there are as many answers to that as there are sisters,” Brand replied, his faint smile returning. Looking up, he found Matthew’s expectant eyes upon him; hesitating a moment, the young lieutenant lowered his gaze to the board and spoke again. “I do not know her well. My childhood was spent as a page in the Citadel. My years as squire were in Alcázar.”

Still, Matthew did not speak, and eventually, Brand continued. “I suppose, in spite all of that, she is precious to me. I have no other family, nothing else to my name. She shares my peculiar circumstances. Same blood, same hardships. My blessings are hers, my misfortunes are hers, and reverse. There is reassurance in knowing one other person will always be by my side,” Brand concluded, his eyes never wavering from the board or looking up. “Your move still,” he quietly added.

Blinking as if waking from a daze, Matthew focused on the chessboard again and finally chose a hitherto unconsidered piece. He moved it hesitantly; moments after placing it on its own location, Brand moved one of his thanes diagonally into the now empty spot. “Checkmate.”

“You didn’t warn me about that,” Matthew said with a twinge of complaint.

“Never tell all your secrets,” Brand smiled. “Pack it up. Go to sleep. You can have retaliation tomorrow.”
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The next week brought rain and further hardships. The army had left behind any semblance of paths or trails that the mountain dwellers or wild animals might have used. The terrain was nothing but rock now, climbing and falling constantly, a test of each man’s fortitude. Every now and then, someone faltered, either through failing strength or by unfortunate misstep. As the days dragged on, more and more did not rise again to continue the march. The first few times it happened, those nearby cried out in shock or alarm, and sometimes they attempted to carry those who could not walk on their own strength. With each passing day, however, this happened less and less. In the end, no man had the surplus of stamina to help anyone but himself. Those who faltered were left where they fell, regardless of whether they still drew breath or not.

While some were taken by exhaustion, others became prey to the cold. The first night of heavy rains fell and felt like a curse from the heavens, drenching them all. Every soldier was coughing for breath, trying in vain to keep dry under his cloak. The torrents of rain came with such force that nothing could withstand the relentless assault of the tiny droplets, finding their way to soak all fabric, dampen the skin, and rot the contents of their bags. The men cursed the heavens back, evoking every deity and demon they knew; the heavens remained indifferent, answering only with more water.

Several days and nights of intermittent rain took its toll. The hardy Mearcians, so rarely touched by illness, coughed and shook to a man. Each morning, fewer woke than had gone to sleep, and steadily their numbers dwindled.
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When the rains finally seemed to cease permanently, a collective sigh of relief was heard, and the soldiers looked forward to their first night of sleep with some minimal measure of comfort. As it slowly grew dark and the men prepared to sleep, Brand could be seen wandering instead. He seemed to have no specific purpose in mind; he simply walked up and down the breadth of their rudimentary camp. On occasion, those with enough remaining energy would greet him quietly with a nod or words of address, to which he usually replied in kind.

At some point, Brand stopped to gaze at the scattered lights in the night and what little he could see of the primitive encampment. With fingers made stiff from the cold, he held the king piece that had been a gift from Athelstan long ago. Whatever thoughts were running through Brand’s head, however, he hid them well; his face was without expression.

By chance, he stood near the small area where the jarl of Theodstan had made camp with his thanes. Seeing the first lieutenant, Theodoric got up and walked over to him. At a distance and in the dark, nothing seemed to have changed about Brand as compared to a week ago; upon approach, however, the jarl noticed hollow cheeks and pale lips. “You are not going to sleep?” Theodoric asked. He looked worn himself; before this strenuous journey, he had ridden hard from Middanhal to warn the Order at Lake Myr of the impending attack, and he had not been allowed much sleep for many nights.

“In a while,” Brand said neutrally, returning the figurine to his pocket. “Just inspecting the camp and the men. Letting them know they are being watched.”

“I wonder if that should be understood in a friendly or ominous manner,” the jarl remarked. Shivering, he put on his gloves, which also disguised the lack of a little finger on his left hand.

“Either will do,” Brand smiled.

“You do not seem troubled by the cold and this blasted wind,” Theodoric continued, pulling his cloak closer and rubbing his arms. In contrast, the young squire stood with his cloak open and in a relaxed pose as if undisturbed by the elements.

“It chills me to the marrow,” Brand admitted. “But the men know it was I who dragged them up here. It is important they see me undaunted by the obstacles we face.”

“You think they will lose respect for you simply because you are human?” Theodoric said, his voice coloured by disbelief.

“I think they will more readily follow me if not,” Brand answered. Seeing the jarl’s sceptical expression retained, he elaborated. “If I am as they are, with all the weaknesses and doubts known to themselves, they will assume I am subject to same. They must see me as greater than them if they are to follow me across mountains into battle. They are moved by my will, and my will must be seen as unbreakable.”

The jarl stared at the squire with a mixture of incredulity and uncertainty. “Why are you here, Adalbrand of House Arnling?” Theodoric finally asked. “You are not a jarl or a landgrave. You are not even a knight. You are a squire whose leadership so far has cost scores of men their lives and many more before this is done. What ambition moves your will?”

Brand exhaled deeply through his nose, his breath sounding like a choked smile. “If you must ask, I fear my reasons are too complicated to explain. But if it will ease your mind, I will say my sister. I will not tolerate that she is in the hands of these villains bearing the mark of Isarn.”

“I suppose I can relate,” Theodoric said slowly. “My own sister is in their power as well.”

“Really?” Brand exclaimed. So far, he had been gazing mostly at the path ahead, but now he turned to stare at the jarl. “But you came to Lake Myr to warn us. Why did you not send your sister out of the city beforehand? Indeed,” the squire continued as he narrowed his eyes, “is your sister not friends with mine? Why did you not ensure their safety, both of them?” As he finished speaking, his tone turned from accusing to angry.

“The danger of discovery was too great,” Theodoric defended himself. “I had hopes that the Order army would return from Myr and retake the city. We had to maintain secrecy. Theodwyn volunteered to attend Jarl Isarn’s feast and keep up pretence. She should be admired for her courage.”

“I am amazed it took me so long to realise this,” Brand continued, his voice slowly filling up with wrath like water in a vessel. “You knew the entire city was a trap, and you let them all become victims. So this is the friendship of Theodstan!” he exclaimed furiously. “This is what Arndis received for placing her trust in you and yours.”

Theodoric opened his mouth but taken aback at this display of anger, words failed him. Brand, on the other hand, was far from done. “I have no titles, no lands, no gold, no soldiers who owe me fealty,” the young squire said pointedly. “I have only my sister. Yet despite I am absent all these tokens of power. I will drive my sword through Jarl Isarn’s heart in retaliation for imprisoning her. And if she has been hurt, if one drop of Arnling blood has been spilt, I will kill every last man of the House of Isarn,” Brand spoke with wrath in his words. “And any other man I deem guilty of causing her harm,” he added with a voice sharp as steel.

The jarl almost stumbled backwards before he composed himself. “Is that a threat?” he spoke coldly.

“It is a declaration of my intentions. Take it however you wish,” Brand said curtly. “The night is growing colder, Jarl Theodstan. Return to your men. Get what sleep and warmth you can. Another long day awaits us soon.” Having spoken thus, he turned and left.
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When morning came, the sun brought a fragment of heat along with its light. Stirring from uneasy rest, the soldiers woke and gathered their few belongings. One small advantage that came with not having tents or similar was that breaking camp was easily and swiftly done. The Hæthian longbowmen sometimes took a little longer, however, which was why they were at the back of the camp; they spent each morning inspecting their bow staffs, making sure its protective oil had kept the wood from cracking in the night frost and renewing the layer as necessary.

Nicholas had just packed his oils and rags away when he turned at the sound of Quentin’s voice. “Tom, wake up,” the surly archer said. “Mountain isn’t getting any smaller while you sleep.” There was a moment’s hesitation before Quentin spoke again, a single word fraught with vulnerability. “Tom?”

In panic, Nicholas dropped his belongings and crawled over to Tom. He placed his hands on Tom’s shoulder, grabbing them to turn his friend around, but recoiled upon feeling the cold flesh. With a pained expression, he looked up at Quentin; the latter emitted a howl like a wounded animal and pulled Tom around to lie on his back, revealing only dead eyes staring into the air.

At first, Nicholas could only fall backwards, sitting awkwardly on the frozen ground with an expression devoid of understanding. Quentin had a different reaction; as he got on his feet, his face lit up with anger, and his hand seized the dagger in his belt as he turned around.

Nicholas followed Quentin’s gaze towards its target; nearby, Brand had finished a meagre breakfast with Matthew and was making ready to depart. Dark rings around the lieutenant’s eyes spoke of fatigue, but he stood straight and as if unaffected by weariness.

With surprising agility, Nicholas leapt to his feet and caught up with Quentin as the latter began moving towards their commander. “No,” Nicholas hissed as he placed one hand on his friend’s arm.

“He brought us here,” Quentin spat out. “It’s his fault. He killed Tom as good as if with his own hands.”

“And what good will come of you knifing him?” Nicholas asked, trying to keep his voice low.

“At least Tom won’t rot alone,” Quentin argued, wresting himself free of Nicholas’ grasp.

“And then they kill you,” came the response. “Quentin,” Nicholas continued urgently, “I just lost a friend. Don’t make me lose the only one I have left.”

Quentin’s features softened slightly, losing some of their anger. “Fine,” he growled, returning his knife to its sheath.

“Fine,” Nicholas repeated, and they turned back towards where Tom lay.

The first thing they both noticed was that his body now lacked its boots; a little distance away, a soldier could be seen running away with an extra pair of footwear in his hands. “Hel’s whore,” Quentin cursed. “Well, we can’t leave him there like that.”

“No,” Nicholas agreed. “But we don’t have tools to dig with, and this is all rock anyway. We put him in the ravine over there. At least he’ll be undisturbed by wild beasts.”

“A pauper’s grave,” Quentin muttered. “What about his arrows, though? And his food and that. We can’t afford to waste it.”

“We share it,” Nicholas decided. “You and I were his friends.”

“Let’s put his staff with him, though,” Quentin suggested. “He was a fine archer, as good as any of us. He should be buried with his weapon.”

Both men were worn, and Tom was heavy; they managed to place his bow staff upon his body, however, and lift it up. With great difficulty and heavy breaths, they moved their friend some hundred paces until they reached the edge of the cliffs and could stare down a deep pit. A last effort, and they threw the body over the edge. It soon disappeared from their sight.

“Any words we should say?” Nicholas asked.

“I’m not a bloody robe,” Quentin muttered. “You say something.”

“Which god did Tom revere?”

“No idea. He was born on a farm. Egnil?”

“Let’s say Austre,” Nicholas considered. “She must appreciate an archer like him.”

“Fine by me,” Quentin assented and looked at Nicholas expectantly.

“Right,” the latter said, clearing his throat. “Austre, look to our friend, Tom, and have mercy on his soul. Always his aim was true, as was his friendship. He was steadfast in life. Let him have peace in death. Send the eagle to guide his soul to your halls of everlasting light.”

“Pretty good,” Quentin acknowledged.

“Buried my share of people,” Nicholas shrugged. “Let’s go, or we’ll fall behind.”

“Maybe we should,” Quentin suggested slowly. “No need to rush.”

“What do you mean?” Nicholas frowned.

“Well,” the shorter man said, “we both joined because we were going back to Hæthiod, right? Only these bastards decide to have a war. Well, that’s got nothing to do with you and me. These drakonians can kill each other all I care. Tom died for them, but it’s not too late for us. We can turn back and go home still.”

“You mean deserting!” Nicholas exclaimed and lowered his voice. “Are you mad? Penalty is death.”

“None of this lot will be going after us,” Quentin claimed with confidence. “Once we’re home, who’s going to know?”

“Do you know the way back? Through these mountains?” Nicholas asked.

“Same way we came in,” Quentin argued, though sounding less self-assured.

“If we get lost? We’re certainly dead up here,” Nicholas said insistently. “If you really want to run, I can’t stop you. But doing it now is suicide, and I won’t follow you. So pull it together until we’re down this blasted mountain, and then we can talk.” With that, Nicholas walked back towards their possessions to follow the rest of the army, beginning the day’s march; after brief hesitation, Quentin followed suit.
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During the second week in the mountains, Theodoric pushed his way towards the front of the army’s stretched-out columns. He continued until he saw Richard and Brand, accompanied by their respective sergeants as well as the local guides leading the way. “Richard,” the jarl called out, though his voice did not carry far. Nonetheless, the short knight heard it and slowed his pace until Theodoric had caught up to him.

“Something the matter,” Richard said in his customary, gruff manner.

“I wanted to speak with you. Privately,” Theodoric said quietly.

“This is as private as it will get,” Richard said with a snort of laughter.

“Right,” Theodoric conceded. “I wanted to discuss your first lieutenant.”

“What about him?” Richard asked, his voice remaining casual.

“I do not trust him,” Theodoric admitted, staring at the object of their conversation walking in front.

“He is not your lieutenant. You do not have to trust him,” Richard pointed out in a casual voice.

“I do not think you should trust him either,” the jarl attempted. “He is a squire, unproven.”

“It is a question of weeks that separates him from being a knight,” the margrave replied. “Should hardly matter. And he was Athelstan’s squire. If he is half as good as that traitorous dog, I will want him by my side.”

“That may be the problem,” Theodoric urged. “We know not how his history with Athelstan affects him.”

“Are you saying that you think he might turn traitor too?” Richard asked, stopping abruptly to look at the other man.

“No,” Theodoric quickly answered. “Only that with circumstances against us, we cannot afford the smallest error. It would take very little for us to lose everything.”

“I am keenly aware. This is not my first campaign,” Richard said pointedly.

“Of course not. But it is his, and his relationship with Athelstan may impair his judgement one way or the other. Not to mention that his decision to lead us into these mountains has cost us. What will we have left when this is over?” Theodoric asked, his eyes finding Brand’s back again.

“You should be thrilled,” Richard claimed. “We are going to Theodstan. If that somehow displeases you, I would say the fault lies with you, not with my lieutenant.”

“I merely advise caution, Richard,” the jarl spoke quietly. “Do not forget who is captain, who is in command. I fear that young Adalbrand already has.”

“I will keep that in mind,” Richard said brusquely; he increased his pace, returning to the forefront of the column.
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It took about two weeks for the soldiers to finish the crossing; as far as the memories of men could remember, it was a feat never done before by another army. Hundreds lay dead on the frozen path behind them, and the mood was sombre as they finished the descent and the terrain turned even; still, relieved laughter and talking could be heard. As they reached a small stream with cold meltwater, a brief rest was called for the men to drink and eat while the commanders held council.

“I will send one of my thanes ahead to the Crag,” Theodoric declared, “to raise my banners and begin the muster. The rest of us may follow and join the Order forces with mine.”

“Agreed to the first part,” Brand replied, “but I do not think we should march to Cragstan.”

“It is the most obvious place to gather,” the jarl pointed out.

“I propose we march on Middanhal,” Brand suggested, prompting looks of confusion from Theodoric and Richard. “Once your men are mustered, they should march to join us at the capital.”

“That is insane,” Theodoric protested. “We have a few thousand men at most. In our current state, we are no match for Jarl Isarn’s forces.”

“The city lies undefended,” Brand claimed. “If we delay, march to Cragstan, it will give them time to fortify the city and garrison it heavily.”

“How can you even know that?” Theodoric burst out. “Mere guesswork.”

“They would have been forced to empty the city to attack us at Lake Myr,” Brand countered. “They may have more forces awaiting muster in Isarn, which is why we must make haste. We have to do this now.”

“What if Athelstan returned to Middanhal after Myr?” Theodoric pointed out. “He could be there right now, waiting for reinforcements and the city brimming with his troops. We will march to our deaths!”

“Athelstan will not have turned back,” Brand argued. “As soon as he no longer deemed us a threat, he would have turned west towards Vale.”

“How could you possibly know that,” Theodoric said disdainfully.

“Because I know him,” Brand said forcefully. “Because I was his squire for seven years. Because Athelstan knows that the longer this war drags on, the greater is the chance that Vale mounts a proper counterattack, or the other marshals will interfere, or perhaps even the king of Korndale will make his bid. Athelstan is in a hurry, and so should we be.”

“But if we do this, they will know of our presence here in the North,” the jarl all but shouted. “You will throw away our only advantage, everything we just gained by marching here!”

“On the contrary,” Brand retorted, “this is the only way to use said advantage. Going to Cragstan will give them time to discover our presence. We will have but one chance to take the city. It is now, immediately.”

“Richard, you cannot seriously entertain such a thought!” Theodoric said, outraged.

“How long has it been since Middanhal was taken by storm?” the knight simply asked.

“Centuries,” Theodoric stated.

“Not since Arn did it,” Brand elaborated. “He only had undisciplined highlanders at his side while we have an Order army.”

“Is that your gain?” Theodoric asked acerbically. “You seek to rival your forbear and, in the process, throw away everything!”

“I seek to win this war,” Brand simply said, keeping his voice calm.

“They will not be expecting an assault on the northern walls,” Richard considered, speaking slowly. “They would assume the danger would come from Vale against Saltgate.”

“Are you mad as well?” Theodoric exclaimed with eyes wide open. “Even if this could be done, we would be trapped! Athelstan’s army from the south and any remaining forces from Isarn itself attacking from the north!”

“But they would be unable to link up,” Richard continued, a smile cautiously breaking out. “A coordinated assault would be nigh impossible. Athelstan’s army would be hounded by Vale’s forces, making a lengthy siege untenable as well.”

“Richard, do not fall for the temptation,” Theodoric implored him. “Attacking Middanhal will cost us everything.”

“We will do as he suggests,” Richard said dismissively. “Send your messenger, Theodoric. Tell them to muster your men and have them march to Middanhal.”

Theodoric stood dumbfounded for a moment, watching the captain and the lieutenant walk away as they became engrossed in discussing the details of the assault. The jarl’s face contorted itself in an expression of disgust before he returned to find his men. They had been eating and resting but snapped to attention when their master appeared.

Theodoric gestured for one of the thanes to approach him and spoke in a low voice. “Go north. Get a horse and ride straight to the Crag. Tell my steward to raise my levies, every man in my jarldom,” he commanded his servant. He plucked his signet ring from his finger and placed it in the thane’s hand. “Use this if anyone questions that you act on my authority.”

“Very good, milord,” the thane bowed. “Any other messages to carry?”

“Tell my soldiers to remain at the Crag,” Theodoric added after a moment’s hesitation. “They are not to leave Theodstan for any reason. They must wait until I send further command.”

“At once, milord,” the thane replied, inclining his head. He turned and ran north.

Theodoric watched his messenger disappear into the hilly landscape as the terrain sloped towards Theodstan; as for himself, he turned to face west and followed the progression of the Order army beginning its march towards Middanhal.
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It would take several days for the Order army to reach Middanhal from its current location. Although Brand desired to put the soldiers through a forced march, he had to accept that it was not possible after their ordeal in the mountains. The two commanders used the time instead to discuss the impending assault.

In front of Sir Richard lay various sticks and stones. The knight picked one up to place it between him and Brand. “No ditches in front of the first wall, at least, as the land is pure rock, but that is our only solace. Siege machinery must be pushed uphill on uneven ground. And if we make it onto the first wall…” He picked up another stick to place behind the first. “The second, taller line of fortifications awaits right behind. Free reins to drop rocks and other gifts onto our men on the lower line.”

“I know of Middanhal's famous double walls, Sir Richard,” Brand told him. "Not so long ago that we rode out from under their shadow.”

“Do not forget the towers that will harry us every step of the way.” Richard placed the stones at intervals along the sticks. “None more than around the gatehouse, and the gate itself is impregnable, made of Nordsteel. And given the narrow stretch of land in the gap between the mountains…” The knight placed a boot at either end of the sticks to signify Valmark in the west and Wyrmpeak in the east, surrounding Middanhal. “Even a small garrison can easily defend the entire line of defences, from peak to peak. Especially as we can only attack the northern walls, unless you care to convince any of our men to cross the mountains again and attack from the south.”

“You are saying it will not be easy,” Brand remarked casually. It was the first evening after they had left the mountains, and the two commanders were sharing their last meal for the day.

“I am saying that if we accomplish this, to Hel with the Weolcans,” Richard grinned. “People may not know whether to be more impressed by us crossing the mountains or immediately retaking Middanhal afterwards, but I lend my voice to the latter.”

“We face two difficulties,” Brand continued. “We have no engineers in the army to construct any kind of siege engines. Secondly, our assault must be done swiftly and deftly to maintain complete surprise. We cannot afford a lengthy siege. We cannot even afford that our first assault is repelled. We will not be given a second chance.”

“So, we have neither engineers nor time for a proper siege,” Richard shrugged before stuffing bread into his mouth. “Let us just condense that to one difficulty and move on.”

“That sounds reasonable enough,” Brand acknowledged, giving a slight laugh.

“I prefer it that way, at any rate,” the impetuous knight added. “I hate long sieges, all that waiting. Just give me the enemy and a straight line to him, no obstacles.”

Brand’s cool voice interrupted him. “Regardless, we need to find some means of scaling the walls.”

Richard scratched his head. “The only method I can think of, given our limitations, is grappling hooks. We find a village during our march, get the local smith to make some. They are fairly simple, after all, even a village hammer should be able to handle that.”

“I thought that would require a machine,” Brand frowned. “Something with the strength to hurl the hooks onto the walls.”

“A ballista,” Richard acknowledged. “But I know the islanders use hooks aboard their ships to grab the railing of the enemy ship and pull it close so it can be boarded. They practice throwing the hooks by hand. There are islanders among our soldiers.”

“Have your sergeant find some for us tomorrow,” Brand agreed, taking a swipe from his water flask. “That gets us on the walls. We still need to achieve doing it in secrecy so that they have a chance to take the gatehouse and let the rest of the army inside. If the defenders become aware too soon, they will reinforce the walls and stop us.”

“We will need a few archers to silence the guard,” Richard considered. “All those we bring along for the initial assault should be men used to climbing, able to do it fast, and who are also strong fighters. I reckon if we take more than twenty, we will make too much noise.”

“Taking the walls of Middanhal with twenty men,” Brand said with raised eyebrows. “You are right. That is quite the feat.”

“We are betting on them having light defences, are we not?” Richard shrugged. “A couple of peasants from Isarn should not be much hindrance.”

“Indeed. I only hope we are not too late,” Brand admitted. “A few days may make the difference of whether they have received reinforcements or not. By the way,” he continued slowly, “one of us should lead the assault on the walls while the other remains with the rest of the army. Ordinarily, the first lieutenant would have the task of leading the initial charge while the captain stays behind to command the remainder…”

Richard leaned his head back to howl a coarse laugh. “Never mind that, lad. I would fight the Black Snake itself and any man that would take my place leading that charge. If anybody is going to be first on the walls for the first time that Middanhal is taken by assault in eight hundred years,” the knight declared, “that anybody will be Sir Richard of Alwood.”

“Very well,” Brand smiled. “I do advise caution, however. The walls that you will assault do not have their fearsome reputation without good cause,” the squire added with a touch of concern.

Richard was still for a moment before he shrugged. “Neither do I,” he grinned.
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Elsewhere in the primitive camp, Nicholas and Quentin carried on a discussion of their own. “You wanted to wait until we left the mountains,” Quentin stated. “Well, we’re out. Why you want to wait now?”

“You don’t want to make that crossing again, do you?” Nicholas asked rhetorically. “The only way we get back to Hæthiod is by getting to Middanhal.”

“So?” Quentin asked with a dismissive voice. “Then we go to Middanhal. Once we’re out of here, we can go any direction we want.”

“Except for the fact,” Nicholas said, accidentally raising his voice and quickly glancing around as he realised. “We’re already moving west. We don’t want to leave in the same direction as the army and get caught. Once we split, we need the army moving the opposite direction of us.”

“And what happens when we reach Middanhal?” Quentin questioned and gave the answer himself. “They realise there’s an enemy army on the loose, and the city will be sealed up tighter than a salted arse.”

“Maybe we’re not going to Middanhal,” Nicholas suggested. “The lands of Isarn lie west of here, I think. We could be marching there to attack them. Once that happens, we take off and go south. We stroll through the northern gate, out through the southern, and we’ll be back on the heath in weeks.”

“What if we are marching to the capital?” Quentin countered. “Once the siege begins, nobody’s getting in or out.”

“Then we have to be patient,” Nicholas acknowledged. “We let the blade boys storm the walls, hang back, and wait until the city is taken. We’re archers,” he added with a shrug. “It’s not us they’ll be sending in the first wave. We’re too valuable to waste like that.”

“Fine,” Quentin consented. “We wait. But not a day longer than we have to.”

“Agreed,” Nicholas nodded, and they went to sleep.
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A few nights later, the Order army had reached its destination. They could have reached it during the day, but the commanders had halted their progress while they were still many miles from Middanhal. First, their scouts had cleared the area to ensure none would bring warning to the soldiers of Isarn that an enemy army was approaching. As it grew dark, they made the final approach. The main part of the army stood arrayed under Brand’s command, now less than a mile away. Meanwhile, a small band of approximately twenty men was sneaking closer towards the walls.

It had been almost a month since Jarl Isarn’s uprising had begun. The moon was not quite dark; a sliver remained, casting what pale light it could summon onto the landscape. For this reason, none in the advance guard wore uncovered metal; their helmets, armour, weapons, and anything else with a reflective surface had been covered by fabric. A few of them had even exchanged their mail shirts for leather protection to help with the climb.

The group was led by Richard. His sergeant, Graulf, was by his side, as were two islanders carrying rope and hooks. The rest of the soldiers were men-at-arms, proven veterans of the Order, and strong with a blade. The only exceptions were the two men who came last, wearing light armour and carrying bows in their hands.

“Don’t be silly, Quentin,” the archer with that very name mumbled to himself. “We’re archers, not swordsmen. They’re not going to make us storm the walls. We’re too valuable for that.”

“Quentin, are you well?” Nicholas asked with a suspicious look.

“I’m just wondering how stupid I must be to find myself in this situation.”

“Look, I know this seems bad,” Nicholas began to say.

“Bad?” Quentin exclaimed. “There’s twenty of us, and we’re about to attack the one city known throughout the realms for its invincible walls. With twenty men!” he repeated. “Bad is the blister I found on my foot the other day. I know I’ve said you’d be the death of me, but I didn’t think you’d literally get me killed!”

“Look, we’re just here to take out the watchmen. Nobody said we had to climb the walls too. We’ll be fine,” Nicholas claimed.

“Why did you have to drag me into it?” Quentin continued, ignoring Nicholas’ assurances. “I get why they want you. You won the tournament. But when they asked you for another good archer, why in Hel’s frost-bitten arse did you say me?”

“Well, it’s true,” Nicholas defended himself weakly. “You’re the only other archer here who’s as good as me.”

It took a moment before Quentin spoke again, slightly mollified. “Well, that’s hard to argue with.”

“Quiet with those tongues!” Richard growled. “Or I’ll get out my knife and make you into women.” He turned towards the two islanders carrying a heap of rope. “How close do you need to go?” he asked them, glancing southwards. The great walls of Middanhal rose before them, appearing indomitable and unapproachable even as they were some hundred feet away.

“Pretty close,” one of the islanders answered. “Not directly underneath, but probably no further than twenty, thirty paces away.”

“Very well,” Richard nodded. He turned back towards the two longbowmen. “You spot any pair of guardsmen on the walls, you shoot them. At the same time, give them no time for warning. If you miss your arrows or time it poorly, I will strangle you with your own bowstrings. Understood?”

Swallowing, Nicholas nodded while Quentin did likewise. Each of them prepared a handful of arrows, sticking them into the ground. Richard, the two islanders, and a few others crept closer towards the walls while the rest remained behind with the archers. “What if they got torches?” Nicholas suddenly asked. Graulf, Richard’s sergeant, turned to look at him. “If the other guards see the torches fall, they might get suspicious.”

“If they see them fall, they see them fall,” Graulf shrugged. “Can’t plan for everything. Just got to see whether the ship will sink or swim,” he added with a grin, using an old islander saying.

Ahead, the darkness had almost swallowed Richard and his men, but by straining his eyes, Nicholas could make them out. The islanders were coiling their ropes on the ground, making sure that once the hooks flew, the rope would easily fly along rather than knot itself. Once satisfied, the two men exchanged looks, nodded, and took hold of the grappling hooks. They swung them in the air, gaining momentum. Almost mesmerised, Nicholas watched the swing until each man let go and the hooks spun into the air. They shot up like fangs on a snake, embedding themselves onto the crenellations. There was noise as the metal struck stone, making Nicholas look around anxiously. The islanders made a few testing pulls, ensuring that the hooks were steady and had proper hold.

“Nicholas,” Quentin said lowly and nodded towards their right. Two soldiers were approaching on the wall. They did not carry torches, perhaps in order to hide themselves; however, the faint moonlight gleamed against their iron helmets, and it was caught by Quentin’s sharp eyes. Nodding slightly, Nicholas took one arrow and notched it, as did Quentin.

The two archers drew their bowstrings. It took considerable effort to hold their longbows drawn, but necessity dictated perfect shots, so they endured the strain and aimed. “I got inner. You take nearest us,” Nicholas whispered. “Ready?”

“Ready,” Quentin grunted.

“Three,” Nicholas said quietly. “Two. One. Loose.”

As the last word was uttered, first Nicholas’ arrow was loosed and then Quentin’s. They struck, and the guards fell slowly to the ground. Even before seeing the arrows land, Nicholas had grabbed a second and begun drawing his bow; he relaxed when he saw it was unnecessary.

“A second arrow? Really? You thought I would miss,” Quentin said, insulted.

“Just wanted to be sure,” Nicholas mumbled. “It was a difficult shot for both of us.”

“Sometimes I wonder why I remain your friend,” Quentin complained.

“Probably because I am your only friend,” Nicholas argued.

Quentin opened his mouth, but he was rendered speechless for a moment. “Aw, Hel, you’re right,” he admitted, and they exchanged quiet laughter, dispelling some of the tension that had lain thick on them.

“Eyes sharp,” Graulf barked at them, and they focused on their surroundings once more. Although they could not be certain at this distance, there was no need to doubt that Richard was the shape that now approached the top of the wall. A few more heaves and he was over the parapet, sharply followed by others. “Now, it’s our turn next,” the sergeant told the archers.

“You want us up there?” Nicholas asked hesitantly.

“Not going to be any good having you down here in the long run,” Graulf grinned. “The fun’s going to be on the wall, boys, not outside. Now hop to, sharp!” he added, using the same barking voice as before.

“If this gets me killed, I won’t forgive you,” Quentin mumbled to Nicholas, though there was little sting in his voice. Reaching the wall, both archers slung their bows across their backs and made ready to grab the rope and begin the climb.
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Atop the outer walls, Richard stood impatiently. He had only his sword with him, but so far, it remained sheathed; as soon as the steel was drawn, it might draw notice. The others already up with him stood leaning over the parapet, helping their fellows make the final climb across the crenellations. About half of their small band was up when torches could be spotted in the distance, moving towards them.

“Hurry,” Richard hissed over the wall. Several anxious moments passed as the torches came closer. Finally, Quentin and Nicholas appeared by each rope. The islanders pulled them up, and they almost stumbled as their feet touched stone. Behind them, Graulf could be heard heaving for breath as he made the same trip.

“Bows out,” their captain commanded them. “We’re almost spotted. Kill them,” he urged.

Climbing walls of thirty feet with only a rope was no small exertion, but the longbowmen were helped by their light attire; there was also the fact that training with their great bows since childhood had left them both with strong, sinewy arms. Thus, they needed only a moment to compose themselves before they pulled their bows from their backs and readied arrows. With faint hisses, their arrows struck true. Out in the darkness, the torches could be seen dropped.

The movement was noticed. Further away in the far distance, other torches could be seen moving about. “They know something is up, lads,” Richard said coolly. “It is a mile from here to the gatehouse, and I do not know how many swartlings stand between us. But I tell you this. We die, or we become legends.” He paused before he spoke again briefly. “Probably both.” Having spoken thus, he finally unsheathed his sword and kissed the blade.

The full band of Order soldiers was ready to follow Richard as he began moving towards the gate; the islanders came last, pulling up the ropes and hooks. The darkness helped conceal their movements and presence a while longer; perhaps the sheer unexpectedness of their attack aided as well. Whatever the cause, the Order soldiers managed to kill the next guard patrol with ease. Only when they reached another pair of sentinels did their good fortune run dry, and cries of alarm were heard.

Activity could be seen through the dark, surrounding their destination; the torches by the gatehouse served as a beacon, drawing them close. More Isarn soldiers came rushing against them as Richard and his men swept down the walls. Against one of the best swordsmen in the realm, they stood little chance; although less equipped than them, the margrave of Alwood butchered his way forward. When any of the defenders survived his onslaught, the band that followed made quick work of them. The mile between their starting and end point was swiftly traversed; only as they reached the gatehouse did trouble commence.

The way forward from the outer walls was purposely difficult. First, one would have to pass through a narrow corridor that led onto the inner walls, and only then could access be gained to the inner top chamber of the gatehouse. Despite all his prowess, Richard found himself held at bay; the defenders had long spears, and there was only room for one person in the passage that would take him from the outer to the inner walls. With only his sword, the knight found it exceedingly difficult to get close enough to his enemy; furthermore, he suffered extreme danger, sometimes manifesting into wounds, in order to reach striking distance. Whenever a defender fell, another immediately took up position in the corridor.

Graulf, his weatherworn sergeant, stood frustrated behind his lord. Increasingly, noise could be heard on the other side of the inner walls that rose to their left. More defenders were coming, shrinking their chances of opening the gates. Turning back, he snapped his fingers at the islanders. “We need to get around this,” he told them. “Throw your hooks up. We cross the inner wall same as the outer.” The other men nodded, quickly preparing the rope. Within moments, they were once again swinging the hooks and landing them on the upper parapet.

“You two, salt-lickers,” Graulf said gruffly to the Hæthian longbowmen, “you’re with me. And you lot,” he added, making a sweeping gesture that included six or seven of the soldiers. “Rest of you, support the captain,” he commanded and swiftly turned to grab one of the ropes, starting his ascent.

Swallowing, Nicholas slung his bow over his back once again and grabbed the other rope. He was less adept or perhaps less motivated than Graulf, who reached the top of the inner wall first. As Nicholas struggled to pull himself over the crenellations, he caught glimpse of the sergeant already engaged in combat. His opponent had the rich attire of a thane and handled his sword and shield skilfully. The shield especially gave him an edge against Graulf, who was having trouble standing his ground.

The thane found an opening, using his boot to kick Graulf backwards, causing him to fall on his back. Immediately the thane surged forward to plant his sword in the sergeant’s chest; however, with Graulf lying down, Nicholas had a clear line of sight. His arrow flew, striking the thane in the eye and killing him instantly. Further ahead, more Isarn soldiers were moving out of the gatehouse and onto the inner walls. Nicholas began shooting arrows as fast as he was able, hitting a few and forcing the defenders to approach more carefully with shields raised. The time bought allowed Graulf to gain his footing, and now other Order soldiers reached them as well. General combat ensued on the walls, with the parties evenly matched.

The scales were tipped by Nicholas and Quentin; both of them eagle-eyed archers, they slowly but surely managed to thin the group of enemy soldiers until their comrades could push through. Exhausted for arrows, the two longbowmen quickly scavenged the dead before following the others.

Inside, the remaining defenders quickly fell; those who had been keeping Richard and his men at bay were slain from behind. Stepping out of the corridor, the knight quickly took survey; thirteen of his band remained. Without further delay, they entered the gatehouse and found a lone soldier; he was quickly surrounded and killed. “You two,” Richard said, looking at the archers, “get up top. Signal the army to advance and use your arrows as you can. You,” he nodded towards another, “get to the wheels. Open the gates, all of them. Rest of you with me.”

The group scattered towards each of their purposes. Nicholas and Quentin supplied themselves with the cache of arrows kept for the defence of the gatehouse and made for the roof. South of them, the whole of Middanhal stretched before their eyes, such as they could see in the dark; north, hidden, the Order army lay. Grabbing a torch, Nicholas waved it back and forth repeatedly in an effort to make as visible a sign as possible. “You think that’s enough?” he asked.

Quentin shrugged. “Done what we can. Let’s get ready.”

They moved to the southern edge of the roof. Just below them, Richard and his men were taking up position to defend the gatehouse and keep the gate open. Ahead of them, the Arnsweg lay wide and open, moving straight until it reached the Citadel and bent to follow the edge of the castle. From that direction, scores of Isarn soldiers were running towards the small band of Order soldiers, intent on retaking the gatehouse.

The archers did their best to aid those fighting on the ground, shooting every arrow within reach. Being only two, their impact was minimal. Fierce fighting erupted, pushing the soldiers under the arch of the gatehouse and out of view for the longbowmen. Leaning over the parapet, Nicholas tried to get a better glimpse, but all in vain; nothing could be deduced.

“They’re here!” Quentin yelled. He had meanwhile gone to the other side of the roof, not looking towards the city but out on the fields north. The darkness had concealed their approach for a long while, but now the Order army could no longer remain hidden; even with so little moonlight present, their weapons and armour shone like they were statues of steel. Forgoing the final pretence of stealth, the Order soldiers roared their battle cries as they surged forward and through the gate.

“We did it!” Nicholas exclaimed, taking deep breaths and exhaling. He and Quentin exchanged laughter, and they sank down onto the stones on the roof, resting their backs against the crenellations.
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The Isarn soldiers who had fought to regain the gatehouse were now swept away by hundreds and hundreds of Order soldiers. In the midst of the chaos, Brand was able to spot Richard and move to his side. The latter had a few wounds and looked bloody, but he stood straight and appeared hale. Following the lieutenant was his sergeant, though Matthew kept a few paces back, hovering.

“You seem in good order,” Brand remarked. “I am glad to see you on your feet.”

“Becoming a legend suits me,” Richard laughed. “Theodoric not with you?”

“The jarl was ahead of me. He seemed quite eager to enter the city,” the squire explained.

“He ended his opposition to our plan, then,” the knight pondered.

“Apparently. The night is not over yet, however,” Brand said, his expression turning serious. “One of us should oversee the conquest of the southern gate. We do not want escape from the city to be possible. The other should assess the situation at the Citadel,” he continued, and the pair began walking down the Arnsweg towards the castle. “By now, they have long been alerted to our presence. We will not take it by stealth and hook as we did the walls.”

“I will see that Saltgate is ours,” Richard nodded. “You make sure the Citadel is enclosed, that we will not suffer a sortie when our backs are turned.”

“Agreed,” Brand said before he came to an abrupt halt and grabbed Richard by the arm. “Are those barricades ahead of us? They have hemmed in the northern gate of the Citadel, but…” He cut himself short, and a smile began to spread across his face.

“Why would they enclose…” Richard likewise finished his sentence prematurely as the truth dawned on him. “Those slack-jawed swartlings,” he laughed loudly. “They have had a month, and they could not take the Citadel! Hel take me if that is not the banner of the Star flying on its towers still.”

“That solves our most pressing problem,” Brand said with a satisfied expression. “Let me go to Saltgate. You should bring the news to the defenders of the Citadel. They know your face and rank. They will trust you.” The knight and squire walked side by side until it was time to split; as Brand continued down the Arnsweg, he could still hear the rumblings of Richard’s laughter in his voice as he called for the Citadel garrison to fetch their captain, open their gates, and prepare to be reinforced.
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Fighting continued throughout the night. There were skirmishes on the streets as the Order soldiers met Isarn patrols, especially as they moved like a wildfire down the Arnsweg; the heaviest resistance came as the attackers tried to cross the Mihtea and enter Lowtown. The Arnsbridge was a choking point, which the defenders knew to take advantage of. Their commander on this night, a thane left behind in the city by Isenhart, also had the most forces at his disposal. The same thought, which had imagined no danger lurked in northern Adalrik and thus left the northern walls nearly empty, had feared an assault by Vale from the south and therefore positioned most of Isarn’s soldiers by the southern walls.

Nearly two hundred men managed to gather and defend the Arnsbridge; although usually considered a wide construction, now it seemed narrow. The Order soldiers could not use their superior numbers to sweep the opposition aside, and general hand-to-hand combat erupted, chaotic and merciless. The number of fallen among the attackers was as great as among the defenders; this basic equation meant that when the last Isarn soldier fell, the Order still had men standing. So many dead littered the bridge that the grey stones of its pathway could not be seen, and Brand had to walk upon the corpses to continue along the Arnsweg as it moved through Lowtown. He commanded two soldiers to set aside the body of the fallen thane, who had defended Lowtown with such valour, but they could not distinguish him among the dead; thus, his name did not survive either.

With resistance broken, the southern fortifications fell quickly. Brand walked through the narrow corridors to reach the top of the gatehouse, where the flag carrying the black swords of Isarn was pulled down. One of the bannermen of the Order, who had faithfully carried his burden across the Weolcan Mountains, raised the banner of the Star instead. Brand sent a glance towards the open fields that lay south of Middanhal and turned his eyes north; before he returned to the Citadel, he let his gaze rest against the city of which the Order was once more the master.
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At the Citadel, doubt and disbelief were the recurring reactions towards the sight of Order soldiers in the city. Saturated with the constant, deep-seated fear that only sieges might give birth to, the beleaguered garrison was convinced it was another ploy. In the end, they found Captain Theobald and brought him to the northern gate; the commotion had already awakened him, along with many others inside the castle. Events moved faster once that happened; recognising Richard, Theobald finally accepted that the impossible had happened. The castle gate was opened, and the Citadel was put to use immediately; there were many dead and wounded to take care of.

Since the southern courtyard was the largest and its gate lay closest to the rest of the city, Theobald chose it as the location for an improvised field hospital; the injured were brought to this place. The kingthanes were selected to stand guard and keep order, and a small band of nine soldiers was allowed to remain there and rest rather than participate in cleansing the city; they were the survivors of the initial assault upon the gatehouse. Word was spreading fast of their deed, and the kingthanes flocked around them to hear it told by the characters of the tale. In return, they spoke of what had happened in the city, Isarn’s revolt and the failed attacks on the Citadel, and naturally, the kingthanes’ own role in repulsing these attacks.

“You!” a voice tore through the courtyard. Like a charging bull, Berimund pushed through the crowd of soldiers; taller and broader than anybody else present, none could even slow him down. Confusion was seen in every expression, but none wanted to ask questions or hinder the progress of the captain of the kingthanes; finally, Berimund reached Nicholas. One giant hand shot out and grabbed the archer by the collar, making him drop his bow. While strong as any longbowman, Nicholas struggled in vain against Berimund’s grip and could not extricate himself.

“Please,” Nicholas stammered; although Berimund’s hand was grasping his clothes and not his neck, he nonetheless had trouble breathing. “What have I done?”

“You killed the prince!” Berimund roared into his face, his free hand moved behind his back to unsheathe his axe. “I could not save him, but Hel damn me if I do not avenge him!”

“Let him go,” spoke a new voice, calm yet loud enough to be heard clearly. The spectators quickly parted to allow Brand entry into the small circle that had formed around the kingthane and the archer.

“Stay out of this,” Berimund warned even as his hand found his axe and gripped it tightly.

“That man is my soldier,” Brand stated, “and you will not harm him in this lawless manner. Relinquish your grip at once, or I will make you face the consequences.”

“Who dares to speak this way?” Berimund yelled. “Who dares to keep me from my righteous vengeance?”

“I am Adalbrand of House Arnling,” Brand declared, his voice remaining calm. “Atheling of Arn, atheling of Sigvard, dragonborn, and lieutenant commander of the Order troops that just reclaimed this city. As I said, this man is under my command and thus my protection.”

“Arnling,” Berimund said with a contorted face. “You have sought to interfere with me before.”

“Be that as it may, this is a different matter. If you have grievance with this man, you will address it properly. For the last time, relinquish your hold upon him and state your case to me,” Brand said forcefully.

Berimund turned to stand directly in front of Brand; while of equal height, the kingthane was broader across the shoulders and seemed imposing. Brand met his gaze without flinching. “This man, your man, killed the prince,” Berimund claimed, releasing his hold on Nicholas, who fell down. “He was among the archers who ambushed us on the Kingsroad.”

“How do you know this?” Brand asked.

“After the attack, we found the bodies of the archers who did it. Not only that but a figurine among them. A trophy for winning the solstice archery game. The trophy that he received!” Berimund said triumphantly, pointing his axe head at Nicholas, who was still lying on the ground.

“You found the bodies of the attackers?” Brand said, frowning.

“Their master repaid them with treachery as they deserved,” Berimund spat. “He killed them after the misdeed, no doubt to cover his tracks.”

“If so, how can this man be one of the guilty parties? He is, after all, very much alive,” Brand pointed out.

“He obviously escaped,” Berimund argued. “Lost his trophy and could not go back for it.”

“And after killing the heir to the realms, he fled to Middanhal,” Brand said sceptically. “The only city where he would be easily recognisable due to his fame after winning the solstice games. His next move was to join the Order army to defend the realms whose heir he slew, risking his life to allow us to retake this city. This does not strike you as odd?” Brand asked with an arched eyebrow.

“I cannot speculate for his motives,” Berimund retorted disdainfully, “but it does not mean he is innocent.”

“It certainly does not mean he is guilty,” Brand countered. “If you are bent on pursuing this, a trial may be held. But you will not harm him in this arbitrary manner.”

“It was stolen,” Nicholas squawked from the ground. “The figurine. Someone stole it from me and my winnings. That’s why I joined the Order army. I needed the silver.”

“Convenient,” Berimund sneered.

“Regardless, we are done here. Killing a soldier of the Order is considered treason, Lord Berimund, regardless of your reasons or suspicions and regardless of your rank. Rest assured, I will pursue such an accusation against you if you give me cause,” Brand warned him.

Berimund stood, contempt written across his face, but at length, he simply turned and left. Nicholas, on the other hand, moved to his knees to grab Brand’s hand. “Thank you, milord!” he exclaimed, pressing the squire’s hand to his forehead. “I thought I was dead for sure.”

“You crossed the Weolcans for me,” Brand said neutrally. “You attacked an unconquerable city at my command. I do not repay such loyalty with abandonment. But know that if there is any truth to it, I will let Lord Berimund and his axe have their way.”

“Of course, milord,” Nicholas said, speaking so swiftly that his words were tripping over each other. “Thank you, milord, thank you, I am your servant, milord, always, thank you,” he repeated until the words became meaningless sounds.

“As you were,” Brand said in a simple tone, extricating his hand and dismissing the soldiers who had been watching the spectacle. The crowd dispersed, leaving Nicholas to wipe his brow, pick up his bow staff, and steady his heart.
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As the day approached noon and Nicholas was composed once more, he left the Citadel. Following the Arnsweg, he passed through the city going south. Bodies were still being dragged from various parts of the city to the Temple square before being taken to the Hall of the Honoured Dead until burial could be arranged. Robes in all colours were constantly crossing the square, aiding the Order soldiers in helping the wounded and moving the dead. As he avoided getting in the way, Nicholas wove his way through until he reached the Arnsbridge.

Here, he was forced to wait a while. Since more soldiers had fallen in this place than anywhere else, there was more work to do cleaning up. Things were further complicated by the fact that many bodies had fallen into the water, and there was fear that if left to rot, they might contaminate the water. Hence, the best swimmers were diving into the river with ropes, locating what corpses they could and tying them together so other soldiers could pull them up. All this commotion delayed Nicholas until the bridge finally cleared long enough that he could make his way across. For every twenty paces, a statue was erected on both sides of the walls that ran along the bridge, statues depicting kings and heroes of Adalrik. Many of these had been damaged in the battle and had severed limbs or scarred faces. It gave them eerie expressions, and Nicholas did not linger.

As he reached the southern bank, he was in Lowtown. The battle for Middanhal last night had not come far beyond the Arnsbridge, and as such, Lowtown was relatively untouched; only at the other end of the road near Saltgate were there signs that combat had taken place. Nonetheless, the lower quarters had an oppressive air weighing on their streets; while normally full of people and bustling with life, few were seen. All windows had their shutters closed or were boarded up, and many buildings had signs of damage. Pools of dried blood were everywhere to be found; sending fearful glances in all directions, Nicholas continued into the crooks and corners of Lowtown.

Finally, the archer reached his destination, a house with a sign hanging outside depicting a flagon of ale. The place looked deserted, unlike the first time he had been there, where it had been full of life and revelry. The door was locked and the windows shut, but one of them did not bolt properly; with some effort, Nicholas pried the shutter open and jumped inside. He was treated to a dark common room where not all the furniture was intact; shattered legs of chairs and other pieces of wood lay stacked in one corner.

Suddenly, a large shape appeared and, despite its size, moved with surprising speed against him; a footstool was raised in hand as a blunt weapon. “It’s me, Nicholas!” the archer exclaimed, raising his bow staff in defence while also stumbling back several paces.

“Master Nicholas!” the shape exclaimed, the voice revealing itself as belonging to the owner of the tavern.

“Master Gilbert,” Nicholas replied. From another direction, another figure appeared with a threatening meat cleaver, which was lowered upon hearing the exchange of greetings.

“It’s fine, Ellen,” Gilbert said, raising a disarming hand. “I doubt our Master Nicholas is here to rob us. Find him a tankard of ale, will you? Mustn’t forget our hospitality.”

“Yes, pa,” the girl answered.

“Let’s sit out in the yard, more light,” Gilbert muttered and led Nicholas out of the tavern’s dark interior.

A table and a few chairs stood there already; clearly, the inhabitants of the tavern had been spending their time in this space rather than inside. “Had to board things up,” Gilbert said apologetically. “There were riots on the streets from the very evening that those rebel bastards took over. Blood spilled all over Lowtown. It wasn’t safe.”

“Understandable,” Nicholas nodded. “Thanks,” he added as Ellen brought him something to drink.

“You’re welcome,” she smiled.

“I came with a purpose in mind,” Nicholas admitted. “I might require you to witness that I was robbed while staying here,” he told them, rubbing the back of his head where he had been clubbed.

“Witness?” Gilbert said questioningly. “What for?”

“There has been some confusion, apparently,” Nicholas said evasively. “It would put my mind at ease if I could count on you telling any that asked for confirmation.”

“I suppose there’s no harm in telling the truth,” Gilbert acceded.

“How are you back?” his daughter interjected with curiosity illuminating her eyes. “We kept hearing that the Order was destroyed at Lake Myr.”

“Very nearly so,” the archer admitted. “We kept cool heads though, retreated. Crossed the Weolcans, marched west, and retook the city from the north.”

“Bull’s beer!” Gilbert exclaimed. “You crossed the mountains?”

“Two weeks of snow and rock,” Nicholas assented. “Was hard, I tell you. Men died.”

“But you took the city,” Ellen pointed out, her eyes shining. “Nobody thought that would happen. It’s been a month. Everybody said it would never happen. Nobody could ever take the walls of Middanhal, they said.”

“It wasn’t easy either,” Nicholas said. “But we did with hooks and rope in the middle of the night. Me and twenty others, my mate Quentin among them, we snuck onto the walls and opened the gatehouse.”

“It’s like a story from the songs,” Ellen said with admiration.

“I suppose,” Nicholas replied, shuffling his feet and casting his eyes down.

“But it’s certain?” Gilbert asked insistently. “The city is safe? The Order has taken it?”

“We fought through the night, but yes,” Nicholas told them. “The gates, the Citadel, we control it all. You’re safe.”

“Thank the Seven and Eighth,” Gilbert exhaled, wiping his brow. “Perhaps I can open up for business. Oh, I must make ready,” he said, distracted, getting up and disappearing inside.

“What happens next, though?” Ellen asked, her fair features crossed with concern. “They’ll be back to attack us, won’t they? With no king or heir, all the jarls will want to rule here.”

“No need to worry,” Nicholas assured her, squeezing her hand. “We’re here now. After the mountains and last night, defending this city is nothing,” he claimed with a smile.

“You’re staying here to defend us?” Ellen asked. “Not going to the moors after all?”

“The army’s place is here,” Nicholas nodded. “Protecting this city is more important than anything. We’re not going anywhere.”

“Good,” Ellen smiled, prompting Nicholas to retract his hand and glance elsewhere with a blush.
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After his visit, Nicholas returned to the Citadel; the journey back was easier since great progress had been made in cleaning the city. He entered the southern courtyard a little hesitantly, examining each of the kingthanes milling about; none of them was the fearsome Berimund, however.

“Where you’ve been?” Quentin asked, materialising by his side. “Why did you leave? You aren’t safe on your own with that big oaf around.”

“It’s fine,” Nicholas muttered. “Just had to go see somebody.”

“Looks like we got all the more reason to split,” his friend said quietly. “Who knows if that madman is going to come back. From what I hear, he’s not the type to keep his anger in check.”

“I think it’ll be fine,” Nicholas replied. “Lord Adalbrand will protect me.”

Quentin sent him a suspicious glance. “You trust him to keep you safe? Have you been licking salt?”

“He seems to take honour and duty very importantly,” Nicholas countered. “And I’m one of his soldiers.”

“Nicholas, what’s going on?” Quentin asked with a frown. “You’re not turning pale on me, are you?”

“Look, I just don’t quite know anymore,” Nicholas said haltingly.

“We had an agreement!” Quentin exclaimed, prompting Nicholas to hush him. “In through one gate, out through the other, back to the moors.”

“A lot has changed,” Nicholas argued.

“Like what? Is Tom less dead? Is the chance of you and me being dead any less?” Quentin asked disdainfully.

“People depend on us!” Nicholas said forcefully. “Look, we lost Tom in the crossing, and it was terrible. But he was a soldier like you and me. We can’t blame our commander that soldiers died. This is war,” he tried to argue.

“Unnecessarily,” Quentin hissed. “Tom died unnecessarily. They could have let us go with the others, return to Hæthiod. We were so close by the border. All three of us could have been home by now.”

“And all of us could have died fighting at Tothmor instead of Middanhal,” Nicholas retorted. “Besides, the lieutenant was right. If you and I hadn’t been there to kill the guards last night, would the attack have gone the way it did? We’re the best archers in this army. We made it possible.”

“I don’t believe it,” Quentin shook his head. “We agreed to leave.”

“And if you want to, I won’t stop you,” Nicholas told him. “But I can’t. My place is here.”

Quentin did not answer immediately but stared at his friend with a scowl and tight lips. “If I leave, where will you find another to put up with you? I got to stay, don’t I,” he said at length.

“Thanks,” Nicholas said, wrinkling the corner of his mouth upwards.

“Don’t mention it. I mean that, don’t. I am already regretting it,” Quentin said sourly. “Come on, some of these scales want to hear how you made that shot, the one that passed an inch next to Sir Richard’s cheek. They won’t believe me. We’ll have to give them a demonstration.”

Grabbing his bow staff, Nicholas followed his friend into the courtyard.
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On the morning of his return to the Citadel, Brand was moving through the various wings. He encountered a number of noblemen and noblewomen as well as their servants, many of whom expressed gratitude as they saw his Order surcoat and, by his spurs, knew he was newly arrived. Brand curtly nodded to them as he passed by, his mind occupied. He reached the quarters that had belonged to him and Arndis but found only her handmaiden. “Jenny,” he called out.

“Milord!” she exclaimed in surprise. “You’re back.”

“Is my sister here? In the Citadel?” he asked.

“Forgive me, she is not. I have not seen her since all this trouble began,” Jenny said apologetically.

“She has been a hostage?” Brand continued.

“I fear so, milord.”

“Well, the city is under our control. She will be returning soon, no doubt,” Brand assured himself.

“Milord!” came a man’s voice from outside.

Brand stepped outside the chamber and saw a soldier moving down the corridor. “Yes?”

“Captain requested your presence in his chambers,” the guard explained.

“Lead on,” Brand nodded.

Moving from courtside to the Order’s side of the Citadel, Brand eventually reached the quarters of the captain of the Citadel. The guard opened the door for him, revealing that besides Theobald, three other men were also present, Richard, Theodoric, and Berimund.

“Lord Adalbrand,” Theobald said gruffly, moving to his side and extending his hand. “Richard tells me I should feel indebted to you for returning the city to me.”

“I did my duty,” Brand said simply, grasping the other man by the wrist. “I can guess why you might have sought my presence here,” he continued with a glance towards Berimund, “but first, I should like to enquire about the hostages. I presume they have been freed by now? Are they on their way here?”

“They are, in fact, why we are gathered,” Theobald answered, “and Richard insisted you would be present for this discussion. Lord Berimund came to me earlier with the same question as you, and he also desired to take part in our council.”

Brand shot Berimund a surprised look. “By all means,” the squire said, extending his hand in an invitational gesture.

“The hostages have been held in Isarn’s house ever since the feast,” Theobald explained. “They remain there still in bondage.”

“I directed two hundred men to secure the eastern city quarters, including that location,” Brand said frowning. “I was not told that they had failed.”

“I ordered them to fall back,” Theodoric said.

“Why? On what authority did you command soldiers of the Order?” Brand asked sharply, whipping his head to stare at the jarl.

“The authority of reason,” Theodoric bit back. “Once I saw the Citadel was still in Order hands, I realised the hostages would be kept in Isarn’s stronghold in the city. If we had gone through with the attack as you wanted, they would have killed their captives in retaliation.”

“Not if we had seized the place before they knew what was happening,” Brand said in anger. “We had surprise on our side. We would have overwhelmed them! You threw that away,” he added bitterly.

“The jarl did as he did out of concern for the captives,” Theobald broke through. “We are here to discuss how to best see them freed.”

“If given free passage out of the city, I am sure the remaining Isarn forces will gladly leave the hostages behind. It is a fair trade,” Theodoric argued.

“And if Jarl Isarn is in that house?” Brand asked forcefully. “Will you let him walk out of this city to continue this war?”

“He is not,” Richard inserted. “I interrogated some of the prisoners. The jarl is in the North, gathering reinforcements.”

“He must have left someone in charge of the city in his absence,” Brand considered.

“His son, Isenwald,” Richard answered.

“Then we cannot negotiate,” Brand said decisively.

“What?” Theodoric burst out. “The boy is a moron and hardly valuable to the other side. He let this city be taken, by the gods! We can only gain if we send him back and they give him new command.”

“He is Jarl Isarn’s heir,” Brand said with a clenched jaw. “An important piece on the board. He is leverage, a prisoner of utmost value to us.”

“He is right,” Richard muttered. “We will be thought of as fools if we let Isenhart’s eldest son escape our grasp. He might be used to bargain with. It will be a blow to Isarn’s morale knowing their heir is our captive.”

“So, how would you do this?” Theobald asked. “They will be waiting for us now.”

“Indeed,” Brand said, sending Theodoric an angry look. “If we attack outright, they will surely kill the hostages. We will need a ploy.”

“Perhaps something could still be obtained through negotiations. If we –” Theodoric spoke, but Brand raised a hand in a silencing gesture without even looking at the jarl.

“We need uniforms. Undamaged ones from our prisoners. We disguise twenty, thirty men of our own and send them in flight towards the Isarn house, pursued by soldiers in Order surcoats. Upon approach, the Order soldiers retreat. Isarn opens the gate to allow their own men to escape into safe haven. Once inside, we strike down the guards, keep the gate open, and allow our other men in Order cloth to follow,” Brand explained.

“Hah, bold plan!” Richard exclaimed. “I will lead the charge, naturally.”

“This is insane,” Theodoric argued. “You will get all the hostages killed!”

“I fear this one will have to be mine, Sir Richard,” Brand said, ignoring the jarl. “You are well known after the solstice games, and their guards may recognise you before the gate is opened.”

“I like this plan less,” Richard grumbled.

“Is this plausible, though?” contemplated Theobald, the captain. “Will they be duped in such a manner?”

“The longer we wait, the less plausible it becomes,” Brand admitted. “We must do it now. While it still seems reasonable that some of their own might have escaped the battle in the city.”

“You all agree to this?” Theodoric asked incredulously, his gaze shifting from man to man. “Lord Berimund, speak,” he implored the last person in the room.

“I will go with you,” Berimund broke his silence. “The kingthanes are the most suited warriors for such a skirmish. I will find thirty of those unwounded for you.”

For the second time, Brand gave Berimund a surprised look. “May I ask why?”

“There are people held in that house who are my responsibility,” Berimund murmured. “It is my duty to see them freed.”

“Forgive me that I am sceptic,” Brand said in a voice that held no apologetic tone. “Given our previous encounters, I shall need more weighty arguments before I walk into battle with you at my back.”

“I am a kingthane!” Berimund almost roared. “I am sworn to defend the blood of Sigvard. While the House of Adal may be gone, I am not released from my oath. Rest easy, young Arnling,” he continued, contempt dripping over upon pronunciation of Brand’s house. “You will find no more stalwart a defender than me. Regardless of my personal feelings, I would suffer a thousand torments before I see your eyes closed or those of your sister’s.”

There was silence after this outburst. Eventually, Brand nodded slightly. “Well then,” he said, sounding satisfied, “go find your men. We will meet in the courtyard anon.” Berimund did not speak in reply but simply inclined his head and departed.

“You insist on this?” Theodoric exclaimed. “You will risk the lives of everyone simply to have your way?”

“I will risk it because I must,” Brand said coldly. “You forced my hand, Jarl Theodstan, when you unlawfully assumed command over Order soldiers. I have no further time to waste,” he added. Nodding his head to Richard and Theobald, he swiftly left.

“You are not going to interfere?” Theodoric implored the other two men in the room. “You have the authority. Stop this!”

“Theodoric,” Richard said brusquely, “the lad is right. This war is led by the Order, not by you. Stand down.” With those words, Richard left at a brisk pace, leaving the jarl to stare in disbelief at his margrave.
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Within the hour, a large band of soldiers was gathered in the eastern part of Middanhal. After Theodoric’s interference, the Order soldiers had not ventured inside these quarters but kept a perimeter instead. It was on the edge of this that up towards a hundred soldiers stood. Seventy of them wore the black Order surcoats, while thirty of them wore stolen Isarn surcoats, including Brand.

“Make some noise for us,” Brand instructed Graulf, who stood among the Order soldiers. “Wait a few moments and then pursue us. Once you are within arrow range, you retreat and keep your distance. Make it seem safe for them to open the gate. When we are inside, you storm forward.”

“Very well, milord,” Graulf said, turning towards his men. “Remember, boys, once we’re inside, don’t kill those without helmets,” he grinned. “Now make some sound!” he commanded, and the soldiers began striking their swords and shields together.

The kingthanes in their stolen attire followed Brand around the corner and ran down the street towards the Isarn compound, soon pursued by the Order soldiers with murderous intent. Approaching the gate, Brand called out to them. “Gods, man, open the gate! They’re hot on our heels!” On the estate walls, more and more Isarn soldiers began to appear. Some had bows with them and shot arrows at the pursuers; witnessing this, the Order soldiers halted and retreated out of range, allowing the distance between pursued and pursuers to grow. “Open the gate, damn you!” Brand repeated as they came close.

As the great doors opened, the soldiers hurried inside. The last of them lingered in the opening, however, keeping the gate from being closed. Without wasting a further moment, Brand removed his helmet. “Thank you,” he uttered as he used the object as a missile, hurling it at the closest man; then, he drew his sword. Around him, the kingthanes did likewise, adhering to the agreed signal. Fighting erupted as the defenders realised they had been fooled; helmeted versus bareheaded soldiers in the same surcoats exchanged blows, and the Isarn soldiers came streaming from every place to surround the intruders and press them back against the gate.

For a precarious moment, it seemed as if the kingthanes might be pushed back; then Graulf arrived with the Order soldiers, roaring their battle cry, which prompted a surge forward and a chaotic skirmish to ensue across the courtyard.
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“They are fighting!” Arndis exclaimed from her post at the window.

“Again? Who is attacking the city, do you think?” Eleanor asked.

“No, here!” Arndis stressed. “Not the city, here! They are attacking the house!”

Theodwyn and Eleanor rushed over to the window, pressing their faces against the glass. “How strange,” Theodwyn mumbled. “They are all Isarn soldiers fighting each other. Is this a mutiny?”

“No,” Arndis said with a smile dawning on her face. “It is a trick. They are Order soldiers in disguise,” she explained with her eyes fixed on the warriors who had removed their headgear.

“How can you tell?” Eleanor asked, straining her eyes.

“Because the one by the gate, leading the attack, is my brother,” Arndis said happily. “Brand is alive, and he is coming for me.” Below them, in the courtyard, they witnessed the fight continue.
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Anarchy reigned outside, along with confusion. The defenders had more numbers, but the fact that some of the attackers wore the same surcoat as themselves caught many unawares. Furthermore, the kingthanes were in their element fighting hand-to-hand, and although the Isarn household troops were well-trained, they simply could not measure up. Slowly, the attackers were gaining the upper hand.

A shift came as the doors to the house burst open and issued forth the remaining thanes led by Ulfrik. Elite warriors themselves, they were a better match for the kingthanes, and Ulfrik himself was fearsome in a fight; his axe clove shields and rendered flesh with impunity. His cold eyes fell upon Brand, who was using one hand to fight with his sword and the other to direct his soldiers; recognising an enemy commander, Ulfrik charged forward with his axe raised high.

As Ulfrik’s weapon came bearing down, its descent was disturbed by another weapon clashing it aside; hitherto oblivious to the danger, Brand turned and saw that Berimund had brought his own axe to the fray and now stood like a wall between the enemy thane and the dragonborn.

Each measuring their counterpart, Ulfrik and Berimund circled each other; it was bear against bear, axe against axe. With a roar, Ulfrik swung a blow that would sever a man’s throat. Berimund fell to one knee, and the axe passed above his head harmlessly; carried by momentum, Ulfrik could not halt its arc soon enough to defend himself, and Berimund struck his own weapon forward into Ulfrik’s leg.

Due to his position and the awkward swing, the axe did not go deep; the worst of the blow was taken by the thane’s greave. Yet blood was drawn, and Ulfrik howled in pain as he retreated a step. Another swing, this time more testing, another evasion from Berimund. Despite his size, the captain of the kingthanes was swift as a falcon, and he retaliated each time with a blow that hit Ulfrik. This dance continued, and although Berimund could only place minor hits on his enemy, they tallied up; soon, Ulfrik was bleeding from many wounds. His strength was being sapped while Berimund stood with ice-cold fury in his eyes, untouched and unyielding.

With a snarl, Ulfrik turned and fled. His action caught Berimund by surprise, who lost the chance of pursuit; the captain of Isarn retreated up the steps to the main entrance, followed by some of his thanes.

“Bar the doors!” Ulfrik sneered once inside. Some of the thanes that had gone with him did as ordered. Alerted by the sounds of battle, more and more people streamed towards the entrance hall, including Isenwald.

“What – is going – on?” the young man asked.

“They are finally attacking here,” Ulfrik uttered. Blood was trickling down his forehead and into his eye; with a frustrated grunt, he threw his helmet away and wiped his brow free. “Cannot say what took them so long, but I know what to do. Stay here, do not open the doors. Ernulf,” he barked at the nearest thane, “with me!”

Without delay, he leapt up the stairs towards the upper floors where the hostages were kept. “Start cutting heads off,” Ulfrik instructed Ernulf, “and throw them out the window. Keep at it until they retreat,” he said harshly, and they separated; Ernulf went towards the nearest room, while Ulfrik moved down the hall to start their bloody work elsewhere.
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“They are being pushed back,” Arndis said, jubilant. “They are losing.” The three women were glued to their observation post, watching as the kingthanes and Order soldiers were slowly gaining ground. Their elation was cut short by a terrible shriek.

“That came from inside,” Eleanor said, biting her lip. “But the fighting is still outside.”

“That sounded like a woman’s voice,” Theodwyn remarked darkly.

From their position, none of the women could see a window to the east being broken open from the inside. However, when two heads were thrown outside to land in the courtyard belonging to a woman and a small child, waves of nausea could be seen in their expressions.

“They are killing us,” Arndis breathed. Heavy footsteps could be heard thundering down the hall.

“Stand ready,” Eleanor said sharply. “I have been through worse. Keep your heads cool,” she commanded the other women as she glanced at the door; on the drawer next to it, the flowers in the vase had long since died.
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The doors upstairs were all locked, and whichever guard held the keys had vanished. Ulfrik was not deterred, however. Ernulf had started from one end of the hall, and so Ulfrik ran down its length and chose another room. Swiftly, he smashed the lock on the door into pieces with his axe.

Pushing what remained open with his boot, Ulfrik saw two women standing by a window. One, clad in black, looked at him defiantly; the other woman was the dragonborn that had embarrassed him weeks earlier. With his mouth curling upwards, Ulfrik stepped inside and lifted his axe.

As soon as he was past the door, Eleanor emerged and crashed a vase down on the back of his unprotected head. The blow sent him hurling forward, dropping his axe as he landed on all fours. With a well-aimed kick that defied what her dress was tailored to allow, Arndis brought her heel against Ulfrik’s head and sent him tumbling on his back. Theodwyn meanwhile grabbed his axe and raised it with some effort.

“Lie still,” Theodwyn hissed as Ulfrik stirred.

“You are a woman,” Ulfrik growled. “Do not make me laugh.”

Quickly, Theodwyn placed the axe ready at Ulfrik’s exposed throat. “When I was nine, my father had me kill a chicken. He said I should know how it felt. All these years, I thought he was mad,” she said with a sweet smile. “Now lie still,” she added with steel in her voice.

Other screams could be heard again. “They have not stopped,” Eleanor expressed with anguish. Arndis’ eyes darkened, and, reaching a decision, she stormed away. “Arndis!” Eleanor called out after her but to no avail.

Running down the hallway, Arndis closed her eyes as she ran past the open doors and reached the stairway. Making the journey down in several leaps, she reached the entrance hall and found Isenwald and his remaining soldiers forming ranks and preparing to defend the doors. Outside, the sounds of battle could be heard, deafening all else.

“My lady, it – is not safe,” Isenwald began to speak as he saw Arndis; she, in turn, steered directly towards him and grabbed the edges of his surcoat.

“If you want me dead, do it yourself!” she screamed at him. “And if my blood has any power, then I curse you with all its strength! A curse on House Isarn for shedding innocent blood!”

“My lady,” Isenwald said, bewildered. “I – do not wish – you harm. Please return upstairs.”

“Then why are your thanes killing all the prisoners!” Arndis retorted with tears of frustration in her eyes.

Glancing towards the stairway in the direction Ulfrik and Ernulf had disappeared, Isenwald frowned; he reached his hands up to gently take hold of Arndis’ wrists and make her release her hold on him. “You lot,” he commanded, freeing one hand to gesture at a handful of his men. “Ensure the safety of our guests. Kill my thanes if they attempt to harm them.” The soldiers exchanged glances of confusion. “Understood?” Isenwald yelled, and they hastily departed. “Open the doors,” Isenwald ordered afterwards, turning towards the entrance to the house. Again, the soldiers hesitated. “Open the doors, you fools!” he shouted, and they finally complied.

As the doors opened, they revealed the scores of men still fighting. Isenwald ran outside, raising his open hands high. “Stop fighting!” he roared louder than he had ever spoken in his life. “Men of Isarn, lay down your arms!”

Uncertainty spread like ripples in water from where Isenwald stood until it sank in; one by one, the Isarn soldiers lowered their weapons and eventually dropped them. “Who – is your commander?” Isenwald asked the nearest Order soldier.

“I am,” Brand stated, stepping forward.

Isenwald approached him, unbuckling his sword belt. He knelt and presented the sheathed sword to Brand. “On behalf – of my father, Jarl – Isenhart – of – Isarn, I surrender his forces,” Isenwald declared.

With a nod, Brand accepted the sword and the surrender with his free hand. “Round them up,” he said over his shoulder to his men. “Keep their soldiers here, but bring this one to the Citadel. Make sure the hostages are safe.”

If Brand had intended to say more, such words became stuck in his throat; a shape wearing a dress came out of the house to stand on the steps, looking completely out of place, a flower amidst a desert of blood and war. Dropping both Isenwald’s sheathed and his own naked sword, Brand closed the distance with a few long strides and embraced his sister tightly.
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After the council had been held concerning the fate of the hostages, Theodoric left the northern side of the Citadel and walked courtside. If he had walked to the edge of the inner castle, he would have seen Brand and the kingthanes prepare for their deception and assault upon the Isarn house; the jarl of Theodstan remained inwards, however, and sought out his former quarters. Entering, he found them quiet and abandoned. “Anyone here? Holwyn?” he asked, closing the door behind him.

“Milord?” a voice answered. From one of the chambers, Holwine appeared wearing a smile.

The jarl closed the distance between them and kissed his servant. With his hands, he framed the face belonging to the object of his affections and spoke with a voice brimming with concern. “Are you well? Unharmed?”

Holwine kept her smile and removed the cap that kept her long locks and true nature hidden. “I am well, milord, though I feared the worst. The bastards outside, they claimed that you had been defeated at Lake Myr. I thought…” She did not complete the sentence.

“It happened thus, but it did not stop us,” Theodoric assured her. “At least, for now, things are in order. How have you been here?”

“It has been some interesting weeks,” Holwine said slowly. “I admit, I never thought I would be weary of dressing in men’s clothes, but the ruse can grow tiresome.”

“It is better this way,” Theodoric told her. “If you dressed according to your true appearance, you would find it much harder to carry out your tasks.”

“The tasks you bestow on me,” the woman spoke with a coy look. “I carry out your will, not mine. But worry not, milord,” she continued, tugging her hair into place under her cap. “I shall play my part for as long as I must, whatever shape it takes.”

“I have no doubt,” Theodoric smiled, placing another kiss on her lips. “Now, you must tell me what I have missed.”

“I think you know better than I, milord,” Holwine admitted. “I have not left this castle for weeks. What of your sister? And Holebert. Have they not been freed yet?”

Theodoric shook his head. “They remain captives at the Isarn house. At least, that is what I suspect. I had hoped to be able to negotiate for their release, but I am foiled by hotspurs and novices,” he spoke bitterly.

“Theodoric,” Holwine said cautiously. “What is going on?”

“As we speak, a young squire with little knowledge of war is preparing to assault Isarn’s house,” the jarl grimaced.

“How did he acquire such a command?”

“Richard follows his every advice to the point that this squire, Adalbrand, is in command, not Richard. Everything we have done has been his thought carried out. Crossing the Weolcans, attacking Middanhal, and now endangering all the lives of the hostages,” Theodoric spoke, ranting.

“You crossed the mountains?” Holwine said, impressed. “And attacked Middanhal straight after?”

“We did,” Theodoric said grimly. “And costly it was too. Our army is much diminished in size.”

“But it worked,” Holwine pointed out. “No one would have believed that the Order could retake the capital so swiftly.”

“True,” the jarl was forced to admit. “I am not arguing results, only risk. Everything this Adalbrand does carries immense danger. Sooner or later, he will overstep. He has been fortunate that no real obstacle stood in his way here. Taking this city from Isenwald the halfwit is not surprising, but what if Athelstan had been here? What will happen when our young hotspur wishes to fight Athelstan, and his inexperience leads to a crushing defeat?”

“So what do we do?” asked Holwine.

“Richard is out of my reach,” Theodoric speculated, “but if I can make Theobald see reason, perhaps something can be done. He is my kinsman, after all, however distantly. That is a concern for later, however. For now, I must accept that Theodwyn’s fate is in that upstart’s hands. Gods, I will make Adalbrand regret his arrogance if he returns from this attack and she does not,” the jarl swore while biting his lip.

“Come,” Holwine said kindly, taking the jarl’s hand to pull him towards the door. “Let us find a vantage point to observe the courtyard. We will know the moment they return and whether Lady Theodwyn is with them. Meanwhile, you may listen and pay suitable admiration to tales of my exploits while I was trapped inside this place.”
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It was not long after that news spread of the fight at the Isarn house and the return of the kingthanes to the Citadel. Already before they reached the fortress, soldiers stopped their work to watch the procession of the warriors and the freed hostages. As tidings were shouted that the city was now fully under Order control, many curious commoners dared to leave their homes and join the spectators. Soon, cries of joy and admiration were heard as the people showered their gratitude on kingthanes and Order soldiers alike.

Reaching the Citadel, Brand led the procession into the courtyard. It was impossible to say who exactly began; such detail was soon lost in the ensuing noise. The only certainty was that someone began the shout, speaking now ancient words, ‘Sigvard’s blood, Sigvard’s blood,’ and soon the chant rose to a clamour. Fist beating chest, the soldiers roared loudly as Brand passed by. His expression was neutral, and he gave no clear sign of delight nor displeasure; he simply acknowledged the men by inclining his head towards them in each direction as he led his sister inside. From one of the windows overlooking the courtyard, Theodoric watched with an expression of unbridled concern.
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“Quite an ordeal,” Theodoric said as he was once again reunited with his sister, and they had returned to their old quarters in the Citadel. The jarl hesitated slightly before he posed a question. “How many of the hostages died in the attack?”

“At least three,” Theodwyn replied. “Four, I suppose it would be more correct to say.”

“How so?” her brother questioned.

“The lady Richilde and her son were slain,” Theodwyn explained. “But she was also with child.”

Theodoric’s expression became contorted with sorrow. “What a tragedy,” he expressed at length. “I do not envy the man who shall break such tidings to Ingmond. Losing his wife and child – children,” the jarl corrected himself. “I knew the attack was dangerous. I knew we should have negotiated rather than forced our way through like thick-headed louts.”

“It is another list to Isenhart’s misdeeds,” Theodwyn agreed, “though I wonder if it could have ended in any way but blood. The captain of his thanes,” the woman shuddered. “I would claim not much rattles me, but his eyes felt like the chill of death.”

“He is in chains now,” Theodoric said in a reassuring voice. “His days are done.” The jarl waited a moment before he spoke again. “Who was the fourth victim? You mentioned four.”

“Lord Jaunis,” Theodwyn told her brother.

This made Theodoric lean back in his seat. “I wonder if that was on purpose or coincidence. They certainly hit the marks high when they began executing their prisoners.”

“I know,” Theodwyn nodded. “Ingmond’s wife and children, Valerian’s father-in-law. The South will never forgive the House of Isarn this.”

“Indeed not,” Theodoric assented. “How is Holebert?” he asked next. The servant in question was in the other room, his bruises and marks being attended to by his own sister.

“They handled him a bit rough, the brutes,” Theodwyn told her brother. “But the norns came and tended to his wounds, and they look to have healed. Mind you, I did not see him since the first evening. We have been kept isolated. On most matters, even about this very city, I would wager you know as much as I do.”

“I have heard about Sir Roderic,” Theodoric said. “They say it was the captain’s refusal to open the castle gates that prompted the knight marshal to be executed. It seemed tactless to ask the captain whether such was true,” he added dryly.

“The captain did right,” Theodwyn said with disdain. “The knight marshal was spineless. At the first threat, he caved to Isenhart and signed whatever was placed in front of him.”

“What did he sign?” Theodoric frowned.

“A document calling for an extraordinary assembly of the Adalthing,” Theodwyn said with a wave.

“Of course,” Theodoric considered, “that was Isenhart’s plan. Assemble the Thing, force it to declare him the new heir.”

“I told Sir Roderic not to sign, but he bowed to pressure immediately,” Theodwyn sneered.

“Where is that document now?” Theodoric asked with sudden urgency.

“Unless Isenhart brought it with him, it remains in the house, I presume,” his sister answered.

Swiftly Theodoric rose and crossed the room to open a chamber door, revealing Holwine and Holebert behind it. The former was removing bandages from the latter and examining the damaged skin beneath. “Holwyn,” the jarl called out. “I have a task for you. It cannot be delayed.”

“As milord commands,” Holwine said with a sarcastic smile. “What do you require?”

“I need you to find a way into Isarn’s house. You must find a document, most likely in the jarl’s study. It authorises an extraordinary assembly of the Adalthing, and it will be signed by Sir Roderic, our former dragonlord.”

“As you wish,” Holwine said and bowed her head slightly. Disguising her head under her cap, she patted her brother’s shoulder affectionately and disappeared.

“I should leave as well,” Theodoric mentioned. “The others are meeting to discuss our next strategy now that the city is fully under our control. Holebert,” he added, glancing through the door opening at his servant. “Take the contents of my purse and buy yourself something to drink. You have earned it.”

“Yes, milord,” Holebert grinned, adjusting his bandages.

“I am taking a bath, regardless of what weekday it is,” Theodwyn declared. “I deserve as much.”

“That you do, sister dear,” Theodoric said with a faint smile, squeezing her shoulder before he left.
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Unlike the previous council, which had been rather improvised and taken place in the captain’s quarters, the various leaders met in the proper place designated for such purpose. It was the council room of the Order, where less than two months ago, the lord marshal had planned the campaign in Hæthiod, though none of the same people was present.

When Theodoric arrived, the others had already assembled, and seated at the end was Richard. Although not the nominal leader of the Order, he was currently the commander of its remaining forces, and there was none left with higher authority. By one hand sat Theobald, captain of the Citadel; by the other was Brand, first lieutenant and thus, in practice, the second-in-command of the Order forces in Adalrik even as his actual rank was merely squire. Next to Theobald sat Fionn, the only other remaining knight in the realm, while Berimund had taken the seat next to Brand.

“Theodoric,” Theobald greeted him. “This is Sir Fionn, who has been my right hand in defending this castle. At our last meeting, he was occupied attacking the north-western barricades, destroying the enemy with his usual fervour.”

“Was not hard,” Fionn remarked casually after having exchanged nods with Theodoric. “They could only block the main streets, after all. Moved around them through the alleys and hit them hard,” he grinned as Theodoric took a seat next to him.

“Now that the city has been restored to us,” Theobald continued, “we should discuss what to do next. Isarn will obviously seek to retake it.”

“How are our forces looking?” Richard asked.

“I would estimate we have some fifteen hundred men battle-ready,” Theobald stated.

“Not much to hold the city with,” Fionn acknowledged. “Not against a prolonged siege. Sir Athelstan may be preoccupied south, but we cannot stop the jarl from attacking us north.”

“We have his son and heir as prisoner,” Brand pointed out. “That might give him pause.”

Hearing this, Theodoric gave a hollow laughter. “You underestimate Isenhart’s ruthlessness.” His laughter ended, and his voice grew sharp. “After all, did not your attack against Isarn’s estate in this city cause the deaths of Lady Richilde, her son, her unborn child, and Lord Jaunis?”

“A tragedy to be sure –” Brand began to say.

“This does not give you pause? None of you?” Theodoric interrupted, glancing around at the others, and several of them looked away uncomfortably.

“We all grieve their loss, Theodoric,” Theobald said with a disarming gesture. “Their deaths will not be forgotten,” the captain continued with a glance towards Brand. “But our most pressing concern is the Isarn army coming from the north. That must remain the subject of our debate. As Sir Fionn mentioned, we need more troops. When may we expect reinforcements from Theodstan?”

“The muster has only just begun,” Theodoric muttered. “It will be at least another week before it is close to completion.”

“How long will it take them to march to Middanhal from Cragstan?” Theobald asked.

“If forced, perhaps four to five days,” the jarl estimated.

“While your men were originally ordered to march once the conscription was done, perhaps we should increase the pace,” Brand considered, keeping his gaze locked on Theodoric. “May I suggest that you send a messenger to Cragstan at once, my lord jarl? Tell whatever troops you have available now to immediately march for the capital with all possible speed. It is better to have half your forces available once Jarl Isarn arrives than have all your forces arrive too late,” the squire said pointedly.

“You may hold that opinion,” Theodoric said with assumed civility.

“He is right,” Richard said gruffly. “We need your men today rather than tomorrow, Theodoric.”

“Indeed. We cannot risk Middanhal falling to the rebels again,” Theobald warned.

The jarl glanced around the room and saw the remaining men nodding in agreement. “I shall give the order as soon as our council is done,” Theodoric said slowly in a reluctant tone.

“What about Sir Athelstan?” asked Fionn. “He is the greater danger, in my opinion.”

“Most of us here are personally familiar with the Heohlond campaign,” Theobald said, glancing at Richard. “Gods, I am reminded of it every time I have to limp somewhere, and that highlander spear,” he said sardonically. “None of us are in doubt of what Sir Athelstan is capable of.”

“Thankfully, we have excellent knowledge of his whereabouts,” Richard grinned. “Athelstan has been kind enough to send word to Middanhal of his victories. After defeating Marcaster, Athelstan entered Vale’s lands to invade the jarldom from the south. Our enemy is at the other end of the realm, deeply entrenched and surrounded by Vale’s forces. It will hardly be possible for him to stroll out of that situation.”

“Do not underestimate Athelstan’s ability to extricate his forces,” Brand warned. “But in any case, Jarl Isarn will be here long before his brother. Defeating his army on the battlefield should be our first concern. Once the jarl has been beaten back to Silfrisarn, we may turn our thoughts towards Athelstan.”

“Defeat?” Theodoric exclaimed. “You intend more than defending this city? You would seek to actively engage Isenhart’s army that comes now from the north, despite the fact that we will most likely face superior numbers?”

“Of course,” Brand frowned. “We will not win this war by simply waiting and enduring a siege.”

“Why not?” Theodoric spoke in a questioning tone of voice. “Jarl Vale will not be idle. He will gather his forces and sooner or later put an end to this. We need only buy him time, deprive Athelstan of reinforcements and support.”

Brand gave a derisive laughter. “Of course, you see no fault in letting this war play out between the jarls. You are not a member of the Order. I sometimes forget, given your presence in our councils and your inclinations towards commanding Order forces.”

“What is your point?” Theodoric asked acerbically.

“That this war is the Order’s responsibility. Jarl Vale will play his part according to what the Order commands him, and it will be the Order that defeats Jarl Isarn, not another jarl,” Brand said with an equally venomous voice.

“The Order?” Theodoric asked and leaned forward with a sudden jerk. “Or you?”

“In this matter, I see no difference,” Brand said coldly; unlike the jarl, he remained seated and merely raised his eyes to meet Theodoric’s gaze.

“My lord knights, you see no danger in this line of thinking?” Theodoric exclaimed, turning to look at Richard, Theobald, and Fionn.

“Calm yourself, Theodoric,” Theobald finally said, and the jarl leaned back in his seat with reluctance painted on his face. “Our young lieutenant is right. It is the Order’s foremost duty to maintain the peace of the realms. That is why in times of war, the Order holds authority and not the jarls.”

“Furthermore,” Fionn added, “we cannot risk ending in a situation where the jarl besieges us from the north and his brother from the south. One of Middanhal’s greatest strengths is that it is impossible to encircle the city and fully enclose it. While I advocate caution going against Sir Athelstan on the field, we cannot endure that he lays siege to us without having our northern gate open for reinforcements. Attacking the lesser of two enemies, Jarl Isarn, and driving him back is sound tactical thinking,” the knight declared, to which Richard murmured his assent.

“Lord Berimund?” Theodoric asked with increasing despair.

“I am not skilled in tactics,” the kingthane admitted with a disinterested voice. “I accept what they say.”

“I see,” Theodoric said, stressing both words. “You are all agreed then.”

“I believe so,” Theobald replied. “Once forces from Theodstan arrive, we should attack Jarl Isarn’s army,” he summarised, looking at Richard for confirmation, who nodded in agreement.

“We may be severely outnumbered,” Theodoric said in warning rather than giving up. “I may only be able to bring a few thousand men in time. Even if you can defeat Isenhart, what happens when our losses are so heavy that we cannot defend the city against Athelstan?”

“Excellent point,” Brand conceded, prompting a surprised look from Theodoric. “Which is why we should open the Order for recruitment this very day. Have the town criers announce that we are beginning new conscription.”

“The Order already conscripted and filled its banners,” Theodoric pointed out with thinly veiled satisfaction. “I doubt you will find any left in the city who can be persuaded to join.”

“The Order recruited for war in Hæthiod, yes,” Brand retorted. “A distant campaign in another realm against an enemy unknown to the people of Middanhal. This war?” he asked rhetorically, answering his own question. “We are fighting usurpers who have already once held Middanhal in a tyrannical grip. Did you not see how our men were greeted as we entered the city? My lord jarl, we will not be recruiting men to be soldiers,” the squire said with an overbearing voice, “we are recruiting them to be heroes.”

There was silence until it was broken by Richard’s laughter. “My lieutenant is right. We start recruiting today. They may not be ready in time to face the jarl Isarn, but they will serve as a decent garrison to defend the city, freeing up our veterans to make mincemeat of Isarn.”

“I will alert the town criers,” Theobald nodded. “The sooner we begin training, the better.”

“I think that concludes our council,” Richard said. “I am parched.”

The others nodded and rose from their seats, scrambling the chairs. “Do not forget to send word to Cragstan,” Brand said mildly, directed at Theodoric. “We shall need your men at the earliest possibility.” The jarl did not reply with words but simply a grimace that might be interpreted as affirmative.
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Leaving the council chamber, Theodoric moved through the Citadel to return courtside. His face wore a scowl, and any servants he encountered were quick to vanish from his path. Reaching the quarters he shared with his sister, he stopped outside the doors and looked at one of his thanes standing guard. “I need you to procure a horse and ride north,” the jarl told his servant. “Ride to Cragstan and tell them to march all available forces to Middanhal now. Immediately,” Theodoric commanded, speaking as reluctantly as possible while still actually pronouncing words.

The thane bowed and left without further delay while Theodoric entered the chambers and went straight for the wine pitcher. Sloshing over his cup as he poured, he downed most of its content. From a nearby couch, Theodwyn watched with a raised eyebrow. “Looks like you could use a relaxing bath yourself, brother dear,” she remarked casually.

“He tied my hands,” Theodoric muttered. “Forced my move.”

“What are you mumbling about?” his sister asked.

“I never thought we would succeed,” he said, turning swiftly to face her. “I wanted to keep my forces back, spare them from certain disaster. I never thought that a boy greener than the Alfskog and a drunk like Richard would be the first to conquer Middanhal in centuries!” he all but shouted.

“You may want to keep your voice down,” Theodwyn warned.

“I was left with no choice,” Theodoric continued unabashed. “If I do not send my soldiers here, Middanhal may fall, and I will be to blame. Yet if I commit them to this fight, odds are that they will all perish under his command!”

“What will you do?” Theodwyn asked.

“It has already been done,” Theodoric said bitterly. “I already sent the message. As I said, I had no choice.”

“Then spend no further thought on it. You have days to work something out,” Theodwyn reminded Theodoric. “You should focus your efforts on that rather than gripe in vain.”

“You are right,” he admitted, growing calmer. “Of course. I will think of something.”

“There we are,” Theodwyn smiled. “Much more productive. Now I think I shall lie down. I have not had restful sleep in weeks.”

“You and me both,” Theodoric muttered, but his sister did not hear; she was already on her way to her chamber.
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When Brand left the council room, he found both his sergeant and two kingthanes waiting for him. Brand raised an eyebrow looking at Matthew, who had no other answer than an ignorant shrug. As Brand began walking, both sergeant and kingthanes followed him until they reached his quarters; two more kingthanes stood guarding the door. With another puzzled glance, Brand entered the parlour, followed only by Matthew.

“Sister,” Brand greeted Arndis with a smile.

“Brother dear,” she replied in equal measure and glanced behind him at Matthew. She rose from her seat. “And this would be?” she asked in a kind manner.

“Matthew, my sergeant,” Brand introduced. “This is the lady Arndis.”

“A pleasure,” Arndis said with a charming smile.

“Yes,” Matthew stammered and gave a deep bow, hiding his blush momentarily.

“Where did you find him?” Arndis asked.

“He found me,” Brand replied casually, taking a seat and reaching for an apple. “Been following me ever since Lake Myr.”

“Where are you from, Matthew?” Arndis asked in a friendly voice, sitting down as well.

“Here, milady,” Matthew answered, glancing everywhere but at Arndis. “Well, not the Citadel, but this town. Other end of it,” he managed to explain.

“I see,” Arndis said, amused. “Brand, if he has been through all you have been through, the poor boy must be exhausted. Perhaps you should excuse him?”

“Oh, I was not at the fight, milady,” Matthew was quick to explain. “His lordship commanded me to stay behind,” he added with a little disappointment seeping through.

“You are a good sergeant, Matthew,” Brand explained while carefully cutting his apple into pieces, “but the battle at Isarn’s house was a fight for kingthanes and knights, not former stable boys with little training. You will have other chances to prove your courage.”

“Yes, milord,” Matthew replied.

“Regardless, my sister is right. I have no further need for you until we ride out again,” Brand told his sergeant. “Go to the steward of the Citadel and have him assign you somewhere to sleep. If you tell him I sent you, he should be cooperative. I will send for you again when the time comes.”

“Yes, milord,” Matthew said with a bow. “Milady,” he added, bowing before Arndis as well before he left.

Once alone in the parlour, Arndis turned towards her brother. “How did the council go?”

“As it should,” Brand nodded, putting a small piece of apple in his mouth, chewing and swallowing it before he continued. “I had no opposition except from Jarl Theodstan, which was to be expected. He and I have been at odds for some time now.”

“A shame,” Arndis remarked. “His sister was of much comfort to me, and she remains one of my few friends here.”

“I shall be grateful to her for that,” Brand promised, “but do not forget that she had advance knowledge of Jarl Isarn’s plans, and yet she did not shield you.”

“She did suggest I stayed at the Citadel,” Arndis argued, though without conviction.

“To little avail,” Brand countered. “And even the Citadel was not safe. It could easily have gone wrong for us trying to retake the city. You might very well have been a prisoner still.”

“Theodwyn did what seemed right to her,” Arndis said. “She was trying to protect us all, not just me.”

“I understand,” Brand nodded, “but remember the choice she made. It was not you. Beware the siblings of Theodstan, Sister. At the end of the day, we cannot trust others.”

“You have my trust, Brother,” Arndis assured him. “Above all others.”

This prompted a rare, unrestrained, and genuine smile from Brand. “I never doubted that.”

Arndis hesitated before she spoke again. “At the council, was the subject raised of Lady Richilde or the – the other victims?”

“It was mentioned, yes,” Brand nodded slightly. “The jarl Theodstan, who was against my plan from the start, was less tactful about it than you.”

“While I am immensely relieved to be free from that place,” Arndis spoke cautiously, “I do grieve that it was at such a cost. Not that I blame you, Brother,” she hurried to add, biting her lip.

“I am to blame,” Brand interjected in a casual manner, though his voice was not entirely steady. “It was my decision to attack, and it was I who convinced the others.” Arndis did not speak but simply looked at her brother with a sympathetic expression. “I knew there would be a cost to pay from the moment I told Sir Richard to cross the mountains. Hundreds of dead lie on those stony paths with no other burial than what snow winter will bring.” Brand raised his eyes to look at his sister. “But it is too late to change course. I must see this through. I must end this war. I cannot allow these knights or jarls or even the common soldiers to see me waver. Not until this is finished. If I feed their doubt even a little by showing any myself, they will devour me. This is my own, my only chance to make my name.”

“I understand,” Arndis nodded. “As I said, I trust in everything you do.”

“I know,” was Brand’s only reply, but the heavy expression on his face eased slightly.

There was a slight pause before either spoke again. “Now, what is this outside our door,” Arndis asked abruptly, nodding towards the mentioned object. “I went to the bathhouse, and they were simply there, two kingthanes waiting for me, following me without a word. Is this your doing?” she asked, glancing at him with playful suspicion.

“In this, I am innocent,” Brand spoke with a faint smile. “I have my own shadows, appearing as unexpected as yours. I suspect Lord Berimund is behind it.”

“Their captain, I recall,” Arndis nodded. “I met him once. That is strange, though. I have never heard of the kingthanes protecting any but the royal family.”

“There are none left,” her brother pointed out. “Yet they are thanes, and their life is to protect others. It would seem we are their new choice.”

“I cannot complain,” she admitted. “With all that has happened, it is reassuring.”

“Good,” Brand declared. “Now, you must excuse me. I feel as if I have not had rest in an age,” he confessed and retired to his private chamber. Despite his claims of weariness, however, sleep came late to him.
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SHARPEN THE SWORD
MIDDANHAL



The respite for the Order troops lasted only a few days. In order to obscure the truth for as long as possible, Richard had deployed a number of scouts to the north to intercept any Isarn soldiers that might approach Middanhal; it was limited how long such a major event could remain unnoticed, however, and once word reached Silfrisarn, the northern army of Isarn marched towards Middanhal. In response, the Order readied itself to ride out and face them.

The knights had not been idle either in those few days afforded to them. Old veterans and others with skill in arms had been recruited to fill the gaps in the ranks; the remainder of the conscripts, young men too inexperienced to do little else but die in a battle, were left behind to garrison the city. In the end, they managed to stretch the Order army to the point where two thousand men stood gathered in the courtyards of the Citadel and upon the Arnsweg, ready for departure. It was less than half of what they could expect to face, but their numbers would double with reinforcements from Theodstan, and spirits were high; the capture of Middanhal had proven that the gods looked upon the Order and its champions with favour.

Richard and Brand were found ahead of the column that stood ready to march, each mounted on one of the few horses that remained in the Citadel stables. Nearby was Theodoric; since his own troops would be committed to the army, it was his right to join them in battle. He kept himself at a distance from the Order commanders, however, and formed his own small band with his thanes.

“We find ourselves here again,” Arndis remarked with assumed light-heartedness. She stood by Brand’s horse, looking up at her brother.

“This time, the destination is much closer. It will be some days, a week at most, I wager,” Brand assured her. He leaned down and spoke his next words with a lowered voice. “Take care. The city is lightly garrisoned, and the streets will be unsafe as a result. You should not leave the Citadel,” he cautioned her.

She glanced behind her where two kingthanes stood observant. “I will be fine,” Arndis promised. “Reserve your concern for yourself. I shall be most cross if you get hurt.”

“Understood,” Brand replied with an honest smile. “See you soon, Sister.” He squeezed her hand before he straightened to sit upright in his saddle. “Sir Richard, shall we?”

The knight stretched his neck. “Let us,” he said with a grin and waved his hand to his bannerman. The ensign waved his banner, giving the signal for the army to begin its march.
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Meanwhile, the city itself was slowly finding its way back to normal after the battle. The market on the Temple square was opened once more, and the Temple itself was soon receiving its regular number of visitors. The norns and lay brothers had their hands full tending to the many wounded, and robes of every colour could be found trawling Lowtown to alleviate the many burdens that the war and occupation had struck its inhabitants with. The gates of the city were still closed, however, and none could leave Middanhal. The reason for this was Isenhart’s presence with his army to the north and Athelstan somewhere to the south with his. As long as there were enemy armies in either direction, the gates would remain shut. What happened next to the beleaguered city, however, none of its defenders had predicted.

With Richard and Brand gone, leadership of Middanhal and its garrison belonged undisputedly to Theobald; as the only other knight present, Fionn served as an unofficial second-in-command. Two days after the Order army rode out, a messenger sprinted from the southern gate across the city to reach the Citadel and locate the captain with urgent news. Envoys were at the gate demanding to speak with whoever was currently lord of the city, envoys that had come at the head of an army now approaching Middanhal.
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The banners marching towards the capital were red like any jarl house, but the entwined colour was gold and not black; the emblem had spiralling suns and not crossed swords. They did not arrive from the eastern branch of the Kingsroad as it split down into southern Adalrik from Middanhal; the soldiers came from the west, Coldharbour, to be precise. As Athelstan invaded Vale, the jarl’s response had been to shore up the defences of his cities and send his available soldiers up along the river to Coldharbour along with engineers and materials for siege engines. From here, the army moved towards Middanhal, stretching out like a coiling snake with countless banners and an enormous baggage train; whether it was war or feasts, the customary Vale extravagance was at play.

At the head of this army rode the jarl’s nephew and heir, Konstantine, wearing gilded armour and a surcoat stitched with golden threads. By his side rode Arion, more humble in his undyed clerk’s tunic, and behind them came a score of thanes.

“It feels good to be out,” Konstantine remarked, speaking a little haltingly. “Having a purpose to move towards, to do.”

“Command is natural to you, milord,” Arion replied. “Suits you as well as that armour.”

“You may be right,” Konstantine said graciously, shifting his shoulders a little.

“Imagine, if you take the city, how it would be when such news reached your father and uncle,” Arion continued. “Middanhal liberated from the usurper’s grasp!”

A smile spread across Konstantine’s face. “Not to mention our entry into the city.”

“Oh indeed,” Arion quickly assented. “People will fall at your feet and call you a hero.”

“You think they will?” Konstantine asked with curiosity in his voice.

“Definitely. Much preferred to Jarl Isarn, who would force them to bow before him and call him king.”

“That false pretender,” Konstantine snorted. “I would much rather have the people’s adorations freely than forced.”

“In that, you show wisdom,” Arion declared. “Of course, a wiser person than Jarl Isarn might have found an even better path.”

Konstantine turned to look at his companion with a raised eyebrow. “Better?”

“If you can make people bow to you of their own volition and call you hero, what would keep you from becoming king next?” Arion speculated. “That was the good jarl’s mistake,” the chamberlain continued. “He could only imagine using brute force to gain what he desired, threatening the noblemen into giving him a crown.”

“That was his only option, though, was it not?” Konstantine argued. “The Adalthing would never willingly bow before someone like the jarl of Isarn. Only with a sword against their neck,” he laughed.

“True, true,” Arion nodded. “Very observant, milord. I suppose the wisest man would know how to be both feared and admired. If people do not bow for one reason, they will for the other.”

“I guess,” Konstantine frowned. “How do you do that?”

“In this case, purely speculating,” Arion said smoothly, “many would be grateful towards you and your uncle for freeing the city from Jarl Isarn. Grateful enough to gladly see your uncle take the seat that Jarl Isarn sought to usurp. For those who would protest,” Arion continued with a shrug, “Jarl Isarn’s plan to keep them in line would work just as well for any other jarl controlling the city.”

“You think so?” Konstantine asked, still frowning.

“As said, merely speculating, milord,” Arion smiled. “Something for your uncle to consider, perhaps, as the jarl.”

“I suppose,” Konstantine said, sounding uncertain.

“Though,” Arion continued, “as his heir, it is, of course, also your duty to always consider what is in his best interests.”

“True enough,” the young nobleman agreed with a pensive expression.
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At the end of the second day on its march towards Middanhal, the Vale army made camp as usual. The largest tent in the centre naturally belonged to Konstantine. He was lying on what could be termed a cot, though far softer than what was usually afforded a commander; in his one hand was a bowl of strawberries, which his other hand was feeding him. By a table nearby sat Arion with ink and quill, scribbling on paper.

“Must you do that?” Konstantine complained as Arion slowly and cautiously scratched the quill against the paper.

“I am to send a report to your – uncle each day,” Arion reminded him, hesitating before phrasing himself.

“Yes, yes, I know,” Konstantine said, irritated. “But must you do it in my presence?”

“It is custom that the commander reads the daily reports,” Arion pointed out.

“Who cares,” Konstantine said dismissively. “Write your reports if you must, but do so elsewhere.”

“Milord,” Arion bowed and began to gather his things, careful not to disturb the ink already placed on paper.

Before he could finish, one of the thanes entered. “Milord,” the warrior said while inclining his head towards Konstantine. “A scout returned with news you should hear.”

“What is it?” Konstantine asked eagerly, sitting upright. “Is it the enemy?”

“On the contrary,” the thane said hesitantly. “Enter,” he commanded someone outside the tent.

One of the scouts of the army entered and gave a bow. “We found something strange, milord. We were confused by not meeting any Isarn patrols,” he began to explain. “In the end, we ventured close to Middanhal itself, seeking an explanation.”

“And?” Konstantine said impatiently.

“The banner flying over the gate has the Star upon it,” the scout said.

“Impossible!” Arion exclaimed.

“We made sure,” came the reply. “Their surcoats were Order coats as well.”

“What does this mean?” Konstantine asked.

“It may be a bit rude to continue with the siege now,” the thane remarked dryly.

“Leave us,” Arion said harshly, and the thane and scout left the tent.

“So that is it?” Konstantine wondered out loud; his face was trapped in an expression of uncertainty. “I was not told what to do in this situation.”

“None could expect it,” Arion declared. “Let us not be hasty, milord. Surely you are not in a hurry to be relieved of command.”

“No,” Konstantine mumbled, “but I am unsure what to do.”

“First, we must verify what the scouts claim,” Arion told him. “It would not look well if you simply accepted such strange tidings and did nothing further.”

“Yes, of course,” Konstantine nodded eagerly. A moment passed before he spoke again. “How do I do that?” he asked.

“Send emissaries tomorrow. If the Order truly and by some wonder has retaken the city, they will welcome us. Open the city to us, I’m sure. You may march your troops in without a fight and fulfil your uncle’s command still,” Arion argued with a sly smile.

“Yes,” Konstantine nodded slowly. “Right. Take control of the city. If they open the gates for us, all the better.”

“You display a mind for stratagems, milord,” Arion smiled and bowed his head. “Now, I will take my leave as intended before this intrusion and finish the letter to your uncle. Let him know that all is well in hand,” the chamberlain declared and left the tent with his writing tools.
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The day after, envoys sent by Konstantine reached Middanhal. They were a small band; the man riding in front carried a blue banner with a white horse head upon it. The gates were closed, and the guards viewed the approaching riders with distrust and suspicion; archers stood ready to unleash their arrows upon command.

“Are we sure they are really Vale soldiers?” one of the soldiers asked the gate lieutenant. “They’re awfully far north considering rumour says their own lands are invaded. Could be Isarn men come to investigate.”

“It may be a ruse,” the lieutenant conceded before he nodded towards the banner with the horsehead. “But we must respect the banner of truce. If it turns out they have played it false, the gods will surely punish them for it.” He cleared his throat, raised his voice, and called out. “Who approaches?”

“I am sent by Lord Konstantine of the House of Vale, nephew and heir to the jarl of Vale,” the envoy declared. “He brings an army to the aid of Middanhal, seeking to see it free from the clutches of traitors.”

“He is too late, then,” the lieutenant answered. “The Order is quite capable of handling such matters. But given that all loyal noblemen are subject to the Order during times of war, I am sure my commanders will be interested to know of the forces that your master brings.”

“My lord came to wage war on the enemy,” the emissary explained, “not to submit himself to others.”

“Such is the nature of authority,” the lieutenant countered, “it does not rely on the willingness of those beneath it.”

“If my lord is to accept your authority,” the thane of Vale spoke, “he must know who wields it. Who among your numbers can claim higher standing than a jarl of the realm?”

“Theobald, captain of the Citadel, is currently master of the city,” came the reply. “While not a marshal by office, we give him same respect in their absence. With the lord marshal abroad and the knight marshal dead, Captain Theobald is to be obeyed.”

“We had not heard of the knight marshal’s death,” the envoy said. “A tragedy, to be sure. However, it is not within my mandate to surrender any authority on behalf of my lord. Nor can such be done to any man less than your captain if he truly deserves the respect you claim.”

“Then bring your lord here to do so in person,” the lieutenant answered, “and I shall do likewise.”

The emissaries inclined their heads, turned their horses around, and rode back west; the gate lieutenant’s response was to send one of his soldiers through the city to inform the captain of the Citadel that he was required at the Saltgate.
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It took several hours for both parties to return with their leaders, but eventually, Theobald and Fionn stood on the gatehouse, watching Konstantine approach with Arion and his thanes by his side under the banner of truce.

“This is his lordship Konstantine of the House of Vale,” Arion introduced his master with the loud voice necessary to cross the gap between the parties. “He has been given full powers by Jarl Valerian of Vale to speak on his behalf and lead his armies. He has come to seek negotiations with the lord of the city, whoever that might be.”

“I am not its lord,” Theobald replied in the same manner, “but I am responsible for its safety. You speak with Theobald, captain of the Citadel.”

“We are surprised to know the Order controls the city,” Arion spoke. “Last we heard, the jarl of Isarn ruled.”

“Obviously, much has happened since last you heard,” Theobald answered dryly.

“Apparently,” Arion muttered so only Konstantine could hear. “In that case, captain,” the chamberlain continued, raising his voice, “you will have no qualms opening your gates and letting our soldiers inside to man your walls. That way, they may safeguard the city.”

Theobald glanced beyond the small delegation. The vanguard of the Vale army was present, several hundred men; the rest of their army was hidden from sight, however. “How many men do you think they have?” Theobald asked Fionn by his side.

“If they came here intending to start a siege, and if I know anything about the jarl of Vale,” Fionn said gruffly, “they will be several thousand. Probably outnumber us four or five to one until Sir Richard returns.”

“We are both thinking the same, I take it,” Theobald remarked. “We let them in, and we give them the chance to do exactly what Isarn wanted to do.” Clearing his throat, he spoke loudly again. “Since this realm is at war, the Order hereby exercises its right to conscript your soldiers and assume command. Your army will remain outside the city until such time that new commanders appointed by the Order may arrive and take up leadership.”

“We will do no such thing!” Konstantine exclaimed, outraged. “This army marches under the banners of Vale and none others!”

“Failure to obey is considered an act of treason,” Theobald said coldly with narrowed eyes. “Think carefully before you proceed.”

“They bluff,” Arion stated quietly to Konstantine. “All Order forces in Adalrik were either sent east to Hæthiod or destroyed at Lake Myr. I do not know how Jarl Isarn managed to lose control of Middanhal to the Citadel garrison, but they cannot have more than a few hundred in the city.”

“You are certain?” Konstantine asked anxiously.

“Absolutely,” Arion nodded. “Furthermore, this man is not a marshal. He has no right to make such demands.”

“I repeat,” Theobald called out as the Vale delegation did not reply, “make camp and await further orders. You will relinquish command of your forces to the Order.”

“I do not know,” Konstantine admitted, his eyes staring at the closed gate in front of him.

“It is your decision, milord,” Arion said calmly. “Of course, if you do obey, you need not worry further. With the Order assuming command of your troops, you will not have to make any further decisions.”

“No,” Konstantine said. “No, not that,” he repeated before raising his voice. “The House of Vale does not bow so easily. You will open your gates and surrender your forces to our control,” the youth demanded, “and we will defend the city from the enemy.”

“The boy is not too bright, is he?” Fionn frowned. “He is committing high treason.”

“If his uncle makes himself king like Jarl Isarn wanted to do, who will punish him for his mistake?” Theobald growled. “This is not a negotiation,” the captain yelled. “We do not seek nor offer terms. You will submit to the Order or be held accountable.”

“I return to my army, but not to submit,” Konstantine warned. “You have until our siege engines are prepared to change your minds and surrender the city. After that, I promise no mercy.”

“I will gladly make you a promise, however,” Theobald retorted. “If you shed one drop of blood from any of my soldiers, you will find the executioner’s axe against your neck.”

With this final exchange, the delegation turned their horses around and withdrew. “I did not make a mistake, did I?” Konstantine asked in a weak voice.

“Do not doubt yourself now,” Arion reproached him. “You have made your decision. Stand by it.”

Inside the walls, the captain and Fionn descended from the gatehouse. Now that it was less urgent, their speed was slow, adjusting for the captain’s limp. “I wonder if this could have gone differently,” Theobald pondered.

Fionn shook his head. “We could not allow them to enter the city. Just as with Sir Roderic, your hands were tied.”

“I hope the lord marshal agrees when he returns,” the captain muttered. “Sooner rather than later would be preferable. Our situation is far too precarious, especially if Jarl Vale now takes matters into his own hands.”

“We have enough soldiers to man the walls,” Fionn said reassuringly. “It will take them days to assemble their siege machinery, and even then, they will find our fortifications formidable. Let them come!” the knight declared. “My sword is sharp enough for both the jarls of Isarn and Vale.”

“Is that so?” Theobald asked gruffly, though the corner of his mouth wrinkled upwards. “You do not think it might grow dull just a little as you slaughter your way through the armies of both the North and the South?”

“In that case, I have a whetstone,” Fionn remarked with laughter.
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The Vale army wasted no time. That same day, they began constructing a siege camp near Middanhal, raising stockades to fully enclose the southern side of the city and keep the defenders hemmed in. Large quantities of timber had been sailed to Coldharbour and brought with the army on wagons for this purpose. The engineers took what remained and began construction of siege weapons: catapults to harass the defenders and siege towers to scale the walls. The Order soldiers watched all these preparations keenly as they made their own. The supplies of arrows in every tower were replenished along with something as simple as large, hewn stones to be thrown as blunt missiles. The Temple was alerted that the norns and lay brothers should expect wounded from the southern walls while bandages and poultices in great numbers were prepared in advance.

In this manner, the days continued with both sides making ready; as a final act, Theobald ordered the banner of the Star raised on every tower that had not yet seen this done since the retaking of the city. By the end of the third day, the black banner with the white, seven-pointed star was flown from every pole on the walls as it had done before the uprising. Beyond the walls, the Vale soldiers completed their last tasks in preparation for the following day when their storm upon the severely outnumbered defenders could begin.
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A MASTERFUL PLAY
VALLEY OF BRADON



The Order army under Richard’s command had marched two days along the north-western Kingsroad until the scouts had clashed with their counterparts from Isarn. Both armies had made camp some distance from each other, and on the following day, they had marched out and arrayed their forces in ranks opposite their foe. The area was called Bradon, a slight dent in the landscape sloping downwards to shape a shallow valley. Both forces had made use of this and positioned themselves on a ridge; between them, the terrain gently rolled down from one occupied hill and up to the other.

This was not the only way in which these two enemies had become mirrors of their opponent. Both had formed a full battle line with no troops kept in reserve. The veteran Order soldiers took up the centre of the battle line while the newly arrived reinforcements from Theodstan had been split in two and positioned on the right and left flanks, one under Theodoric and the other led by his sergeant, Geberic. The centre of the battle line was to be led by the Order commanders; they sat on their horses a little further back at the top of the hill, granting them full vision of the prospective battlefield, with their respective sergeants by their sides and their bannermen nearby. Otherwise, there were no horses or cavalry present since Isenhart, his vassals, allies, and thanes had all dismounted to fight among their own lines in the same way Richard intended to do; this was to be an engagement of infantry forces entirely.

“You think they will attack?” Brand asked.

“If they planned to, they would have by now,” Richard replied.

Both armies had stared at each other for well over an hour. About a mile separated them, and insults were being hurled across the valley – mostly disparaging remarks concerning the parentage of the other party and usually involving goats or sheep. So far, neither side felt sufficiently infuriated to advance.

“I suppose since we are not going to charge uphill, it would be unreasonable to assume they would,” Brand remarked.

“The jarl may not be his brother, but he knows to avoid obvious mistakes,” Richard growled. “I am going to bring wine if tomorrow promises to be the same.”

“Perhaps not,” Brand contemplated. “If we can offer them the illusion of a fair battle, I imagine Jarl Isarn is the sort to embrace such a fight.”

“Probably,” Richard frowned, “but how do we go about making the illusion without actually giving them a fair battle? By the looks of it, we are outnumbered.”

“You would be a better judge of that than me,” Brand conceded. “How do you estimate their numbers?”

Richard squinted, straining his eyes. “Judging by their lines and banners, I would guess about five thousand men. Probably some hundreds more.”

“Outnumbered by a thousand,” Brand mumbled. “Unpleasant, but not unreasonable to defeat.”

“You got any thoughts?” the knight asked.

“Maybe,” Brand considered. “You have better eyes, Matthew. Tell me if I am right that the banners of Isarn, Deorcliff, Farbjarg, and Grenwold are all concentrated around the centre.”

“I can’t say, milord,” Matthew replied. “I see many banners, but I do not know the colours for each of the houses.”

“The jarl’s margraves as well,” Brand guessed. “He has few of his vassals on the flanks with the levies.”

“Wants to keep his allies close,” Richard snorted. “Especially now their families are no longer hostages.”

“Standard doctrine,” Brand said in contemplation. “The jarl knows the fundamentals of command, but as you said, he is not his brother.”

“Doctrine?” Matthew said questioningly.

“Jarl Isarn has placed himself in the centre of his battle line along with his thanes, his allies, and their best warriors. Probably his household troops as well. It is considered the wisest way to array your forces,” Brand explained to his sergeant.

“Oh. How come?” Matthew continued.

“Your sergeant talks a lot,” Richard muttered, though his tone of voice was not harsh.

“I encourage it,” Brand said with a hint of a smile. “If I can explain something to him, I know that I have understood it in full myself.” He turned towards Matthew to elaborate. “To win a battle, you must destroy the enemy’s battle line. Usually, you gain an edge on one of the flanks and begin to envelop it, pressing it from the side and cutting your way into it,” Brand said, using gestures to accentuate his explanations.

“Outnumbering the enemy makes this more probable if you can stretch your battle line long enough that the edges can march directly forward and swing into your opponent,” Brand continued. “The other way to win is by pushing through the centre of the enemy battle line. A tactic favoured by those with inferior numbers. If we can punch a gap into Jarl Isarn’s forces and effectively separate his army into two detached forces, we may crush each half at our leisure.”

“And to prevent this,” Matthew said slowly while his mind was absorbing this information, “the jarl uses his best soldiers to protect his centre.”

“Exactly,” Brand nodded. “Just as we have placed our Order soldiers in the middle and the conscripts from Theodstan on our flanks. Although…” the squire’s voice trailed off as he frowned. “Our veterans would make short work of those peasant levies on Jarl Isarn’s flanks,” he argued, speaking to himself.

“They would,” Richard assented, “but our own peasants from Theodstan would not fare well against the jarl’s thanes, household troops, and those other traitorous lords that fight with him.”

“But I can prevent that,” Brand continued, still speaking quietly.

“Say again?” the knight by his side requested.

“We fight the jarl tomorrow,” Brand stated. “You shall have your battle then.”

“Good,” Richard grinned. “Not here, I hope?”

“Over there,” Brand replied, pointing towards the flat fields just east of their position.

“Good, good,” Richard nodded.

“What happens now?” Matthew asked.

“Now, both armies stare at the other until it gets dark,” Brand said patiently. “Then we retreat to camp.”

In response, Richard dug out a carrot from a saddlebag. “I hate waiting,” he growled, taking a bite.
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Nothing further happened until it grew dark and both armies returned to their respective camps. The men carried out the various tasks necessary: food was distributed, new sentinels were posted, and weapons were stored in a manner allowing for easy retrieval. What required oversight, Richard and his sergeant handled; such would typically be the duty of the first lieutenant, but instead, Brand sat in his tent with a chessboard in front of him. He had lined the pieces up in an unusual manner, contradictory to how the game was played. Two battle lines were formed. Both had pawns on their flanks; one army had its centre made up of knights, and the other had the pieces for a jarl and several thanes.

With slow moments and a thoughtful expression, Brand moved the pieces back and forth. His battle lines clashed, pawns were removed in equal measure; he returned the battle lines to their starting positions, rearranged the pieces, and pushed them against each other again.

“Milord, I have brought food for you,” Matthew said loudly as he entered the tent. Brand did not reply or look but merely pointed at a small table. After placing the bowl of stew, Matthew approached the chessboard, holding his own meal in his hands. “What are you doing, milord?”

“Not now,” Brand warned, raising a finger in the air without removing his eyes from the board. “I must think without interruptions.”

Matthew backed out of the tent as quietly as he could. He walked around camp a bit until he found a place by a fire. Taking a seat, he began eating his food while listening to the other soldiers. He was easily the youngest, though it varied by how much compared to the others; some were his senior by a few years, some by decades. Too busy emptying his bowl, Matthew did not speak much, but he listened wide-eyed to the sordid tales told around the fire.

An hour later, Matthew returned to his tent and saw that Brand had fallen asleep. Nearby, his stew stood untouched. The boy glanced around before grabbing the full bowl. While eating, his eyes glanced at the chessboard, and he moved to give it a closer look.

The battle line representing the Isarn forces was unchanged, except that it was uneven in some places. The Order ranks were completely changed, however, with the knights on the flanks and the pawns in the centre. Matthew frowned and tried to look at the chessboard from different angles, but no light of understanding illuminated his face. Finally, he finished eating and used a small bowl of water to clean himself. Unclasping his cloak, he wrapped it around himself as a blanket and lay down on his cot.

[image: ]


The following day, the Order army marched out on the fields east of the valley. Once their scouts reported this back, the Isarn army followed suit and was arrayed opposite its enemy. The Order had stretched out their battle line and thinned their ranks to avoid being enveloped easily; the Isarn ranks stood many men deeper in comparison.

“You think this will work?” Richard asked of Brand. As yesterday, the two commanders and their small retinue were clustered a small distance behind their soldiers.

“Only one way to find out,” Brand admitted. “You are prepared?”

Richard nodded. “They will attack any moment now. Let us get to it.”

The knight dismounted, leaving his horse tied to a sapling that was making its first frail attempts of growing into a great oak. His sergeant did the same; while Richard walked west to the right flank, Graulf went east to the left flank. As the knight reached his men, he drew his sword and raised it up high for all to see; in response, the soldiers roared and clamoured his name.

A mile to the north stood the Isarn army. A signal was given, and they began a slow march forward, making sure that their battle line remained intact and no part of it advanced ahead of the others. At first, the Order army did not respond. Brand sat on his horse, surveying the field. At length, he turned to his nearby bannerman and nodded. The soldier inclined his head and swung his banner pole back and forth.

Upon seeing this, the flanks of the Order army detached from the centre and began to advance on their own; they moved slightly outwards as well, extending the gap between them. Their progress was slow, giving the enemy sufficient time to witness this unusual advance and take measures.

For a while, Isenhart’s troops continued marching forward as before. When only half a mile separated his army from the advancing flanks, he issued a new signal. Mirroring the movements of their enemy, Isenhart’s flanks likewise separated from the main army and continued marching on their own. Both east and west, Isarn had the stronger numbers; thinning his centre, the jarl ensured that on either flank, his men held the advantage by several hundreds.

Brand gave an overbearing smile upon seeing this. Ahead of him, Theodoric stood behind his own troops. The Order army had switched its positions and placed the levies from Theodstan in the centre; the flanks now advancing each consisted of about a thousand Order veterans. The jarl Theodoric turned to gaze questioningly at Brand, but the young lieutenant shook his head. With a look that could be interpreted as impatient or frustrated, Theodoric turned away again.

“What is going on?” Matthew dared to ask.

“Jarl Isarn has more soldiers than us. He is sending each of his flanks to fight ours alone, thinking that superior numbers will crush them both. Then he can reform his battle line and advance upon our remaining troops,” Brand explained.

“If that is going to happen, then why did you tell the flanks to advance, milord?” Matthew asked, puzzled.

“It will not happen. The jarl’s weakest troops are now facing our strongest. Once they clash,” Brand elaborated, “they will cut the enemy into pieces and shatter his flanks.”

“But won’t he just send his remaining soldiers into battle?” Matthew questioned. “He can’t just stand back and watch his soldiers lose, not when his army is bigger than ours.”

“Probably the jarl is thinking similarly,” Brand gave another smile. “Soon, however, he will realise that he cannot. The centre of his battle line is locked out of combat, and he cannot advance. He can only stand and watch his flanks be destroyed,” the lieutenant said; his tone of voice gained a harsh undercurrent in the last sentence.

“I don’t understand,” Matthew frowned.

“Look at the field,” Brand instructed. “When our flanks meet, left and right, they will fight. If the jarl moves his centre forward, it will become embroiled in the battle already taking place. His centre will be stretched so thin it is left vulnerable. We may then move our own centre forward, reform our battle line, and punch through theirs.”

“But why doesn’t he attack us instead?” Matthew argued. “Have his centre engage ours?”

“Because,” Brand explained, “he would have to move past our flanks to reach us. We might with ease detach the rear ranks from our flanks and have them attack his forces from behind.”

“That would apply to us as well, though, wouldn’t it?” Matthew asked. “If we do any of those things, if we move forward, we become vulnerable.”

“That is true,” Brand nodded. “Both our centre and theirs are locked out of combat.”

“So how is it an advantage?” Matthew frowned.

“Because our best warriors are fighting,” Brand said patiently, “while his are not.”

“What will happen now?” Matthew asked. The smell of blood had reached them by now; the sound of men screaming and metal singing filled the air.

“Starting slowly but soon with increasing swiftness, Isarn’s flanks will crumble. I imagine at that point, or perhaps even before, the jarl will lose patience and order his men to attack,” Brand predicted. “They will attempt to reinforce their flanks, but to no avail. Meanwhile, our forces from Theodstan will advance in response and push through the enemy centre. Isarn’s battle line will disintegrate, and they will take flight.”

“This is more exciting than any solstice games I have ever watched!” Matthew exclaimed, leaning forward in his saddle. By his side, Brand curled his lips upwards briefly before his expression turned serious, his eyes fixed on the battlefield in front of them. In one hand, he clutched a king piece from a chess set.
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Half an hour passed where Isenhart kept reins on his impatience; then, watching in frustration as his flanks were pushed back, he gave the command for his remaining soldiers to advance. They did not march but ran forward, yelling battle cries. Some of them moved into the rear ranks of their suffering brethren, halting their retreat and reinforcing them; the remainder filled the gap between the flanks. Filled with battle lust, many of them left their place in the centre of the battle line, however, and moved to the sides to attack the Order soldiers.

Brand had already given the command to Theodoric to advance; with the Isarn centre spread out, the men of Theodstan surged forward against it. They were less accustomed to war than the thanes and household soldiers they faced among the Isarn ranks, but the enemy lines had grown thin; the sheer ferocity of Theodstan’s onslaught pushed through, disrupting their formation. A chaotic skirmish erupted, but the Isarn soldiers were too separate, becoming surrounded in many places and cut down by the spears of Theodstan. Slowly, inexorably, Isarn’s battle line was being torn apart in many places.

“How did you know this would happen?” Matthew asked with wide eyes.

Brand gave a vague smile. “Think of it as a very complicated game of chess.”

“I tried last night,” Matthew frowned, “but it didn’t work for me.”

“It is not that different,” Brand explained. “In chess, you have full knowledge of the board and the pieces. You know all their positions and which movements each is capable of doing. This allows you to calculate every possible outcome.”

“But this is different,” his young sergeant argued. “These are not different pieces. They are all men. They fight and move the same. And a chessboard is flat. There are no hills that suddenly change everything.”

“It is more complicated,” Brand repeated himself, “but not that different. The board may be different. Hills, forests, rivers, they restrict movement or change how the pieces fight. The only difference is that more factors are at play. More things to consider.”

“But,” Matthew said, his frown deepening if possible, “soldiers are soldiers. In chess, a pawn moves one step; a jarl moves as far as it wants. So do thanes, just across. And a pawn can kill a jarl as long as it makes the attack. If a peasant tried to kill a jarl, he would just die himself.”

“Fine,” Brand laughed a little, “I grant that the comparison is not perfect. But I would hold that it is valid. Think of each unit of soldiers as a different piece. Some are pawns, such as the peasant levies on Jarl Isarn’s flanks. Some are knights, mounted and fast, with unique movements. Just like chess pieces, soldiers have different abilities, allowing for different outcomes.”

“But I know what the pieces can do because you told me the rules,” Matthew countered. “Who told you what the different soldiers can do?”

“Nobody did,” Brand smiled vaguely, “which is why a commander must observe and take many things into account. How well-trained, well-equipped, well-disciplined, well-fed are his troops? Those of the enemy? The aim of a captain should be to gain all possible knowledge about his own forces and those opposing him. Study the landscape and understand the terrain completely. If you possess full knowledge, you can predict every possibility.”

“Still sounds like sorcery,” Matthew mumbled. “There aren’t rules on the battlefield, though,” he continued. “In chess, both players agree on the rules. But in battle, wouldn’t a commander break all rules just as long as it meant he won?”

“There are rules,” Brand insisted. “They have not been agreed upon, and they may change, but rules apply nonetheless. Cavalry charging heavy, disciplined infantry ready for them will fail to make impact. A battle line losing its centre will crumble swiftly and suffer defeat. A trained knight in armour, fighting on foot, can defeat eight untrained recruits and is worth more on the field. These are all rules of battle that are in effect, forged by the nature of war.”

“Who told you about these rules?” Matthew asked.

“Same man who taught me chess,” Brand said in a low voice. They did not speak further but watched the battle unfold; with every soldier in both armies engaged, the din of battle became a roar, swallowing all other sounds.
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Despite the tactical advantage possessed by the Order army, victory did not come readily. The centre of Isarn’s army consisted of the jarl and his personal attendants, as well as his allies and their thanes; many of them were strong warriors equipped with weapons and armour made of Nordsteel. Against them, the conscripts of Theodstan were inferior. Their initial assault had forced gaps into the thin ranks of the Isarn centre, but they struggled to take full advantage of this. In response, Athelbold led a charge from the western flank, followed by the closest landgraves and their thanes, in an attempt to reach his cousin, the jarl on the other side, and reconnect their lines. The soldiers from Theodstan were hard-pressed to withstand this; Athelbold was a ferocious warrior, as were the thanes by his side.

Theodoric was fighting in the thick of this; with his own thanes surrounding him, they strengthened the lines of his wavering soldiers wherever they went. Inevitably, Theodoric’s group clashed with Athelbold’s as one commander tried to keep the Isarn soldiers separate while the other attempted to reform their lines.

The deciding factor came from elsewhere. Richard had been fighting on the flank since the battle started; constantly, never weary, he moved where his soldiers were most pressed, and he gave them relief through his presence and blade. Short and stocky, the margrave of Alwood was nonetheless quick on his feet and at home in the midst of battle. During the battle, when the remaining forces on both sides joined the fight, pressure had increased temporarily with new assaults by fresh Isarn soldiers; then the Order’s own reinforcements, the soldiers from Theodstan, had reached them, reforming the battle line and granting them reprieve.

Eventually, Richard had a moment to look up and see that the banner of Isarn was not far from him. Surmising that this meant the presence of the jarl, the margrave gave a roar, renewed the grip on his blade, and surged forward. Rallying his men around him, he led an assault forward on the already pressed Isarn soldiers. Isenhart was almost within reach of Richard’s sword when the northerners lost their last resolve.

One shield at first, one more, and then many others were thrown aside in favour of flight. The wave of fleeing Isarn soldiers swept their jarl with them as his thanes ensured he was not left behind. Cursing under his breath, Richard had to abandon his attempt to reach Isenhart; around him, however, his men raised their weapons and voices in jubilation. Outnumbered and after suffering many hardships, the Order had achieved its first victory on the field of battle in this war.


29

WOLF AND LION
MIDDANHAL



After the battle of Bradon, the Order army did not give pursuit. Middanhal was lightly defended in their absence, and the agreement had been to avoid prolonging this state. While they might chase the fleeing Isarn soldiers all the way to Silfrisarn, they were not equipped for a siege. They had bought themselves time and kept their northern gate open, allowing for further reinforcements from Theodstan; now, they could also devote their full attention to the South and the true danger incarnate in the commander Athelstan.

Even so, the Order army could not immediately return; with the battle done, there were bodies to burn, weapons to collect, and a watch had to be set to ensure the defeated Isarn army did not make a surprise return. While the bulk of the army remained to carry out these duties, Brand took the vanguard of the army and marched towards the capital without delay.

Spirits were high among the soldiers, as could be expected after defeating their enemy, and the journey back to Middanhal seemed to pass by without effort. None of them expected what news awaited them as the city came in sight.
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At the time of the battle of Bradon, the garrison at Middanhal had prepared themselves to defend the city against Konstantine and the army of Vale. The defenders had manned the towers and fortifications, readied themselves against arrows, fire, stones, siege towers, and what else might be thrown against them. Theobald had limped around the gatehouse while Fionn had been marching up and down the walls impatiently; however, nothing happened.

No assault was commenced; not a single arrow was let loose. In fact, those with the sharpest eyes looked towards the siege camp and its palisades and found no sign of life. Fionn returned to the gatehouse to confer with Theobald, and they had a hushed exchange, discussing what this meant. Finally, one of the longbowmen called out and gained their attention; the archers had been left to defend the city rather than march with Richard and Brand to battle. “Captain,” the heathman spoke. “I see movement by the stockades.”

The two knights marched over to the parapet and strained their eyes, but neither man was able to discern anything with certainty. “What do you see?” the captain asked the keen-eyed longbowman. “Are they preparing an attack?”

“Hard to tell, milord. There is one thing I can determine, but I am not sure what to make of it,” the archer related.

“Well, speak,” Fionn commanded gruffly.

“From what I can tell,” the soldier spoke hesitantly, “they are not wearing red and gold. I see black colour on their red surcoats.”

Theobald and Fionn exchanged looks. “Athelstan,” the latter finally said, speaking the name as a premonition or a curse.
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Eventually, the defenders of Middanhal could piece the story together. Athelstan had not remained in the South while Vale moved their armies to assault the capital; either he had guessed their intent or, just as likely, discovered their troop movements. Athelstan’s army had marched north and conducted a raid on the siege camp, driving Konstantine’s army on the retreat. They had been forced to leave their materials behind, however. All of it had fallen into Athelstan’s hands, including all siege machinery, catapults, towers, ladders, and more.

It did not take long for Athelstan to understand the situation either; while his original intention might have been to raise the siege of Middanhal, thinking it was still under his nephew’s control, the truth of the matter soon dawned upon him. Within hours, the defenders could witness Isarn soldiers man the palisades and prepare the siege machinery. The garrison was made to suffer some probing attacks from catapults hurling stones against the wall as a test to measure length and arch of the shots made.

The next day, the first real assault commenced. It did not involve the siege towers; they would not have been useful against the walls of Middanhal. The Vale engineers had not known this when constructing them, but the defences of the capital had been fortified against such engines. The landscape sloped upwards, requiring enormous strength to push the towers forward; ditches had been dug that furthermore made the terrain uneven. The wheels upon any approaching siege towers would thus become stuck. All of this was known to Athelstan, however.

Therefore, when the Isarn army attacked, they did so with siege ladders to scale the outer walls while catapults bombarded the defenders. Neither side had many archers to speak of, but the garrison did have the contingent of longbowmen conscripted for the campaign in Hæthiod, and their arrows struck with gruesome effect. While in many places the Isarn soldiers managed to gain a foothold on the outer walls, it was always costly since the defenders could continue to strike from their higher position on the inner walls and towers.

After three hours, Athelstan signalled a retreat. It was not an admission of defeat; his men pulled back in good order, in some places recovering their ladders and bringing them back to camp. He had kept his most experienced troops back and gained valuable insight as to the positions of the garrison and its weaknesses.

On the morrow, another assault followed in the same vein as the day before; both sides lost men, and neither gained a clear advantage. The original garrison of five hundred was swiftly dwindling, however; a little over half remained to man the extensive fortifications while Athelstan, the defenders presumed, still had many thousand at his disposal. Furthermore, his men had been through combat before, whereas the majority of the defenders were fresh recruits and now had their first taste of battle; this, above all, meant that the garrison had high casualties, losing soldiers who had neither skill nor knowledge to survive the fighting.
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On the third day of the siege, Athelstan was ready. He used the two siege towers constructed by the Vale army by having one moved to the far east and the other to the far west; while they could never reach the walls and become an actual threat, the defenders feared his stratagems to such a degree, they felt compelled to respond. Forces were pulled from the central towers to support those furthest away, leaving the gatehouse and surrounding fortifications lightly defended. At this point, Athelstan signalled for the actual assault to begin.

A force of several hundred riders emerged from behind the stockade where they had stood hidden; they rode in such a formation that ten riders held one of the great siege ladders as they rode forth, five on either side. It was a most difficult feat to achieve on horseback, being able to keep trotting at the same pace, staying in formation, and holding the ladder, and it could be surmised that they had practised this the last few days.

Their efforts now yielded result; so very swiftly, the Isarn riders reached the walls long before the defenders could finish raising alarms, and any reinforcements could be called back from the outer towers. Without delay, the attackers dismounted and placed the siege ladders into position, scaling the walls around the gatehouse; behind them, their infantry crossed the field to take part in the assault and stand prepared for when the gate was conquered and could be opened.

Only one thing stood in the way of Middanhal falling into Athelstan’s grasp; Theobald, captain of the Citadel, had taken position on the gatehouse along with all kingthanes in fighting condition. They were only about twenty in number, but each thane fought with the strength of a knight; Berimund, their captain whose axe fell with the fury of Hamaring upon its edge, was equal to many. As for Theobald himself, he had won the grand fight at the solstice games an unequalled number of times, and he had at one time been acknowledged as the greatest warrior in all the realms; the Blade of the North they once called him. That had been before a battle in Heohlond had slashed his leg open, making it impossible for him to ride and forcing him to limp when he wished to walk.

Such frailty was forgotten in the heat of battle; Berimund stood on the outer wall west of the gatehouse, and Theobald took the position east. While Berimund was fearsome and evoked the image of an axe-wielding bear, Theobald, despite his weakness, fought like a lion with all the skill, training, and experience that made the knights of Adal the most feared enemies to face.

Leading the assault was Eumund, young yet equally deadly with a blade. Among the Isarn army, none stood a better warrior than him; like his father and his uncle, he fuelled the rumours that the sons of Isarn possessed wolf blood. Soon he found himself standing before Theobald, the youthful hotspur against the scarred greybeard. Behind Theobald was the door that led into the gatehouse and onto the inner walls; outside on the ground below, the Isarn army clamoured for the gate to be opened that they might storm into the city.

Eumund struck forward, attacking Theobald; the young knight was trained by Richard of Alwood and had all the makings of a master swordsman to rival Alfbrand and Alfmod themselves. Yet despite weariness, age, and wounds, Theobald was no less; he defended himself with utmost cunning, retreating into the doorway and hindering Eumund’s room for manoeuvres.

Back and forth, they lunged at each other, but neither fell for the other’s advances. Cries of warning came next, but not from the soldiers defending the walls; on the contrary, it was the attackers calling out. The soldiers lured away to the outmost towers had finally returned and now came to reinforce the gatehouse. Suddenly hard-pressed from both sides, the assault began to falter.

Eumund cast a bitter glance at Theobald, who replied with a grim smile; the young scion of Isarn swiftly turned away and ran towards the ladders. Yelling loudly for his men to retreat, they abandoned their attack and hurried down from the walls; those too slow were cut down without hesitation by the defenders.

The Order soldiers cheered loudly at having stood fast as they watched the retreat of the Isarn soldiers; they had overcome the first serious threat thrown against them. Four days had passed since Athelstan’s arrival, and it had been three days of suffering assaults. As fate would have it, it was on the eve of this day that Brand and the vanguard of the Order army finally returned to Middanhal.
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A soldier had run ahead to proclaim the victory at Bradon, and the vanguard’s entry into the city was made in triumph and accompanied by the adoration of the inhabitants. The Order soldiers had not yet heard about what had transpired in their absence, however, and so they whispered and wondered to know what tarnished the joy of the citizens.

Reaching the courtyard, many stood ready to welcome the conquering heroes home. Brand slid down from his horse and exchanged embraces with his sister, and many others were greeted similarly among both nobleborn and commonborn.

“You seem whole and hale,” Arndis smiled, examining her brother’s condition with a scrutinizing gaze.

“Indeed,” Brand replied, wearing the same expression. “All went as it should.”

“Good,” Arndis exhaled deeply. Nearby stood her ever-present protectors sent by Berimund, and more now joined to stand near Brand and ensure his safety. “I feel better knowing the kingthanes watch over you. I dislike that they could not ride with you on this occasion.”

“Protecting us while we are at the Citadel is one thing,” Brand told her. “Leaving the boundaries of the city sends a statement the good captain might not be prepared to make. Do not let it concern you. I have a whole army protecting me,” he added with a smile and led her by the arm towards the entrance of the buildings. As if to accentuate his words, the nearby Order soldiers struck their fists against chest and murmured ‘Sigvard’s blood’ as the pair passed by. “What of here?” Brand asked as they walked inside. “Considering the news of victory and our northern flank secured, the city seems oppressed rather than relieved.”

“You have not been told? I thought Captain Theobald had sent messengers to you long ago. They are most anxious to see your army return,” Arndis revealed. “The city is under siege from the south.”

“I have returned with the vanguard only,” Brand explained. “His messengers must have reached the army camp and not encountered us. What has happened?”

“Events took a strange turn while you were away,” Arndis confessed hesitantly. “You should go see the captain of the Citadel at once. He will know the truth compared to rumours, which is all I have knowledge of.”
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When Theobald had returned from the walls, Brand approached him in his quarters. “Captain,” Brand spoke out to gain his attention.

Theobald, dirty and worn from fighting with many cuts, removed his sword belt. “My lord,” Theobald replied before his servant pulled his surcoat over his head. “I am to congratulate you, I hear.”

“And I am to extend same to you,” Brand replied. “Jarl Isarn has been sent on his heels back to Silfrisarn while I am told you have valiantly defended the city against his brother.”

“For a few days now,” Theobald nodded. As the weight of his mail armour disappeared, he sank down into a chair and accepted a mug of ale from his servant. “First, the Vale boy, Konstantine, showed up and demanded to enter the city. When I refused, he began preparations for a siege. Just in time for Athelstan to appear, seize his equipment, and use it against us,” the captain spoke with a bitter voice. “I do not fear an unproven boy, but I could do without having Athelstan at my gates, fully prepared for a siege.”

“These walls have withstood all frontal assaults since they were built,” Brand reassured him. “They cannot be taken save by deceit.”

“The way you and Richard did,” Theobald acknowledged with raised eyebrows.

“As we did,” Brand nodded. “The soldiers I have brought with me will reinforce your garrison until Sir Richard arrives with the main army and our reinforcements from Theodstan. More troops from the jarldom should be on their way as well. In a few days, we will have equal numbers to Athelstan.”

“A few days may be too long,” the captain said grimly. “Even with the men you brought, we have few warriors of experience left. The new recruits do not last long.”

“Should the worst happen and the walls are breached,” Brand considered, “we retreat beyond the Mihtea. The Arnsbridge is easy to defend, and it will cost them dearly to try and cross the river by any means,” the tall lieutenant spoke casually. “If need be, we may retreat further to the Citadel and hold the northern fortifications, keeping the gate open. We can certainly hold out a few days until Sir Richard arrives.”

From his seat, Theobald looked up at Brand. “That abandons Lowtown to the enemy. Hardly acceptable.”

“I do not see how that would impair us,” Brand frowned. “That will not cost us troops or resources.”

“The destruction and death caused by fighting in the streets will be disastrous!” Theobald exclaimed. “The city has already endured too much of that. Even worse, if Athelstan has to withdraw, he may well set Lowtown on fire to keep us from harrying his retreat,” Theobald said impatiently.

“That may come to pass, but it is not certain,” Brand argued.

“I will not risk it,” Theobald declared. “We cannot allow Athelstan to seize any part of the city.”

“You would defend the walls to the last man,” Brand said questioningly.

“I would,” Theobald answered forcefully.

“What then, when that does not suffice?” Brand retorted. “You said yourself we lack soldiers with experience. We must keep our heads cool and spare our troops. We must be prepared to fall back beyond the Arnsbridge and abandon Lowtown if it becomes untenable to defend the walls.”

“You would sacrifice the lower city?” Theobald asked incredulously, rising to his feet. “You would gladly risk it burning or destroyed, tens of thousands left homeless, and who knows how many might perish?”

“I would sacrifice half the city to save the other half rather than lose it all,” Brand said without emotion. “This is war, captain. There are no easy choices. We must be prepared to risk and lose whatever is necessary in order to preserve what will bring us victory.”

“I know what war is,” Theobald all but shouted. He took a few limping steps towards Brand, leaning his head back a bit to stare into the other man’s face. “I do not need a boy to remind me of risk and loss!”

“If you say so, captain,” Brand spoke in a cold voice. “The walls are yours to defend as you see fit. Your garrison is yours to command. But the men placed under my command,” he said with emphasis on the last two words, “will take their orders from me.”

“You do not have authority here,” Theobald argued. “You are not even a knight! I am captain of the Citadel. The city is my responsibility to defend,” he said with a seething voice. “Every soldier here will do as I command, defend the city as I order them to!”

“You may very well believe that,” Brand told the captain, stepping towards the door. “But I suggest you ask the soldiers first before you make such assumptions. You may find that they disagree,” the lieutenant finished with an unimpressed expression and left the room.
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When Brand approached his quarters with two kingthanes behind as had become customary, he saw a shape waiting outside his door. It was short, like a child, dressed in colourful clothes. Brand frowned slightly as the other person discovered him and all but leapt towards the squire and his protectors. The two kingthanes tensed for a moment, hands reaching for weapons at the sudden movement. As another moment passed, it was revealed to belong to the jester Baldric, and both squire and thanes relaxed.

“Baldric greets you,” the short man said with an overly complicated bow. “He trembles to be in the presence of such lordly might.”

“He may still himself,” Brand replied dryly, “since to him I am but a squire. Unless Baldric is considering joining the Star? Every man will be needed at the walls,” the young man smiled sardonically.

“Alas, one as short as Baldric may never reach for the stars,” the fool said sadly. “His lordship is kind, but Baldric knows better. He has known many descended from the first dragon, and Baldric can tell when he is in the presence of one,” the fool added with a sly look.

“I will take that as a compliment,” Brand acknowledged curtly. “Was there any other reason you sought to speak with me? I am somewhat weary.”

“Of course, of course,” Baldric hurried to say, almost dancing around as if incapable of standing still for too long. “Baldric merely wished to say that many among court, this one included, were hoping to see this young drake dining courtside.”

“I probably will,” Brand remarked, “since my sister will be taking her meals there. But tell me, why does this one care?” the squire asked, emphasising the last three words of the sentence.

“Baldric has seen many things,” the jester explained, weaving his hands around in the air and twisting his shoulders. “But that a dragon should hatch from an eagle’s egg, now that is the strangest yet. Nonetheless, here we are, a silver spur with kingthanes at his back and an army at his call. Maybe such a silver spur could use a cupbearer for his thirst or a fool for his amusement,” Baldric finished, and the squire gave him a scrutinising look, inspecting him with a curious glance.

“I make no such demands, nor have I such requirements,” Brand declared.

“Of course, of course,” Baldric nodded eagerly. “Nothing said, nothing claimed.”

“I may be too occupied with the siege to observe any meal routines,” the squire added.

“All will understand the burden of command and your absence,” Baldric said sagely.

“Very well. Depending on the circumstances, perhaps you may find me in the great hall. I bid you farewell,” Brand finished, giving a short nod before moving past the jester to enter his rooms. The kingthanes remained outside, taking up position and glancing at Baldric. He, in turn, gave a spirited smile and leapt away.
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The following morning, the garrison marched onto the southern walls and prepared to be assaulted by the Isarn forces. Nothing immediate was within sight, however; none of the enemy soldiers could be spotted on the stockade built to enclose the city. Anxious, the soldiers kept their eyes glued towards any sign of movement, Brand, Theobald, and Fionn among them. One stood immobile gazing south, one hobbled around a little, restless, and the third paced around impatiently.

An hour passed until, at last, Theobald ordered scouts to investigate. It was a hard task to give, considering they only dared spare a handful of men, and they would be walking directly into territory held by the enemy. Eventually, some among the more experienced soldiers, men-at-arms all, volunteered for the task, and they were let outside the gate.

It was impossible to hide in the open land between the city walls and the siege camp. The scouts had been given some of the few available horses, and they could plainly be seen riding towards the stockade. From the gatehouse and the towers, their comrades watched them anxiously. Yet no arrows rained down on them as they reached the palisades, no spears suddenly appeared, no javelins were thrown.

The stockade was not tall; one of the scouts moved to stand on the back of his horse and was able to climb over the wooden stakes. The defenders remaining in the city, those with the sharpest eyes, could see him move back and forth, gazing everywhere. At length, he leaned over to speak to the other scouts, ostensibly reporting his findings. Finally, he moved towards the gate and opened it, letting his brethren inside the stockade. From there, they disappeared out of view, and the garrison had no choice but to wait until when or if the scouts returned.
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In the end, it took hours before any word reached Middanhal again. Some of the defenders had been sent home to rest; others like Theobald, Brand, and Fionn had taken their meal in the gatehouse and received the scouts immediately upon their return.

There were many details for the outriders to relate, all the strands of the story they had finally managed to weave together. With an impatient noise from Theobald to prompt them, however, the scouts cut to the core of the matter. They had found the siege camp abandoned as well as what remained of the main camp of the Isarn army a few miles away. Only objects too heavy to transport with ease, such as the catapults, had been left behind. After searching beyond, they eventually encountered the reason for this.

The advance party of an army from Vale had been spotted far to the west, in the direction of Coldharbour. The main bulk was still beyond immediate reach, apparently, but presumably, Athelstan’s scouts had discovered what Theobald’s had as well. Rather than risk becoming trapped between Vale’s army and the garrison of Middanhal, suffering the same fate that Athelstan had unleashed upon Konstantine by assaulting his scattered troops conducting a siege, the commander of Isarn’s army had chosen to withdraw and consider his options.

“Well,” Fionn remarked prosaically, leaning against one of the crenellations while biting into a pod of peas, “as long as they keep scaring each other away, defending the city will be easy.”

“Take a strong body of men,” Theobald began to speak, “grab some axes, ride out, and chop those catapults into pieces. There is no need to leave them intact for whoever intends to besiege us next,” the captain commanded Fionn, who nodded in response.

“The siege towers?” Brand said questioningly, to which the captain shook his head.

“They are within range of our archers. Better to tempt the enemy to retrieve them and make it costly,” Theobald argued.

“As you prefer,” Brand deferred, though the vague smile on his lips belied his subservient attitude.

“How long until Richard returns?” the captain asked.

“The day after tomorrow at the earliest. Possibly the day after that,” Brand estimated. “Though if your messengers reached him, he will strive to make haste, no doubt.”

“If we are lucky, Vale and Athelstan will destroy each other for us,” Theobald pondered.

“If we are lucky,” Brand repeated; he gave a small, courteous nod and departed, followed as always by two kingthanes.
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A handful of miles away, the Isarn army had made camp for the night. There were twice as many sentries posted as usual, and scouts on swift horses roamed the area despite the darkness, ensuring that no movements would go unnoticed. Although Athelstan had defeated the Vale army once before, he took no chances; especially not this close to Middanhal, with the risk that its garrison might become involved in any battle or possibly raid his camp while fighting the Vale army.

In his tent, Athelstan was studying a map of Adalrik. Occasionally his fingers moved over the terrain, hovering over the flat lands just south of the capital before the terrain became hilly between the rivers Cudrican and Sureste. Eumund was also present, but he was more agitated, sitting restlessly in his seat. “We were so close,” he spoke bitterly, clenching his hand into a fist. “I was on the wall. I was almost in the gatehouse itself.”

“There is no point in dwelling on it,” Athelstan told him without looking up. “What matters is the situation now rather than what it might have been.”

“I still do not understand how the Order could have retaken the city,” Eumund grumbled. “We left a thousand men or so. How could the garrison at the Citadel have overwhelmed them?”

“That is a question we will have answered once the city is ours once more. Again, retain your focus on the situation at hand,” Athelstan cautioned his nephew.

“Very well,” Eumund acceded. “Should we attack the Vale army? It went well last time.”

“I find it strange they would dare to return,” his uncle frowned.

“From what the prisoners told us, Vale’s nephew is a fool,” Eumund said casually. “I believe him capable of such a decision.”

“But he was a frightened fool,” Athelstan argued. “He turned tail and ran all the way to Coldharbour. Something must have given him the courage to face us again, most likely reinforcements. By now, the jarl must know that our army is not marching on Valcaster, freeing his troops.”

“We have defeated everything we have faced,” Eumund declared, reaching out to pour himself a cup of wine. “I do not fear any number of soldiers that Vale brings against us.”

“We should not let that spur us into carelessness,” Athelstan warned him. “We retreat further south until the river Cudrican. We can retreat beyond it if we need to, and until then, it will provide us with fresh water.”

“You think it necessary to retreat further?” Eumund asked, surprised.

“The Order remains an unknown factor in all of this. I will not risk them attacking us while we are engaged with Vale. We must accept the realities of our situation, Nephew.”

“You sound as if our plight is great,” Eumund frowned. “True, Middanhal is beyond our grasp for now, but surely its garrison is light. We saw that during our assaults. We will have to face Vale in battle sooner or later. Once they are defeated, we will retake Middanhal, and Father’s armies will reinforce us.”

“Our immediate goals have not changed, no,” Athelstan replied, “but our room to manoeuvre is greatly diminished. Should we be defeated, we can no longer retreat to Middanhal and our own lands. We will be besieged in Ingmond, where the population is hostile against us, and hope of relief is dim. Furthermore, the lord marshal remains in Hæthiod with five hundred knights and the Hæthian levies,” the old knight reminded the young.

“You think the lord marshal might abandon the campaign against the outlanders and march against us?” Eumund asked with doubt in his voice.

“I do not think it likely, but if we are trapped in Ingmond just on the other side of the border...” Athelstan gave a shrug. “I do not wish to find out. Hence, we cannot afford a single mistake. Every care must be taken. We must win the next battle, or this army and we with it will be hunted down.”

“We best make sure we win, then,” Eumund said casually, taking a sip of his wine.

“Indeed,” Athelstan said absentmindedly, his attention resuming on the map.

“Uncle,” Eumund began to speak with hesitation, “do you blame me for the failure of taking the gatehouse? When we assaulted Middanhal.”

Athelstan looked up at his nephew. “Do you think I should blame you?”

“Hard to tell,” Eumund replied. “Your plan to take the gatehouse was good, and it was my task to execute it, yet it failed. Same as how I was supposed to take the Citadel in the first place. I called a retreat on both those occasions because it seemed lost, and now that the castle garrison has retaken Middanhal...” his voice trailed off before he continued again. “I worry that my decisions have twice over cost us control of the city.”

Athelstan sat silent for a moment. “Remember what I have told you,” he began to say, “about the most important quality a good captain possesses?”

“Good lieutenants,” Eumund answered without hesitation.

Athelstan nodded. “A captain is only as capable as his lieutenants. Before a battle, he may devise strategies and tactics. However, once it has begun, a battle is decided on the front lines. A good strategy can only bring you so far,” he told his nephew. “You must trust your lieutenants to act and react according to how the battle develops. Could we have taken the gatehouse and thereby the city if you had pressed on rather than retreated from the walls? Possibly,” Athelstan granted. “But it was also possible that you and my strongest warriors would have been slaughtered or imprisoned, and I would have been left without my best lieutenant,” he continued. “You deemed it most likely that the latter would have happened, and so you called a retreat. I trust your decisions, Eumund. Else I would have stripped you of your rank and responsibility.”

“Thank you, Uncle,” Eumund said, sounding relieved.

“Do not let doubts concerning past decisions cloud your mind. It will make you indecisive in battle, which is the worst quality a commander can have. Cast these thoughts aside that you may rest soundly,” Athelstan ordered him. “We have trying days ahead.”

“As you say, Uncle,” Eumund assented and left to do as commanded.
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THE VELVET GLOVE
COLDHARBOUR



Earlier that week, while Athelstan was preparing his assault on Middanhal, the Vale army was still recovering from its defeat and had retreated into the safety of Coldharbour, tending to their wounded. Other than that, they had done little else except cause trouble for the local inhabitants. The appearance of Athelstan, his capture of the siege camp and its engines, his usurpation of their stated goal of besieging Middanhal, all of it had left Konstantine aimless.

Coldharbour was not large enough to warrant an Order garrison; it did not hold specific strategic interest like Tricaster, and it was not considered a source of sedition. It had a small keep manned by soldiers employed by the jarl of Vale, and the rest of the city was built around its harbour. From the east, the river Cudrican streamed towards the city and here met the great river Mihtea. That river, in turn, flowed through Middanhal southwest in this direction, and just north of Coldharbour, the river made a sharp drop. This kept ships from sailing further up the river; hence, any shipped goods destined for Middanhal had to stop at Coldharbour and continue over land. Considering the endless stream of trade flowing towards Middanhal, this was an oft occurrence, at least in times of peace. Now, the only ships that docked in Coldharbour were those belonging to the jarl of Vale, and their purpose was not trade but war.

Since the port was the very foundation of the existence of Coldharbour, nearly everything in the city was directed towards it. The keep was not part of the city walls and outer fortifications as in many other places; instead, it was built separately inside the city, central to the location of the harbour so that its towers had full vision and reach of the many ships moored by its piers. The grandest house lay right by the water and belonged to the alderman of the guilds, the highest local authority in Coldharbour. The guilds chose the alderman and, thus, the ruler of the city; however, since the city lay in the jarldom of Vale, the alderman was also the jarl’s representative and, to some extent, accountable to the jarl for how the city was run.

Konstantine had eschewed staying at the keep, opting for the more luxurious rooms available at the alderman’s estate; as the heir to the jarl and thus his future lord, the alderman had not been in a position to refuse. Arion, an ever-present shadow to Konstantine, had also been given a room in that house with a desk to write his reports. When not occupied with such, the chamberlain could usually be found on the roof of the house, watching the docks.

Finally, some days after the arrival of the Vale army to Coldharbour, Arion walked slowly through the corridors of the house until he reached Konstantine’s room. He knocked loudly, waiting for an answer. When he was not given leave to enter, Arion knocked again with increased fervour.

“What is it?” a voice yelled from inside, which, despite it being noon, sounded rusty from sleep.

“Milord, you should prepare,” Arion said through the closed door.

The sound of shuffling could be heard before the door opened to reveal Konstantine wearing a nightshirt. As one hand opened the door, the other reached out to grab a wineskin. “What?” the youth asked surly.

“A ship has just docked,” Arion began to explain.

“Hardly worth disturbing me for,” Konstantine complained.

“Upon its mast is the personal banner of Vale,” Arion elaborated.

The wineskin almost slipped through Konstantine’s hand. “My father or my uncle?”

“Who can say?” Arion shrugged in ignorance.

“I need to get to the keep,” Konstantine said, glancing around as if searching for something. “And clothes,” he added, putting the wine away to pull his nightshirt over his head.

“I doubt that will be necessary,” Arion told him, turning around while the young nobleman changed clothes. “Whoever is arriving, I expect they will come straight here.”

“How can they know I am here?” Konstantine asked puzzled, pausing his movements out of bewilderment.

“I wrote it in the accounts I send to your uncle, naturally,” Arion said with a voice carrying the tone of explaining something obvious. “He or your father should be here any moment. You should finish getting dressed, milord,” he added with a smile that Konstantine could not see.

[image: ]


The alderman, his family, his servants, and his guests were all gathered in the main hall of his home to welcome the visiting dignitary. Despite the number of people present, silence reigned; nothing could be heard except the disharmonious breathing of every person in the room. Thus, it was easy to hear as heavy steps thundered down the hallway outside, until finally, the doors slammed open. In walked Konstans, flanked by two thanes.

The alderman moved forward cautiously, anxiously, but he barely had time to open his mouth and greet the visitor before he was stopped. “Leave us,” Konstans said harshly. Although he said nothing else, his eyes were fixed on Konstantine; there was no doubt that the youth was the one person meant to stay. The rest nervously filtered towards the nearest doors until Konstans was alone with his son.

“Father,” Konstantine began to speak. Before he could act or react further, Konstans crossed the distance between them with alacrity and gave his son a backhanded slap across the face with enough force to send the youth to the floor.

“Do not dare to speak,” Konstans said with ice in his voice. “You inbred imbecile. You are no son of mine. How could you act with such unbridled, undiluted stupidity!” The final words were spoken with a roar as his temper was unleashed.

“But Father,” Konstantine winced as he lay on his back.

“All that I have worked for all these years, you throw away at a moment’s notice! I should have you on the rack for this. No, thrown in the stocks and let every beggar spit on you,” Konstans said with malice. He walked over to where Konstantine lay on the floor, and the latter gasped and shook with fear, raising his hands to shield his face. It was not necessary, however, as Konstans did not strike him further; instead, he crouched down and spoke with a whisper. “Know this, boy,” he said with venom in his voice, “the fact that you are my son would not have spared you from my wrath. Only because you are my brother’s heir, and I have no patience for our cousins and their dullard offspring, will you not be stripped of your name and sent into exile. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Father,” Konstantine whimpered.

“Now I must figure out how to resolve this,” Konstans said, speaking mostly to himself as he straightened up and began to pace around the room.

“Father, I am sorry,” Konstantine said, stressing each word. He pulled himself up to sit on the floor rather than lie prone and raised his eyes towards his father. “I did not know Athelstan was coming. When they attacked, everything happened so swiftly, and it was lost before I knew anything.”

Konstans ceased walking and turned to send his son a cold stare. “You think that your defeat is the source of my displeasure? Are you really so witless?” When Konstantine could not find anything to answer with, his father spoke again. “While you were a fool to allow Athelstan to ambush you, I should not have expected differently. That is what happens when you send a boy against a man,” he said disdainfully. “No, what angered me was your moment of boundless folly when you decided to besiege Middanhal.”

“But that is what you sent me here to do,” Konstantine said, bewildered.

“No, you dolt,” Konstans roared again, “I sent you to isolate Middanhal! Block the connection between Isarn’s lands and Athelstan’s army, help starve him out. The Order had already done that for us. How is this beyond your mental grasp?”

“I thought they would lose the city again,” Konstantine tried to explain. “They cannot be many to defend it. They refused to let us enter. They wanted me to give up command, to take the army from me.”

“Then you should have stalled,” Konstans said, his voice constantly on the verge of breaking into a yell. “Withdrawn, delayed, pretended misunderstanding. Anything but what you actually did. How could you ever have thought that attacking the Order was a good choice of action?” When Konstantine did not readily reply, his father urged him on. “I am serious. What moronic idea possessed you? Make me understand, my son.” The last word was spoken with a sneer.

“If we controlled the city,” Konstantine spoke, “we could do what Isarn tried to do.” His voice had trembled at first, but now it became steady. “Rule the Adalthing, bend them to our will.”

“And make your uncle king,” Konstans finished the line of thought, though contempt was present in his tone. “With you as his heir. How vulgarly transparent of you.”

“Does that matter if it worked?” Konstantine dared to ask as he finally stood up. He was not quite as tall as his father, however, and he still had to look up to him.

“You are as ignorant as that swartling Isarn!” Konstans exclaimed. “I see I must explain in detail.” He slowly released his breath before he spoke again in a malicious tone. “The king of this realm is called the Dragon of Adalrik. He wears the Dragon Crown. He sits upon the Dragon Throne. Do you see the imagery at work here?” he asked with an acidic voice. “Only a dragonborn may take that seat, wear that crown, hold that title. Yes, we may force the Adalthing into submission, but many of the nobles will demur at this. Do you truly think the Order, the guilds, or even the common rabble on the streets will accept anything but a true atheling of Sigvard to rule?” Konstans exhaled, making the sound into a scoff. “No, we must respect how Sigvard’s line has played this. They have managed to secure their grasp on the throne exceedingly well.”

“But Isarn –” Konstantine tried to object.

His father cut him off. “Isarn is a fool! ‘Ironfist’ indeed. He understands no other way to rule but by dictate and brute force. Do you not understand, Konstantine, the hand that rules with a velvet glove wields infinitively more power. Forcing people to do your bidding can be done by any brute, but it will only last until a stronger man takes it from you. No,” Konstans shook his head, “you must rule so that people desire to be ruled by you. So that there is no better alternative. So that they obey your wishes without questioning it.”

“Sorry, Father,” Konstantine mumbled. “I see that it was a mistake to try and emulate Isarn.”

“That is not even half of it,” his father said harshly. “Do you still not realise the depth of your ineptitude? You are wearing my patience thin,” he sneered. “Do you not understand that Isarn had one chance to do this right? Seize Middanhal, have himself declared king, execute all those against him, ourselves included. The moment that we escaped, he lost his chance. Now the South is rising against him, and he has made himself an enemy of the Order.”

Konstans paused briefly before continuing, glancing towards the windows that allowed light to enter the hall. “It was the greatest gift that refuse of a jarl could have given us,” he spat out. “All we had to do was endure. Survive, let Isarn wear himself out. By rebelling, he made it the Order’s priority to defeat his armies, seize his lands, and place him in chains. Sooner or later, the Order armies in Herbergja and Fontaine would have responded. Our combined armies would have crushed Isarn, and the result would be an Adalthing devoid of our greatest foe and all of his influence. Whatever we desired could have been ours, all within the confines of the law,” Konstans elaborated.

“But now,” he continued with weary anger, “now you have done the same. Attacked the Order, made us traitors. You discarded our greatest advantage,” he spoke, and there was almost a sense of disbelief in his voice. “Even if we survive this, the Order, the Adalthing, the people, all will view us with extreme distrust. And to the south, that slime Adelard of Korndale is waiting for his opportunity. Now, he may not even need pretext!” Konstans exclaimed. “With half the realm declared traitors, it only takes one marshal to send a letter to Korndale and request the king’s assistance in Adalrik. The Order will practically throw it into his lap, and that Dalish silkworm will have what he has been salivating to get all his life!”

“I am sorry, Father,” Konstantine managed to stammer as realisation finally struck him.

“You will be,” Konstans promised with a dark look in his eyes. “But first, I must salvage this. Keep the Order from declaring us outlaws. Prevent the rest of Adalrik from seeing us as usurpers. And do it swiftly before that slug Adelard is shaken out of his stupor and realises the realm has been served to him on a platter!”

Konstantine did not speak again upon hearing the ire in his father’s words, who in turn recommenced pacing back and forth. At length, he stopped and walked over to one of the doors, tearing it open. On the other side stood Arion, the alderman, and various others, mostly servants. They all fluttered away, blushing, except Arion, who simply faced his master. “Arion,” Konstans said curtly, and the chamberlain stepped forward to enter the hall. “The atheling houses, Arnling and Hardling.”

“Yes, milord?”

“Who are their lords?” Konstans asked.

“As I recall from the Adalthing,” Arion frowned, “House Arnling is led by Adalbrand.”

“Presumptuous name,” the nobleman snorted.

“He is around twenty, maybe a little older,” the chamberlain estimated as he dug out facts from his memory. “Has a sister. He is a soldier in the Order like his predecessors.”

“Useless,” Konstans said dismissively. “He is probably dead at Lake Myr or running around somewhere on the moors. Hardling?”

“The old lord died last year, I recall, hunting accident,” Arion said contemplatively. “His eldest son is very young, seventeen perhaps. He has an older sister and two younger brothers, I believe.”

“Good,” Konstans nodded. “Young, easier to control, and with brothers to spare, considering the dragonborn are dying like flies. Would our young Lord Hardling be in Middanhal?”

“No, milord,” Arion shook his head. “You reached out to him after the funeral of the prince in order to secure his support, but he had already left for Hardburg with his family.”

“Hardburg,” Konstans muttered, “only a few days’ ride from here. If you beat your horse enough,” he added pensively. “Give me solitude,” he said abruptly in a louder voice, and both Arion and Konstantine left the hall.

A quarter of an hour passed in the hallway. The only sound that could be heard from outside the door to the hall was Konstans walking around the room. With the spectacle over, the inhabitants of the house had dispersed, and only Arion and Konstantine remained. Finally, the door was pulled open with unnecessary force, revealing Konstans behind it. “Arion,” the nobleman said curtly, “procure three fresh horses for me. Same number for my two thanes. I ride to Hardburg myself.”

“Milord,” Arion obeyed, bowing and leaving at once.

“As for you,” Konstans continued with an embittered look at his son, “you will gather those feeble buffoons acting as your lieutenants and prepare the army. If Athelstan is besieging Middanhal, we must act quickly. Begin the march towards the capital immediately, but do not engage him. Keep a day’s march between your forces and his, do you understand?” he asked with a savage undercurrent in his voice.

“Yes, Father,” Konstantine murmured.

“Do nothing until I arrive. Gods help you if you make another mistake, for I will not,” he warned before he left with haste.
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As Konstans commanded, so it was done. While he rode to Hardburg with a few attendants, his son had the remainder of Vale’s northern forces assembled from the various taverns, alehouses, and places of ill repute in Coldharbour that had enjoyed their patronage these last days. While the defeat suffered at Athelstan’s hands had caused casualties, those numbers had not been high; in fact, more soldiers had most likely been lost to desertion in the aftermath. Still, more than three thousand remained in fighting condition.

Furthermore, Konstans had not arrived alone either. With Athelstan’s army gone from the South, there was no need to keep the southern lands and cities heavily garrisoned. All the soldiers conscripted in the last weeks had been placed on transports and travelled with Konstans to Coldharbour. All in all, another three thousand stood ready and followed Konstantine on the march east, an army with the numbers to match Athelstan’s or the Order’s.

After five days, they were close to Middanhal. There was no sign of the Isarn army, however; the scouts returned only with reports of empty roads and fields. Fearing to be ambushed as before, Konstantine did not move his army closer towards Middanhal but ordered it to remain in camp. A few more days passed without event; then, finally, his father joined him. Konstans did not arrive alone but accompanied by other banners than his own. Within the hour, the army was breaking camp and preparing to march towards the capital.
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THE GREATER FOE
MIDDANHAL



In the capital, the Order was taking full advantage of the respite given to them. While none of the commanders could divine why Vale’s army was remaining camped a few days out and not making any move, they were grateful for the extra time to prepare. Richard had arrived with the main army, meaning that Middanhal finally had a full garrison with every tower, wall, and post manned. Add to that, more levies from Theodstan had arrived at the same time to bolster their forces, and the Order now had about six thousand men at their disposal.

With the threat from Silfrisarn lessened and the northern gate open, more than soldiers from Theodstan entered Middanhal. Travellers of a more peaceful nature were allowed inside as well. Among them was a tall, thin beggar wearing a blindfold; he was accompanied by a boy of some fourteen years dressed in the robes of a Temple novice. They did not venture that far along the Arnsweg, however, but merely followed its curve around the Citadel until they reached the entrance to the southern courtyard. Here, the beggar hesitated and halted his step.

“What’s wrong?” Egil asked, puzzled.

“My task was to investigate the truth concerning your dead prince and to see you safely returned,” Ælfwine began to explain. “Taking you to the very gate of the Citadel should fulfil the latter part. You may relate all we have learned to your master, which should fulfil the former part.”

“But my master would give anything to speak to you,” Egil urged. “There is so much you might tell us, so many gaps to fill.”

“I know little of the history of your kind,” Ælfwine argued. “Besides, I meant what I once told you. My kind belongs in the legends and old tales. We have no wish to interfere with the rest of the world any longer.”

“But –” Egil tried to object.

“Remember your promise,” Ælfwine said sternly. “You will keep my confidence.”

“I remember,” Egil said a little sullenly.

“Good,” the Elf replied with an inkling of a smile.

Ælfwine turned to leave, but he was held back by Egil quickly speaking again. “Will we ever meet again?” the boy asked.

“Considering the only reasons I would venture south of the forest, I hope not,” came the reply; with no further words, Ælfwine crouched a little, leaned against his staff, and transformed himself into a beggar once more. The last that Egil saw of him, he walked at the edge of the street between the Citadel wall and a company of soldiers marching past. For a moment, due to his height, the tip of his hat was visible; a moment later, not even that could be seen.

Egil stood as if daydreaming for a while, staring at nothing; then, he was brought awake by soldiers pushing him aside as they walked into the courtyard while laughing crudely. Composing himself, Egil grimaced at the soldiers before he, too, stepped forward, returning home.
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When Richard returned to Middanhal, he was not only accompanied by Order soldiers, reinforcements from Theodstan, and errant apprentices; Theodoric had also been part of the retinue. He went straight to his chambers and found them empty save Holwine. They greeted each other discreetly upon this reunion and gave no sign that they were anything other than master and servant. Holwine was, as customary, dressed in men’s clothing and with a cap hiding her hair. “My compliments on your victory,” she smiled, giving a little bow in a manner that made it seem like a jest.

“Thank you,” the jarl responded. “My sister is not here?”

“She is with friends,” Holwine explained. “The Arnling girl and the veiled one from the heath.”

“I will see her later, I suppose.”

“No doubt,” Holwine assented before changing the topic and her tone of voice as it grew discerning. “You do not seem like a man satiated with victory, returning from a battle won.”

“I am pleased that we won, naturally,” Theodoric tried to explain, sitting down on a chair and wringing his hands as if seized by indecisiveness. “I only worry what the consequences might be in the long term.”

“What might they be?” Holwine asked.

“We defeated Isenhart, but he is not the man that concerns me,” Theodoric admitted.

“Sir Athelstan,” his servant guessed.

“He is twice the commander that his brother is. He proved that against Marcaster. Now I am told that he is close, having almost retaken the city with but a few days of assault!” the jarl exclaimed, gesturing wildly. “While he may have retreated for now, it is a short-lived reprieve. He controls all of Ingmond. Plenty of supplies and winter quarters for his troops. Sooner or later, we will have to face him in battle.”

“I understand your reluctance, milord, given Sir Athelstan’s reputation,” Holwine said slowly, “but he cannot be invincible. Your soldiers proved themselves against Jarl Isenhart. Sir Richard is a strong warrior. We all know this. He also seems most capable as a captain.”

“That is my concern,” Theodoric professed. “Richard is captain in name only. He fights on the front line while every command, every strategy is decided by his young and most inexperienced lieutenant.”

“The young dragonborn?” Holwine frowned. “I have heard what I assumed were rumours and exaggerations only.”

“Perhaps to some extent, but not entirely. All of Richard’s decisions have come from his mind,” Theodoric confided in her. “There is barely any pretence left. Adalbrand simply commands, and Richard obeys like any other soldier.”

“But is there harm in this?” Holwine ventured to ask at length. “Does the victory against Jarl Isenhart not show that he is capable, at least?”

“He is,” Theodoric admitted, “but against Athelstan? The lad was Athelstan’s squire, did you know? It is quite natural that he would possess some tricks passed down by that old wolf, but do you trust a twenty-year-old squire to lead our armies to victory against the most feared commander in the realms?”

“I would not bet heavily on those odds,” Holwine acknowledged.

“In some ways, the victory against Isenhart might be detrimental to our cause,” Theodoric stated. “It has only affirmed Richard’s belief in Adalbrand. He is deaf to all concerns. And the soldiers, I have seen them in camp when our young lieutenant approaches. They greet him by beating fist against chest as a true atheling of Sigvard.”

“You fear he is growing proud?”

“How could he not?” Theodoric asked rhetorically. “Even his very name, Adalbrand, is arrogance incarnate. I knew his father, Arngrim, to some extent. What was he ever thinking to invoke the House of Adal through his son’s name?” The jarl shook his head. “None of his predecessors, none of the atheling houses ever dared to do so before. Which leads to my greatest fear.”

“Milord?” Holwine said questioningly.

“Isenhart has set a dangerous precedent, seizing the capital to force himself into power. When that happened, I sought the aid of the Order,” Theodoric explained. “It is their task to prevent this. But young Adalbrand, he seems to have the full support of the only Order army in Adalrik. Should he seize Middanhal, what army is going to stop him?” the jarl contemplated. “Vale, Isarn, Arnling. A pack of wolves tearing the realm apart.”

“Then it is good that the jarl of Theodstan is more cunning than all of them combined,” Holwine said reassuringly. “That same jarl will use his skills to keep the realm together.”

Theodoric looked up with a half-hearted smile. “Ten years ago, I would have been one of those wolves. When I was dragonlord, I schemed with more delight and fervour than the villains of those dreadful stage plays from Fontaine.”

“I recall,” Holwine said with a grin. “Those were indeed delightful days. What prompted this change of heart, if I may ask?”

“It was my fault,” Theodoric said, his voice faltering. “It is my fault.”

“Pardon, milord?” Holwine frowned.

“The war in Heohlond. This succession crisis. All of it.” The jarl scratched his forehead and ran his hand through his hair. “Years of strife, civil war. I caused it.”

“Forgive me, but how could that be possible?” Holwine asked sceptically.

“It was I who was supposed to go when Clan Boyd caused trouble near the border to Adalrik. As jarl of Theodstan, it was my duty to handle the matter,” he spoke with a voice that slowly grew quieter. “But I was too occupied in Middanhal with all my plots and ploys, so I convinced the king to send his son. Told him it would be valuable experience for Prince Sigmar to understand the subjects he would one day rule to resolve their issues. I sent my friend to his death,” he breathed.

“And war erupted in Heohlond,” Holwine concluded his story.

“Yet the gods have not finished toying with me,” Theodoric continued, speaking with a normal voice. “The first Adalthing that I attend in years, I ensure the election of the lord marshal as lord protector. What happens next? Invasion of Hæthiod, the marshal leaves the realm, and soon after, our young prince is slain. Killed on the road to Valcaster, where I had sent him. My dealings, my schemes placed that boy on that road,” the jarl spoke softly while staring into air. “Now we are at war yet again because of me.”

“You could never have predicted any of this,” Holwine tried to argue.

“That does not seem to matter to the gods,” the jarl replied with an empty smile, finally turning his head to look at her.

Before either of them could speak further, they were interrupted by a knock on the door. Holwine walked over and opened it. “Captain Theobald requests the jarl’s presence in his chambers,” a soldier informed her. “There’s been a message he should hear.”

“Thank you,” Theodoric said from inside the room, standing up. “Tell Theodwyn I will see her later,” he asked of Holwine before he left, walking with a slow pace towards the captain’s quarters.
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When Theodoric arrived at his destination, he saw Theobald, Richard, Brand, and Fionn already present. “I hear word of a message?” the jarl said questioningly, looking around.

The captain nodded. “Arrived not long ago, earlier today,” he said gruffly. “Thought you should all hear. It was one of the soldiers at Saltgate that brought it. It seems we have envoys from Vale seeking to negotiate with us.”

“I wonder if it will go better than last time,” Fionn remarked with coarse laughter.

“The emissary mentioned Lord Konstans himself as the one wishing to speak with us,” Theobald elaborated. “The jarl’s brother.”

“A shrewd man if nothing else,” Theodoric stated. “It may be worth hearing what he has to say.”

“Are we going to simply forget that less than two weeks ago, Vale’s army was besieging us?” Fionn growled. “Unless this Konstans is here to beg forgiveness, I am not inclined to listen to anything he has to say.”

“From what I understand,” Theodoric interceded with a calming voice, “they did not actually make an assault upon Middanhal.”

“Only because Athelstan interfered before they could begin,” Richard snorted.

“Regardless, no blows were actually struck. Perhaps we should not dismiss what aid the jarl of Vale can bring,” Theodoric claimed, sending a glance towards Brand. “Provided these negotiations turn out to be reasonable, of course.”

“I think the esteemed jarl has a point,” Brand acknowledged, prompting Theodoric to give him another glance, one born of surprise. “We must not forget that there is war in Hæthiod as well. The longer this kin strife drags on, the greater toll it will take on the Order. Fighting two wars in different realms,” the squire concluded.

“We will hear what Lord Konstans has to say,” Theobald declared, “and see if some understanding may be reached. Gods know I would rather face Athelstan with Vale’s forces at my side than against me.”

“Fine!” Richard exclaimed a little surly. “Let this excuse of a daleman speak. But he better be on his knees, grovelling,” the knight warned with a contemptuous look before he turned and left the room. The other men exchanged looks but followed suit, heading towards the southern gate.
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In the southern courtyard, the soldiers and servants could witness the leaders of the Order make their way out of the Citadel. Several of those present were the Hæthian longbowmen, practising their craft; they paused briefly upon seeing men of high rank before resuming their training. Normally, the archers of the garrison trained in a hall inside the Citadel built for that very purpose; however, with the sun shining and the weather warm, the bowmen had devised their own range in the southern courtyard along one of the walls, shooting against targets supported by bales of hay.

Some clothes, including an Isarn surcoat, had been stuffed full of straw into the image of a soldier and now served as the current target. As was their wont, the longbowmen were having improvised competitions. Nicholas and Quentin were among them, using the opportunity to retell the story of their nightly assault upon Middanhal and how they had become heroes of the city.

Quentin had just shot his arrow into one of the crude eyes painted upon the target, and picking up his quiver, he stepped away from the line with a satisfied smile. Nicholas moved forward to take his place, but before he could shoot, Quentin placed a hand on his arm. “Nicholas,” he said with caution in his voice.

As Nicholas turned to gaze in the same direction as his friend, his eyes widened in fear at the sight; Berimund, tall and fierce as ever with his axe on his back, was striding straight towards him. Nicholas involuntarily backed a few steps until he hit the courtyard wall. Quentin grabbed the feather of an arrow in his quiver with two fingers and let go with his other fingers so that the case and remaining arrows dropped to the ground. With a grim look in his face, Quentin readied it on the bowstring, though he did not yet draw it back.

Berimund stopped a few paces away; the other archers, sensing something afoot, all gazed intently on the kingthane. From a pocket underneath his leather tunic, Berimund dug something out. At first, his large hand concealed it, but as he stretched out, the shape of a figurine could be determined by its ivory-white colour reflecting the sun. “This belongs to you,” Berimund said gruffly, extending his hand towards Nicholas even as he glanced elsewhere. “I spoke with the tavern keeper,” the kingthane offered as his only explanation.

The archer wore an expression completely devoid of understanding until his eyes finally fell on the statuette. With halting steps, he moved forward and accepted the small trophy from Berimund. “Thank you, milord,” Nicholas mumbled, frowning at the situation. “I appreciate the courtesy,” he added with some relief in his voice.

“Do you have any idea who stole it from you in the first place?” Berimund asked, finally looking at the archer. “The owner of the tavern was of no use.”

“Someone else in the games. Someone who thought they deserved it more than me,” Nicholas guessed; by his side, Quentin relaxed a little, finally removing the arrow from his bow. “They took our names when we entered the tournament. If they still have that list, it might tell you who you seek.”

“I had not thought of that,” Berimund frowned. “That is not bad advice.”

The kingthane almost turned to walk away, but he was halted as Nicholas spoke again. “Milord, the prince travelled in a closed carriage, did he not?”

“Of course,” Berimund answered, frowning. “Except for the window through which the arrow struck.”

“Was it standing still?” Nicholas asked next.

“To some extent,” Berimund replied. “The driver was dead, but the horses became uneasy at the commotion and began to move about.”

“In that case, milord, you need not bother consulting the list. Whoever it was that…” Nicholas made an awkward pause, clearing his throat. “…killed the prince, they would have to be the best marksman I have seen. If such a man had entered the solstice games, he would have won, no doubt about it.”

“How so?” Berimund asked, the frown returning to his face. “I saw you hit that rabbit in flight.”

“True,” Nicholas nodded. “But that was out in the open, I had ample time to take aim, and I was not under threat of being attacked. Striking a moving target through a small opening with only a sliver of a moment to shoot your bow,” Nicholas pointed out, “that takes enormous skill. Not to mention, the archer would have to creep close.”

“Why?” Berimund asked. “We would have caught anybody close by.”

“Of course,” Nicholas quickly agreed. “It just seems necessary for the angle of the shot. Because of the opening,” he added, seeing the perplexed expression on the kingthane’s face. “An arrow flies in an arc such as this.” With a moment’s notice, Nicholas readied an arrow, pulled back, and sent it towards the other end of the range. It flew upwards until it reached the high point of its arc and descended steadily, striking into the chest of the straw target.

“But shooting through a small opening, such as a carriage window, that does not allow for much of an arc,” Nicholas elaborated. “You would have to be fairly close in order to shoot your arrow straight ahead with barely any rise or fall. Otherwise, it will not pass through the opening and strike a target behind it. Unless the prince was standing right by the window, of course,” Nicholas considered.

“He was not,” Berimund clarified, his frown deepening. He grabbed the arrow that Quentin had been holding and prodded its tip against the palm of his other hand, simulating various arcs. Without further words, the kingthane turned and left, still poking the arrowhead in different ways against his hand.

Behind him, Quentin opened his mouth to object as he watched the other man leave with his arrow. A few frustrated sounds escaped the heathman before he abandoned the thought. “Never mind,” he scowled. “It’s your turn, Nicholas,” Quentin nodded towards the straw target placed against the bales of hay, which still had one eye pierced by his own arrow. “One eagle says you can’t hit the other eye.”

“One eagle?” Nicholas repeated as a grin broke out on his face. He grabbed an arrow and notched it on his bow. “Easiest silver I ever made,” he bragged as he pulled back the string. He spent a moment taking aim and let his arrow fly.
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If somebody had stood by one of the windows in the library tower, they could have witnessed the spectacle in the courtyard. All those inside the library were too occupied with other matters to be idly gazing out the window, however. This was also the reason why nobody noticed as the door opened; the shuffle of chairs and people moving masked the sound of hinges in use.

Thus, when Egil stepped inside, nobody spotted him immediately; he, in turn, had plenty of opportunity to gaze around and take in the sight of several girls reading, writing with unsteady hands, or moving books around. A look of confusion left him with his mouth slightly open and his eyes crossed in a frown. Then he was tackled by a shape roughly same size as himself.

“Egil!” Kate exclaimed in a high-pitched voice as she hugged him tightly. He stumbled backwards, almost falling, and was only saved by the door behind him as it kept him upright.

“Hallo, Kate,” he croaked as she squeezed the air out of him. “Good to see you, too.” She finally gave him room to breathe as she took a step back, and he once more glanced around the room. “What is… this?” he ended up asking, struggling to finish the sentence.

“Well, on Rilday, after we’ve been to the Temple, we sneak in some time up here. I think Cook knows, but she doesn’t mind as long as we finish our duties on time,” Kate explained happily. “Of course, we sometimes end up having to stay past first bell in the kitchen, but it’s nice to be here during the day. It can get a little cold in the evening.”

“But,” Egil stammered, “you’re reading. All of you. Kitchen girls.”

“Of course,” Kate said dismissively. “All it takes are two eyes. We got that as much as any other. Though I suppose you could get by even with just one eye,” she contemplated. “As long as you can see the letters. What about you?” she exclaimed. “How was your journey? Where did you go? Did you experience anything exciting?”

“It was long,” Egil confessed. “We went to Heohlond. Plenty of excitement, which I will tell you about later. First, I have to see my master.”

“Master Quill is in the scriptorium,” Kate told him, pointing at the closed door. “I should probably go. Plenty of work to do in the kitchen. See you tonight when I’m done?”

“Sure,” Egil said, sounding a little distracted, but he composed himself enough to give her a smile. “I’ll be here.”

“Great,” Kate said. She hesitated a moment before speaking again. “I’m really glad you’re back, Egil.”

They separated; one left the tower, and the other entered the scriptorium. “Master?” Egil said questioningly, peering inside. At one of the desks sat the aged, bronze-tanned scribe in his dark red robe, his feather pen carefully dancing across a page and leaving a trace of ink to immortalise the events of the past month.

Hearing his title spoken, Quill raised his head with a smile. “Egil?” he said before he even turned to look. With joy spread across his face, the scribe rose from his seat and stepped away from the desk.

Egil walked over towards him and inclined his head. “I’m back, master.”

“Welcome home,” Quill smiled, placing one hand on his shoulder.

“I have a lot to tell you, master,” Egil professed.

“Sit down,” Quill gestured towards a chair. “Tell me everything from the start.”
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A collection of Middanhal’s foremost defenders was found assembled on top of the gatehouse in the afternoon that day. The captain of the Citadel and his current second-in-command; the commander of the Order armies and his first lieutenant; finally, the jarl of Theodstan. They watched as the delegation from Vale, which had been waiting a small distance from the gate, approached flying different banners. One of these was the flag of truce with its white horse head. The other was deep blue with a brown boar as its emblem.

“I thought we were meeting Jarl Vale’s brother,” Richard muttered. “What is this banner?”

“House Hardling,” Theobald replied. “A boar on blue background. The only other house wearing the blue,” he added with a glance towards Brand.

“Right, Hardling, the old boar,” Richard mumbled. “What is he doing here?”

“He is dead,” Fionn corrected him. “Last year while hunting. A boar skewered him on its tusks. Did you not hear? People marvelled so at the coincidence, they did not know whether to grieve or laugh.”

“That does not answer the question of why Hardling is involved,” Theodoric said contemplatively. “Regardless, that is Lord Konstans riding in front. I recognise him.”

“And that brat of his by his side,” Fionn said contemptuously. “Him, I recognise from our last little get-together.”

“My lords,” Arion called out. “My lord and master Konstans of the House of Vale seeks an audience.”

“He is free to speak,” Theobald replied. “He may know that his words will be heard by both the captain of the Citadel and the commander of the Order in Adalrik, who has just returned from a victory against Jarl Isarn on the battlefield.”

“That is joyous news,” Konstans spoke, leading his horse a few paces forward to be positioned in front of his group. “It is for this reason we have come that we might offer aid as loyal subjects of the Crown. We all desire to see an end to this rebellion.”

“Curious,” Fionn called out. “That is not the impression we got last time your men were at our walls.”

“With whom do I have the honour of speaking?” Konstans asked mildly.

“I am Sir Fionn, knight of the Order of Adal,” came the reply. “We have not met before since I have spent the last month defending the Citadel and this city from traitors.”

“Commendable,” Konstans acknowledged. “You will be glad to know that with me marches six thousand men to that end.”

“Is that so,” Richard now called out. “Last I heard, the soldiers of Vale had ends of their own in mind.”

“These soldiers march under the banners of House Hardling,” Konstans clarified. “With me is also Lord Hardmar.” Behind him, the young nobleman in question had his horse move forward a little as he inclined his head in greeting. “He has granted me leave to speak on his behalf and submit these forces to the leadership of the Order that it may bring a swift end to this uprising.”

This declaration caused the men atop the gatehouse to exchange looks. “Is this in earnest?” Theobald frowned. “First, they attack rather than submit, and now they do so without even being asked?”

“Maybe they came to their senses,” Richard shrugged.

“You said you spoke with his son the last time?” Theodoric considered. “I imagine that father and son differ in their approach to handling this matter. Konstans is no fool, far from it. He must have realised that we all have the same desire. To see Isarn defeated for good.”

“Or this may be a ploy,” Brand spoke, hitherto silent, and the others all turned to look at him. “What better way to get his soldiers into the city than to feign submission? We can defend Middanhal for years from any enemy attacking from without. An enemy attacking from within, however,” the squire said soberly, “that would be a roll of the die.”

“Not all jarls are obsessed with committing treason and seizing the capital,” Theodoric objected, though he sounded less certain.

“No,” Brand acknowledged, “but we should allow for the possibility.” None argued against this.

“My lords,” Konstans called out. “I have six thousand men awaiting your command.”

“The Order is grateful for your assistance,” Theobald replied. “Return to camp, my lord, and we shall send word when we have need of you.” He turned to speak more softly to his companions. “That will buy us some time to discuss this in detail.”

“As you say,” Konstans spoke loudly. “Before we leave, however, I have a request.”

“Speak,” Theobald told him.

“My son is young and has much to learn. I would be honoured if he might remain in the Citadel as your guest during these hostilities,” Konstans spoke.

“What is he playing at?” Richard growled, frowning.

“He is offering his son as a hostage,” Theodoric explained, his expression also puzzled.

“Yes, Theodoric, despite your misgivings about my intelligence, I deduced as much,” Richard said curtly. “But what is all this? Marching his soldiers under Hardling banners, giving his son as a hostage. What is his aim?”

“Regardless,” Theobald interjected, “it is not a gesture we should dismiss.” Turning to look over the parapet, he called out. “It would be our pleasure to entertain your son for the time being,” the captain told Konstans. “Open the gate,” he commanded a nearby soldier, who ran into the gatehouse.

As the imposing steel gates slowly began to swing open, Konstantine rode forward to a position next to Konstans. “Father,” he said quietly but with a voice approaching panic, “what are you doing?”

“Is it hard to understand?” Konstans replied coldly. “Because of you, these men suspect we are traitors. Hence it seems fitting that we alleviate such suspicions by delivering you into their hands.”

“But Father,” Konstantine winced, “what if they kill me? Or punish me? I am your son.”

“And as your father, I promise you this,” the elder nobleman spoke with slow, accentuated words, “whatever happens to you behind those gates, it would be worse for you to remain here, outside with me. Do you understand?” The last three words were pronounced with the utmost emphasis.

“Yes, Father,” his son swallowed. Konstantine used his spurs on his horse and rode forward through the gates before they closed behind him with a loud clash.
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In the scriptorium of the library tower, Egil leaned back a little as he finished telling his story. Quill was sitting by his side, jotting down notes as Egil spoke.

“That was quite a tale,” Quill nodded, impressed. “Was this everything?”

“Yes,” Egil claimed, his eyes looking elsewhere. “What will you do with it?”

“First, I will write down a proper record from this,” the scribe explained, gesturing towards his notes. “Normally, I would have sent it to Tothmor, waiting for Godfrey. But with this war, that seems doubtful. I suppose I will simply keep it here for now.”

“Why?” Egil asked and quickly elaborated. “Why are you sending this to Godfrey? Why does he need to know about murders and princes and clans and war?”

“If he wants you to know, he will tell you,” Quill declared. “It is not for me to speak about his affairs.”

“Don’t I deserve to know?” Egil complained. “I risked my life for this. Because of him.”

“Egil,” Quill said with a firm voice, “you undertook this journey because I asked you to. Why would you do as I ask of you?”

“Well, you’re my master,” Egil mumbled.

“Why am I your master?” Quill asked.

“You chose me,” Egil said with a small shrug. “You made me your apprentice.”

“For this, you owe me your loyalty. Is that not true?” Quill asked sternly.

“It is,” Egil admitted.

“That is why you did this,” Quill pointed out.

“But why did Godfrey tell you to ask me? What do you owe him?” Egil questioned.

“You might say that he did for me what I did for you,” Quill said softly. “My debt to him is as great as yours to me.”

“But he is what, twenty years younger than you, master,” Egil frowned. “How is such a thing possible?”

“With Godfrey,” Quill smiled wryly, “never assume. Now,” he continued in a louder voice, “I think a small celebration of your return is in order.” He stood up and walked into an adjacent room, returning with a pouch. Pouring out some of its content, he placed several silver marks in Egil’s hands. “Go to the market and get as many peaches as that will buy.”

“Are there still peaches?” Egil asked. “The merchants won’t have been able to bring any goods to market for a long while now.”

“If not peaches, then try plumes. Or get oat cakes,” Quill smiled. “The world will have fallen apart before these drakonians would accept a shortage of oat cakes. Buy whatever you please.” Egil nodded with a grin and closed his fist around the coins before he left the scriptorium.
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Despite sieges and civil war, the Temple square was still host to the market of Middanhal. There had been some disruptions during the struggles for the city between the Order and Isarn, though, which had also caused its share of destruction. Furthermore, most trade came to Middanhal along the Mihtea through Vale lands; naturally, this had been blocked while Isarn ruled the city. There was thus a shortage of many things, but enough remained for the peddlers and traders to hawk their goods from morning bell to the first evening ring.

The marketplace was split into two parts on either side of the Arnsweg; this left the road open for the many people travelling to the Temple or beyond. There was a constant stream of people crossing from one part to the other, though they had to do so with care; members of the nobility would often drive in carriages or ride on horseback through the square with speed.

Egil watched carefully at the edge of the Arnsweg. From the south, he saw several riders approach; a rare sight, considering nearly all horses in the city had been taken by Athelstan’s army before it marched south or the Order knights before that when they set out for Hæthiod. Staring at them, Egil could see that several of them wore Order surcoats, marking them as knights and men of rank.

When they were gone, Egil crossed the road and entered a section of the market dealing in fruit and vegetables; herbs and spices were nearby with a strong scent that reached him even among the apples and pears. Such was common fare and easy to obtain, and Egil continued further in. Eventually, he reached a stall manned by a man with same skin and hair as Quill. “Greetings, young friend,” he spoke in Mearcian speech with a touch of the accent from Alcázar.

Egil gave the stall keeper a nod and polite smile, glancing over what he had for sale. “It’s not that fresh, is it?” he declared as his eyes ran over the different sorts of exotic fruit.

“As fresh as one could hope for in these trying times,” the vendor argued.

“I see,” Egil responded. “How much for the cherries?”

“Three copper a cluster,” came the prompt answer.

Egil gave a hollow laughter. “I’ll give you one.”

“I paid two myself,” the peddler protested.

“Here,” Egil declared, counting out two silver coins. “I’ll give you these two, and you’ll give me ten stems. Those over there,” the apprentice demanded, gesturing to one end of the display. “Not the old ones.”

“A cruel bargain,” the other man argued, but he did not complain further; accepting the silver, he let Egil pick out his cherries.

“Pleasant day to you,” Egil said, bidding the vendor farewell, given the same in return. With one hand keeping tight hold of the cherry stems, he began walking away. Lured by the smell of the many spices nearby, however, he soon turned his direction and approached, taking in the scent.

While walking around idly, his gaze was caught by a short figure in bright colours. “You are Baldric, the old king’s jester,” Egil spoke out loud, gaining Baldric’s attention. “I saw you perform at winter solstice. You were very funny.”

“Yet what riddle is this before Baldric,” the jester asked with his manic smile. “Why do Temple novices witness spectacles for a king?”

“Oh, I am apprenticed to Master Quill,” Egil explained, pointing at himself. “Is that why you’re buying mistletoe? For your performance at solstice?” he asked, gesturing towards the stalk of leaves and berries in Baldric’s hand.

“It is for a performance indeed,” Baldric giggled. “But if I revealed it now, where would be the fun in that?”

“I just ask since winter is months away,” Egil pointed out. “If you make a winter crown out of that now, it’s going to wither. A clever man might wait with buying mistletoe until it was actually winter.”

“Is that so,” Baldric said slowly before his face lit up in another smile. “But if you expect Baldric to act like a clever man, then who is the fool here?” With a howl of laughter, the jester disappeared between the stalls and the people perusing them.

[image: ]



After returning from the gate, the Order commanders and the jarl of Theodstan had convened in the council chamber inside the Citadel. Konstantine, meanwhile, had been given quarters with soldiers standing outside; their purpose was not to protect him but to guard him.

“Well, what are we thinking?” Richard threw out into the room. “What is Konstans aiming at?”

“It might be genuine,” Theobald admitted. “Giving up his son as hostage sends quite a strong signal.”

“Not just his son,” Fionn added, “the jarl’s heir. It does seem honest.”

“It does,” Brand assented. “Nonetheless, we should not be too swift at letting our guard down. I think Captain Theobald was right to deny their troops entry into the city. There is no need to risk it.”

“If you do not intend to let them defend the city,” Theodoric asked with an arched eyebrow, “what use will these forces be to us?”

“Plenty,” Brand declared. “There is a hostile army this side of the city which they might engage.”

“You would order them to attack Athelstan?” Theobald asked, surprised.

“I would lead them,” Brand declared. “Sir Richard and I,” he added, looking at the knight.

The latter gave a grin in response. “I have never been known to back down from a fight,” Richard stated.

“Perhaps we should consider this more carefully,” Theobald cautioned.

“We will have to face Athelstan sooner or later, will we not?” Brand challenged the others as they exchanged glances. “We have the numbers, and he is near. If we wait too long, he may withdraw to Ingmond, and we could end up having to force him out through a lengthy siege. Attacking him now is our best option.”

“My lieutenant is right,” Richard said gruffly. “He is out in the open. He is confident.”

“He is confident because he has won all other battles so far,” Theodoric burst out. “Let us not forget that.”

“The jarl is right,” Theobald said in a calm voice. “Perhaps defeating Athelstan through a siege is, in fact, the best option. It will be long and perhaps costly, yes, but a far lesser risk than meeting him in open battle. Fionn, your valour is indisputable. Do you disagree?”

“I am not one to back away from a fight either,” Fionn said slowly as he scratched the stubbles on his throat, “but Athelstan is one man I am not keen on facing.”

“While we may be content with a prolonged siege rather than facing Athelstan, outlanders overrun Hæthiod. How long before Heohlond smells our indecisiveness and joins Isarn in rebellion?” Brand asked with another challenging look. “How long before the Seven Realms are aflame?”

“A little dramatic,” Theodoric laughed, though there was no mirth in his voice.

“While that danger may exist, it does not change what is possible and what is not. If we cannot defeat Athelstan on the field, we must choose another path,” Theobald insisted. “If only one way eventually leads us to victory, we must choose it regardless of the cost.”

“Can we?” Richard suddenly asked, gazing at Brand. “Can we defeat Athelstan?”

“Yes,” Brand said confidently, meeting Richard’s gaze. “We can.”

“That is reassuring,” Theodoric mumbled, grimacing. “That was all you had to say.”

“I am the commander of the Order’s army in Adalrik,” Richard stated. “I will lead that army south and defeat Athelstan. That is my decision.”

Theobald’s teeth bit into his lip, but the captain did not have authority to gainsay Richard’s statement. Theodoric, however, still had words to speak. “It is yours to make,” the jarl began by admitting. “However,” he continued, glancing towards Brand, “as some warned us earlier, we should not leave the city defenceless. In case we cannot trust the jarl Vale or his brother.”

“What do you have in mind?” Richard asked.

“Leave the men of Theodstan behind to garrison the city,” Theodoric suggested. “You will have the veteran Order forces at your disposal as well as the Vale soldiers.”

“Divide our forces?” Fionn burst out. “Surely all will be needed against Athelstan.”

“Will they?” Theodoric asked, and now he was the one to give Brand a challenging stare. “Can you only triumph over Athelstan by my hand?”

Brand’s lips curled upwards ever so slightly. “No,” he replied with barely noticeable hesitation as he met the jarl’s gaze. “The Order can win without the jarl’s support.”

“I question how sensible this is,” Theobald argued.

“Lord Konstans said he had six thousand men, did he not?” Brand asked without awaiting answer. “Our Order forces added to that, we still outnumber Athelstan. Presuming our reports about his army are correct.”

“This sounds dangerously close to a fool’s errand,” the captain of the Citadel protested.

“You heard the man,” Richard nodded towards Brand. “We have the numbers we need.”

“I will ride with you,” Fionn said gruffly. “Let it not be said I stayed behind when needed.”

“But –” Theobald tried to object, looking at the knight that served as his right hand.

“Theobald,” Theodoric said calmly, “it would seem the decision has been made. We must allow the lord commander of the Order army and his lieutenant to carry it out.” Any further words from Theobald died on his lips, and the meeting was adjourned.
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With the council at an end, Theodoric returned to his chambers, where he found Holwine. Sliding into a chair, the jarl gave a sigh. “If you would,” he asked of Holwine, gesturing to a pitcher of wine. “Thank you,” he told her after taking his first draught of the goblet she filled for him. “I had need of that.”

“Troubled?” she simply asked.

“Concerned,” he clarified. “There is a distinct possibility that within the next few days, Athelstan will gain his next victory and be one step closer to retaking the city. But I convinced them to let my own forces remain in the city,” the jarl exhaled. “If they are willing to ride to their own deaths so easily, I will not keep them. At least I still have my own men to count on.”

“Is victory against Athelstan really so uncertain?” Holwine frowned.

“It is most unlikely, let us put it that way,” Theodoric replied. “Should that young squire win,” the jarl continued, “I am not certain that is preferable. I do not know what Konstans is planning either and why he appeared today with House Hardling at his side. Every way I look, I see plots, and I fear treason from every direction. Have I gone mad?”

“Only if you are mistaken,” she replied with a coy smile, to which he gave a hollow laugh.

“I am beginning to fear that regardless of how this turns out, we may defeat one tyrant only to crown another,” Theodoric confessed bitterly.

“Perhaps this may improve your mood,” Holwine said and walked over to the table with food and drink. There was another pitcher on the table as companion to the one containing wine; as Holwine picked it up and turned it upside down to empty it, ale did not splash onto her hands, however. Instead, a rolled-up piece of parchment fell into her grasp. “I managed to grab it last night, but with the slight interruption of an army on our doorstep, I did not find time to give it to you earlier.” She placed the parchment in Theodoric’s hands; he unfurled it and began reading, his eyes quickly flitting down to look at the signatures and seals. “It seems genuine,” Holwine remarked.

“I do believe it is,” Theodoric nodded. “I have seen and used the seal of the dragonlord many times. Theodwyn was right that this existed, then. It is our luck that Isenhart did not bring it with him back to Isarn when he left the city.”

“What will you use it for?” she asked.

“Only one thing it can be used for,” the jarl said with a shrug. “It convenes the Adalthing outside its ordinary term.”

“Will you use it?” Holwine amended her question with an annoyed look.

“I do not know,” Theodoric admitted. “I will need time to think it all through.” He slowly brought his cup of wine to his lips, emptying it.
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The following day, a small party left Middanhal and travelled some ten miles to the camp of the Vale forces, which now flew the banner of Hardling; the surcoats of every soldier remained red and gold, however. The group consisted of Richard, Brand, Fionn, and a handful of men-at-arms acting as their bodyguard. As they entered the tented area, their eyes glanced in various directions, taking it all in until they reached the centre of the camp. Unlike the Order, the quarters for the commanders were not kept separate. Two tents, dwarfing the others in size, had been raised here. In front of each was planted a banner, respectively; one showed a boar, while the other depicted three golden spirals.

From the latter issued Konstans, brother to the jarl of Vale. Wearing a smile, he extended his arms in an invitational gesture. “My lords, I am pleased to welcome you to our camp.”

Richard gave an indecipherable snort while Brand phrased himself with greater eloquence. “We are glad to be here, Lord Konstans, and to see the armies of Vale fighting at our side.”

“Forgive me, I do not recall introductions,” Konstans said, narrowing his eyes slightly.

“I am Adalbrand of House Arnling,” the squire introduced himself.

“A pleasure,” the nobleman of Vale simply remarked before returning to the topic at hand. “While your words honour me, they should be aimed at Lord Hardmar. It is his achievement that this army stands here, ready to fight these insurgents,” Konstans claimed. “In fact, his lordship is waiting for us in my tent. Shall we?” he said, gesturing towards the open entrance. He waited until the two knights and the squire had entered first and followed behind them.

The tent was already occupied. Arion, the chamberlain, stood modestly to the side, attracting little attention. A thane was present as well, but standing alone in the centre was a young nobleman scarcely above seventeen years of age. He was handsome and wore a smile as the others entered, dressed in blue and brown.

“Lord Hardmar, may I present the leaders of the Order in Adalrik,” Konstans said, introducing them. “Sir Richard of Alwood, Sir Fionn of Cairn Donn, and Lord Adalbrand of House Arnling,” he gestured towards each of them in turn. “My lords, I present Lord Hardmar of House Hardling, an atheling of Sigvard through his descendant, High King Sighard.”

As Konstans spoke, Hardmar inclined his head in greeting before he raised his eyes to look at Brand. The latter had entered flanked by the knights, meaning he was directly opposite Hardmar. Now they gazed at each other, the two athelings of Sigvard. While other descendants, such as the king of Korndale, could be found, these two were the eldest of their lines from father to son, of which there were no others; none had stronger claim than Adalbrand and Hardmar. Two months ago, they had been lords of minor houses and bereft of influence; now, they might conceivably gain the seat holding the greatest power in the known world. For the first time since the death of Prince Sigmund and the game of succession began, their eyes locked.

Both wore the blue in some places, though Brand had the surcoat of the Order and Hardmar the one of his house. Both had the dark hair common among Sigvard’s line, but Brand’s skin was as pale as his mother’s people, while Hardmar had the brown colour more custom in the South. Brand stood taller, whereas Hardmar had broad shoulders; the former had almost hollow cheeks and a cool expression, and the latter had a face that found it easy to smile.

“My lord,” Brand spoke, inclining his head to return Hardmar’s greeting. The knights echoed his gesture.

“I must congratulate you on your victories,” the young Hardmar spoke, aimed at Richard. “Is the rumour true that you crossed the Weolcans and retook the capital by assaulting it at night?”

“Not a rumour, just the truth,” Richard said gruffly.

“Impressive,” Hardmar complimented.

“We hope to keep that up,” Richard remarked. “This time against Athelstan.”

“You intend to face Athelstan?” Konstans asked, his voice uncertain.

“Got to get rid of him at some point,” Richard declared in a casual tone of voice.

“That sounds… bold,” Konstans spoke, choosing the last word with care.

“Impossible, rather. At least until you were good enough to join us,” Fionn said mildly, prompting a strained smile from Konstans. “Now we have the numbers for it. Eight thousand strong.”

“I suppose that is a reasonable advantage against Athelstan’s five thousand,” Konstans considered.

“Closer to seven,” Brand corrected. “He has grown his ranks since the war started.”

“Marvellous,” the Vale nobleman muttered.

“These numbers are of little consequence,” Brand said dismissively. “The real danger is his cavalry. From what we gather, he has many hundred.”

“You fear his horsemen?” Hardmar asked.

“If used properly, which Athelstan understands how to do, they can easily decide the battle,” Brand stated.

“What will you do?” Hardmar continued, glancing at Richard.

“Stop them,” Brand simply said.

“I see,” Hardmar smiled.

“You had no need to journey here merely to inform us of this,” Konstans said. “A simple message telling us to prepare for march would have been enough. Did you come here for some other purpose?”

“Most perceptive, Lord Konstans,” Brand admitted. “We wished to inspect your troops before we return to Middanhal. “

“Of course,” Konstans nodded. “I shall accompany you.”

“There is no need to trouble you,” Brand told him. “We will handle it on our own.”

“Very well,” Konstans assented.

“When the battle does take place,” Hardmar now spoke, “I should prefer to be by your side, Sir Richard. I would like to see how exactly you will defeat the renowned Athelstan.”

“I should desire that as well,” Konstans interjected.

“Stick with me, and you will get a closer look than you care,” Richard laughed. “I plan to be on the front line, lad,” he told Hardmar, whose smile grew strained briefly.

“I thought you were the captain of the Order army,” Konstans frowned, “and these your lieutenants.” He glanced at Brand and Fionn.

“That I am,” Richard nodded, “and as captain, I place myself with the foot soldiers.”

“Well, if you place such trust in your lieutenant, I shall do the same,” Konstans declared, bowing his head slightly towards Fionn.

“I am sure our friend Adalbrand is pleased to hear that,” the knight grinned. “Considering it will be his company you will be keeping. He is the first lieutenant,” Fionn explained. “I am just here to make sure the footmen turn their spears the right direction.”

“Forgive me,” Konstans said, puzzled. “I merely thought I saw the spurs of a squire upon you,” he spoke, directed at Adalbrand.

“Perceptive indeed,” Brand smiled. “That is my station within the Order. Fortunately, that did not keep me from defeating Jarl Isarn, nor shall it hinder me when we face his brother.”

“Is that so,” Konstans muttered slowly. “Very well, my lords. When do we march?”

“Tomorrow,” Brand told him. “Follow the Kingsroad to Middanhal in the early hours. We will meet up with you.”

“Until tomorrow then,” Hardmar smiled, and the Order commanders took leave and left the tent.

When alone, Hardmar turned to look at Konstans. “You claimed this Adalbrand was dead or in Hæthiod,” he said quietly with narrowed eyes.

“I only realised a few days ago that the Order army escaped Lake Myr,” Konstans defended himself, “that it is, in fact, the same army that now holds Middanhal. Regardless, it holds no difference.”

“You made certain promises, Lord Konstans,” Hardmar said with a menacing edge to his tone. “House Hardling entered this war because of what you promised. We have made ourselves enemies of Isarn because of you.”

“Joining us was the only reasonable step for House Hardling to take,” Konstans spoke with a hint of a sneer enveloping the two last words. “Eventually, Isarn would never have allowed a rival such as yourself in peace. At least this way, you stand a chance to gain something.”

“Yes, a vague possibility, it would seem, now that all my forces are to be wasted against Athelstan,” Hardmar growled.

“The banner is yours,” Konstans countered, “but you should not forget what colours the soldiers wear on their coats.”

“It is irrelevant now,” Hardmar scoffed. “The appearance of this Adalbrand, all too alive and fighting, nay, leading the Order, is the frustration of all our plans!”

“Calm yourself,” Konstans said coolly. “It is nearly a year until the Adalthing convenes. Nearly a year to prepare, plan, I will need nothing more. Do not forget you are in league with the most powerful nobleman in the realm.”

“You?” Hardmar said incredulously.

“My brother,” Konstans said, clenching his jaw. “The jarl of Vale. Do not worry. My brother always honours his agreements. You shall have what was promised to you.”

“In that case, I eagerly look forward to observing how that will take place,” Hardmar said with feigned courtesy. Konstans’ only reply was a curt nod before he turned around and left the tent.
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It was past noon when the Order commanders returned to Middanhal. In the southern courtyard as they dismounted, a pair of kingthanes immediately appeared and took position near Brand. Their captain was present as well, but Berimund had other priorities; crossing the open area, he entered the stable buildings. The smell of horse, already permeating the courtyard itself, struck him with increased potency as he went inside. This was despite nearly all the stalls being empty, but Berimund’s destination was not the creatures themselves. Instead, he passed them by until he reached another part of the small complex where the carriages were.

The exact one used by Prince Sigmund on his last journey was not here. The kingthanes had set it on fire, perhaps to be rid of something cursed by the spilling of innocent blood, perhaps as a reminder of ancient times when bodies were burned, not buried, a funeral pyre without flesh or bone to devour. Instead, Sigmund now slept in the great cavern underneath Wyrmpeak while the captain of his kingthanes examined the carriages in the stables; all of them were built by the same hands and thus identical to the one that had been burned.

In one hand, Berimund held an arrow; in the other, he had a bow. He stood some distance from the carriage and notched the arrow, drawing it back; releasing his bow, he watched the arrow follow its arc through the air until it struck through the window of the carriage. Again and again, the kingthane repeated this movement at varying distances, changing the arc of the arrow. An hour was spent by the kingthane, attacking the carriage from every angle; finally, with an embittered expression and a fire slowly igniting in his eyes, Berimund left.
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Inside the Citadel, Richard and Brand had retired to the former’s quarters. It was among the simplest kind in the fortress, a cell intended for one person with an alcove for their servant. Richard sat down on the bed while Brand took the only chair. “Now that those of questionable courage are not present,” Richard said coarsely, “let us speak plainly. Do we have a plan for the battle?”

“We do,” Brand nodded. “I will need to consult a map and our scouts. Probably spend a day finding a suitable location for the battle. The terrain will be key.”

“And Athelstan’s cavalry?” Richard asked, one eyebrow raised.

“I have a plan for that as well,” Brand stated. “We need to determine our lieutenants.”

“Fionn is the only guaranteed candidate,” the knight claimed.

“Quite,” the squire nodded. “I will need him on one of the flanks or the reserves, depending on how the battlefield is formed.”

“As you wish,” Richard assented. “For the other flank? Bowmen?”

“Let the archers remain in the city. We have too few to make a difference,” Brand frowned. “Select two men-at-arms for the remaining positions. You will know better than me whom to choose.”

“Very well,” Richard agreed. “I will do so now.”

“Good. I have my own task to perform,” Brand declared.

“How cryptic,” Richard snorted. “What are you up to?”

“You have heard the saying, ‘a single dagger in the right place may win a war,’ I presume,” Brand spoke.

“Something those effeminate rivermen say,” the knight said with disdain.

“In our case, it is a matter of the right dagger, rather,” Brand said. “I must find us the one that will defeat Athelstan.”
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Theodoric, not part of the army marching out and thus not privy to the councils of its commanders, had spent the morning in his chambers. Theodwyn was there as well; the siblings were engaged in idle talk for once, enjoying a breakfast consisting of bread, fruit, porridge, and ale to drink. There was a knock on the door, and Holebert went to answer it. Opening it ajar, Holebert swung the door wide to let the jarl and his sister see the visitor for themselves.

“Geberic,” Theodoric said with a slight frown, “you have no need to knock. Come, enter.”

“Your pardons, milord,” the sergeant replied as he stepped forward, “I suppose I am a little unsure and wanted to do everything proper-like.”

“That sounds ominous,” Theodoric remarked with a brief laugh directed at Theodwyn, who gave a smile as she put a strawberry in her mouth.

“Me and some of the lads, your thanes, milord,” Geberic said, scratching his grey beard, “we wanted to ask a favour of you…”

“Speak,” Theodoric encouraged, gesturing with his hand in invitation.

“We hear that the army is marching out to fight Sir Athelstan,” Geberic began slowly. “Most folks are saying it can only end in defeat.”

“We will not be going,” his master specified. “Only the Order army.”

“There’s the rub, milord,” the sergeant continued. “We want to join them.”

“You want to join?” Theodoric repeated, surprised.

“See, the lads and me, we feel that we owe a debt. It won’t sit well with us to never repay it,” Geberic explained haltingly.

“What debt do you speak of?” Theodoric asked with a frown.

“To the lieutenant,” Geberic clarified, sounding uncomfortable. “The young lord, Adalbrand. We owe him.”

“What on earth do you owe him?” the jarl exclaimed.

“For Lake Myr,” Geberic said. Seeing the puzzled expression on his master’s face, he elaborated. “Your lordship was not with us at the time when Sir Athelstan attacked. We were in the other part of the camp with Lord Adalbrand. In fact, we were on the verge of arresting him,” the sergeant spoke, sounding embarrassed.

“Perhaps you should have,” Theodoric muttered under his breath. “Go on,” he gestured to Geberic.

“When the others attacked, everything was confusion. Lord Adalbrand, he kept his head cool, gave orders. He held the assault back, kept us from breaking into a rout. Probably saved our lives, too,” the aged sergeant explained.

“You feel that you owe him for that,” Theodoric nodded as he finally understood.

“We know the kingthanes won’t protect his lordship beyond the city. At Bradon, we fought with you, milord, as we are always willing to do,” Geberic hastily added, “but this battle, since your lordship will remain in Middanhal…” his voice trailed off before he continued. “It seems like now is the time for us. Especially if the battle will go ill as they foretell. This may be our last chance to repay our debt.”

“Although you all seem inclined to believe that the battle will be lost,” Theodoric spoke with disbelief in his voice, “you still wish to do this?”

“We are your thanes, your servants, milord,” Geberic said with a shrug. “It’s our duty to die for another. With your permission, we wish to go.”

Theodoric leaned back in his seat while his eyes scrutinised his sergeant in front of him. “If you feel your honour prescribes this, so be it. You have my leave.”

“Thank you, milord!” Geberic exclaimed. “We shall bring honour to your house upon the field.”

“I have no doubt,” Theodoric said, although his eyes were drifting elsewhere, and with a gesture, he dismissed the sergeant. When the latter had gone, the jarl turned towards his sister. “It would seem even my own sworn men prefer Adalbrand,” he exhaled.

“I do not think it was meant that way,” Theodwyn said calmly. “They felt their honour demanded this course of action.”

“Course of action?” Theodoric repeated. “They are prepared to face certain death for him.”

“I admit, he seems to inspire loyalty. A family trait, apparently,” his sister remarked as she cut a pear into pieces.

“Loyalty or seduction?” the jarl asked. “I am not sure any man deserves the loyalty of others if it will end in death for all involved.”

“Perhaps it will not,” Theodwyn suggested, offering the plate of sliced pear to her brother, who shook his head. “You defeated Isenhart, did you not? I would not underestimate this young Arnling,” she spoke, feeding pieces of pear into her mouth.

“I was not at Cairn Donn,” Theodoric replied, “but I have heard the story from Richard, Theobald, and a dozen others, and I have heard it a dozen times from each. If there is one man you should not underestimate, it is Athelstan. He will not allow you to make that mistake twice,” he warned. “But at least if Adalbrand is defeated, it will shake the sense of invincibility that he has conjured up to surround him.”

“And if he is invincible?” Theodwyn argued. “What will you do if Adalbrand returns with victory?”

“Then I fear we will have a greater crisis on our hands than anything Isenhart could ever do,” Theodoric said darkly.
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Late in the afternoon, Brand left the Citadel. Followed by two kingthanes, he was otherwise alone as he walked the Arnsweg until he reached the Temple square. Here, he turned left and went up the stairs towards the sacred space. At the top, he stepped onto the plateau in front of the great doors, entering into the shade offered by the open roof extending forward from the main building. He told the thanes to wait; their expressions showed their disapproval, but they could not argue. Now a solitary figure, Brand entered the Hall of Holies.

There was, as always, a number of worshippers present inside the main hall of the Temple, but they swiftly shied away as they saw Brand. He walked the hundred and fifty steps from entrance to altar, kneeling before it and leaning forward until his forehead gently touched the marble. With this done, he moved to the shrine dedicated to Rihimil, the patron of the Order. Kneeling once more, Brand placed every coin in his purse on the altar and whispered inaudible words in prayer. Standing up, he glanced around and gestured for a nearby acolyte in a yellow robe to approach him.

“Yes, milord?” the brother said nervously.

“I need an audience with the Highfather. Please inform him of my request,” Brand spoke briefly.

“The Holy One does not give audiences that way, I believe,” the acolyte stammered. “I don’t actually know. I am in service to Egnil. I tend to the animals.”

“I am a commander of the Order, and this pertains to the defence of the realms,” Brand explained impatiently. “Bring the Highfather my apologies for the breach of custom, but this cannot wait another day. I must speak with him immediately. If you cannot accomplish this, find someone who can.”

“Yes, milord,” the priest swallowed and gave a bow before disappearing.

For a long while, Brand remained undisturbed in the hall. His eyes wandered to the painting that covered the wall behind the altar. A trick of the light was in play here to ensure a certain effect. The altar itself was bathed in light, even if one compared it to the rest of the hall and its shrines and alcoves that were well-lit. No light was directed towards the wall with the painting that covered the background; this enhanced the impression of illuminating the altar while causing shadows to lie upon everything behind it. This effect was made complete by the deep, dark colours used in the painting.

Its enormous size obscured to some extent exactly what it depicted; Brand’s head turned up and down, trying to grasp it all. The painting depicted two figures primarily, similar in colour but different in all other aspects. To the right was a great dragon, black and fearsome. Its jaws were open, and flames could be seen about to emerge from deep within its maw. Its teeth were jagged; its talons seemed sharper than blades. Through different nuances and shades, scales could be seen covering the dragon from its head and backwards towards the rest of its body; at some point, however, these shades faded, and only deepest black remained. It seemed as if the dragon appeared or materialised from the very void itself.

Opposite the dragon on the left stood a knight. He, too, was dark, clad in black armour, the contours of which were made visible with thin, silvery lines. Occasionally, these lines thickened to small points that the lines ran between, such as the knight’s shield; against the dark blue, it seemed like the emblem upon his guard consisted of the stars of heaven’s vault that together formed a larger, seven-pointed star. There were only two true sources of light in the painting; even the fire in the dragon’s maw was made with dark red colours. One such source was the knight’s sword, held defiantly and stretched out against the dragon’s throat; the blade seemed to shine as if made of solid moonlight. The other source was his eyes; while the knight’s face was obscured by helmet and cloth, his eyes appeared like small suns in comparison to the stars on his shield. He was Rihimil, the Black Knight.

“Marvellous, is it not?” a voice softly spoke next to Brand. “I have been here for more than forty years, and still, I can get lost staring at it.”

The speaker was a short, aged man wearing a grey robe. The other people in the hall had already given Brand a wide berth, but now it only expanded. “Holy One,” Brand said courteously, bowing his head deeply. “I am Adalbrand of House Arnling, first lieutenant of the Order’s army. I apologise for the haste placed upon this meeting, and I thank you for allowing me audience.”

“Well,” Septimus said with a smile, “it sounded as if I had little choice. Walk with me, my son,” he continued, extending his hand towards the doorway that led to the gardens at the centre of the Temple complex. The fresh air met them, bringing scents of many herbs and other sprouts growing. Numerous men and women in yellow or green robes were tending to them; as the high priest passed by, they greeted him by bowing their heads but otherwise kept their attention on their work.

“What brings the first lieutenant of the Order’s army to the Temple?” Septimus asked, still mirthful.

“I come with two requests, Holy One,” Brand began to say. “As you may know, we march to battle soon.”

“Our prayers shall go with you,” the high priest said; his attention was surveying the fruit around them.

“For which we are grateful, yet I am here to ask for more than that, Holy One,” Brand said tentatively. “I respectfully request that the Templars be released to serve in the Order army for the upcoming battle.”

If this surprised the high priest or had any effect on him, he did not let it show. “The second?” he asked. “You mentioned two requests.”

Brand took a deep breath. “I would ask of you to give me the blessing of Sigvard.”

A smile crept onto Septimus’ face. “You live up to your name, Adalbrand of House Arnling.” He paused momentarily before speaking again. “That is not lightly given.”

“It was once conferred on every descendant of Sigvard,” Brand pointed out. “I should feel more confident marching into this battle with such a blessing bestowed upon me.”

“It is true that it was once given at birth to every dragonborn,” Septimus admitted. He ceased to pace around the gardens and turned to face Brand. “How would you know this? It has not been so for centuries.”

“As a page at the Citadel, I spent many hours in the royal library,” Brand explained with a courteous smile of his own.

“Is that so,” Septimus said contemplatively. “The Templars are meant to defend the Temple, especially in times as these,” he continued, steering the subject elsewhere.

“They are knights before they become Templars. They are still knights,” Brand argued. “Their oath to defend the realms still binds them. The Order has need of them.”

“If they should perish?” the priest asked. “Would you risk having the Temple defenceless?”

“They will not,” Brand declared with confidence.

“You sound very confident,” Septimus remarked and resumed walking; Brand fell into pace next to him.

“In some matters, such as this, I am,” Brand stated. “If the Templars march with us, we will have victory.”

A moment was spent in silence while a pensive look came over Septimus. At length, he spoke. “I cannot give you the blessing you seek. It might be misconstrued as a declaration of intent the high priest does not have authority to make,” he explained.

“As you say,” Brand acknowledged, bowing his head slightly.

“As for the other request, I shall let the Templars know they are needed,” Septimus continued.

“Very well, Holy One. I thank you,” Brand answered, bowing his head deeper. “We march tomorrow.”

Septimus stopped again and placed a hand on Brand’s shoulder. “The blessings of the Seven and Eighth shall go with you.”

“Thank you, Holy One,” the young commander said earnestly.

The young squire gave a deep bow and left, stopping briefly at the centre of the gardens to drink from the basin flowing with cool water before walking towards the path out of the Temple. In one of the hallways, an imposing figure came walking in the opposite direction, a shape easily recognisable as Berimund.

“Quite a coincidence, captain,” Brand called out. “What brings you here?”

“I am here to speak with the norns,” Berimund replied without lessening his pace; he brushed past Brand and continued deeper into the complex. Brand watched him with a puzzled expression but continued on his way.
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There was a knock on the door to the chambers belonging to the jarl of Theodstan. Holebert opened and turned his head back towards the parlour, where Theodwyn sat. “The captain of the Citadel, milady,” he announced the guest.

“Let the good captain inside,” she spoke with a gesture before her hand returned to her needlework. “Theobald, dear kinsman, to what do we owe the pleasure?”

“I came to speak with your brother,” Theobald said, inclining his head in greeting.

“Go ahead,” Theodwyn nodded towards the jarl’s private chamber. “He has not left it for a while.”

The captain walked over to knock on Theodoric’s door. “Enter,” came the jarl’s voice from inside.

“Theobald,” Theodwyn said kindly, “tell my brother I expect to see him at supper tonight. In case he believes his lack of eating has gone unnoticed,” she added with a louder voice.

With a slightly awkward smile, Theobald nodded and turned away to enter Theodoric’s room. Inside, he found the jarl sitting in a chair by a small table upon which was a furled-up document and a chessboard. The pieces were not arranged in any way that made sense according to the rules of the game, however, but were scattered across the board in a pattern not readily understood.

“Disturbing you?” Theobald asked gruffly.

“No,” Theodoric shook his head, speaking with a weary voice. “Merely considering possible situations.”

“You have the same concerns as I do?” the captain prodded.

“Tell me what yours are, and I will let you know if mine match,” the jarl gave a hollow smile.

“I fear that the remaining Order forces and Vale’s army will be destroyed in a few days,” Theobald spoke plainly, “once they reach Athelstan.”

“That is one possible situation I have considered,” Theodoric acknowledged.

“And? Still, you sit easy?” Theobald said accusingly.

“What would you have me do?” The jarl extended his hands in a gesture conveying hopelessness.

“Something. Anything. Strip them of their authority,” Theobald suggested.

Theodoric gave a bitter laughter. “That is the very problem, is it not? All those who could are dead or gone. Lord marshal and lord protector, knight marshal and dragonlord. I thought I was ingenious when I ensured Sir Reynold became lord protector. Instead, it left the realm defenceless,” the jarl spoke. “There are none to dispute Richard’s authority, none to remove him from command.”

“Something must be done,” Theobald insisted. “You are his liege. Can you not influence him?”

“Richard does not think that way,” Theodoric shook his head. “He cares only for the war. He is a soldier, not a leader. I know your next suggestion,” he continued, raising his gaze from the chessboard to look at Theobald. “Could we not convince the soldiers to mutiny?”

“I had, in fact, not considered that,” Theobald claimed. “That would be a dark path to tread, one which so many others have already stepped upon. If we did this as well, there would barely be a scrap of honour or dignity between the lot of us.”

“Well, I have considered it,” Theodoric freely confessed. “But here is the problem. Richard is always first into the danger, never showing an ounce of fear. Every soldier praises his valour. Being more comfortable in the front line rather than directing the fight, he is all too happy to do as Adalbrand tells him. This makes Adalbrand the true commander, a position for which he is all too skilled. And the soldiers know,” the jarl said with a quiet voice. “They chant his name. They beat their fists and speak ancient words in his honour. He has made them heroes, liberators of Middanhal, and saviours of Adalrik. All the taverns ply them with ale, all the maids offer them smiles. They would march into Hel’s deep for him. The soldiers are infatuated with the pair of them, however odd they may seem together. The old hotspur and the young dragonborn.”

“If you can rein in your admiration for a moment,” Theobald spoke with contempt, “all your words would be better directed towards finding a solution. This is what you do, kinsman.” The familiar address was almost sneered. “I remember your boasts, your tall tales of how you twisted the law and the noblemen to your will in the past. Find a way,” he commanded.

“It is too late to stop this battle,” Theodoric declared. “Regardless of our personal feelings, the army will march out and meet Athelstan.”

“What of afterwards?” Theobald asked. “Are you prepared to simply give up? Let Isarn win?”

“My forces remain to defend the city,” Theodoric spoke up with sudden sharpness in his voice. “You have four thousand men and more at your disposal. That should last you for months until the marshals of Thusund and Ealond finally intervene. Forget the battle, Cousin,” the jarl told him. “Consider it lost as I do.”

“If your thoughts are so grim, what are you doing in here?” the captain demanded to know.

“Planning for the day after,” Theodoric simply answered as his eyes glanced at the document lying on the table.

“Theodoric, first bell has just rung,” Theodwyn’s voice reached them from the parlour. “Are you coming?”

“Seems I am summoned to supper,” the jarl told his kinsman, smiling with closed lips. Theobald scoffed and left the chamber. The jarl followed a moment later, but not before he had grabbed the document and carefully placed it underneath his tunic.
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The Citadel had numerous halls and vaults for many purposes, and three of the largest were most commonly in use. One was the throne room itself. Tall pillars seemingly stretching towards the sky flanked those entering from the southern side; opposite stood the Dragon Throne, the seat of power in Adalmearc. Here, the high kings would hold court and give audience in normal times; naturally, it had been empty these last months except for the servants, who kept it in impeccable condition until a new king could be seated.

The remaining two large halls were mirrors of each other; in daily speech, they were called the great hall and the Order hall. In these, the meals in the Citadel were served; the garrison, the knights and their squires and sergeants all ate in the Order hall in the northern part of the fortress, while the court took their meal in the great hall in the southern part. As a squire and temporary lieutenant commander of the Order, Brand would typically eat in the northern hall. Since he lived at court, however, he was also free to join the courtiers in the great hall, which he often did to keep his sister company.

The two scions of House Arnling had taken their places next to each other near the high table shortly after the first evening bell had rung. On his right hand, Brand was seated next to a landgrave while Arndis had secured a place for Eleanor at her left hand. Conversation seemed, in general, to run free around the many tables, but there was a touch of tension to the atmosphere nonetheless; outside the hall, in the courtyards and the barracks, the soldiers were making their final preparations to march to battle on the following morrow.

“How long will you be gone?” Arndis asked softly.

“Athelstan’s army is camped two, three days away,” Brand answered. “About a week, and we should be back.”

“Will it go as last time? Against the jarl?”

“It will,” her brother nodded. “I doubt I will have occasion to draw my sword.”

“I trust you are right,” Arndis said, cutting her meat.

“You are very brave, Sir Adalbrand,” Eleanor remarked, leaning forward to glance past Arndis and at her brother.

“I am only a squire, Lady Eleanor,” Brand replied with a polite smile.

“Oh, forgive me!” she exclaimed. She had pulled her veil back in order to eat, and embarrassment was evident on her face.

“No need,” Brand assured her. “I expect it will change soon.”

“You may have to remind me,” Eleanor admitted, “so that I will know how to properly address you.”

“As a friend of my sister,” the elder Arnling said in a pleasant voice, “you may at all times address me simply as Brand.”

“Oh,” Eleanor breathed. “How kind,” she added with a slight blush, raising her goblet in front of her face.
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Their attention was diverted by Baldric, who was moving around the tables, picking up unused cups. He juggled several of them while laughing and looking elsewhere as if the acrobatic feat was of no difficulty to him. Finally, he placed them on the high table in a row. Picking up a pitcher of wine, he swung it around elegantly without spilling a single drop and let the red content pour over the goblets, filling them without letting any of the wine go to waste. As all cups were full, Baldric made a deep bow under great applause.

With this performance done, the jester distributed the cups. The first went to Isabel, the next to various other ladies at the high table, such as Arndis and Eleanor. Grabbing the final one, Baldric gave an overly complicated bow towards Brand and made a frivolous dance as he moved around the high table with the last goblet. His path took him out of everyone’s vision for a few moments as he ducked behind the high chairs; then, he emerged again with a grin, steering towards Brand with the last cup.

Without warning, one of the smaller doors at the side burst open. Berimund came charging directly at the high table with murderous intent written across his face. Confusion, almost panic, began to spread like rings in the water as he pushed chairs and small tables aside, never diverting his course. People called out in uproar, but the kingthane gave them no heed. Too late did Baldric realise he was the target; one of Berimund’s great hands grabbed the jester and raised him in the air, pushing him against the wall while the other hand clenched around Baldric’s throat. The cup of wine fell to the ground, spilling its contents on the floor.

“Lord Berimund!” Brand spoke with a strong, stern voice as he rose from his seat. “What is the meaning of this?”

“It was him,” the kingthane said through gritted teeth while Baldric gasped for air. “He did it! He murdered the prince!”

Waves of shock rolled through the gathering at hearing this, nobles and servants alike. “Please,” Baldric croaked, “he has gone mad.”

“My lord,” Brand spoke as calmly as was possible under the circumstances, “you have made such accusations before. I must ask you to release your hold on this man and explain yourself.”

“I know just how slippery this rat is. I am not letting him get away,” Berimund spat, “and this time I am certain. There is no doubt in my mind. I looked at everything, you hear me?” he shouted. Taking a few heavy breaths, the kingthane spoke again. “It would take an archer of impossible skill to hit an arrow through the window of the carriage. Even if that could be done, their arrow would travel in a straight line at best. No matter what, it would have struck the prince in a downward angle.”

“Please,” Baldric breathed, almost inaudibly. “Someone, save me,” he gasped.

Brand frowned but did not move. “Continue,” he said to Berimund.

“I spoke with the norns who prepared the prince’s body for burial. They remember as I do. The wound was underneath the prince’s chin, an upwards angle. Impossible for an arrow to strike that way,” Berimund spoke menacingly, “but a very short person standing on the floor of the carriage, wielding an arrow as a knife, that is exactly the kind of wound he would inflict.”

“Please, please,” Baldric reiterated. “He is mad. Help me.”

“Why?” Brand asked, and his eyes turned towards the jester. He paused briefly before he spoke again. “Why would you kill the prince?”

There had been murmurs and whispers constantly while the scene played out; as the question was uttered, silence fell. Baldric, whose expression had been twisted with frantic fear, calmed to some extent. His eyes seemed suddenly to glow with malice. “Why, why indeed. That little brat –” he spoke with contempt, prompting Berimund to tighten his grasp around his throat.

“Let him speak,” Brand commanded. “Who is your master? Upon whose order did you murder the heir?”

“All of you, lords and ladies, so high and noble,” Baldric spat out. “I was not even worthy to lick your boots! If I could not amuse you, I would have been thrown in the river rather than disgust you with my appearance!”

“Tell me your master,” Brand threatened, “or I will not restrain Lord Berimund from his urges.”

“Two dragons I have slain. It would have been a third if not for this oaf,” came the only reply. Baldric gave a wicked grin and planted his front teeth in Berimund’s hand. The large man gave a roar of pain and surprise, his hands losing grasp of the jester. Like an eel, Baldric escaped any attempt to seize him and ran as quickly as his short legs would carry him out of the hall. Several soldiers and some of the noblemen took up the chase.

The fool ran up the stairs to one of the higher floors and down a corridor until his flight came to an end. From both sides, men approached him, blocking his path. With a sneer, the jester jumped up a nearby windowsill and used his knee to kick the window open. “He has awakened,” were Baldric’s final words as he jumped with a maniacal glint in his eyes. His pursuers ran forward, too late to catch him; looking out the window, they beheld where his body hit the ground down in the courtyard. All they saw were brightly coloured clothes sprayed with blood and bits of flesh in a gruesome heap on the paved stones.
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FROM FRIEND TO FOE
THE RIVER CUDRICAN



Once the Order army left Middanhal, it precipitated several days of manoeuvring and scouting. They linked up with the soldiers from Vale and marched their combined strength towards Athelstan. Brand similarly had his outriders keep close watch of their progression while moving his own army around in a careful dance caused by both sides’ apprehensions. The Order did not wish to initiate a battle on terrain favourable to Athelstan, who, in turn, needed time to fully understand the enemy he now faced.

Five days in all had passed before the two armies finally found themselves arrayed against each other. The main feature of the battlefield was a small river that flowed quickly with water from the Weolcans, moving from eastern Adalrik through the realm until it flowed into the Mihtea. Athelstan’s army had crossed the river a few days earlier and then kept watch of the fords, hoping to harass the Order army in their crossing should they pursue. Countering this, the Order had crossed the river at night, managing to establish a foothold on the southern side of the river and defending themselves against Isarn’s skirmishers until the rest of the army had crossed as well.

Rather than give them time to make proper camp and entrench themselves, Athelstan had marched out the following morning to give battle. He had approached them from the northeast, keeping the river on his side to prevent being flanked from that direction while marching. So now, the armies stood on the southern bank with the brook guarding their left and right flank, respectively. It was not too deep and possible to ford on foot, but the swift current made it a daunting prospect nonetheless; even on horseback, it would be slow progress to cross it.

To the far east of the battlefield, Athelstan sat atop his horse. Eumund was mounted on his own steed next to him; nearby were their sergeants, bannermen, and similar attendants. Further back, the Isarn cavalry waited on restless horses as the animals could practically smell the anticipation in the air.

“Are you sure we should not keep men in reserve?” Eumund asked. Ahead of them stood the entire infantry of the Isarn army, forming a battle line. “They have, after all,” the young knight continued, gesturing with his head towards the Order forces.

“Because they follow the standard tactics,” Athelstan explained patiently. “Since they have superior numbers, their battle line is still the same length as ours despite keeping some as reserves. We do not have that luxury. We cannot afford that they manage to envelop our flanks early in the battle.”

“As you say,” Eumund acquiesced. “I am surprised they would give battle at this place nonetheless. The flat terrain is perfect for our horses. One would almost think they had their own cavalry,” he said with a suspicious glance across the field.

“Our scouts were thorough,” Athelstan shook his head. “They do not have more than a dozen horses in their camp. They are placing their hopes on the river because it will protect their one flank. It will not be enough, unfortunately.”

“I will bring our cavalry against their right,” Eumund assented.

“Make sure you be swift,” Athelstan cautioned him. “Do not swing too wide or attempt to strike them from behind. The danger here will be if their reinforcements notice your approach and can intercept before your attack is completed.”

“I understand,” Eumund nodded. “We will bear down upon them directly from the side and shatter their flank before they can stop us.”

“Remember that one assault may not be enough,” Athelstan further advised. “If their lines do not disintegrate immediately, pull your men back and strike again. Twice should destroy their ranks fully.”

“What of their reserves?” his nephew questioned. “Will they not stop me before we can attack a second time?”

“Their reserves will be tied up trying to save the flank after your first strike,” Athelstan replied. “They must send their soldiers to strengthen it and keep it from breaking apart against our infantry. The only danger is if they can respond to your initial approach swiftly enough to counter it. If your first attack strikes before they can intercept you, their reserves will be committed to restoring their ranks. You will have free reins after that.”

“Very well,” Eumund declared. “See you after the battle, Uncle.” He turned his horse to ride back towards his cavalry. Behind him, Athelstan gave a small command to one of his bannermen, who waved his flag as a signal. Cautiously at first, the Isarn infantry began marching towards the Order lines.
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Opposite, on the far west side of the battlefield, Brand sat on his horse, likewise surrounded by many others. His sergeant and several of the thanes of Theodstan protecting him were close by; two other noblemen present were Konstans and Hardmar with their own guards nearby. On horseback, they had a small height advantage that allowed them to gaze over most of the field. It was lush and green, and in peaceful times, the nearby village would no doubt have cattle or other animals grazing there. Now, only boots touched the grass and growth.

Directly ahead of Brand and his company were up towards a thousand soldiers in Vale colours, the men kept in reserve. Beyond was the actual battle line. In the centre were the Order soldiers, led by Richard himself; the flanks consisted of the remaining Vale soldiers. On the far left was the river; on Brand’s far right was only open grassland. Seeing the Isarn army set into motion, Brand nodded to his ensign, and the latter swung his banner back and forth. Near the middle of the battlefield, Richard saw this and gave the order to advance. Slowly but surely, the two armies neared each other.

“Until this moment, I still found it hard to believe that Sir Richard would leave supreme command during battle to a squire,” Konstans remarked with a contemplative voice.

“I would say that is one of the strengths of the Order,” Brand replied. “We use the skills of every man available, be he knight, squire, man-at-arms, or recruit. Did you not say that Lord Hardmar brought this army that now fights on the field? It would seem that age or lack thereof is no hindrance to achievements,” he added with a smile. Vague laughter was heard from Geberic and the thanes of Theodstan.

“The armies seem evenly matched,” Hardmar inserted. “As many of them as on our side on the front lines. When will the men held in reserve be sent into battle? We must use our greater numbers, surely,” the young nobleman declared.

“When the enemy cavalry attacks,” Brand explained, “they will hit our right flank with a crushing blow. Already fighting against the enemy infantry, our men will be hard-pressed. We will need to reinforce them at that time.”

“You seem certain this will come to pass,” Konstans mentioned.

“The river protects our left flank,” Brand gestured towards it. “The only opening is to the right.”

“But why would Athelstan accept fighting here if it limits the manoeuvres of his cavalry?” Konstans frowned.

“The terrain is flat,” Brand pointed out. “It is otherwise perfect for his horsemen to execute their charge. It is worth the trade in his mind,” Brand elaborated, “because if his cavalry strikes our flank but once, it will most likely be devastating. We cannot expect our lines to hold much longer after that happens.”

“You are describing defeat!” Hardmar exclaimed. “Will the reserves turn the tide? Save our flank from their cavalry?”

“Not as such,” Brand admitted. “They would arrive too late. Pressured by Isarn’s infantry, I would expect our right flank to crumble.”

“Then send the soldiers now!” Hardmar all but yelled. “Command the reserves to reinforce the flank now!”

“That would be no use,” Brand shook his head. “If we commit our reserve now, they will spot this. Nothing can prevent their cavalry from circling around the battlefield and attacking our centre or right flank from behind. Because our reserves are positioned where they are now, their cavalry must attack the closest target. They must attack with speed before we can respond.”

“So what are we gaining from this?” Konstans asked. “We have a thousand men kept out of combat, and you say that their cavalry charge will spell defeat for us.”

“We gain enough. We know exactly where their cavalry will attack,” Brand answered, turning his eyes towards his soldiers fighting to his right.
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Upon the field where the lines clashed, steel and blood were sprayed in the air. Every moment, men died with agonising screams. Spears thrust forward, shields raised in protection, mail armour ripping. For the most part, the armies were on equal grounds; the same number fell on either side. The only difference was in the very centre of the battle lines where the levies of Isarn faced the Order soldiers. While some of the latter were still recruits, fighting their first battle, most of them had become experienced veterans by trials endured. They had crossed the Weolcan Mountains on forced march, they had conquered Middanhal, and they had defeated the jarl of Isarn. Furthermore, they had survived Lake Myr, Athelstan’s betrayal and sudden assault; now they thirsted for revenge, and none more so than Richard.

A champion of the solstice, the men’s hearts soared upon hearing his battle cry time and again whenever another foe fell to his blade. Motivation, discipline, skill, and leadership, the Order soldiers were superior in all these respects compared to the warriors of Isarn; slowly, the men of the Star gained ground as they hollowed out the Isarn ranks.

From a long distance, Eumund was watching the battle. He had already moved his forces a mile south of the field in preparation to strike. With his ears alone, he could hear that the battle had not only commenced but that both armies were fully committed; the sound of thousands upon thousands of ironclad men wielding steel weapons could not be misunderstood. Turning to those nearest him, Eumund gave a slight nod. They responded in kind and passed the message on. Soon, the horsemen lined up in formation, taking shape like a wedge that would now drive deeply into the Order ranks and split them apart. Eumund took renewed hold of his reins with his shield arm; spurring his horse forward, he held his spear in a tight grip. Behind him, his men did likewise; before long, they had reached a fast-paced trot and lowered their spears to strike into the side of the Order’s right flank.
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The battle was raging across the frontlines when Brand and his companions saw the cloud of dust kicked up by Eumund and his cavalry. The riders were approaching swiftly; within a few moments, they would reach the armies. Brand gave a nod to his bannerman, who made a signal. By the reserves, Fionn waved his banner in response and commanded the soldiers to march forward. However, it was clear that by the time the reinforcing soldiers arrived, Eumund and his cavalry would have had all the time necessary to strike a deep blow into the ranks of the Vale men fighting on the side of the Order army.

Trapped in the struggle with the Isarn footmen, the Vale soldiers on the right flank discovered late that Eumund’s cavalry was charging at them. There was a desperate attempt to form a line against the onslaught, hindered by the confusion and loud noise of battle. Of the many hundreds standing in the ranks, only a small number had the quick wits and cool nerves to react as two thousand and four hundred hooves bearing six hundred riders came thundering towards them. Then the horsemen crashed into the defending foot soldiers.

Shock rippled through the ranks of the Vale soldiers, and for a moment, it seemed like a building shaking during earthquake, its very foundation threatened with being ripped away. To the distant onlookers, the dust and bewilderment were too great to observe what had happened; only those nearby could gain any measure of what happened next. The Vale ranks reasserted themselves, their walls of shield and steel steadied, their line held. What should have been a rout became a stalwart defence as the Vale soldiers surrounded the Isarn horsemen and struck back.

It took a little while before those near Brand could see what had happened; as they did, their eyes widened, and their foreheads became wrinkled in thought. Matthew exclaimed a sound of triumph and laughter while the thanes grinned and exchanged remarks.

“What happened?” Hardmar burst out. “I thought the enemy would shatter our ranks.”

“Under normal circumstances, yes,” Brand acknowledged. “All but the most experienced, disciplined soldier will waver when he faces fifteen hundred pounds of flesh and steel charging at him. If you position fifty of the strongest warriors in the right place, however, no cavalry may break their resolve.”

“How did you do this?” Konstans asked with a frown.

“Among the regular soldiers are fifty Templars,” Brand elaborated. “They were ordered to stand back and wait until the cavalry charge. Their sole command was to withstand it and keep the flank steady.”

“Templars?” Konstans exclaimed. “You have the Templars fighting in your army? How so?”

“They are knights of the Order,” Brand responded casually. “This is their duty. The Highfather understood this and gave his acceptance.” Konstans did not reply to this but merely sent Brand a scrutinising glance. The rest gazed towards the southeast and the right flank.

On their own, fifty Templars would still have been overrun by six hundred horsemen charging them. But here, their steadfastness anchored the entire flank and gave courage to their comrades; although few in number, the Templars became a dagger that found the opening in Athelstan’s armour and struck back. Now, Athelstan’s army was bleeding. The knights knew their task, and they struck firstly against the horses of the riders. It became an equine slaughter, but the result was unquestionable. It turned dangerous horsemen striking from a position of strength into overwhelmed foot soldiers surrounded by enemies. Eumund tried to call for a retreat, but the word barely managed to escape his lips before his horse was felled beneath him, and he tumbled to the ground. Quickly getting up on his feet, he gripped his sword.

From a distance, Athelstan saw his cavalry become entangled in the fight and unable to turn the tide of battle as he had predicted. Next, the reserves under Fionn were reaching the ranks and adding to the slaughter. Looking at his attendants, none of them had insight or hope to offer. Dismay spreading across his face, Athelstan drew his sword and spurred his horse forward in a final charge.
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From their vantage point, Brand and those around him could see a handful of riders on the other side of the clashing armies. It was Athelstan and his personal retinue, which counted about fifty of his best warriors; soon, they struck into the flank, assisting Eumund and his beleaguered cavalry. As the lines were torn apart, the colours of the fighting armies swirled together in a maelstrom of blood and steel. It became impossible to tell what was happening and which side was winning, even to those less experienced in war; however, it seemed clear that the battle was being decided in that very place and at that very moment. Reaching into his pocket, Brand closed his fingers around the figurine he carried with him.

“Will you not react?” Konstans asked. “It seems that the Templars are not sufficient.”

“The lines will hold,” Brand declared confidently, though his face was blank.

“I would be less certain,” Hardmar remarked. “I see more black than gold down there.”

“They will hold,” Brand reiterated.
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Confusion reigned where the battle lines clashed; it only became clear what had happened after the battle was concluded. As Athelstan and his retinue struck the embattled Vale soldiers on the southern flank, their lines wavered; the physical shock of the assault could not easily be absorbed into the already chaotic ranks. It took a moment, but then the Vale soldiers began to be pushed back, their lines dissolving.

This might have turned the battle decisively if not for the presence of one man. While Fionn had sent the reinforcements under his command to attack the Isarn cavalry as instructed, the knight had not immediately entered battle personally; with a cool head almost uncharacteristic to his nature, he had remained outside the sphere of combat, overseeing his soldiers.

Thus, when Athelstan’s charge reached the lines, Fionn had spotted it in advance. He gathered the soldiers closest to him that were not yet embroiled in combat and led them in a counter-charge. For a brief while longer, it remained uncertain who would be favoured with victory; like a pendulum, the fortunes of war seemed inexorably to swing back and forth, never resting with either side. At last, Fionn and his followers reached the gap in the ranks of their comrades and were able to fill it. Strengthening the lines of the Vale soldiers, who found new courage, Athelstan’s last attempt to gain victory was halted.
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While the outcome of the battle had been decided in less than an hour, the fighting continued for many more. The Isarn army gave valiant resistance against the inevitable for as long as they could, but eventually, their battle line dissolved, and their forces were separated, surrounded by Order and Vale soldiers. Finally, the men of Isarn threw their weapons to the ground. All to a man, they discarded spears, swords, and shields, either to surrender or to allow themselves easier flight.

“As you predicted,” Matthew said happily to his lord.

Brand’s face wore an unimpressed expression. “It was not hard.” He stretched his fingers, which bore the marks of how tightly he had clutched the chess piece now resting in his pocket.

“A great victory, milord,” Geberic congratulated him, and many of the thanes gave their assent to this, including those following Konstans.

“You have earned a reputation today,” Hardmar spoke with a smile wider than his mouth. Konstans did not speak; he merely kept his discerning glance on Brand, weighing unspoken thoughts in his mind.

A footman came walking from the cluster of armies towards their small group. Upon approach, they could see it was Graulf, sergeant to Richard. Brand spurred his horse gently forward until the other man was within speaking distance. “The enemy wishes to surrender, milord,” Graulf called out with a satisfied tone of voice. “Sir Richard thought you should be present.”

“So I shall be,” Brand nodded. “Matthew,” he turned his head briefly to his squire, “let Graulf have your horse. By the looks of it, he has fought a long battle.” He set his steed into motion, trotting towards the gathering of soldiers.

Reaching the army, Brand dismounted and left the reins of his horse to his sergeant. Walking through the throng of soldiers, they turned and hailed him, Order and Vale soldiers alike. Some shouted his name, some his lineage, but all gave him honour. As he moved among them, Brand nodded curtly in recognition of the valour they had shown and in acceptance of their adoration; many of them extended their hands to touch him on his shoulders. Eventually, he reached Richard. The knight was bloody in every place, but it did not seem to trouble him; he wore a grin and seemed exuberant.

“Sir Richard, I knew I need not fear for your wellbeing,” Brand greeted the knight with a smile. “Already Graulf has told me that you fought like a man invincible.”

“Come!” Richard exclaimed, slapping Brand’s shoulder. “There are some men of high standing here that you should meet,” he jested, gesturing for Brand to follow him. They moved through the crowds of soldiers until they reached one of the many circles where Isarn soldiers sat, unarmed and under guard after their surrender.

“Richard,” Athelstan burst out, standing up as he saw the margrave of Alwood. “This was you? I did not know you were my opponent on this field.” Richard did not reply but simply stood aside, making way for the man that followed him.

“It was I,” Brand said forcefully, appearing between the soldiers as he walked forward. Eumund had remained seated, looking downwards, but now he raised his eyes with disbelief; the same expression was painted across Athelstan’s face. “I was your adversary on this day. You lost by my hand,” the squire told his former lord while Richard wore a satisfied smile.

“You,” Eumund all but spat as he also rose from the ground.

“Yes, I,” Brand almost sneered. In one hand, he held a king piece meant for a game of chess; with a contemptuous look, the squire threw it to the man who had once been his master, protector, and comrade. “You may have this back. I have no further use for it,” Brand spoke dismissively, though traces of anger in his voice belied his cool demeanour.

Athelstan blinked a few times as he caught the figurine before he composed himself. “I surrender myself and my forces to your mercy,” he told the Order commanders with as much dignity as he could retain.

“You will find that in short supply,” Brand said disdainfully. “Place this one in chains once we are back in camp. And that one,” he commanded, gesturing towards Eumund as he spoke the last words. “Bring the rest of them back to camp under guard.” Without further words, the squire turned his back and walked away. Athelstan watched Brand’s departure with a dismayed expression on his noble brow and a tight grasp on the king piece in his hand as he allowed the Order soldiers to lead him away.
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THE SPOILS OF PEACE
MIDDANHAL



In the capital, they were anxiously awaiting news. It had been a week since the army left, and it felt as if the entire city was holding its breath. There were constant glances to the south, wondering if Middanhal would soon be under siege again. Those who had money to spare bought food for their stocks. Salt was near impossible to find and worth its weight in silver.

Inside the Citadel itself, Theodoric sat in one of the rooms of his quarters. He was seated by a table with numerous slips of paper; on each was written a name. Constantly, the jarl shuffled the slips around in a complicated pattern not discernible to the outside observer. As he heard the door to the hallway open, he looked up and prepared to cover his work; he relaxed as he saw it was Holwine. “What did you learn?” he asked of her.

“All of Lord Ingmond’s margraves are in the city. Some in the Citadel, some in their private domiciles.”

“Good,” Theodoric muttered, frowning as he moved some names around. “I expect the support of every southern nobleman, especially those who were prisoners of Isenhart when all this began.”

“What if you do not have their support?” Holwine asked.

“I have four thousand men in the city,” Theodoric shrugged. “I doubt Theobald will oppose me either.”

Holwine moved around to stare at the collection of names on the table. “You are certain this is possible?”

“As long as I can scrape thirty-five noblemen together, it will be legal,” the jarl declared.

“You do not fear the King’s Quill will object?”

“The King’s Quill is in my debt. He will not stand in my way,” Theodoric said with a satisfied smile.

“When does the Adalthing convene?” his servant asked.

“I gave the document to the Quill a week ago, as soon as the Order army had left. He must allow for time to send messengers,” Theodoric explained. “The shortest delay allowed is two weeks, so another seven days.”

“Your plan hinges on the noblemen being frightened enough to lend their voices as you wish,” Holwine spoke slowly. “What if the jarl Vale arrives in time? He will not allow this or that you coerce his vassals.”

“I do not anticipate that he will be allowed to reach the city,” the jarl of Theodstan said with a satisfied smile. “Soon, Athelstan will have defeated the Vale army and begin his siege of Middanhal anew.”

“And while the nobles are frightened of Sir Athelstan beyond their walls, you convene the Adalthing within and have them elect you lord protector,” Holwine spoke softly. “I admit, it is an elegant plan.”

Noises reached them from afar, struggling to pass through the walls and doors of the Citadel. They both turned their head. “Find out what is going on,” Theodoric commanded, and Holwine left without delay.
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As the Order army marched triumphantly into Middanhal, the excitement reached a frenzy. Already the jarl Isarn had been defeated and sent scurrying back to Silfrisarn, but now his dreaded brother, the victor of Cairn Donn, had been annihilated on the battlefield. Athelstan’s army was gone, and the jarl’s brother and both his sons were in irons. Every citizen was on the street, praising the army exuberantly.

Brand and Richard’s names were on all lips, and the Order soldiers were shown every courtesy. Behind them marched several companies of the Vale soldiers, although their banners had the colours and insignia of House Hardling; they were also given adoration in full. In this moment, all sorrows were forgotten, the war was all but won, the traitors and rebels defeated. Even Brand, typically near-emotionless in his expressions at such times, allowed himself to smile and receive the admirations of the crowd. Today, Middanhal rejoiced.
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Theodoric stormed into his chamber after witnessing the procession of the army. His hands grabbed a nearby hat and wrung it as if it were alive and he desired to break its neck; unable to accomplish this, he flung it away. Behind him came Holwine, keeping her distance.

“You seem upset, brother dear,” Theodwyn remarked casually. She had arrived before him and busied herself with sewing.

“Have you not seen? Richard and the upstart Adalbrand returns with victory!” Theodoric exclaimed, disbelief tainting his last words.

“Of course, I watched it with Arndis. But I thought she should greet her brother without me. A private moment between siblings,” she said with a smile. She gave a look towards Holwine, who left the room.

“Do you not understand?” Theodoric stared at her. “I have lost my only advantage. Soon, Valerian will arrive to the Adalthing. He will never accept that I become lord protector. All my plans are foiled.”

“Dear, your plans were crooked to begin with,” Theodwyn told him calmly. “Even if the city came under siege, Konstans would most likely have returned here. He would never have allowed his brother’s margraves to support you.”

“I had options,” Theodoric claimed. “Controlling the city and as the only jarl present at the Adalthing, I would have found a way. But of course, Adalbrand does what none expected and defeats his old master.”

“Do I understand correctly?” Theodwyn asked with an edge sliding into her voice, and she turned her gaze to keep it focused on her brother. “Are you complaining that Athelstan and his army were defeated? The very end to which you left Middanhal more than a month ago. Because it sounds to me as if you are lamenting that the rebellion has been defeated.”

“Not like this!” Theodoric yelled.

“How like this?” Theodwyn mimicked his words. “By Richard and young Adalbrand? Without you? Is that what truly bothers you, Brother? That it was not you who accomplished this?”

“Of course not,” Theodoric grimaced. “That is absurd,” he claimed, though his voice grew weaker.

“I think,” his sister said carefully, “you have been so convinced that this all hinged on you, you forgot that others might accomplish something. You have always seen yourself as the saviour in any story and others as the obstacles that plague you. Has it ever occurred to you that you might be the obstacle?” she asked with a pointed look.

“That is absurd,” the jarl reiterated. “Everything I have done has been to protect the realm.”

“As opposed to Richard and Adalbrand?” his sister retorted.

“He is dangerous,” Theodoric claimed. “He could attempt to seize power, legitimise his claim as dragonborn through force.”

“Has he made any move towards this? Like you have when you had the Quill summon the Adalthing to be convened solely that it might elect you ruler,” Theodwyn said.

“That is different,” Theodoric argued, pacing around the room. “I thought it was the only way to save us.”

“Unlike Adalbrand? Whose decisions have led to the liberation of Middanhal and the defeat of not one, but two armies of Isarn,” Theodwyn countered. “Including Athelstan, whom we all feared was invincible. Explain to me exactly, brother dear, what is his offence against the realm? Apart from disagreeing with you, of course.”

“He wants to…” Theodoric began to say. “In the mountains, he…” Closing his mouth, the jarl glanced at his sister, who sat looking at him expectantly. Theodoric parted his lips to attempt another reply but could find no words. He sank down into a chair. “I am the obstacle,” he said in little more than a whisper. “What have I done?”

“That, my dear, I leave in your hands to uncover,” Theodwyn said undisturbed, resuming her needlework.

“The Adalthing meets in a week,” Theodoric said. “I have no idea what will happen. I have lost all control. Set events into motion beyond my reach.”

“Then I suggest you use the remaining week well,” Theodwyn told him with a sharp glance before her eyes returned to needle and thread.
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In the evening, there was a knock to the door of the royal library. Slowly, it creaked on its hinges as it was swung open with difficulty. A girl, no more than ten years old, stood inside. Her eyes widened slightly as she saw it was Brand at the door and could discern him to be a nobleman. “Yes, milord?” she asked nervously.

“I am here to see the Quill,” Brand said with an amused smile. He glanced behind the girl into the room and saw many others like her engaged in reading. “I did not realise I had come to a lore house. My apologies if I disturb,” he spoke, his lips still curled upwards.

“Master Quill is in the scriptorium,” the girl spoke, pronouncing the last word with a little difficulty. She stepped back and pointed in the direction of the chamber.

“Thank you, I know where it is,” Brand said kindly, walking past her. Fully visible to everyone in the room, all the girls stopped reading and watched him with curious eyes as the squire continued forward and knocked on the door of the scriptorium.

“Enter,” a voice said softly. Inside, Brand found Quill and Egil engaged in their work. “Brand,” the lore master smiled. “I have heard I am to congratulate you yet again.”

“My thanks,” Brand replied, inclining his head. “I have come for a specific reason, however.” Quill looked at him expectantly. “My family’s Tome of Names. I became twenty-one only a few days ago, and so it is time.”

“Of course!” Quill exclaimed. “Your birth words. The book is here,” the scribe said, pointing to a desk. “I am all but finished restoring it, should you like to take it with you.”

Brand shook his head. “It is better kept here,” he muttered as he approached it.

“As you wish. There is one thing I should mention, unrelated to this,” Quill hastened to say, which made Brand turn to look at him with a curious glance. “Jarl Theodoric has summoned the Adalthing.”

“How so?” Brand frowned. “He does not have authority to do so.”

“He had a document, signed and sealed,” Quill explained.

“Of course,” Brand smiled sardonically. “By Sir Roderic, I take it. The document that Jarl Isarn intended to use. At least we know what happened to it.”

“Messengers have been sent to those far away,” Quill told him. “However, the jarl insisted I kept it quiet from those already in the city for as long as I could. The law is unfortunately not very clear on this,” the scribe admitted, wringing his hands a bit. “While those living elsewhere must be given two weeks’ warning, there is no such guarantee for those already in the capital. I could not refuse the jarl of Theodstan in this request.”

“I understand,” Brand said quietly. “Thank you for telling me.”

“I will have to inform the rest of the Thing soon,” Quill revealed. “But I wanted to let you know in person.”

“Again, my thanks,” Brand told him. “For now, I will do what I came here for, and then I shall leave you to your work.”

“We will give you some privacy,” Quill promised. “Egil, come along.”

The scribe and his apprentice left the room, leaving Brand alone. He approached the Tome of Names with its hundreds of pages. Carefully, the young man opened it to the first page. He found the name Arn, founder of the house. The once-faded letters glowed strong. The entire page was taken up by this person, his titles, and all his deeds. The War of the Dragon, the creation of the Alliance of Adalmearc, the kings of Saelnar bowing to him as the first high king, the building of the Temple and the Arnsweg, founding the Order, and having the first bricks laid for the Langstan.

Brand continued through the pages, moving through eight centuries of history and lineage. Finally, he reached the second-last entry, just above the one concerning his sister. His eyes examined the words, his lips moving in pace as he read them. The name of his father and mother, his forbears, and finally, his birth words. They were an ancient northern custom, spoken at the birth of each child by the norn overseeing the event. The words were a gift from the goddess, spoken through her servant, meant to foretell the fortunes of the newborn child and only revealed when he or she came of age. As Brand read them, his lips became quiet until they sloped up into a smile. He let his finger slide over the ink and the names upon the page; his errand done, he closed the book, turned, and left.
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After the battle, Konstans and his retinue had returned to Middanhal with the army, allowing himself and Hardmar to take part in the procession of the victors as they marched into the city. He was not staying at the house belonging to his family, however; during Isarn’s occupation, it had been set fire to, and it was not inhabitable. Instead, Konstans had quarters in the Citadel befitting the status of his house.

He was not alone at this particular hour. Apart from the usual servants and thanes, a few other men of rank were with him. One was Hardmar; Konstans was often found in conversation with him. Another was Konstantine; satisfied that House Vale had submitted to the leadership of the Order and was not a threat to the realm, Theobald had released Konstantine from confinement in his chamber and allowed him to re-join his father. The practical result was that Konstantine had moved from confinement in one room in the Citadel to confinement in another; upon their reunion, Konstans’ only reaction to his son was to gesture towards an inner chamber. Ever since, Konstantine had remained inside, too intimidated to ask his father permission to leave.

The door opened to admit Arion into the room. “Milords,” he spoke, bowing his head to Konstans and Hardmar. “I have heard word you should hear.”

“Speak,” Konstans ordered.

“Messengers have been sent to every lord of the Adalthing not in the city,” Arion said pointedly.

“Including my brother?” the nobleman of Vale asked.

“Yes, milord,” Arion nodded.

“So the Quill is convening the Adalthing,” Konstans said contemplatively. “But not at his own word. Whose, I wonder.”

“The jarl of Theodstan was seen visiting him days ago,” Arion told his master.

“Interesting,” Konstans stroked his chin.

“What does this mean? The Adalthing cannot assemble except at solstice!” Hardmar exclaimed.

“It may under extraordinary circumstances if done so by the proper authority,” Konstans replied. “I do not know how Theodstan convinced the Quill to do so, but it is irrelevant. When did the messengers leave?”

“About a week ago, milord,” Arion answered.

“The Adalthing cannot meet until every lord outside the city has been given two weeks to travel hither,” Konstans pondered, “so it will be at least another week.”

“What does it matter?” Hardmar spoke, frustrated. “You said we had a year! One procession into the city with my banners will not make much difference.”

Konstans turned his head and gave the youth a cold stare. “It is not the common rabble on the street who will choose the heir. It is the noblemen of the realm. Restrain yourself.”

“But what can be done in a week? What can be won?” Hardmar asked angrily.

“Everything,” Konstans declared confidently. “The others are as pressed for time as we are. I do not know what game Theodstan is playing, but I doubt he anticipated that Ingmond would be freed from captivity. My brother will arrive here once tidings reach him. Both the southern jarls will be present for this Adalthing, whereas I doubt Isarn will dare to show his face.” A predator’s smile crept onto Konstans’ face. “The sanctity of the Adalthing will not protect Isarn once the Thing is dismissed. In fact, I think Theodstan’s hastiness will be his undoing. But I better meet with him. Arion, arrange it,” he told the chamberlain, who bowed and left.

“What will you say to the jarl?” Hardmar wanted to know.

“I do not know yet,” Konstans admitted, “but I will start by reminding him my brother has twice the margraves he has. That should make him willing to negotiate. Rest easy,” he told the young nobleman. “As I have told you before, you will have what was promised by the House of Vale.”
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After his visit to the library, Brand returned to his chambers. Inside, he found Arndis sitting in the parlour by a table upon which was laid a selection of pastries; they were still warm, and their scent reached Brand easily. “What is this?” her brother asked with a smile.

“We have much to celebrate,” Arndis replied. “Your victory and that you are now of age, not to mention the swift conclusion of this war. So I sent Jenny to the kitchen.”

“That is a pleasant thought,” Brand told her as he took a seat. “I regret that I may bring unhappy news to cast a shadow over this.”

“What is wrong?” Arndis frowned.

“Quill told me that the Adalthing has been summoned. It will gather soon, in a week,” Brand explained.

“Is this troublesome? The realm is without leadership,” Arndis argued, “which the Adalthing may provide.”

“It may and most likely will,” Brand assented. “A lord protector will be chosen to replace Sir Reynold. I doubt any will argue in favour of keeping him if he is even still alive. We have heard no word from Hæthiod, and they never received the reinforcements promised from Adalrik.”

“So what is the matter?” Arndis asked, concerned.

“We freed Jarl Ingmond from being Athelstan’s captive. He knows about the death of his wife and child,” Brand said slowly. “Furthermore, he knows the details. He was most adamant to be told everything, understandably so. He agrees with Jarl Theodstan as to whom he should blame.”

“I suppose we could not expect him to be understanding,” Arndis remarked.

Brand shook his head. “It was my decision to attack Isarn’s house. I even led the attack personally. While the good jarl may not assault a commander of the Order, I have little doubt that he will use his influence to a similar gain.”

“The Adalthing,” Arndis said. “But he is only one jarl. Alone, he can accomplish nothing.”

“No,” Brand agreed. “But another victim of that same skirmish was Lord Jaunis, whose daughter is married to Jarl Vale.”

“Two jarls as enemies,” Arndis swallowed. “I had forgotten the ties of marriage between Jaunis and Vale. What will they do against you at the Adalthing?”

“I doubt I can be sent into exile,” Brand pondered. “I committed no crime when I attacked Isarn’s house...”

“But?” Arndis encouraged him to continue.

“They will not allow me to continue leading this war. I will be removed from command, one way or the other,” Brand predicted.

“Can they do that? You serve at the behest of the Order, not the Adalthing,” Arndis pointed out. “Sir Richard does not seem like he would dismiss you because others demand it.”

“It is murky,” Brand admitted. “A new lord protector may not necessarily dismiss me or Sir Richard as Order commanders. But there are other ways to exert pressure,” he continued. “It will require lengthy sieges to break the North and Jarl Isarn’s strongholds. They can send us north but deny us reinforcements, supplies, and we would never be able to end the war. Our army would be whittled down until we had nothing left, and they would send their own army with their own captain north to finish the war in my place.”

“They would do such a thing?” Arndis frowned. “Keep you from defeating these traitors, all for revenge? Can they not see what a threat Jarl Isarn poses?”

“Revenge or other reasons,” Brand offered. “With my victories, I am becoming a rival. Jarl Theodstan, for instance, I think he now sees me as a greater threat than Jarl Isarn ever was.”

“Strange,” Arndis remarked. “His sister is my close friend, yet such enmity exists between the two of you.”

“We saw things very differently during this campaign,” Brand explained. “At first, he had doubts about my capabilities as a commander. Now he fears I am too capable.”

“But how will they win this war without you?”

“Athelstan is in chains,” Brand considered. “The jarl has lost half his forces. They do not need me to besiege Silfrisarn or starve Jarl Isarn out.”

“So what do we do?” Arndis asked. “We have come too far to let these jarls seize everything from us.”

Brand gave a vague smile. “I am not sure we can do anything. The Adalthing will meet, the southern jarls will decide as they see fit, and I will be pressured into abandoning my post. Probably given a post somewhere such as Heohlond, where they hope I will perish in a pointless skirmish.”

“Surely you do not accept this?” Arndis asked sternly.

“No,” Brand spoke after a moment. “No. It would make all my actions be in vain if nothing is gained.”

Arndis frowned, deep in thought. “The southern jarls will never look on you with friendly eyes. We need Jarl Theodstan on our side.”

Brand laughed quietly. “If you can make that happen, my achievements will pale in comparison.”

“You may have campaigned with the jarl,” Arndis began to speak, “but I spent a month locked in a room with his sister, and she has more influence on his decisions than is apparent. In fact, I imagine Theodwyn has made it seem so on purpose.”

Brand gave his sibling a doubtful look. “You believe the jarl’s sister can make him forget that he has disapproved of my every action these many weeks?”

“Everything I have heard, Jarl Theodstan is a practical man. Is it unreasonable that he should see the benefit of befriending Adalbrand, victor of both Bradon and Cudrican?”

“If befriending me also means making an enemy of both the southern jarls, he would have cause for hesitation,” Brand argued.

“It needs not be overt,” Arndis countered. “Merely an understanding. You are twenty-one years old, Brand. We have many years to work with, and one day you will be a friend worth having. The jarl will see that.”

“Very well,” Brand assented, “let us imagine that Jarl Theodstan sees matters your way. He cannot influence the Adalthing against both the jarls Vale and Ingmond.”

“No,” Arndis frowned, her countenance heavy with thought. “But if we know what their aim is, perhaps we can turn it to our advantage.”

“What do you have in mind?” Brand asked.

“I may have an idea,” his sister said. “Come, it is time you formally introduce me to the jarl of Theodstan.” She rose from her seat as did Brand, and they walked out of the room; outside, the kingthanes took position behind them. Placing her arm under his, Arndis walked with Brand towards Theodoric’s chambers.
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Eventually, the news spread that the Adalthing would convene for an extraordinary session. For the common people on the street, life continued as usual, and for the most part, they considered the war to be at an end. As for the armies gathered in the capital, the soldiers considered this a pleasant turn of events; until the Adalthing had met and its affairs were resolved, none of them would be marching against Isarn. Thus, rather than be stuck digging trenches and building palisades for a siege camp, they were allowed to remain in the city and spend their silver on the various delights offered. Those primarily affected were the nobility of Adalrik; suddenly, a flurry of activity commenced as they had less than a week to accomplish their manoeuvres before the gathering.

Valerian arrived the day before the meeting, accompanied only by his thanes. He cast a dismayed look at his ruined house and rode to the Citadel to meet with his brother. His father-in-law, Alexander of the House of Jaunis, was being kept in the Hall of the Honoured Dead next to the lady Richilde and her little son; the jarl Ingmond was only delaying until the Adalthing had met before he would bring his family home to Inghold for burial.

One thing concerning this session had captivated the minds of all, however, regardless of standing. The last Adalthing had elected a lord protector because the current heir was not of age to assume the throne. Since then, that heir had died; what if no lord protector was to be chosen, but instead, they might elect an heir to the realms? Someone who could immediately assume the responsibilities of rule and would render the need for a lord protector superfluous.

In every tavern were spoken the names of the dragonborn, House Arnling and House Hardling. Some looked south towards where the king of Korndale sat, wondering if he knew of this assembly and whether he might wish to make his claim known. Others whispered of illegitimate heirs and sons coming forward to become pretenders as well. Lastly, a few considered the possibility that the age of the dragonborn had ended, and another line would rise to sit upon the Dragon Throne; that maybe the line of Sigvard had truly died with Prince Sigmund, and none of the cadet branches had the strength to assume the name of Adal as their own. All of this was mere guesswork, however; none could know until the Adalthing met.
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At last, the day came for the Adalthing to convene. In the hall reserved for this event, the noblemen of Adalrik arrived one by one or in small groups shortly after dawn. The balconies overlooking the hall held numerous spectators, all those that the guards would allow entry. Arndis and Theodwyn were among them, and soon Quill came walking up the spiralling stairs, followed by his apprentice, who glanced curiously in every direction. Several representatives of the guilds were there, including the alderman himself. There was also another elderly man dressed in plain robes; Egil’s mouth hung open as he spotted the grey-clad man.

“Brother Septimus,” Quill greeted the high priest while bowing his head.

“Master Quill,” Septimus replied with a nod. “And this would be?”

“My apprentice, Egil,” Quill introduced. “I thought it was time he was introduced to his future duties. One day, he will preside over the Adalthing, and this particular session promises to be worthy of remembrance.”

“Indeed,” Septimus spoke with his aged voice. “It even managed to lure me from the Temple. There have been many speculations whether the Thing will choose an heir today.”

“It must,” Quill informed him. “On this, the law is clear. If there is no king and the realms are without even an heir presumptive, the foremost duty of the Adalthing is to choose one at the first opportunity. The succession must never be in doubt.”

“They knew it well when they wrote such laws.” The priest gave a frail smile. “Yet even such foresight could not prevent the war we have found ourselves embroiled in. A war over the very same matter of crowns and thrones.”

“Let us hope it will prevent future wars, at least,” Quill said. “I must take my leave and make ready. Egil, watch everything.”

“Yes, master,” Egil promised.

“He can stay by my side,” Septimus suggested. “My ears and eyes are old. I could use someone young to tell me what I might not hear or see.”

“It would be his honour, Brother Septimus,” Quill assured the Highfather while Egil nodded vigorously.

Below in the hall, the ritual of sanctification had begun. The priestess of Disfara smeared the statue of the goddess with blood; one by one, the noblemen stepped forward and swore to uphold the laws of the realm and the decisions of the Adalthing. The priestess marked each of their foreheads with blood as they finished their oath, and at length, the ritual was at an end. It had, in fact, gone much faster than usual; instead of the full assembly of sixty-nine nobles, only fifty were present. The South was represented by both jarls and their margraves as well as nine of the landgraves; the tenth, Elis, was still in the dungeons until his fate could be decided. From the North, only Theodoric and his margraves had come as well as two landgraves.

It was enough, however. The Adalthing needed a gathering of thirty-five at least to be able to speak with one voice; since fifty exceeded that, all decisions made by the Thing were binding. Quill announced this, along with which decision had to be made first.

“The law leaves no room for doubt,” Quill spoke with a loud voice. “With no king and no heir, the foremost duty of the Adalthing is to choose one. Typically, the custom is that the king will present his choice of heir, and the Adalthing may accept or reject this. Given the circumstances,” Quill spoke, clearing his throat, “that is not possible. Instead, we shall follow the old rules of the northern tribes for choosing a leader in war,” he declared, which caused some whispers and murmurs. It was a custom so ancient that few in the hall even knew it existed. The King’s Quill was the authority on law and tradition, however, and none disputed his decision.

“By this rule, every man with a voice in the Adalthing may declare their support to whomever they choose. All that matters is that one man must have thirty-five voices behind him to be elected,” Quill explained. “Lord Raymond,” Quill spoke, raising his voice, “to whom do you lend your voice?”

“I lend it to Lord Hardmar of House Hardling,” the jarl of Ingmond spoke before he turned to send a malicious glance towards Brand. The latter ignored the stare sent his way.

“Does any of the margraves in the province of Ingmond lend their voice differently?” Quill asked. There was silence; none did so. “Lord Valerian, to whom do you lend your voice?”

“To Lord Hardmar of House Hardling,” Valerian spoke.

“What name did he say?” Septimus asked up on the balcony while Quill continued to enquire if the margraves of Vale spoke otherwise. The aged priest was leaning over the railing precariously, straining his ears to no avail.

“Lord Hardmar,” Egil spoke softly by his side.

“Then it is all but decided,” Septimus mumbled. “Twenty-nine voices in his favour. The jarl Theodstan alone or the southern landgraves collectively may make it a majority.”

In the hall, Quill had moved on to the third and remaining jarl. “Lord Theodoric, to whom do you lend your voice?”

Theodoric took a step forward. His eyes turned around the hall from the other jarls to Hardmar and Brand. Finally, he spoke. “I lend my voice to Lord Hardmar of House Hardling.”

Agitation rippled through the assembly. It was decided. “What?” a voice barked from the back of the gathered noblemen.

“Order, please,” Quill called out. “Does any margrave of Theodstan speak otherwise?”

“I do!” Richard roared as he stepped forward and into the middle of the hall. He was also the source of the outburst a moment ago. “By Hel and all her curse, I speak otherwise! What cowardice is this? Are you spineless children all?”

“Lord Alwood,” Quill tried to speak in a calming voice to little effect.

“In this room stands one man who made this possible!” Richard yelled, shaking his finger at Brand. “If not for this brave lad, you would all be cowering at Isarn’s feet. Or worse, your heads would adorn a pretty spike,” he spat, glaring at Valerian and Konstans. “How dare you! How dare you disrespect all we achieved,” Richard growled. “In impossible circumstances, we won this war, and it was his doing!” As he shouted the last sentence, he once again pointed at Brand.

“Lord Alwood, you may have a chance to speak your mind after the counting, should it not reach a conclusion,” Quill attempted to argue.

“I am not a fool!” Richard exclaimed. “I can count as well as any man here. It has been decided. There will be no chance to speak. You, a bunch of womenfolk disguised like men, have given the realms to a boy,” he uttered with contempt.

“While your defence of your comrade is admirable,” Konstans spoke with a silken voice, “it seems misguided. The Order was under your command, Sir Richard. Do not reduce your own involvement in bringing this war to a swift conclusion.”

As Konstans spoke, Richard glared at him. “You were there, Lord Konstans. You know as well as I that the victor of this war is named Adalbrand.”

“I think you give too much credit to a squire,” Konstans said with a chuckle. “While nobody denies that the Order and all its men, knights, squires, soldiers, are invaluable to the safety of the realm, it does not bear upon our decision today. The banners upon the field at the battle of Cudrican were the banners of House Hardling. It is only sensible that the Adalthing rewards the kingship to the man who brought us the soldiers necessary for victory,” the nobleman argued.

Richard narrowed his eyes and gazed at Konstans with malice. “What a snake you are,” the knight growled. There was silence after this insult was uttered; finally, Richard turned and left the hall at a furious pace. It took a little while for Quill to compose himself and revive from his stupor; finally, he continued with the counting of voices, though it was only a formality.

Accompanied by applause, Hardmar stepped forward with a great smile and knelt by the statue of Disfara that stood in the centre of the hall. Quill approached him and placed a hand on his shoulder.

“Lord Hardmar of House Hardling, I confirm that the Adalthing has spoken with one voice and declared you heir to the realms. In seven days’ time, go to the Temple,” Quill instructed him. “There, before the altar of the Alfather, you shall kneel and receive the blessing of Sigvard. May you rule with the justice and wisdom that he did. For when the time comes, you shall be crowned upon the steps of the Temple in sight of the entire realm,” Quill continued, almost chanting, “that all may see and know you are the Dragon of Adalrik. When you rise, you rise as High King of Adalmearc, and never again shall you kneel before any man.”

Hardmar bowed his head in acceptance of these words; he rose and turned towards the assembled noblemen, receiving their praise and admiration.
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The Adalthing continued for a while longer; since Hardmar was not of age, he would have to wait until he turned twenty-one to be crowned. In the meantime, a lord protector would be chosen to rule the realm. There was little surprise when Valerian was chosen; with Isenhart and most of the North absent, there was nobody to challenge the jarl of Vale. As his dragonlord, he named his brother, Konstans. Some remarked on how the jarl of Isarn had started a war to make himself king, and the only result had been that his rival now ruled the realm, at least for the next four years until Hardmar would be crowned king. Others held their tongue and simply applauded.

Brand left the hall as soon as the mantle of lord protector had been given to Valerian. Walking through the corridors, he passed many servants, busy tending to their duties; seeing his clenched jaw, all of them stayed out of his path. At length, he reached the desolate throne room. Brand entered from one of the smaller doors to the side, but he walked down to the main entrance and then approached the throne from that angle as it was intended. The hall itself was huge, the largest in the Citadel. Pillars rose taller than trees, making those entering feel diminutive. At the far end stood the seat of power, the Dragon Throne, raised upon many steps so that one would have to look up to gaze at the king.

The throne was empty, of course, and had been for months. It was an artistic marvel crafted by the greatest artisans of its age many centuries ago. Not as old as the Dragon Crown, which was claimed to have been worn by Sigvard himself. Like so much else, the throne had been crafted for Arn. His war to unite the realms had brought enormous wealth to Middanhal, and despite his many building projects, there had been enough gold to make a throne worthy of a high king.

It was, naturally, shaped in the likeness of a drake, making full use of this theme and giving the seat its popular name. The armrests were the powerful legs and claws of a golden dragon; behind the person seated, the wings of this creature spread upwards. Where the king’s head would rest, the jaws of the beast opened to reveal its teeth. It appeared as if it would devour any who dared to sit upon the throne, a warning to any who would usurp the rightful seat of the king.

Brand approached the throne until he could reach out his hand and touch the gold of the armrest. His finger traced each of the claws with a pensive look while his other hand played with the woven leather string around his neck. Brand’s lips parted as if he desired to speak, to address the inanimate object in front of him, but whatever his thoughts, they were interrupted by a loud voice.

“Brand,” Richard called out.

“How did you know I was here?” the squire asked.

“Some servants saw you enter. I wanted to talk with you,” the knight muttered.

“As always, I listen,” Brand said with a vague smile.

Richard cleared his throat. “Egnil’s balls, what feckless worms they are!” it burst from him. “Every man in that hall, cowards and crows to the last. How dare they demean what you and I did? How can they not see you deserved this honour?”

“It is not a question of justice but of politics.” Brand gave a slight shrug. “By supporting Lord Hardmar, the jarl of Vale will now have several years as lord protector. It was a cunning move.”

“But the rest of them,” Richard argued. “Gods, man, even Theodoric fell to heel. He, above all, should know your capabilities.”

“Do not be harsh on him,” Brand told the knight. “It would have been decided this way regardless. In this manner, he at least showed himself a friend to our new masters.”

“I would much rather show myself a friend to you,” Richard said gruffly. “You have deserved my respect.”

“I thank you for it,” Brand gave a smile, “though I fear it may have made our new prince and the lord protector look at us both with ill-favoured eyes.”

“I did not think of that,” Richard muttered, sounding a little regretful after all.

“No matter,” Brand shook his head. “They would have done so regardless, I imagine. The only thought in my mind is that I should desire to take my vows as a knight. I have spoken with the Master of the Citadel, and I may proceed holding my vigil this very night.”

“Of course, I congratulate you!” Richard exclaimed. “It is well earned. Who shall accompany you?”

“Normally, it should be Athelstan, but he is occupied,” Brand remarked with dry humour. “I would be pleased if you would, Sir Richard.”

“It would be my honour,” Richard declared.

“Good,” Brand smiled. “Tonight at the eastern shrine.” With that arranged, they parted.

[image: ]


Inside their quarters, the siblings of Theodstan reunited after the Adalthing. Theodoric poured himself a goblet of wine without delay while Theodwyn sat down. With his four-fingered hand, Theodoric grasped the cup tightly before he finally drank from it.

“That went as expected,” Theodwyn finally spoke.

“No other way it could have gone,” Theodoric said with a slightly unsteady voice. “I practically handed it to Valerian and his brother on a platter when I convened the Thing.”

“You never told me what Konstans offered if you would support them,” his sister said questioningly.

Theodoric gave a vague smile. “I told him that I wish to be considered as the new jarl of Isarn once this war has been fought to its ultimate end.”

“He agreed?” Theodwyn asked with raised eyebrows.

“He promised to consider it,” Theodoric said, his smile turning sardonic. “Neither he nor Valerian will ever accept that in a hundred years, of course. Once Isenhart has been beheaded and the rest of his family driven into exile, a southerner will be given the jarldom and all its silver and iron mines,” Theodoric reasoned. “Someone loyal to the House of Vale that they might control the Adalthing in perpetuity. But if Konstans thinks that the lure of Isarn will keep me in line, I am free to act behind his back.”

“What of young Adalbrand?” Theodwyn remarked with an inquisitive glance at her brother. “I thought you had plans for him as well.”

“I do,” Theodoric nodded. “If nothing else, a military commander of his capability is worth befriending. But he is also the greatest rival that our new prince has, and thus by extension, he is an enemy to Vale. It would not do to reveal towards Konstans that I seek to be on friendly terms with the atheling of House Arnling.”

“What do you intend?” Theodwyn asked.

“I have devised another way to gain what we want without arousing suspicion,” the jarl contemplated. “Hopefully, in a way that ensures Adalbrand is still accessible should I ever have need of an undefeated captain,” he spoke with a listless smile. “Such are hard to come by, after all.”
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As night fell, Brand was in one of the small shrines consecrated to Rihimil in the Citadel. Outside, sitting on a chair, was Richard. The young squire, on his last night bearing that rank, was kneeling before the altar. His eyes were fixed on the statue in front of him; endlessly, his lips whispered the Squire’s Pledge.

“When night falls, the squire’s vigil begins.

When dawn rises, so does the Knight.

In peace, a Knight is vigilant.

In war, a Knight is fearless.

In life, a Knight is true.

In death, a Knight is honoured.

I will not rest while battle stirs.

I will not flee where others fight.

My Life and Word are not twain.

My Death and Honour shall be one.

When night falls, my vigil begins.

When dawn rises, so do I.”
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As the night neared its end, dark circles surrounded Brand’s eyes. He blinked from time to time, but otherwise, he did not waver. His voice was hoarse, and he spoke the pledge with slow, crisp sounds. Finally, something touched his cheek. It was sunlight; through the window to the east, it announced the end of his vigil. Smiling, Brand rose to his feet. He walked over and opened the door. Outside, Richard sat in his chair, sleeping with an open mouth. Brand cleared his throat, making the knight blink and awaken.

This made Richard get up and walk over to the door. “Adalbrand of House Arnling, born to Arngrim of that house, have you kept your vigil?” Richard asked.

“I have,” Brand spoke in a tired voice.

“Are you prepared to take the Knight’s Oath?”

“I am,” Brand nodded.

“Good,” Richard grinned. Then his smile faltered. “You deserve an accolade by the king himself, or at the very least the lord marshal…” his voice trailed off.

“No need for concern,” Brand said dismissively. “I would consider it an honour if you would lay your blade upon my shoulder, Sir Richard.”

“Truly, it is me that you honour,” Richard said, his voice a little thick. “When do you wish it done?”

“Now, without delay. While I am tired from kneeling all night, one more time will not hurt,” Brand smiled.

He walked back into the room and knelt by the shrine after giving Richard a pair of golden spurs whom the latter pocketed. One hand was placed upon the feet of the statue, and under Rihimil’s watchful and Richard’s sleepy eyes, Brand took his oath as a knight.

“I am a Knight of Adal.

I am sworn to valour.

Valour I wield as my sword.

This is my vow.

I am a Knight of Adal.

I am sworn to justice.

Justice I raise as my shield.

This is my vow.

I am a Knight of Adal.

I am sworn to truth.

Truth I wear as my armour.

This is my vow.

I am a Knight of Adal.

I am sworn to fealty.

Fealty I honour above all.

This is my vow.

My sword fears not death.

My shield defends the weak.

My armour protects the realm.

My oath is my honour.

I am a Knight of Adal.”

With his vows spoken and oath taken, Brand looked up. Richard drew his sword and touched the squire’s left shoulder, his right, and finally, his left again. For each touch, the knight spoke the ritual words.

“In the name of the King, whose command we follow

In the name of the Order, whose codex we follow

In the name of Rihimil, whose example we follow

I name you a knight.”

Richard sheathed his sword. “Arise, Sir Adalbrand,” he commanded. Brand, squire no longer, did so. Digging out the spurs, the old knight gave them to his new peer, one by one. “Now, let us get something to drink!” Richard exclaimed. “I grow thirsty just by listening to your hoarse voice.”

“Very well,” Brand laughed a little. “But later today, we must celebrate with my sister. I promised her so.”

“There shall be celebration enough for all,” Richard grinned as he led the way out of the shrine.
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Later that day, the court was assembled in the throne room. The hall that had been quiet for months was once again filled to the brim with people. All the nobility of Adalrik, including beorns and courtiers, were present to watch the lords of the realm swear fealty to their new prince. Usually, this was a custom only done after a king had been crowned, but the new dragonlord had made the Adalthing agree to perform this on the following day. Thus, every lord with a landed title in the realm stood in the centre of the hall, which meant jarls, landgraves, and margraves. The rest of the court stood to the side, watching as, one by one, the noblemen stepped forward towards the throne. Upon it sat Prince Hardmar, flanked by the brothers of Vale.

Among the spectators were Quill and Septimus. They stood in the back where there were few to disturb them or wonder at seeing the two of them together. Septimus stretched his neck a little to watch the jarl of Ingmond approach the throne, soon after followed by his margraves. “I have not seen this tradition enacted before,” the priest spoke, rubbing his neck.

“Nor I,” Quill admitted. “I was still apprentice to my old master last this took place, attending to my duties.”

“And I, a humble priest at the Temple,” Septimus smiled.

“It is a breach of custom, though,” the scribe said. “It is highly irregular for the lords to swear loyalty before the king has been crowned. It does not hold to the word of the law that a prince should demand such.”

“I imagine, given the current circumstances, our new rulers are concerned that there may be more like Jarl Isarn among the noblemen,” Septimus spoke with a sly smile. “Better to bind them with an oath now when their loyalty is most in question.”

“I suppose,” Quill frowned. “I simply dislike the departure from tradition.”

Septimus nodded absentmindedly before he lowered his voice. “Have you heard from our mutual friend?” he spoke quietly while glancing around.

Quill shook his head. “Rumours have reached me, however, now that the way through Ingmond is open again. They say that the war goes ill in Hæthiod. I do not expect any of my messages might reach him in that war-torn realm.”

“I suppose he will turn up at his own pace,” Septimus said calmly. “I am more troubled by the thought of the outlanders holding Hæthiod while the noblemen of Adalrik fight each other.”

“I can only agree,” Quill muttered, “but what can we do to make them see the greater threat?”

“That is the question which keeps me awake at night,” Septimus confessed. “Not until the outlanders are at the gates of Middanhal will these drakonians see reason, and by then, I fear it will be too late.” He narrowed his eyes a little, straining them. “Do I see your friend, Master Quill? Did you not speak of him to me once?” the priest pondered, gesturing towards where Brand stood in the crowd with his sister and sergeant as company.

“That is he,” Quill nodded.

“You did not tell me how that friendship came to be,” Septimus enquired.

“He often helped me during his time as a page,” the scribe explained. “That was before I had an apprentice. I had the impression he preferred the company of books over that of his peers.”

“He might have good cause for that,” the high priest contemplated. “If I understand right, he has defeated one jarl on the battlefield. Two others have lost family members and blame him. Lastly, to our new prince, he is a rival. His very name declares it. I wonder what thoughts ran through his father’s mind to name his son Adalbrand and thus invoke the House of Adal,” Septimus considered, his gaze turning towards Berimund. “Did you hear about the captain of the kingthanes and the jester?”

“I did,” Quill shuddered. “To think such a small person could possess such great malice.”

“Have you heard more than that? After all, he cannot have acted alone,” the priest argued.

The scribe shook his head. “He leapt to his death and took his secrets with him. I know the kingthanes have looked into the records from the solstice games, but it seems pointless. If anybody else were involved, surely they have fled many miles from here.”

“Another mystery unsolved, which promises to return to haunt us.” With a contemplative expression, Septimus and Quill watched the jarl of Theodstan step towards the throne.

Kneeling, Theodoric spoke loudly that all might hear. “I swear fealty to you, my prince, and Theodstan bows before you.”

“Your fealty is accepted,” Hardmar spoke with a smile. He wore the colour of his house mingled with the blue colour of his ancestry; on his head, he wore a golden circlet laid with sapphires, which was custom for the prince of Adalrik to be adorned with. By his sides, Valerian and Konstans gave curt nods. “I am aware that Theodstan is a friend to the Crown.”

“Might I ask permission to approach, my prince?” Theodoric asked in a lower voice. “As a friend to the Crown, I wish to share a concern.”

“Of course,” Hardmar said, frowning.

Theodoric walked forward until his words would only be heard by the youth sitting on the throne and the two noblemen standing next to it. “As my prince hopefully knows, I have fought long and hard to protect the realm against traitors and rebels. With most of the House of Isarn imprisoned in your dungeons, it seems hopeful that our civil war is soon at an end. Yet a threat remains,” the jarl warned.

“What might that be?” Konstans enquired.

“A young commander who has usurped the affections of the soldiers and the people,” Theodoric said in a quiet tone.

“I know of whom you speak,” Hardmar replied, glancing towards Brand in the crowd.

“Certainly, his abilities have served the realm well,” Theodoric admitted. “But the war in Adalrik is all but won. There seems to be no further need for him here.”

“What do you suggest?” Hardmar asked with narrowed eyes. “Should he join the others in chains?”

“That might be drastic, my prince,” Theodoric hastened to say, raising his hands.

“You have something in mind,” Konstans declared, “so speak.”

“There is still war in Hæthiod. A troublesome one, according to latest tidings. Why not let what remains of the Order army carry out their initial orders?” Theodoric suggested. “A small army, not enough to win a war, but enough to quiet those who would protest if nothing was done. Let the young Adalbrand lead them into other realms, and let him be forgotten here. Once he no longer drapes himself in victories, people will not remember his name,” the jarl claimed.

“The idea might have merit,” Valerian contemplated, sounding uncertain.

“What of Alwood?” Hardmar sneered. “He has shown himself to be quite the malcontent.”

“Let him be sent against Isarn to share command with another,” Konstans decided. “Best to keep those two separate.”

“I leave the details in your capable hands,” Theodoric declared.

“You have done well,” Hardmar stated, to which Theodoric bowed his head. “You have my gratitude.”

The jarl of Theodstan moved on, allowing his margraves to take his place. Turning his eyes into the crowd, Theodoric gave an almost imperceptible nod at Brand, who glanced back but made no gesture of his own.

“Do you think it worked?” Arndis asked of Brand as she turned to look elsewhere.

“I think so,” Brand said quietly. “The jarl can be persuasive when he wishes to be. Not with me, but then again, few are as stubborn as I,” the newly minted knight jested. “One thing I do regret. If our plans come to fruition, I shall once again leave you alone among the wolves.”

“It was my idea,” Arndis replied. “We each have our battlefields, each our weapons to wield. I will do my part here. You may do yours in Hæthiod. That is our duty to our name and lineage.”

“My sister,” Brand smiled. “You have more courage than most men in armour I have met.”

“Question is,” Arndis said, changing the subject, “what shall we do today?”

“We shall have entertainment and amusement,” Brand declared. “As soon as Sir Richard joins us.”

As if summoned, the margrave appeared moments later, sticking out his tongue as if he had tasted something unpleasant. “It will require ale stronger than bull’s brew to wash the words from my mouth,” Richard claimed, scraping his tongue against his teeth.

“Sir Richard knows of a tavern nearby,” Brand told his sister as they began to walk out of the hall. “Come along, Matthew,” he called to his young sergeant, who woke from his daydreaming and hurried after them.

“A most reputable place, fear not, my lady,” Richard growled. “A playhouse, in fact, and a troupe from Fontaine is performing this afternoon. A play which I know your brother is partial towards.”

“Is that so?” Arndis exclaimed. “Which one?”

“The one called ‘The Brothers Swordsmen’,” Brand told the others. “I saw it more than once as a page. I was indeed quite captivated by it.”

“Truly? How can that be?” his sister asked.

“To be honest, by mistake,” Brand said in a light-hearted voice. “I misheard one of the names, you see. I thought he was called Adalbrand like me, and my imagination was lit on fire to think that the greatest swordsman under the sun bore the same name as me. Imagine the tragedy,” he continued with mock hurt in his voice, “when I realised he was, in fact, called Alfbrand.” The others laughed as they crossed into the courtyard, and Brand continued to speak, reciting lines from the play and entertaining his companions.
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Returning from the throne room, Quill ascended the stairs to his library and entered. Inside, he found Egil and Kate, who had either snuck away from her duties or been given leave. They both raised their heads towards the door as he entered, but when they saw it was Quill, they returned to their discussion.

“No, he was really nice, kind,” Egil insisted, nodding his head. “Like you imagine a grandfather to be from the stories,” he explained.

Kate sat with her lips pressed together in a sceptical expression. “You sure it was the Highfather?” she questioned. “Couldn’t it have been another priest?”

“There’s only one wearing a grey robe. I was in the Temple. I know these things,” Egil claimed. “Besides, Master Quill called him Septimus.”

“Maybe there are lots of priests named Septimus,” Kate suggested with a shrug.

“Master Quill knows,” Egil declared. “Master?” he said louder to attract the attention of the red-robed man.

Quill, meanwhile, had walked over to stand by the window, staring absentmindedly out of it. Out in the courtyard, he saw Brand, Arndis, Richard, and Matthew cross the yard towards the gate, talking merrily with each other. “Adal,” the scribe muttered.

“Master Quill?” Kate asked, but Quill did not seem to hear. He left the library hall to enter the scriptorium, walking over to the Arnling Tome of Names. Opening it near the end, he found the latest pages where anything had been written. His eyes glanced over the letters until he found the words he sought.

“Adalbrand, born to Arngrim of House Arnling and Deirdre of Clan Lachlann,” the scribe mumbled as he read. “Hair dark and eyes blue. First child born to his father, heir to the house and atheling of Sigvard.” Finally, he reached the birth words as spoken by the norn upon Brand’s birth. “Dragon born of eagle wing, the noble blade revealed, and the ward of victory renewed.” Looking briefly at the first phrase, ‘Dragon born of eagle wing’, Quill’s countenance became wrinkled in thought. His sight came to rest at the words ‘noble blade’ again, his brow furrowed in contemplation. “Adalbrand,” Quill spoke quietly, and the light of realisation slowly became ignited in his eyes. “Sigvard,” he finally spoke as his eyes found the last phrase of Brand’s birth words. He grabbed the end of the great book, and with some effort, he slammed it shut.
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The story will continue with Raven’s Cry!


THANK YOU FOR READING SERPENT’S STRIKE


We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Serpent’s Strike to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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An outcast. A secret power. Can his fire forge a hero? Martel's only ambition is to become a Weathermage, able to ensure good harvest and prosperity for his family. But he'll have to graduate from the Imperial School of Magic first. A few problems. Martel is from a rural farming village. He has no experience with the harsh and deceitful ways of the imperial capital. And there are plenty who would take advantage of his naivety to see him fail, from fellow students to masters. Plus, he's twice as old as the typical novices, having spent his childhood hiding his gift for magic out of fear. And he's of Tyrian descent, who once stood as enemies of the Empire and are still treated by many Imperials as such. But they all underestimate him at their own risk. For Martel is fire-touched. A power so rare that if he were found out, the Empire would force him to join their endless wars... And he'd rather not be forced to unleash it... Experience the tale of Martel the reluctant fire mage in the Firebrand Series. Join him from his humble beginnings as a hapless novice at a Magic Academy. This is character-focused and light-hearted progression fantasy at its finest, with an intricate magic system and a world filled with detail.


Get The Novice Now!
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A warrior finds himself thrust into a shadow war spanning centuries… In 1099, the armies of Christendom march for Jerusalem. Mercenary captain Robert Cutnose finds himself in the belly of a siege tower waiting to storm the walls in a desperate attempt to take the city. But what they find inside the city is far more terrifying than the arrows and spears that fly their way... After a savage attack by the moonlight, Cutnose’s lifeblood leaks from his veins, and he is thrust into an immortal war between the Order and their prey they simply call the Hunted. Each desires to own a relic with power far greater than he could ever imagine. With the aid of a secretive party of warriors, he must track down the man who ripped out his throat in the blink of an eye, for if he does not, his future as a human will be short. As he crawls deeper into the shadows, it is clear, only oaths made in blood survive. A war-filled journey through the crusades and into the depths of the ancient Noctis Bellum. Filled with legendary characters both barbaric and gray, driven by valor and treachery alike, the Oaths of Blood Saga is an action-packed grimdark historical fantasy in the vein of Joe Abercrombie, Bernard Cornwell, and John Gwynne.
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Men in Black meets Hellraiser in this rollicking mash-up of urban fantasy and cosmic horror from four-time Bram Stoker Award-Winning author Tim Waggoner. Creatures from dark dimensions infesting your home? Demonic beings trying to drive you insane? Alien gods attempting to destroy your universe? Just call Maintenance. This underpaid and overworked secret organization is dedicated to battling forces that seek to speed up Entropy and hasten the Omniverse’s inevitable death. Neal Hudson is a twenty-year veteran of Maintenance. A surveyor who drives through the streets of Ash Creek, Ohio constantly scanning for the deadly energy known as Corruption. Since the death of his previous partner, Neal prefers to work alone, and he’s not happy when he’s assigned to mentor a rookie. But they better learn to get alone fast. The Multitude, a group of godlike beings who seek to increase Entropy at every opportunity, are creating an Atrocity Engine. This foul magical device can destroy the Earth, and they don’t care how many innocent lives it takes to build it. (Spoiler alert: It’s a lot!) Just another day on the job...


Get The Atrocity Engine Now!
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THE NOBILITY AND PEOPLE OF ADALRIK


The Dragonborn

The House of Adal

King Sighelm of Adalrik, high king of Adalmearc. Died in his sleep in the year one thousand ninety-seven. Called ‘the King of Grief’ in the last ten years of his reign after the death of his son and due to his orders of brutal repression against rebel highlanders.

Prince Sigmar of Adalrik, son of Sighelm. Slain in an ambush in the year one thousand eighty-seven, which sparked the highland war. Known as ‘the Dragonheart’, an epithet bestowed to the bravest members of Sigvard’s line, who are considered to have inherited Sigvard’s courage.

Lady Isabel of Hæthiod, wife of Sigmar. Born a princess of Hæthiod, sister to its now deceased king, Everard, and aunt to its current queen, Theodora.

Prince Sigmund of Adalrik, son of Sigmar and Isabel, atheling of Sigvard, and heir apparent to the throne of Adalrik and the Dragon Crown.

House Arnling

Lord Arngrim, knight of the Order. Slain in a mutinous fight in Heohlond during the highland war in the year one thousand ninety.

Lady Deirdre of Clan Lachlann, wife of Arngrim. Died in her sleep in the year one thousand ninety-seven.

Lord Adalbrand, son of Arngrim and Deirdre. Atheling of Sigvard and squire of the Order under Sir Athelstan, with whom he spent seven years in Alcázar.

Lady Arndis, daughter of Arngrim and Deirdre. Younger sister to Adalbrand.

House Hardling

Lord Hardmar, atheling of Sigvard and lord of the castle Hardburg and surrounding lands.

Lord Gerhard, second son of House Hardling.

Lord Inghard, third son of House Hardling.

Lady Gunhild, daughter of House Hardling and elder sister to Hardmar, Gerhard, and Inghard.

The Jarls of Adalrik

The House of Isarn

Jarl Isenhart of Isarn, with thirteen margraves as vassals. His jarldom provides the realms with silver for their coinage and iron for their steel. Known as ‘Ironfist’.

Jarlinna Halla of Irskog, wife of Isenhart.

Lord Isenwald of Isarn, eldest son of Isenhart and Halla and heir to the jarldom. Called ‘the Dull Knife’ behind his and his father’s back due to his slow speech and perceived slow wit.

Lord Eumund of Isarn, second son of the House of Isarn and squire of the Order.

Sir Athelstan of Isarn, brother to the jarl, knight of the Order, and considered its best commander due to his leadership in the highland war. Spent seven years in Alcázar as the high king’s envoy to the Kabir.

Lord Athelbold of Isarn, cousin to the jarl, a warrior of fearsome reputation, and along with Athelstan, the jarl’s closest counsellor.

Lady Anhild of Silfrisarn, wife of Athelbold.

Lord Athelgar of Isarn, son of Athelbold and Anhild.

Ulfrik, captain of the jarl’s thanes.

Ernulf, thane to the jarl.

The House of Vale

Jarl Valerian of Vale, with sixteen margraves as vassals. The richest man in the realm due to his control over the trade between Middanhal and Herbergja. Known as ‘the Bookkeeper’.

Jarlinna Alexandra of Jaunis, wife of Valerian and eldest daughter of Alexander of Jaunis.

Lady Valerie of Vale, daughter of Valerian and his first wife, Laura.

Lord Konstans of Vale, brother to the jarl.

Lady Mathilde of Montmer, wife of Konstans.

Lord Konstantine of Vale, son of Konstans and Mathilde. As nephew to Valerian, he is the heir presumptive to the jarldom.

Arion, chamberlain to the jarl.

The House of Theodstan

Jarl Theodoric of Theodstan, with seven margraves as vassals. Dragonlord until dismissed from service following the death of Prince Sigmar. Called ‘Fourfinger’ due to his missing left little finger.

Lady Theodwyn of Theodstan, sister to the jarl. Widowed after her husband died in the highland war.

Holwine, servant to the jarl.

Holebert, servant to the jarl and brother of Holwine.

Geberic, thane to the jarl and often acting as his sergeant.

The House of Ingmond

Jarl Raymond of Ingmond, with eleven margraves as vassals. Known as ‘the Pious’.

Jarlinna Richilde of Cherise, wife of Raymond.

Lord Raymond of Ingmond, son of Raymond and Richilde and heir to the jarldom.

Members of High Nobility in Adalrik

Lord George of Elis, landgrave and dragonlord of Adalrik, following the jarl of Theodstan’s dismissal.

Lord Charles of Linstead, landgrave in southern Adalrik.

Lord Robert of Marcaster, landgrave, whose province is the largest among his peers.

Lord Richard of Alwood, margrave to the jarl of Theodstan and renowned knight of the Order. Called ‘Hotspur’ in his youth due to his impetuous style of fighting.

Members of the Order in Adalrik

Sir Theobald, captain of the Citadel, responsible for peace and order in Middanhal, and once known as ‘the Blade of the North’. Considered the best swordsman in the Seven Realms until a spear slashed his leg open during a battle, forcing him to limp ever since. Kinsman to the jarl of Theodstan.

Sir Fionn, knight of the Order and one of its commanders.

Low Nobility and People of Adalrik

Adilah, high priestess of the Order of the Raven in Middanhal and leader of the norns in that city.

Baldric, jester at the court in Middanhal.

Berimund, captain of the kingthanes.

Edwin, alderman of the guilds in Middanhal.

Egil, apprentice to the King’s Quill. Originally from the highlands.

Eleanor of Tothmor, former ward of William, now living at the Citadel.

Ellen, daughter of Gilbert, the tavern keeper.

Gilbert, tavern keeper in Lowtown.

Godfrey, wanderer and acquaintance of the Quill.

Graulf, soldier of the Order and sergeant to Richard.

Kate, kitchen girl in the Citadel.

Matthew, recruit in the Order and sergeant to Adalbrand.

Nicholas, longbowman from Hæthiod.

Quentin, longbowman from Hæthiod.

Quill, formally the King’s Quill, law keeper of Adalrik and overseer of the Adalthing.

Septimus, servant of the Alfather and high priest of all the faiths.

Tom, longbowman from Hæthiod.

Ælfwine, blind beggar and acquaintance of Godfrey.


THE NOBILITY AND PEOPLE OF HÆTHIOD


The Royal House of Erhard

Queen Theodora of Hæthiod, daughter of Beatrice and Stephen. Crowned at the age of four in the year one thousand eighty-five.

King Everard of Hæthiod, previous monarch of Hæthiod. With no legal male heirs, he adopted his niece Theodora on his deathbed to secure the succession. Died from the severity of wounds sustained in battle in the year one thousand eighty-five.

Dowager Queen Irene of Hæthiod, wife of Everard. Their union was childless. Informally, the regent of Hæthiod through her husband’s niece, Theodora.

Lord Leander, illegitimate son of Everard and Diane.

Members of High Nobility in Hæthiod

Count Stephen of Lakonia, father to the queen and march warden of the South, responsible for defending that border against outlander incursions.

Lady Beatrice of Hæthiod, wife of Stephen, mother of Theodora, and sister to Everard.

Count Hubert of Esmarch, distant relative of the royal line and defender of the north-east. Leader of the royal guard, the King’s Blades, until they were dissolved by Irene following the king’s death.

Lord Hugh of Esmarch, son of Hubert.

Count Theodore of Argolis, a ruling nobleman of Hæthiod.

Count Nikolaos of Larissa, a ruling nobleman of Hæthiod.

Count Erastos of Lykia, a ruling nobleman of Hæthiod.

Members of the Order in Hæthiod

Sir Reynold, lord marshal of the Order with supreme command over its forces and the authority to raise the levies of any lord within the realms.

Sir Leonard, marshal of Hæthiod and responsible for keeping the peace of the realm.

Sir William, knight of the Order, originally from Tothmor. Known as ‘the Unyielding’ for his peerless prowess in battle, a reputation and ekename earned at the battle of Cairn Donn.

Baldwin, squire to William.

Low Nobility and People of Hæthiod

Aubrey, high priest of the Order of the Bull, known as geolrobes.

Bernard, high priest of the Order of the Bear, known as whiterobes.

Diane, mistress to the deceased king, Everard.

Dominic, high priest of the Order of the Dragon, known as blackrobes, and court seer to the queen.

Gregory, priest of the Order of the Bull.

Nikodemos, acolyte of the Order of the Dragon.

Philon, steward of the palace.

Renard, priest of the Order of the Bear.

Tereza, high priestess of the Order of the Raven, known as norns or sibyls.

Thestor, secretary to Leonard.

Troy, a bard, and friends with Leander.

Zoe, priestess of the Order of the Raven.
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