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he was in one of the castle’s gardens, sitting under a blooming apple 

tree. The sky was high and blindingly blue, the new grass soft and jewel-

green, and the blushing apple flowers filled her nostrils with their subtle 

scent. But beneath the sweet smell and brilliant colors, everything was crum-

bling and rotting, she knew, though she didn’t know how she knew. She just 

knew, with the certainty of a dream, that underneath the fresh grass, the ground 

was naught but gravel and ashes, the apple trees decayed under their speckless 

barks and blushing veils of blooms, and behind the white walls that surrounded 

the garden, the world was but fire and blood and terror.  

      She put away the book that she had been flickering through though there 

was nothing in it. It was a blank book. Very old and handsomely bound but 

completely empty. No word nor picture had been drawn into its thin, yellowed 

pages.  

      As she rose and tried to go and take a walk about the garden, she realized 

that she was chained to a tree, shackled like a slave from neck and ankles, her 

golden chain bolted into the trunk. She bent down to grab it and gave it a hard 

yank. The chain was so thin, not even as thick as her pinkie, and she thought it 

might be easy to break. It didn’t budge. No matter how much she pulled and 

tugged, it remained solid and unyielding. She glanced around to find someone 

who could help her, unbuckle her, for this wasn’t right. She was no slave! She 

was a princess, and a queen-to-be, besides. The garden was deserted, except 

for her and the nameless horror outside the walls, squeezing closer and closer 

by the heartbeat. Suddenly, the fear took her over, and she started to yell for 

help and soon screamed at the top of her lungs. 

      No one heard her nor cared about her distress. The horror crept closer. Irana 

yanked the chain again. It didn’t budge. She ran around the tree, only tying 

herself tighter to it. Tears flooded down her face, plentiful and uncontrollable. 

She ran back to her book and lifted it from the ground as if it could help her, 

opened it, and flickered through the empty pages. Nothing changed. She tossed 

the tome away, but instead of a solid thud of it hitting the ground, she heard a 

splash as if the book had fallen into the water.  

      She wiped her eyes into her sleeve and peered around, blinking in the pierc-

ing-white sunlight that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. An-

other splash caught her attention, and now she saw it. A round, emerald well 

had appeared among the apple trees not ten yards away, or maybe it had always 

been there, and she just hadn’t noticed it. She wasn’t sure, nor did she care, 

after seeing what was pushing up from the water.  

S 
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      She screamed, fleeing into the trees as fast as she could, forgetting the 

chain. It tensed, and she flew backward, falling heavily onto the grass. She 

rolled over in a panic and tried to scramble up, but the thing was already upon 

her. It was a man. And it wasn’t. Lean, impossibly tall, and knobbed like an 

old ash tree, it hovered above her. The water beaded its olive bark, skin, or 

whatever it was that covered its sinewy form, leaves, and twigs and beard moss 

clung into its antlers, and its eyes were abysmal and filled with malice. It bent 

down over her to brush her cheek with long, twig-like fingers. Irana squeezed 

her eyes shut, praying that whatever it was about to do to her would soon be 

over, or she’d pass out during.  

      The thing sniffed her. She felt its hot breath on her face and neck and 

smelled its earthy, beastly scent. Despite herself, she opened her eyes. The 

monster’s eyes were only a few inches away from her own. She realized, to her 

astonishment, that they weren’t as dark, abysmal, and cruel as she had first 

thought but rather sad and agonized. And midnight blue, not black. The fingers 

on her skin, hard and woody as they were, weren’t hurting her but caressing. 

She swallowed and breathed: “Help me? Please.” 

      She didn’t know, what made her say it, but the thing did as she bid. It 

grabbed the chain and broke it with a sharp yank. Irana pushed up to lean on 

her elbows and scrutinized the monster’s face. It looked like a man who was 

morphing into a deer or a deer morphing into a man. Queer, yet not ugly. And 

not the thing she should be afraid of, she understood as the horror outside 

pressed closer still. 

  “We should go. The enemy is coming,” she whispered though she knew they 

weren’t going anywhere. 

Not quite yet, at least. 

      She didn’t object as the creature turned her onto her belly and pushed her 

skirts up over her buttocks. Instead, she spread her legs and gave herself to it 

willingly, moaning softly as it entered her. Its member was as woody and lean 

as everything else in it, and though it wasn’t gentle, it didn’t hurt her either. 

Though maybe that was just because she wanted it so much. She was soaking 

wet and whimpering in pleasure by the time it spilled its hot seed deep inside 

her and slumped on top of her pressing its face into the well of her neck. 

  “You’re right,” it whispered in an astonishingly humane voice. “We must go. 

However, the enemy isn’t coming. It has been here all along.” 

      The thing pushed up to its feet, and as Irana rolled over and opened her 

eyes, she saw no antlered monster anymore. In its place stood a man, a tall and 

gaunt human man whose body was covered in blue tattoos from the hips to 
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collarbones. He had midnight blue eyes, sandy hair, and an apologetic half-

smile upon his face. He held out a callused hand. She took it without a second 

thought, let him yank her up to her feet, and walk her to the garden gate.  

      The gate was made of black iron bars, thicker than Irana’s arm, and bolted 

from the outside. Beyond it was blackness. Irana shuttered and shook her head: 

“No… Another way. We must find another way.” 

  “This is the only way,” claimed the man and squeezed her hand tighter. “Do 

you want to be free?” 

  “Yes, but…” 

  “Then trust me.” 

      He raised a hand, and his palm started to glow. A burst of midnight blue 

and lavender flames licked out between the bars, and the gates flung open into 

the black nothingness. They stood at the edge of the world, at the edge of all 

existence, it seemed. Irana balked, tried to withdraw, pull her hand off his.  

 “No… We can’t. There’s nothing there, can’t you see?” 

 “Don’t be afraid,” he said, smiling. “That’s what freedom looks like. Come, 

fly with me.” 

      Irana glanced over to the garden that was now decaying openly. The grass 

had turned yellow and brown. The flowers were falling from the trees, crum-

pled and brown like flakes of dirty snow. The trunks were crammed with pulps 

and boils that oozed green and yellowish pus. The horror was there. It had 

reached the walls and was creeping over them, its black, shadowy fingers coil-

ing like serpents down the white stone.  

      She squeezed his hand for dear life, stepped to the edge, and into nothing-

ness. She didn’t fly. She fell. As she realized that she was falling, she was 

startled. And as she startled, she woke up, sweating and out of breath, her heart 

hammering inside its bony cage, the flesh between her legs throbbing and drip-

ping wetness as if she had laid with the man in the dream for real. 

 

 

 
 

 

CHAPTER TWO 
 

 

“As far west as the west goes.” 
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eer? Or would you rather have wine?” the king asked, beckoning his 

cupbearer closer with an impatient gesture. 

  “Wine would be fine if it pleases Your Grace,” replied Toren Eddesen. 

      Soon after Toren had crossed Naer Heigir, he had come to a conclusion 

that drinking anything but wine or water on the western side of Naer Heigir 

would be, if not downright lethal, definitely unhealthy and highly masochistic, 

besides. He had no taste in torturing himself, so he had asked for wine in every 

inn and tavern he had dropped by along the way. His request had raised many 

an eyebrow and gained him countless slanted looks, but as he didn't keep a 

habit of giving a hoot what other people might think of him, he had drunk his 

wine at leisure and with pleasure. Even as the Westerners were shoddy at mak-

ing mead and brewing beer, they did know how to make good wine. 

      The cupbearer, a gaunt, fish-eyed lad of eight or nine, trickled a mouthful 

of deep red wine into a silver goblet and offered it to the king with a bow. The 

king gulped the liquid down, smacked his mouth, handed back the goblet, and 

declared: "Not the best vintage but will do for the likes of him."  

      Toren ignored the insult. One would’ve expected some element of manners 

of a king, but he had realized the very heartbeat he had laid his eye on this 

monarch for the first time, it would be foolish to hope for such. Waldhark 

Rofinnar the Sixth, the ruler and protector of the kingdom of Girania, had 

greeted him in a slow, loud manner in which some people spoke to the deaf 

and ill-witted and marveled openly as he had replied most courteously in all 

but flawless Westang. 

      “The captain claimed that you’re from the north!” the king had exclaimed. 

“A Son of… What was that brotherhood of yours called again?” 

  “The Sons of Stryader if it pleases Your Grace.” 

  “Yes, that. It is said, you men are true to your vows. Does this hold true?” 

  “There’re a few bad eggs in every nest, but most of us are men of honor. Your 

Grace.” 

  “Very well. Be seated, then, and we’ll see what kind of an egg you are.” 

      Toren had seated himself into a high-backed chair which the king had 

pointed to him at the round, lacquered table and peered about the small blue 

and gold parlor while Waldhark had bullied his cupbearer. The king raised his 

silver goblet to him half an inch. He returned the gesture, equally niggardly, 

before lifting the goblet to his lips and taking a ginger sip. The wine was thick, 

dark, and savory, and he nodded his approval as the king seemed to be expect-

ing such.  

“B 
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      King Waldhark looked pleased, drank deep from his goblet, and asked: 

“Now then, do you know why you are here?” 

Toren’s coal-black eyebrows wanted to jump to his widow’s peak, but he kept 

his face straight and said: “I applied for the post as a personal guard, Your 

Grace. Whom I am to protect, Captain Aelefnar did not clarify.” 

  “You are to guard the princess.” King Waldhark wrinkled his straight, sharp-

pointed nose, far too delicate to his broad, drooping face. “I betrothed the girl 

to an elven count last year, and the assassins have been on her heels ever since. 

Her old guard, a knight long outdated, died a moons’ turn ago and…”  

      A gentle knock on the door cut the king off. He whirled in his seat and 

bellowed: "Yes, enter! Have you forgotten how to read the time, old man?" 

The door was pushed open, and a tiny, bald, ancient man in loose, royal blue 

robes, a queer device of glass and leather on his eyes, limped inside. He shoved 

the door shut behind him and granted a stiff bow to the king: "My apologies, 

Your Grace, but a message came…" 

  "From whom?" the king drew up in his chair, and what little color the wine 

had brought onto his face drained out. "What about?" 

  “Your Grace, I’d rather not…” 

  "You, out!" the king cut him off, pointing at Toren. 

The old man lifted his frail, liver-spotted hand, soothing him: "It's not urgent, 

Your Grace, I assure you. Keeping Lady Miona safe is more important at the 

moment. So, this is the man of Artemas’ choice?” 

      He peered at Toren through the thick, round pieces of clear glass that cov-

ered his eyes, making them look like the eyes of some nocturnal animal, all 

black pupils. Toren rose to bow to him: “My lord.” 

  “I am no lord, sir, only a sage,” said the old man with a hint of a smile. “My 

name is Otmar. And you are?” 

  “Toren Eddesen. And I am no knight, but a mere sellsword.” 

The sage's hairless eyebrows cocked: "Truly? Well, I got in the habit of trusting 

Captain Aelefnar's judgment, and if he thinks you are the man for the job, I can 

but accept his decision." 

  “He’s from Aenerhjelm,” the king broke in. “One of those famous Sons of 

Sty-Syt…” 

  “Stryader?” the sage looked surprised. “Why, then we should count ourselves 

lucky! The reputation of your brotherhood has reached even our ears, duirn.” 

Toren flashed a brief smile to the old sage but pointed out: "With all due re-

spect, sage, you're higher in rank than me, so addressing me as a duirn won't 

be necessary. You may call me by my given name." 
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  "Yes, of course," the old man looked slightly ashamed. "One should never 

boast out with their competency unless they are sure they know how to use the 

language properly. Very well, Toren. As I said, I trust the captain's judgment 

in this matter and welcome you to the court on my behalf." 

      King Waldhark tapped his goblet with one delicate finger, his thin, golden 

eyebrows furrowing deep. The goblet had the crown's crest, three white leaping 

deer on a royal blue background, enameled into its side. He turned the cup in 

his hands, small for a man of his size, frowned even deeper, and asked sud-

denly: "Do you like women, Toren?" 

  “As much as any man, Your Grace.” Toren was honest. 

The king grunted, looking displeased: "And might you be as inept in keeping 

your hands off them as most of your kind?" 

No, Your Grace. I’m worse. 

  “I know when to keep my hands to myself, Your Grace.” 

      The king grunted again and slammed his goblet to the desk. The wine 

splashed all over his hand. He didn’t seem to notice it but declared: “What 

more could be expected of the likes of you? You’ll get the job…” 

He spun to his cupbearer and held out his small, manicured hand, snapping: 

"The gold!" 

      The boy dug a pouch of soft, royal blue suede from the pocket of his white 

doublet and handed it to his liege with a stiff bow. The king tossed it straight 

to Toren. 

  “Your Grace, I require no prepayment,” he objected, but King Waldhark 

waved off his refusal with an impatient flick of a finger. 

  "You take what's given and do as you're told!" he snapped, his many jaws 

wobbling. "And now you may be off to prepare for your duties. Guard!" 

      The door flung open before his last word had absorbed into the golden and 

royal blue velvet lining the walls, and a young guard in blue and white rushed 

in: “Your Grace?” 

  “Take the sellsword to his chambers and see that he knows where to go in the 

morning,” the king commanded. 

  “At once, Your Grace.” 

  “No, I meant at some point in the next bloody decade!” The king rolled his 

bright, sky-blue eyes like a peevish little boy and went on: “What have I ever 

done to deserve such a bunch of blockheads fluttering about me? Now, off with 

you two! Otmar, the message!” 

The old sage granted Toren a tiny, apologetic grimace as they passed. Toren 

shrugged ever so slightly and followed the guard out of the parlor. 
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      The guard was scarcely a man grown, tall for a Giranian, with tawny hair 

and cool, steel-grey eyes. His face remained a mask of stone until they reached 

a wide, winding staircase at the end of the arcade. At the foot of the stairs, he 

stopped and glanced over at Toren, grimacing: "His Royal Wobbliness is ever 

so courteous…" 

  "The kings do not need to be courteous, I reckon.” Toren held on to the di-

plomacy. “Whereas for the likes of me, the courtesy serves better than any 

armor in many an occasion.”  

The young guard’s grimace morphed into a grin: “You’ll do brilliantly in this 

court, sir.” 

  "I got in the habit of getting along," Toren admitted. "And I am no sir. You 

may call me…" 

  “I know your name, sir,” the lad cut him off and started up the stairs. “Every-

one talks about you in the barracks. You’ve made yourself a living legend in 

less than a quarter of an hour.” 

  “Why, that must be my personal record!” Toren chortled. “May I inquire, 

what did I do to gain such a reputation in such a short time?” 

  “Besides beating three of Captain Artemas’ best swordsmen at one time? You 

tell me, I wasn’t there.”  

      Oh, yes, that… Well, if those were the best swordsmen there are, I should 

advise your king to take off his crown right now and go crawling before 

Daeryik to plead for a truce. 

      Aloud Toren pointed out: “I do have a sword twice as big as any of you.” 

The young guard eyed him from head to heel and allowed amusement glinting 

in his grey eyes: "I should believe you do, sir." 

Toren snorted, tapping the black hilt of his twohanded greatsword, which he 

carried across his back: “This very one here is what I meant, young man.” 

  "What do you think I was talking about then?" the guard countered, his eyes 

so wide and innocent that Toren had to laugh. 

A lad to his liking, certainly… 

      “May I ask your name?” he inquired after a half a turn upwards. 

  “Mikyr Novryek, sir.” 

A Vadaskian? I should’ve guessed as much by his height and coloring, though. 

  “How come you’re here in this situation?” Toren asked. 

  “I belong to the Crown’s Guard." Mikyr shrugged. "The king wanted to send 

me home after Daeryik declared the war, but the Robes advised him otherwise. 

No one has said it aloud, but I'm a hostage as much as a member of the Guard. 
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My father is King Daeryik's third cousin from the mother's side, and these 

chumps believe I might have some value to Daeryik." 

      Toren knew enough about the ruler of Vadaskia to be sure that he wouldn't 

spare half a thought to the son of his third cousin. If the Robes, whomever they 

were, counselors of the king as likely as not, thought they could use the boy to 

pressure Daeryik, they indeed were fools, just as Mikyr claimed. Daeryik 

would laugh at such threats and offer to severe the boy’s head himself to spare 

Waldhark the trouble.  

      “Are there more of your countrymen here?” 

  “A couple of younger boys who served as squires. They’re sons of even lesser 

chieftains than my father is. They’ve been made wards after the war started.” 

  “Yet, you were allowed to keep your place in the Guard…” 

  “I’ve pledged fealty to the Crown of Girania,” Mikyr explained. “I’ve dwelt 

here for the most of my life. To be honest, I scarcely remember home. I was 

four when I arrived here and have been training with the guards ever since. I'm 

not saying that King Daeryik doesn't have an excuse for his actions, but he 

could've at least tried to negotiate before hoisting up his ax."  

  “What angered him in the first place?” Toren inquired. “I heard as many rea-

sons for the war as there were people to tell the tale along the way but am not 

sure whether any of the stories had even a kernel of truth." 

      Mikyr nudged his head toward a ball-shaped lantern glowing white light 

on the pale-green stone wall at their left: “The aureen. Girania holds the isles 

from where it’s mined, but Waldhark has granted slices of them as dowries to 

both King Daeryik and King Hamar of Erephonia. As it happens, Hamar got a 

fatter chunk, and when Daeryik found out about that, he demanded to be given 

as big a share. Waldhark didn’t consent, as Daeryik married his second daugh-

ter and asked for her hand himself, besides. Daeryik threatened to send his fleet 

to besiege the isles and hold them until Waldhark would yield to his demand. 

I'm not sure whether it was Waldhark's folly or his Council's. Whichever way, 

he declared that whoever sends their fleet to help him defend the isles gets 

Lady Miona’s hand in marriage and twice as big a share of the aureen mines 

as King Daeryik or even King Hamar possesses.”  

  “Small wonder, Daeryik went up the wall,” Toren snorted. 

  “Exactly. The Robes tried their best to patch things up, but Daeryik, ever an 

image of anger management, had already called up the chieftains. He sent the 

herald's body back to us in a gold-rimmed chest, the letter of conciliation 

stuffed up into his ass. Or so I've heard but might be the story has bilged some-

what along the way." 
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  "I wouldn't be too surprised even if it weren't," Toren stated. "That's exactly 

the kind of thing Daeryik might well do, for all I know. Oh, are we here al-

ready?" 

      Mikyr pushed open a lonely wooden door with handsome carvings on a 

small landing and grinned at his caustic remark: "You'll find yourself in excel-

lent shape after half of the moons in the Octower. This place is all about stairs 

and endless bloody corridors. Lady Miona's chambers are half a turn up, the 

door to your right as you arrive at the landing. The nearest privy is up there as 

well, the door at the left."  

  “Thank you, Mikyr.” 

  “My pleasure, sir. Have a good night.” 

  “Good night to you, too,” Toren stepped into the dark chambers. “A flicker 

of light would be nice…” 

  "There should be a lantern just beside the door…" Mikyr leaned in beside 

him, groped the wall at his right, found the hem of heavy cloth, and gave it a 

sharp yank. 

      The white light stabbed Toren’s eye. He turned his head away, grimacing. 

Mikyr handed the thick, black cloth to him, regretting: “Sorry… It takes some 

time to get used to the aureen light. Cover the lanterns for the night but remem-

ber to take the cloths off for the days and open the curtains so that the stone 

might absorb the sunlight.” 

  “Is that how it works?” Toren was astonished. “I’ve always thought it just 

glows in the dark.” 

  "Well, you haven't been wrong, but the stone needs to be kept in the sunlight 

to glow," Mikyr explained. "But if you want to know more, ask Otmar. I am 

no expert on the matter.” 

  “I will when I see him again.” 

  “That’ll be as soon as tomorrow morning. Lady Miona takes her lessons with 

him,” Mikyr told him. “But now you must excuse me, sir. His Wobbliness 

might need me, and the things being the way they are, I wouldn't want to keep 

him waiting for too long. If you need anything, just ring this bell, and someone 

will come." 

      He yanked a brass chain just outside Toren’s door to clank a large brass 

bell at the edge of the painted ceiling. Toren thanked him again. The young 

guard granted him a courteous bow: “I hope you’ll find time to join us in the 

training yard every now and then, sir.” 

  “As do I, Mikyr.” 



This is a sample of the existing book. All rights are reserved by the author. 

Runecursed, the First Book of Braenduir Chronicles 

      The guard whirled about and hurried back down the stairs, his royal blue 

cloak buckled on one shoulder to tumble down his back in soft folds, streaming 

behind him. Toren closed the door and glanced about the chamber. A servant, 

or most likely a slave, had piled his baggage beside the door. He gave the sad-

dlebags a haphazard rummage-through to make sure everything was there. He 

had nothing much to steal if one wasn't in dire need of flint or a much-used 

razor. His most valuable belongings were his weapons and those he kept about 

his person, as well as his purse though it had been empty save for a few balls 

of lint when he had ridden through the palace’s gates earlier today.  

      The lack of coin had brought him to the Octower. He had seen the royal 

declaration nailed on the door of a tavern where he had eaten and drunk his last 

coppers, and as he would’ve needed to take up a charge anyway, he had de-

cided on seeking the place as a bodyguard in the court.  

      Twenty golden deer was a hefty reward for a few quarters of idling under 

a royal roof. Such an amount of gold was more than enough for a guy like him 

to roam through the continent from east to west and south to north, turning as 

many stones as needed to find his brother. Of course, spending two moons' 

turns in King Waldhark's court would put his search on hold, but at least he 

was where Adan had intended to travel.  

      The augur had told Dan to go as far west as the west goes. For all Toren 

knew, the Conqueror’s Cape was the westmost point of Braenduir. It had 

spread into an island that drooped from a narrow headland protruding into the 

western sea like a drop of snot from a laundry wench’s snout during the three 

centuries of the human reign. Initially, the city had been built by the Elves, 

who had ruled the western parts of the continent for thousands of years before 

the first humans had set foot on its shores, but it had been much smaller back 

then.  

      The city had taken over the island and the best part of the headland during 

the three centuries of the Westerners’ reign. What once had been but four 

nested grindles masoned of pale-green stone had swollen into a cramped maze 

of timber and clay buildings and narrow, shadowy ginnels. Though the Elves 

were long gone from the capitol, retreated to the southern counties of their kin 

beyond the Willowflux, their memory lingered in the delicate ceiling paintings 

and other masterly details of the palace. 

      The Elves had never been friends to Toren's people, but he couldn't help 

feeling forlorn as he thought about all that had been lost during the Era of the 

Conquests. His people had fallen first. They had surrendered themselves to the 
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Islanders, who had come across the northern sea to drown the Jotuni into cho-

rim and gems.  

      Their peaceful invasion had been as destructive as the one the Westerners 

had executed a couple of generations later with swords and fire. Toren thought 

gloomily as he unsheathed his black blade. His sword was forged of steel, 

which was a mixture of iron and chorim, the black, liquid metal which was 

mined in the isles of Eidenmyr in the middle of the cold, northern sea and 

brought to Aenerhjelm, his motherland, by the Myrian whose descendants 

most of his countrymen were nowadays.  

      The chorim was challenging to work for the steel made with it needed to 

be forged and reforged dozens of times, preferably with magic, to harden the 

liquid metal. When done properly, a chorim blade was insuperable. It held its 

edge longer than any other steel and never broke unless it clashed together with 

another chorim weapon. One could cut through almost anything with a chorim 

sword. Iron was like wood to it and wood like butter. Toren had never tried to 

split stone with his twohanded sword but suspected that the weapon might sur-

vive even this.  

      He had gotten his greatsword as a boy when he had been shorter than the 

blade. It had been gifted to him when he had left Uanneach to join the brother-

hood. It was a handsome thing, five feet of rippled black steel with a rune-

engraved cross guard, leather draped grip, and an onyx pommel the shape of a 

wolf's head. He realized it was also utterly useless in the closed spaces as he 

ran the oiled cloth along the blade, gentle as a lover. He grimaced and pushed 

the sword back into its black leather sheath. He could afford to buy two dozen 

new blades should he want to, thanks to King Waldhark's lavish prepayment, 

but would he need a short sword after this charge was over?  

      He made a tiny fire of kindles into the hearth that had been masoned of the 

same pale green stone as all the structures in the palace and lit a couple of 

candles from it before covering the aureen lantern with the thick, black cloth. 

He'd worry about the sword tomorrow, he decided and peeled off his black 

uniform. He dropped the clothes where he stood on the multicolored silk rug, 

eased himself into the luxurious feather bed, pulled an embroidered blue blan-

ket to his navel, and fell asleep in a few heartbeats. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

 

“This is a dream!” 

  

he harbor was empty, as it always was, save for a plump galleass. Her 

black sails slammed vigorously about the masts, fighting free of the 

ropes tying them though the air was dead calm.  

      Arron Grethsen moseyed along the long pier, which looked almost as dark 

in the lightless, non-directional light as the ship’s black hull. The galleass was 

all-black save for the name ‘Breeze Bitch’ bolted on its port side with high, 

slanting brass letters that glimmered in the dreamy light.  

      He saw movement behind the wheel and raised his hand to hail the vessel’s 

captain. Katrina Reushammer, whose short, golden hair shone like a beacon in 

the murkiness, returned the greeting with a lazy wave of her hand, flashing a 

wide, white smile as he got on board. Other crewmembers bustling on the 

decks greeted him with curt nods, and stubby, bald First Mate Eweret Lingryn 

said: “Here again, are you?” 

  “It’s that pretty face of yours which keeps drawing me back,” Arron grinned, 

and the old man winked at him before heading to the forecastle, shouting orders 

to the younger sailors, his pegleg clunking against the decks. 

      Arron climbed the steps to the wheel two at a time and kissed the captain 

on both cheeks: “A pleasure as always, Lady Reushammer.” 

  “It’s Trina to you, too, Mister Grethsen, as I’ve told you a hundred times,” 

snapped the captain, trying to sound frustrated. 

      Arron flashed a disarming grin, and a whisper of a smile glinted in 

Katrina’s hard, pale-green eyes. They shone as bright as the tear-shaped emer-

ald hanging from her left ear. He brushed the gem with a fingertip: “This is a 

new one. Lovely. Does much more to you than that skull.” 

      The captain grimaced, yanking the earring testily. Her pouty lips curled as 

she snapped: “It was my favorite, damn it!” 

  “Was?” 

  “I lost it.” 

  “Sorry about that. Somewhere here, on the ship?” 

  “I doubt that. But who cares? The world’s made of jewelry!” She waved her 

hand in a careless arch flashing a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Where 

would you like to sail this time, Mister Grethsen?” 

T 
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  “On this vessel, with you guiding her, anywhere.” 

      Katrina Reushammer wrinkled her tiny, pointy nose and pulled the round, 

brass object slightly smaller than her palm out of the pocket of her short, black 

leather vest. Arron never got bored watching the instrument she called the Star 

Compass. It was no thicker than half an inch but under the glass arched the 

whole night sky with thousands and thousands of stars and the moons.  

      At the moment, the moons were only thin crescents, hardly visible among 

the stars. Their sharp points would almost touch when they met at the zenith 

on their endless journey across the sky from south to north and north to south.  

      The captain spun the compass slowly in her hand, making the countless 

stars inside it twinkle and glint and dance. 

  “One day, you’ll tell me where you want to be taken,” she muttered, focusing 

on the compass, like she was talking to it rather than to Arron. 

  “How could I tell you something that I don’t know myself?” Arron asked as 

he had dozens of times before. 

      They had had the same conversation every time he had sailed on the Breeze 

Bitch, and every time it had been equally short and fruitless. Katrina snorted 

and turned a little knob on the side of the Star Compass once, twice, and yet 

half a turn. In the western sky, a constellation named Sea Serpent started to 

shine brighter than any other star. 

      “Hmm,” she muttered. “Hm-hmm… Is that so? Would such be wise? Be 

that as it may, we sail where the stars lead us, as always. Oi, Lingryn! We’re 

heading west!” 

  “West?” Eweret Lingryn sounded puzzled. 

      He had managed to sneak to them unnoticed despite his wooden leg: “Are 

you serious?” 

  “See for yourself.” Katrina handed him the compass.  

  “Sure enough!” splurged the first mate. “So be it, we’ll sail west. Oi, men, the 

prow towards the western horizon!” 

      Arron leaned against the railing watching again in amazement how a dozen 

pairs of massive, brass oars were pushed out from the galleass’ hull, and the 

oarsmen started to row it to the open sea with strong, steady pulls. The sea was 

dark and calm, and the leaf-shaped oars broke the surface with a gentle splash. 

Soon, the Breeze Bitch flew forth the dark waters churning at her rear. Arron 

had never seen the rowers, but considering the speed they could gain, there 

must be quite a bunch of them.  

      “Oars in, wings out!” roared First Mate Lingryn, and the oars were pulled 

back inside as silently as they had slid out.  
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At the sides of the galleass, two sets of enormous, black, brass-framed dragon 

wings opened, and she started her slow, graceful climb up in the air. 

      The captain rested her lean hand on the wheel, smiling at the marvel and 

joy glowing on the young soldier’s face. The draft tousled his dark, wavy shock 

of a hair, and the wild delight gleaming in his amethyst-colored eyes brushed 

Trina’s heart, too, bursting out as a short ring of laughter.  

      She left the wheel to Eweret and went to lean against the gunnel beside 

Arron. He draped his arm about her waist. She let it stay there, huddling softly 

against him, raised her jeweled spyglass, and peered to the silver-flecked dark-

ness ahead. Breeze Bitch spiraled towards the black sky, where the stars twin-

kled and swirled, swift as a skylark. Far in the west, the Sea Serpent glittered 

in bright, tight coils among the dimmer stars.  

      Nameless anxiety twitched Katrina’s stomach. She pursed her lips, folding 

the spyglass, and raised her left hand to caress the nape of the young man’s 

neck. Arron gave her a surprised sidelong glance but squeezed her closer, smil-

ing, more with his eyes than his lips. She couldn’t hold back a wistful sigh. 

Had Arron Grethsen been even a sliver more beautiful, he’d be too fair to be a 

male. His features were perfectly proportionate, his eyes like amethysts or 

gathering thunderclouds, lilac and purplish, lucid and deep as the sea below. 

His expression was earnest yet flaked with the tiniest hint of undefined wist-

fulness. 

      “If you told me what you’re seeking, it would be much easier for me to 

help you find it,” Katrina prompted, rolling a short lock of his tar-brown hair 

around her forefinger. 

  “But I seek nothing,” he claimed. 

  “Of course you do!” she snapped. “You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t.” 

  “You’re mistaken. I don’t seek anything. I come here because I like it on 

board this ship. And because I enjoy your company, Lady Reushammer.” 

  “Trina.” 

  “As you wish, m’diarn.” 

      Katrina let out an impatient huff tugging his hair briskly. He just grinned 

and ruffled her bristly, red-golden hair, which she kept short-cropped for prac-

tical reasons. His fingertips brushed her earlobe, making her spine prickle. This 

can’t go on, she scolded herself half-heartedly, pulling away from him. He’s 

not for me to meddle with. Whatever the reason he keeps getting on board, it 

must be found out before I… Katrina shook her head, banishing the framing 

thought like an irritating fly buzzing by the ear, and marched back to the wheel, 

shooing the first mate on his way.  
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      The galleass rushed across the sky like an enormous, black and brass swan. 

Her figurehead, a wooden ajatar wearing a malicious grin on her sharp-featured 

face, cleaved the motionless air with her outstretched arms, the black gems she 

bore as eyes flashing ominously. The old first mate rested his hands on the 

railing, gazing at the star-dappled darkness ahead in silence for a long while. 

     “To the west, eh?” he finally prompted in his thoughtful manner. “What’s 

there for you, lad?” 

  “How should I know? Katrina’s compass guides us there, not me,” Arron 

pointed out. 

  “The Compass guides where the Seeker needs to go,” said Eweret. “So far, it 

hasn’t pointed neither here nor there, but now it finally showed us a direction.” 

  “I still don’t understand; why do you all seem to think I’m seeking anything, 

anywhere.” 

  “You wouldn’t get onboard the Bitch if you weren’t seeking something or in 

a mortal peril, and the latter is apparently not the case.” 

  “No,” Arron admitted. “But I never come here on purpose. I just find you on 

a coincidence.” 

  “Coincidences don’t happen with this vessel, laddie. Breeze Bitch finds those 

who seek, not the other way around.” 

  “Then maybe she knows what I’m supposed to be looking for because I ha-

ven’t got the faintest idea!” Arron snapped, unable to keep the irritation off his 

voice. 

      Eweret ignored his sharp tone and continued observing the black horizon 

with his amber eyes, which had the same queer gleam as in his captain’s pale-

green ones though much softer and warmer. When Eweret Lingryn smiled, the 

smile wrinkled the corners of his eyes and lit them up like little, tawny lanterns. 

His smiles were rare and curt, but his chapped, squarish face was gentle, and 

the corners of his thin mouth were ever curving upwards. His pegleg, shaped 

like a goat’s hoof, clattered against the wide deck planks when he turned to 

Arron. 

      “Are you completely happy with your life, truly? Isn’t there anything miss-

ing?” he prompted. “Haven’t you ever lost anything you’d wish to retrieve?” 

  “Don’t say there’s not, or you haven’t,” he continued when the stubborn lines 

carved around Arron’s mouth. “No life’s perfect. There’s always something 

missing. Even if it was nothing more than a pair of new mittens.” 

He rubbed his darned, bark-brown woolen mittens together and added: “And 

everyone has lost something or someone at some point. Even if it was nothing 

but a tiny skull earring.” 
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  “Maybe I’m seeking an adventure,” the young man shrugged after a short 

silence. “My life certainly could be more eventful.”  

  “An adventure, eh?” Eweret mused. “Why, that might even be it! Quite an 

unusual reason to get on board this vessel, but… Why not? May I give you a 

piece of advice, though?” 

  “Certainly.” 

  “An adventure is ever a double-edged blade,” said the first mate to the dark-

ness ahead. “And in most cases, an adventure tends to find us rather than the 

other way around. Usually, when we least expect and wish for it, to boot.”  

      He fell silent. Arron waited for a while to hear his promised advice, but 

Eweret remained speechless, studying the stars with his queer, lantern-like 

eyes. 

  “So, what’s your advice?” Arron prompted. 

  “I already gave it to you,” the old man declared. “Now, tell me, where do you 

think we are right now?” 

Arron glared at him, puzzled by the sudden change of the subject: “How should 

I know? I’ve never sailed these seas… Flown above these seas, I mean. Or any 

seas, for that matter.” 

The first mate sighed: “Let me reform the question for you. In which world do 

you think we are?” 

      Arron stared at him for a good many heartbeats, speechless. He glanced 

about to see if there was anyone else around to give him a hand should the old 

man’s lunacy turn out to be the dangerous kind. For all Arron knew, in the next 

heartbeat, he might start imagining he was a seagull and jump over the railing 

into the black nothingness below…  

      Arron cleared his throat slightly and inquired, aiming for an indifferent 

tone: “Are there many of them, then?” 

  “Many?” the First Mate of Breeze Bitch snorted. “There’re countless worlds, 

laddie! But the question was, in which one do you think we are currently?” 

  “Um…” Arron yanked a hand through his wind-ruffled hair. 

      He had never stopped to think about all the peculiarities of this place nor 

even how he got here time after another. Now that he did, though, he realized 

he didn’t know how he had gotten to the harbor.  

      Every time he just found himself walking along the pier, and every time, 

the Breeze Bitch was there, waiting for him, her sails flapping in the non-ex-

istent wind. Every time they took a flight to find something unnamed and un-

defined, he was supposed to be seeking…  
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     There are no flying galleasses! Such don’t exist. Not anywhere, save for 

maybe in a… 

  “Dream!” he scuffed the last word aloud in a gust of laughter. “But of course! 

This is a dream!”  

  “Indeed, it is.” A meek smile curved Eweret Lingryn’s lips. “The world itself 

is called Bruadduir, in the old tongue once spoken in Braenduir. Do you know 

Faerang, lad?” 

Arron shook his head: “No… No-one in Aenerhjelm speaks it any longer, save 

for those schooled in Uanneach.” 

  “Hmm…” hummed the first mate, his expression growing wistful. “That’s 

the way of the worlds, I guess. The evolution rolls on, and many good things 

are forgotten, buried under the ashes of time. Languages, legends, gods…” 

  “Brooding over the past again, are you, old man?” Katrina Reushammer’s 

cheerful voice interrupted. 

      She had given the wheel to the ship mage and strode to them with a daz-

zling smile upon her pretty face. She elbowed between them and looped a sin-

ewy arm about Arron’s waist: “We’re almost there. Look, there’s the coast-

line.” 

      She pointed at the blackness below. Arron squinted, but all he could see 

was darkness. The captain leaned back, pulling him with her as the galleass 

tilted into a steep dive towards the gleaming, onyx sea. The water reflected the 

stars so clearly that, for a moment, the world seemed to have flipped upside-

down. 

      The galleass landed soundless and graceful as some colossal sea bird. The 

wings were folded, and the oars pushed out again. The first mate left to his 

duties, and Captain Reushammer dug the Star Compass out of her pocket.  

      In there, the stars seemed to have fallen closer. There were just a couple of 

twinkling constellations to be seen now. Brighter than any other, almost blind-

ingly white, glowed the Sea Serpent curling across the western sky. Both inside 

the compass and on the sky above, it shone at the starboard side of the ship, 

and at the port side, Arron thought he glimpsed dim, jagged shapes poking up 

from the water, like darkness condensing from the darkness. The western 

coastline of the Torn Continent. 

      Would there indeed be an adventure waiting for him there? Why not? In a 

dream, anything was possible. Arron squeezed the captain closer as the ship 

took a swift turn towards the dark mass that was the coast.  

      They sailed towards a city. Towards a harbor from where dozens of long, 

wide piers protruded to the open sea. They looked similar to the one Bitch 
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usually docked in but were crammed with people, trunks, sacks, and tiny, 

pointy-eared ship dogs yipping and yapping among the crowd. The people 

were bustling back and forth, breaking bulks from ships and boats.  

      The sight of the dogs made Katrina gasp: “How cute are those! How come 

we don’t have one aboard, Eweret? Eweret!” 

  “Because you’ve told us not to take an animal on board, captain,” reminded 

the gruff, rasping voice of the mage from the wheel. “You say that cleaning its 

droppings would befall your burden no matter how solemn promises the crew 

would give of taking care of it.”  

Katrina made an annoyed face but sighed: “As it would. See that no one brings 

a dog on board!” 

  “As you command,” promised the mage. “For as long as you won’t threaten 

to walk me up the cloud plank when I tell you not to do so yourself either.” 

      The captain’s language was harsh enough to make even Arron’s ears burn 

though he spent his days among the other soldiers who certainly didn’t bother 

to bridle their tongues. The mage ignored her rudeness and turned his attention 

back to steering the galleass to the docks.  

      Arron could feel his onyx eyes, deep and emotionless like two abysmal 

wells, drilling holes into the nape of his neck as he turned about to face the 

captain. The ship mage had made him feel somewhat uneasy since his first visit 

on the Breeze Bitch, and the feeling didn’t seem to abate.  

      He forgot about the man, however, as the captain pushed him at arm’s 

length and eyed him from head to heel, the disapproval wrinkling her face: “Is 

this an outfit fit for the Market?” 

  “Why’s my garb suddenly bothering you?” Arron was confused. “And what 

market are you talking about?” 

  “The Spring Market, of course! That’s where we’re heading. And for that, 

you need something, um, more suitable to wear. Come.” 

  “I wasn’t aware of such an event. And what’s wrong with my clothes?” 

  “Why else come here if not for the Market? If you’re seeking anything at all 

at these parts of the continent, the best place to start is the Spring Market,” 

Katrina claimed. “And there’s nothing wrong with your garb. It just isn’t fitted 

for the occasion. Come on! The sooner we get there, the faster you’ll find what 

you’re looking for.” 

  “Listen, Trina…” 

      The captain whirled to him, making him jump half a step back. Katrina 

Reushammer was even in the three-inch heels of her maroon, over-the-knee 

boots more than a foot and a half shorter than him and had to fold her neck 
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almost double to look him in the eye. Nevertheless, she smiled, and for the first 

time, the expression met her eyes, enlightening her gaze like a spring sun peek-

ing through the new leaves.  

      “Finally!” she tinged. “I had given up hope, you’d ever call me anything 

but ‘captain’ or ‘lady’! Though now I’m afraid I owe some coppers to Mister 

Lingryn…” 

  “Have you two been betting on that?” Arron snorted. 

  “He proposed it after you visited us the last time,” Trina’s grin was defensive. 

“He was convinced you’d give up being formal the next time you got on board, 

but I said it would still take you a couple of moons’ turns.”  

  “I’m sorry to let you down,” Arron chuckled. “How much will my loose 

tongue cost you?” 

  “Never mind that! I’m just glad that the time of formality is finally over.” 

      She took Arron by the hand and walked him into the cabin. Arron felt the 

black-eyed mage’s venomous glare drilling his forehead but kept his own eyes 

cast down. So far, Katrina and Eweret had been the only members of the Breeze 

Bitch’s crew he had had anything more to do with, but now he had an ominous 

feeling that it might change sooner than he had hoped, and not in a way, he 

would’ve preferred. 

      “Your mage seems to dislike me for some reason,” he said in an indifferent 

tone when Katrina closed the door of her luxurious cabin behind them. 

  “Grimwryth? Don’t let him ruin your day. The man is the essence of dislike,” 

she grimaced, yanking open the lid of a huge, wooden trunk patterned with 

bright-colored birds. “The truth is, I’d have left him ashore ages ago unless we 

needed him so desperately… Ah, there! Here, try this.” 

      She tossed a black silk shirt to Arron. The garment had loose sleeves and a 

deep V-neck. Arron gave it a suspicious glance but took off his fir-green 

sweater and put on the silk shirt under Katrina’s compelling stare. The fabric 

was sleek and cool as water against his skin, the feel of it undeniably real. 

  “Your trousers will do,” Katrina decided, judging his appearance, her head 

tilted a sliver. “But you’ll need more than just a shirt. A jacket, if only I had 

one… Maybe a jerkin? I’m sure I’ve got one somewhere in here…” 

She dove back into the trunk. 

      “There you are!” Katrina exclaimed, pulling a black, tight-fitted leather 

jerkin free from the multicolored tangle of clothes. 

She nodded her approval when Arron had managed to fasten all but the three 

upmost ones of the jerkin’s feather-shaped silver buckles. The garment had 
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been made for someone half a stone lighter than him. It creaked ominously as 

he raised his arms even a little. 

  “Isn’t this a little too, um, eye-catching?” 

  “Eye-pleasing, you wanted to say,” Katrina flashed an impish grin and took 

a wheel-shaped silver pendant off her neck. 

She slipped it over Arron’s head and placed it on his chest: “Here you are! 

That’s perfect. Should we go?” 

  “Whenever you are ready, m’diarn… I mean, Trina,” Arron subsided, leaving 

unsaid that the pendant made him feel even more naked than he had felt with-

out it. 

      “Silly me!” Katrina scuffed as they had almost got out of the door. “I can’t 

let you wander around an unknown city unarmed!” 

She snatched a black baldric from the rack beside the door and buckled it about 

Arron’s hips. Hanging in it was a short, wide-bladed saber with a silver guard, 

a grip made of bone of some kind, and a pommel shaped like an octopus in a 

black, silver-studded sheath. 

   “Now we’re ready to go!” 

 

 

 
 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 
 

 

“A bit of a dreamer.” 

  

he little prince was trickling sweat all over Irana’s front. His round, pink 

face had turned crimson for the effort and excitement, and his thin, ash-

blonde hair clung to his wrinkled forehead in wet strands. Each strand 

had a bead of sweat dangling from its end, and each bead was threatening to 

drop into Irana’s eyes. She held back a disgusted sniff as one splashed her brow 

and another onto her cheek.  

      Her husband visited her bed almost every night and did his duty eagerly, 

but still, her maidenhead was as intact as it had been when they had been wed 

four years ago. Everything in Prince Helbar was pink, plump, and smallish, 

even his manhood. Until the consummation of their marriage, three years after 

T 
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the wedding, Irana had never seen a manly member. So far, Helbar’s remained 

the only one, so, in truth, she didn’t know what it should look like but was quite 

convinced that the prince’s tiny rosebud was smaller than the average.  

      Irana treated her princeling in the gentlest and most graceful manner de-

spite his slight shortcomings. She remembered to tell him how handsome he 

looked in his new, gilded doublet or how well he had fought in the training 

yard against his master armorer, gave a decent amount of attention to his rose-

bud as he came to her bed, and never forgot to moan, though subtly as befit to 

a gentle-born lady when he rubbed it against the softness between her legs.  

      Most of the time, she didn’t even have to feign the sounds. Helbar’s willie 

often massaged the exact right spot down there, causing her to get wet and 

swollen and sending soft, shuttering waves of pleasure through her abdomen 

and up her spine. It was nothing she couldn’t give herself with her fingers but 

a sufficient compensation for getting soaked with her husband’s sweat and 

having to take a bath after his every visit, nonetheless.  

      Irana knew that she should be nothing but grateful for having been sold to 

Prince Helbar of Erephonia instead of King Daeryik of Vadaskia, who had be-

fallen her sister’s burthen. Vlados Daeryik the Third was a comely man that 

couldn’t be denied. Two decades older than Ulana, to be sure, but still straight 

of posture and as flat-bellied as any youth. He had handsome features, a clean-

shaven head and neat, short-cropped, golden beard, hard eyes the color of cold 

steel, and a nose broken at least thrice. But that was all the good in him, at least 

according to Ulana.  

      He has no heart! Her sister had written in one of her many letters to Irana. 

He treats me like I am no more than a common whore, takes his pleasure of 

me however he wants, whenever he wants, and cares naught if he hurts me. 

And he does hurt me as oft as not… He’s fond of many kinds of atrocities in 

the bedchamber, and all I can do is give him what he desires. If I refuse or 

complain of the pain, he hurts me even more. I hate him! Hate him! And I envy 

you. What if your prince isn’t as sizeable as you would’ve hoped? That’s noth-

ing! I’d change places with you any day and serve Helbar with pleasure as 

many times a night as he would want… And so on. 

      Irana felt awfully sorry for her sister, of course, but her keenness to answer 

Ulana’s letters had lessened as her descriptions of her marital life had grown 

more detailed. When the war had started, the correspondence had stopped com-

pletely. Irana had written a few short notes to Ulana after King Daeryik had 

raised his battle-ax against Erephonia, pleading for her to talk her husband out 

of such folly, but her sister had never answered to those.  
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      To be honest, Irana wasn’t sure whether Ulana was the Queen of Vadaskia 

anymore. Whether she was even alive… The thought troubled her deeply. Even 

though she and Ulana had had their disputes, they were sisters of the same seed 

and blood, and whatever had become of Ulana, Irana would’ve wanted to hear 

about it.  

      She squeezed her thighs tighter together to make her little prince cum 

faster, but of course, Helbar’s stamina was exceptional tonight. He rose off her 

and took her by the hips to turn her around. Obedient as ever, she rolled over 

and spread her legs just enough for him to sink his stone-hard button between 

her buttocks.  

      The bedchamber door was ajar, and as she pulled a feather-stuffed pillow 

under her chest, she could peer through the crack into the parlor where one of 

the dozen knights of their Chamber Guard was standing by the door in all his 

glory of emerald and poppy-red. Tonight it was Sir Righar, the youngest knight 

ever named as a Chamber Guard. He was no older than seven and ten and had 

been given his gilded longsword and spurs in his sixteenth nameday as a re-

ward for his significant service to the crown.  

      The service in question had been saving Prince Helbar’s life, or at least his 

purse, in the last year’s Spring Market. A pickpocket had chosen the prince as 

a target when they had been watching the freak show together with some cour-

tiers. Helbar had never even noticed getting robbed, but Sir Righar had. He had 

lunged at the thief, wrestled him to the ground, yanked the prince’s bulging 

purse off his hands, and dug a short, nicked knife out of his sleeve. The villain 

had ended up in the dungeons short a hand, and King Hamar had granted the 

young knight a place in Helbar and Irana’s Chamber Guard.  

      Irana rested her eyes upon the red, gold, and emerald streak of Sir Righar 

that was visible between the door and the doorframe. He was a comely youth 

with wavy, tawny hair, a noble face, and jade-colored eyes. He was exception-

ally tall, too, only an inch short six feet, broad of the chest but slender of waist 

and hips, quite like a young, well-muscled bull.  

      A flock of exited butterflies fluttered in Irana’s belly as she stripped the sir 

of his emerald-enameled armor in her imagination, bit by bit. First, the gilded 

helm, wide baldric of green leather, and the heavy, poppy-red cloak of fine 

wool buckled onto his shoulders with golden poppy flowers. The armguards, 

one by one, starting with the forearms, then the shoulder guards, and the crested 

breastplate.  

      Now he stood before her wearing the gilded ring mail and enameled, 

poppy-red leg guards. She started with the mail, pulled it over his head -she 
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had to reach on tiptoes to do it- and lowered it onto the floor upon the other 

bits and pieces of his uniform. That done, she kneeled before him to unstrap 

the leg guards and pull off his black, steel-clad boots. He had nothing on now 

but the emerald woolen pants and a linen tunic dyed poppy-red. The front of 

his pants was bulging in a way that made clear that he had something quite else 

than a tiny, pink rosebud hiding in there. She started to unlace him slowly, 

brushing the length of his stiffening manhood through the wool of his pants… 

      “My lady?” 

For Fortunes’ sake, you have the best of timings in opening your mouth! 

  “Yes, my lord?” Irana was slightly out of breath though not due to her hus-

band’s efforts. 

  “I’m done now if it pleases you,” Helbar declared, panting. 

      Irana had to sink her face into the pillow to hide her grimace. It pleased her 

for sure, but she couldn’t say so, now, could she? She rolled over to her back 

and kissed her little prince on the mouth. Helbar returned the kiss fervently. 

His mouth was sloppy and too wet, and he was way too eager with his tongue. 

Irana ended the kiss short, pressed a peck on his sweaty brow, and said, sketch-

ing a gentle smile: “Off to sleep then, my sweet lord. You must be weary.” 

  “I am,” Helbar admitted, scrambled out of bed, and draped his poppy-red 

wrapper, pregnant with golden embroidery, about his shoulders, bid her good-

night, and patted out of the chamber bare-footed.  

      He left the door wide open, as he always did, but Irana’s handmaid was as 

swift as ever to close it. She had made her a bath in the small bathroom attached 

to her chambers. Irana hurried to the tub and sunk into the hot, lavender-

scented water to her chin.  

      As she returned to the bedchamber, Livvy had changed the sheets and 

plumped the feather mattress of her hefty fourposter. Irana donned a green 

dressing gown far less ornated than the one her husband had been wearing, let 

Livvy brush her brown hair until it streamed down her back in soft, shining 

tumbles, and went to the parlor to pour herself a cup of wine.  

      Sir Righar stood his post motionless and expressionless. Only his jade eyes 

moved, following her from the shade of his long, golden eyelashes. When Irana 

had first come to Emerald Point four years ago as a shy maid of five and ten 

who had spent her whole life in the court of Girania where a knight or guard 

could enter her chambers only when she asked them to and would’ve lost his 

eyes for seeing her in garb as light and informal as this, she had been shocked 

over the Erephonian habit of keeping a guard inside the private premises days 

in, days out.  
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      King Hamar’s father, King Helbar the First, had launched the habit soon 

after his father had died at a young age leaving the throne to Helbar when he 

was no older than one and ten. He had been afraid of the dark and couldn’t 

have slept unless someone was watching over him. First, he had been content 

with a slave or a servant, but the story told that once, a slave had fallen asleep 

during his watch, and the king had woken up to find him snoring while some 

stranger had been lurking about the room. If the stranger had been real or not, 

the tellers weren’t sure, but he had been real enough to King Helbar, who had 

established the royal Chamber Guard no sooner than the next day and given an 

order that one of the knights should always stand vigil in his chambers.  

      During the long years of his reign, the Chamber Guard had grown from six 

men to a dozen, and after his son and heir, Hamar, had been born, he had named 

a dozen more knights yet to form him a Chamber Guard of his own. Hamar 

had held onto his father’s ways, and during his years on the throne, the habit 

of naming chamber knights had spread through the whole court. Most of the 

lords and ladies had named at least two of such for themselves though not all 

of them served day and night like the king’s and the prince’s knights.  

      Irana poured herself a cup of sour white produced in the crown’s vineyards 

and, on a whim, filled another cup for Sir Righar. She sat on a high-backed 

settee cushioned with apple-green samite and patted the seat lightly: “Come, 

sir, have a cup of wine with me and rest your legs for a while.” 

Sir Righar’s solemn face welled with surprise and hesitance: “M-my lady?” 

  “You heard me,” Irana packed her voice with patience. “Take a seat and drink 

with me, sir. I wish to get to know you. You’ve been in the Guard for a year, 

and I know nothing of you save for your name.” 

   “T-there’s nothing much else to know, m-my lady.” The young knight al-

ways stammered somewhat when talking to her.  

      He didn’t have such a problem when talking to the prince or the king so he 

wasn’t shy in general, just around her. She arched her eyebrows a sliver: “No? 

Surely, you come from somewhere! Have family and kin? In which house did 

you belong again? I fear I’ve forgotten.” 

Sir Righar swallowed hard, the apple in his throat working up and down: “I… 

I d-don’t belong in a-any of t-the g-great h-houses, my l-lady.” 

  “In some lesser house then? Come, sit down, drain a cup or few with me and 

tell me your story!” Irana demanded. “I can’t sleep anyway for the moons, and 

it’s so boring to lay awake whole night with naught to do.” 

     The knight subsided, clanked, and rattled to the settee and seated himself as 

far from her as possible. Irana changed her position into more comfortable, 
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folded her right leg on the settee, and offered him the cup. He thanked, careful 

to keep his eyes on the abundantly patterned rug covering the best part of the 

parlor floor in the shades of green and brick red.  

      Irana knew that she should cover the lower parts of her legs that poked out 

from under her dressing gown and probably arrange the cloth better on her 

bosom, too, but a rush of wicked recklessness rolled over her, and she left the 

shift as it was, draped loosely to hide only the most critical parts of her body.  

      She took a sip of wine and studied the young man carefully. He looked 

much like a hunting hawk ready to take a wing, perched on the edge of the 

settee tense as a bowstring holding the silver, crested wine cup with both gaunt-

leted hands.  

      “Wouldn’t you be more comfortable if you took off your helm and gloves, 

sir?” Irana suggested. 

  “I… I’m on t-the duty, m-my lady,” he reminded her. 

  “I know you are, but we’re also quite alone,” Irana pointed out. “So, who 

would know? Besides, you’re bound to obey me.” 

  “Y-yes, my l-lady.” 

  “Then, take off your helm, at least,” Irana commanded. “I like to look upon 

the face I talk to.” 

      He obeyed, lowering first the cup and then his gilded helm on the rug be-

side his feet. He knocked down the former with the latter. His face turned as 

red as his cloak: “S-so s-sorry, m-my lady, I’m s-so s-sorry…” 

  “Oh, never you mind, sir!” Irana waved off his apology. “It’s just wine on the 

rug. Give me the cup… Thank you.” 

      She reached for the bottle she had left on a delicate side table beside the 

settee and filled his cup anew. She didn’t give it back to him right away but 

said: “Take off the gloves, sir. They make you clumsy.” 

  “I w-was b-born clumsy, my lady,” he muttered but pulled off his gilded 

gauntlets and put them on the floor. 

  “Really? And how come you became a knight, then? Surely, a swordsman 

must have deft hands!” 

     He had such whenever he held a sword, Irana knew, but she couldn’t help 

teasing him a little. He was so adorable in his fluster… Her cobalt eyes brushed 

his bare hands. They were big and chafed and scratched off the swordplay but 

not without certain delicacy. He had long fingers and strong, convex nails that 

made Irana ashamed of her short-gnawed ones.  

      She had bitten her nails forever, and the habit stuck tight even now when 

she was way past childhood. She had tried to stop countless times, but 
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whenever she was anxious or just concentrating hard, the fingers crept into her 

mouth, and before she knew it, she had gnawed a nail or three short and had to 

shorten the rest, too, to conceal the damage.  

      She twirled the wine in the cup, leaned back against the high armrest, and 

inquired: “Now, what was your house again, sir?” 

  “M-my lady, I… I have n-no house,” Sir Righar stammered, the redness 

creeping up his neck again.  

Oh… 

  “Very well, that makes your tale even more interesting,” Irana decided. “I 

can’t wait to hear how a houseless boy became a knight of the court!” 

      Sir Righar took a ginger sip of wine, swallowed with some difficulty, and 

started: “I w-was taken in as a s-squire f-first, m-my lady…” 

  “Of course, you were,” Irana couldn't quite hide her impatience. “That’s the 

only route to ascent as a knight. Even a hedge knight needs to squire before 

earning his spurs. But how did you end up in the court in the first place? Have 

you been born here? Are you a son of some higher steward, mayhaps?” 

  “No, m-my lady, I wasn’t b-born in the c-court. I was… I was b-born in a b-

brothel,” the knight stammered, turning redder by the word. 

      No wonder he wasn’t too keen on talking about himself… Irana drew up 

in her seat and frowned: “So, you’re a son of some… entertainer?” 

He almost smiled and for once replied without lisping: “That’s probably the 

kindest word anyone has ever used of my mother, my lady. But yes, that I am, 

I’m afraid.” 

      Somehow, the confession eased his anxiety. He straightened his long, well-

formed legs, moved the cup into his right hand, and leaned the left on the settee 

turning his upper body half an inch towards Irana.  

     The light of dozen beeswax candles burning in the chandelier above their 

heads made his spotless armor glitter and sparkle and his locks of tawny hair 

that tumbled down to his shoulders shine softly. His face was clean-shaven, 

and now that she thought about it, Irana had never seen him with a beard nor 

even a stubble, and his profile more majestic than that of any lord she had ever 

encountered. A whore’s welp or no; he looked every bit like the knights and 

heroes in the old legends.  

      Irana gulped the wine and inquired: “And how did a boy with such a birth 

made it to the court?” 

  “My mother died when I was very young, only four or five,” he began. “When 

lying on her deathbed, she told me to flee. She sent me to fetch something for 

her, or so she told the madame, but she had advised me never to come back 
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from that trip. I was only a little boy, but I had lived my whole life there, so I 

knew what fate would befall me if I stayed…” 

      He paused to take a sip of wine. It went down much easier than the first 

one, and his voice grew stronger as he continued his tale: “I lived some years 

in the streets with a band of other orphans and lost children. To most of us, life 

was just surviving from one day to another with no hope of it ever getting 

easier, but I’ve always been… A bit of a dreamer, I guess.  

      Whenever I saw the knights riding along the streets in their red and emerald 

armor, I thought that I’d be like them one day. I wanted to be a knight and bear 

a gilded sword. The other kids laughed at me whenever I told them about my 

dreams and said I was a fool. No orphan son of a whore could ever become a 

knight, they told me. Still, I cherished my dream, and then one year, when I 

went to the Spring Market with a few friends to seek scraps, and all that care-

less people sow to the ground, a miracle happened. I was picking a pile of 

fallen coppers between two stalls, a real treasure for a kid like me, when a 

knight rode past. 

      He was a court knight in red and emerald, an older man though still tall and 

handsome on his dappled grey steed, and I forgot about the coppers, just 

crouched there staring at him. Another boy crept to my haul and started to 

hoard the coin, but I barely noticed him.  

      The knight was some two or three horse-lengths away already when he 

dropped something on the ground. He never noticed it, but I did, and the other 

kid, as well. It was a purse full of coins by the clinking and clanking it made 

as it hit the ground. Snatching such a purse would make a boy like us rich 

beyond understanding.  

     We lunged for the treasure side by side, shoving each other out of the way, 

and grabbed it together. The other kid was two years my senior, but I’ve always 

been big for my age and managed to wrestle the pouch from him. Our fighting 

had gathered quite an audience. The knight to whom the purse belonged was 

among them. Now, you know the law, I’m sure, my lady? The one who finds 

may keep?” 

      Irana nodded and poured herself another cup of wine. The knight’s cup was 

still half-full. He shook his head as she offered to fill it to the brim: “No, thank 

you, my lady. I shouldn’t drink anything as I’m on duty. Be that as it may, you 

wanted to know how I ended up in the castle, so, here it comes.  

      I had won the knight’s purse, and there I stood, squeezing it against my 

chest. It was a heavy purse made of fine doeskin and bulging with silver; I have 

no doubt. But it was his, and by then, he had realized it himself. He knew the 
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law better than I did, however, and never even tried to demand it back. He just 

sat there, on his fine horse, looking down at me, a boy of eight who had nothing 

but the rags on his back, not even shoes, and who had just gained himself a 

fortune.  

      I could’ve bought anything I desired with that money. New clothes, a pair 

of shoes, as much food as I could ever eat… I could’ve paid myself an appren-

tice in a smithery with that silver. But it was his silver, the knight’s silver, and 

I was ever an opportunist. So, I took a gamble.  

      I went to the knight and offered him back his money hoping that he might 

be chivalrous enough to decline or toss me a handful of coppers for the effort. 

He did neither. He took the purse and put it into his saddlebag, and I was sure 

he’d just trot away without even a word of thanks. But he didn’t do that either. 

Instead, he asked my age. I told him as courteously as a street rat like me was 

able. Then he asked if I had a father. No, sir, I said. I have no family. Who was 

your father? he inquired. I said I didn’t know, for my mom had been a whore, 

and my father could be anyone. Very well, he said. Can you groom a horse, 

boy? No, sir, I answered. But I could learn. He looked at me from head to heel 

yet one more time, reached down his hand, and said: Just so. Hop on, and I’ll 

teach you.” 

      Sir Righar’s voice had grown thick with emotion, and he needed a moment 

and a sip of wine to compose himself before continuing: “His name was Sir 

Endamar. When he took me in as a squire, he was an older man already, seven 

and sixty, but we got five good years together before he caught a cough that 

never healed and took him to his grave in less than half a year.  

      He knighted me two moons’ turns before he died in the midwinter and ar-

ranged me a place in the Emeralds. He never told me to take the vows, and he 

explained to me well and through what it would mean if I did. I was a boy of 

three and ten, however, and him the closest thing to a father I had ever known. 

I loved him with all my heart, besides. He was ever fair to me, kind, patient… 

He taught me all I needed to know to become a true knight. So, when he died, 

I stood the vigil for him myself, and after his burial, I took my vows even 

though he had advised me to wait a few years until I did. And here I am, living 

a dream.” 

      He didn’t sound like someone living a dream, though. He didn’t sound bit-

ter, either, but his voice was laced with irony. He drained his cup, donned his 

helm and gauntlets, and pushed up from the settee: “Thank you for the wine 

and kindness, my lady, but I’ve stretched the limits of propriety too far already. 
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It’s not my place to idle on a couch drinking wine with a princess in the middle 

of the night. My place…” 

He strode to the door and took his stand beside it once more: “…is here. Good-

night to you, my lady.” 

      What little warmth had risen to his face when he had spoken about, Sir 

Endamar faded away. He closed up like a clam, his eyes turning darker as he 

nailed them into a large oil painting on the opposite wall. 

      Irana’s chambers had belonged to another of King Hamar’s sisters once, 

and she had been a true art enthusiast. Even though the king had had most of 

her collection cleaned out before Irana had moved in, there still was a miscel-

lany of paintings, tapestries, and statues cramming the rooms. She didn’t mind. 

The pieces were beautiful and skillfully made though their themes were some-

what peculiar.  

      Princess Helyan bore a deep interest in the legends and fairytales, and the 

works of art she had hoarded showed all kinds of mythical creatures and leg-

endary heroes. Sir Righar fitted among them like a nail in the coffin, Irana 

thought, stealing yet one glance at the young man before retreating into her 

bedchamber.  

      She left the door ajar, blew the candle Livvy had left burning on the bedside 

table, dropped the dressing gown off her shoulders, and crawled between the 

crisp, clean sheets naked as a winter tree. She sprawled onto the wide four-

poster taking care not to kick the handmaid who was already snoring softly at 

its foot.  

      Sharing the bed with a servant had been new to Irana when she had come 

to Erephonia, but now she could hardly imagine sleeping alone. Yet, she 

couldn’t have been happier that she didn’t need to spend the nights with her 

little prince. They had tried to share a bed after the wedding, just as a married 

couple should, but it had soon turned out impossible. Prince Helbar had a cat. 

A gigantic, sable, amber-eyed tomcat that the boy had named Lord Morrestan 

and that slept in his bed.  

      In no less than two nights, it had become clear that Irana couldn’t share a 

bed with the cat. First, its hair had made her sneeze, then gasp for breath, and 

before the third night had turned to the morning, her windpipe had been so 

swollen and blocked, she could hardly have breathed at all.  

      The tomcat had been evicted from the bedchamber, but that had caused 

Prince Helbar, a boy of nine back then, to see bad dreams and wet the bed three 

nights in a row. He had tried to be brave and sworn that he’d get used to sleep-

ing without Lord Morrestan before long, but as Irana had suggested, gingerly 
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and feigning hesitation, that as he was still too young to consummate their 

marriage in any case, maybe they could keep their separate bedchambers. 

  “Just until you come of age, my lord,” she had assured him. “And, of course, 

you could visit my bed whenever you wanted, even before.” 

      The prince had been delighted, the king somewhat grudging though forced 

to admit that it would be years until Helbar could do naught else in his marital 

bed than sleep, anyway. Now he could, though he was still a few years short 

of age, but the sleeping arrangements remained as they had always been. Lord 

Morrestan still lived and prospered, and Helbar was as unable to sleep without 

him as he had been four years ago.  

      He had tried to stay over at Irana’s chambers after their first attempt at 

consummating the marriage. Still, as satiated and weary as he had been, the 

bad dreams had haunted him through the night, and a couple of hours before 

the dawn, he had woken up in a puddle of his piss. Since then, he had retreated 

meekly to his chambers after taking his pleasure of his wife, and Irana had 

taken a nightly habit of whispering a prayer to the Fortunes that Lord Mor-

restan would live forever.  

      Yet, she liked her plump, little husband well enough. Helbar was kind and 

generous and allowed her freedoms which, in her old life, she couldn’t have 

even dreamed about. Besides having her chambers all to herself, she had been 

granted the right to name and dismiss her servants as she pleased, visit the city 

whenever she wanted, ride horses and hunt with a hawk to her heart’s pleas-

ure… He had even given half of his Chamber Guard to her personal use. He 

had gone as far as to allow her to name the men she wanted herself.  

      Back then, Sir Righar hadn’t been a member of the Chamber Guard yet, 

and as two years her junior, a boy still, besides, but Irana had lucked out where 

it came to him. The elderly knight whom he had replaced had been one of hers. 

He had died quite suddenly and inexpertly, only half of the moons before 

Righar had earned his place in the Poppies as the knights of the Chamber Guard 

were called for their poppy-red cloaks, and Righar had replaced him without 

her even needing to ask for him.  

      She still remembered the day he had pledged his sword, first to the king, 

next to the prince, and last to her. The way he had gleamed and glittered and 

shone in the spring sunlight slanting through the throne room’s high, narrow 

windows as he had kneeled, clumsily, before her to place his gilded longsword 

at her feet. His voice had trembled ever so slightly as he had sworn to serve 

and protect her till the end of his days, die for her if need be, follow her every 

command, and never betray her. Her voice had echoed strong and steady in the 
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vast, domed hall as she had sworn her vow. Promised that she’d never abuse 

his service, never force him to soil his honor, and would provide him with all 

he might need till the end of his days. Then she had held out her gloved hand 

for him to kiss and pulled him to his feet to tower over her tall, slender, and 

comely as the heroes in the tales.  

      In truth, he was a little more than a head taller than her. She was tall for a 

woman, a whisker short of five feet eight. She had taken to her mother, Queen 

Faina of House Baenwirth, in this just as in many other things. From her father, 

King Waldhark, she had inherited only her piercing-blue eyes, a hallmark of 

House Rofinnar that was said to pass from generation to generation to all true-

born children of every Rofinnar king.  

      Her sister Ulana had the same eyes, but their little sister… Irana had never 

seen Miona’s face without a veil, so she couldn’t say for sure, but she was all 

but convinced that the lack of the cobalt Rofinnar eyes was just what the veil 

was meant to conceal 

      Irana rolled over to her side and pushed her hands under the plump goose-

down-stuffed pillow. Many and more guesses of what was hidden behind 

Miona’s veil had been made during the years. Even Irana herself had often 

pondered it with Ulana when they had still lived together as children and young 

maidens under their father’s roof. Some said that Miona was malformed and 

had three eyes instead of two, or just one, round and huge and blood-red. Oth-

ers claimed that she had been born utterly eyeless. Her head was crammed with 

lumps and boils claimed some. She was bald as an egg, swore others. 

      Most likely, she’s just a by-blow of our sweet mother; Ulana had once 

yawned a few nights before her departure to Vadaskia. She had been vexed 

with their mother and father for marrying her off to an ancient, stooped, and 

wrinkled jape of a king as she had called Daeryik then, and Irana had ignored 

her words as heedlessness brought up by the anger. Yet, the riposte had often 

taunted her after, though every time she thought about the prospect, she found 

it impossible to believe. No queen had ever been as dutiful as Lady Faina. She 

would never be unfaithful to her king husband, ever. Irana hoped she would 

manage to remain as loyal to her little prince, who deserved nothing less, de-

spite all his flaws, unlike her father. 

      She grimaced at the memories of many a morning when she and Ulana had 

crept into their mother’s bed-chamber after the king had left to give the tearful 

queen what little comfort they could. They had huddled close to her, and she 

had told them stories and legends about the fair and valiant heroes of old. 

Mainly to take her thoughts away from the horrors of the night, Irana knew.  
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      I should write to her, she decided. And to Miona, too, even though she 

won’t much appreciate the effort. Still, Miona was her little sister and was soon 

to be wed to someone she had never met. She must be trembling in her silks, 

Irana reflected. Not just because of the marriage itself but for the uproar the 

bargain had caused. Many blamed Miona for the war though she had had noth-

ing to say to whom she would wed. Their father had arranged the marriage 

with the elven count, just as he had arranged Irana’s marriage with Helbar and 

Ulana’s sad union with King Daeryik. None of them had had any say in their 

futures; they had been just trading goods for their father.  

 

 

 
 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 
 

 

“Patience, diligence, vigilance.” 

 

t the doorway stood the biggest man, Lady Miona Rofinnar had ever 

seen. Larger even than she had ever been able to imagine. The ends of 

his short-cropped, coal-black hair brushed the doorframe as he stepped 

into her parlor and the lackey, a relatively tall man for a Giranian, who hustled 

in after him, looked like a scrawny child beside him.  

      The giant was wearing black from head to heel. Even the hilt of his sword 

that poked up behind his left shoulder was draped with black leather. He had a 

horrendous scar on his face. A jagged, dull-red gash ran across the empty 

socket of his right eye from the widow’s peak to the ear.  

      Miona couldn’t turn her eyes away from the hideous sight, and though she 

was wearing her veil, the giant must have felt her stare, for he shifted slightly 

before giving her a deep bow. She tore her gaze off his face and snapped: “I 

am a princess, did you forget?” 

The giant looked her straight in the face: “No, Your Grace, I remember that 

very well.” 

  “It’s ‘my lady,’ not ‘Your Grace,’” Miona corrected. “What kind of a knight 

are you? You don’t even know how to reverence and address a royal lady!” 

A 
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   “My apologies, my lady, this might be due to my not being a knight but a 

sellsword,” the man declared. 

      His words took Miona aback, but soon the anger flared up within her, and 

she whirled to the lackey, who shrunk in on himself as her displeasure rolled 

over him: “What’s the meaning of this?! A sellsword! Is this supposed to be a 

jape?!” 

  “M-my lady,” the man stammered, twisting his bony fingers. “I… I was only 

told to escort S-Sir Eddesen to you, my lady” 

  “Are you deaf or just stupid?” Miona cut him off. “He only just said he is no 

knight, so why do you call him a sir?” 

  “My lady, pray forgive me, I…” 

  “Pedran doesn’t know what else to call me, my lady,” the sellsword broke in, 

making Miona inhale sharply through the nose in aghast. 

      She spun to him and lashed in a shrill voice: “Did someone ask you a ques-

tion, perchance?” 

  “No, my lady…” 

  “Then you ought to keep your mouth shut! You…” She turned back to the 

lackey. “Is my father in his study?” 

  “I… I do not know of the king’s whereabouts, my lady…” 

      Miona huffed through the nose and started to the door. The sellsword spun 

aside to give her room to pass by. His movements were astonishingly graceful 

for such a huge man; she couldn’t help noticing. He followed her into the land-

ing and down a flight of stairs, silent as an enormous, bearded shadow. She 

trotted down the stairs to a smaller landing half a turn lower and halted in the 

middle of a step as a stooped, frail figure of Sage Otmar emerged from the 

shadows below.  

      The old man leaned heavily on the arm of a blue-cloaked guard. His face 

wrinkled with agony as he forced his feet up one step after another. He had had 

bad hips for as long as Miona could remember, but still, he didn’t agree to 

moving the library away from the top floors of the Tower of the Sun.  

      There’s the best light for reading; he always claimed when someone pro-

posed that the books should be moved closer to his chambers on the ground 

floor of the Tower of the Chant. He didn’t want to move himself either, even 

though there were empty chambers in the Tower of the Sun where Miona’s 

elder sisters had dwelled before they had been betrothed and packed away to 

their royal fiancés’ courts to be wedded and bedded and made queens.  

      The ancient sage claimed it would’ve been too much trouble to drag all his 

possessions up into the Tower of the Sun, or all the books down from there, 
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for he was soon to die, anyway. He had been dying soon for at least half a 

decade now, and bad as his hips were, there was never anything else wrong 

with him. He was a relatively healthy man for his age, and his head was still as 

sharp and clear as a shard of glass. Now, he stopped at the edge of the landing 

and glanced from Miona to the sellsword, a knowing glint in his black eyes: 

“Are you not happy with your new guard, my lady?” 

      Miona shifted her feet. The old man seemed to be able to read her thoughts 

as often as not, and the habit made her uncomfortable. She straightened her 

back and said: “His Grace promised me a knight, sage. But this man is a mere 

sellsword. He said as much himself.” 

  “Duirn Eddesen might be a sellsword, my lady,” Otmar admitted. “But I’m 

sure he’s able to keep you safe as well as any knight. The whole Crown’s Guard 

praises his skill in wielding a sword. This one here…” 

He patted the forearm of the young guard at his side and smiled: “Has been 

cramming my ears with the north man’s excellence all the way up here. He 

might be half in love with you, Toren, for all his praising.” 

      With almost an impish glint in his eyes, the sage glanced over Miona’s 

shoulder at the sellsword. The man chuckled, but his voice was courteous as 

he said to the flushed guard: “I’m honored if my skills have impressed you, 

young man.” 

The guard looked up, his steel-blue eyes shining: “I’ve never seen a man fight 

like that before, sir! Against three foes… We were all certain that they’d beat 

you bloody in no time but instead, you kicked their asses well and true… My 

apologies, my lady, sage! I forgot about myself.” 

   “That’s quite understandable, my dear boy,” the sage said and pulled away 

from the guard. “You may go back to your other duties now. I’m sure Duirn 

Eddesen can support me for the rest of the way.” 

      The sellsword stepped past Miona to give the old man his brawny arm. He 

granted the young guard a warm smile. The boy bowed low to him and rushed 

down the stairs, his face shining like a newly minted silver piece. Miona bris-

tled: “Sage Otmar, I was promised a knight to protect me…” 

  “And you’ve been given someone as good as one, if not even better,” the 

elderly cut her off. “Besides, the brotherhood Duirn Eddesen belongs to was a 

knighthood back in the day. Isn’t that so, Toren?” 

  “You’re right, sage.” Toren nodded. “The Sons of Stryader indeed started as 

something similar to a knighthood.” 

  “Why it’s not one anymore, then?” Miona inquired, glancing over her shoul-

der at him. 
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  “Because fewer men joined in by the year, my lady,” the sellsword explained. 

“The vow of the knighthood compelled into a lifelong service, for one, and to 

give up many things that most men find important. The knighthood had all but 

withered a hundred years ago when the ruling queen ordered that taking the 

vow should be made optional. Any man who joined in could choose for them-

selves whether to say the words or not. A few did, after that, and during the 

next couple of decades, a knighthood became a brotherhood, and the vow took 

a new form.” 

  “So, there’s a vow to be taken, still?” 

  “There is, my lady, though it remains optional, and even though a man said 

the words, he'd remain free to leave the brotherhood whenever he chooses, and 

do other things as well that back in the days of the knighthood would’ve been 

forbidden of him.” 

  “What kind of things?” 

  “Taking a wife, for one, holding lands and a roof of his own… That sort of 

things, my lady.” 

  “The things denied of our own anointed knights,” the old sage put in. “Quite 

understandable that taking such a vow doesn’t attract the men in a realm such 

as Aenerhjelm.” 

      Miona shoved open the high, beautifully carved double doors to the library 

and stepped into the eye-piercing sunlight, the hems of her opulent gown of 

apple-green samite rustling softly on the fainted stone mosaic floor. She took 

her place at the huge oaken desk and stole a glance at the sellsword as he helped 

the sage into his velvet-cushioned armchair across from her.  

      She decided that the man would’ve been exceptionally comely if not for 

the scar.  He had strong yet delicate features, a bowfront nose, and thick, gently 

arching eyebrows. His remaining eye was as black as onyx but lively and con-

stantly glinting as if he was about to burst into laughter in that fleeting moment. 

Under his close-cropped, coal-black beard, the corners of his mouth were 

curled upwards, ever so slightly, in the tiniest hint of a smile. This, combined 

with the spark in his eye, made him look forthcoming and genial despite his 

dark uniform.  

      Miona shifted in her chair as the man circled the table to hang his 

greatsword and knee-length leather jacket on the rack beside the door. Under 

the coat, he wore a black, scaled leather jerkin studded with silver, a long-

sleeved woolen shirt, black leather breeches, and heavy, ironclad boots, bat-

tered and travelworn. On his baldric, he carried a long-bladed dagger in a sim-

ple, black scabbard.  
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     Tried as she might, Miona couldn’t help her tummy fluttering at the sight 

of him. He was a hefty man but not nearly as stout as he had looked in his thick 

jacket. There would be nothing but tight muscles under his black garb. Even 

Miona could tell that much, though she had never seen a naked man in her life, 

save for a few debatable statues that Sartor Erzibhas kept in his solar in the 

Tower of Whispers. He claimed that he used them as dummies, and true 

enough, one or the other had a half-finished piece of clothing draped about it 

as often as not, but behind his back, the lady courtiers giggled that he only 

collected the statues because he couldn’t make his boy slaves go naked all day 

every day. 

     The court’s sartor was widely known for his habit of taking only the fairest 

boys into his service. All his slaves were slender of build and prettier than most 

girls of face, sweet-smelling, ever groomed spotless, and dressed in brightly 

colored silks instead of undyed linen.  

      Miona had often wondered what Erzibhas had done to earn such privileges 

as to dress his slaves as he pleased and pick them up like a competent cook 

choosing the best ingredients from a market stall while all the other lords and 

ladies of the court were to be content on whatever they were given. He was a 

skilled sartor, for sure, but his seamstresses did most of the work. Erzibhas 

concentrated mainly on fluttering about the workshop in his absurdly tailored 

clothes, which were of the colors so bright, looking at them made one’s eyes 

prickle, and nagging his underlings over every tiny mistake they might make 

in their work.  

      Sage Otmar cleared his throat, and Miona ripped her eyes off the sellsword 

who had taken a stand in front of the doors facing the library, his thumbs 

stuffed under his baldric, his legs slightly apart. His position was straight yet 

laid-back, and his eye was keen in flicking about the high, well-lit space.  

      The library comprised the two upmost floors of the Tower of the Sun, both 

of which had high ceilings and huge, arched clear-class windows opening to 

every eight compass points. The bookshelves reaching the ceiling were built in 

a spiraling circle in the middle of the space around an iron staircase that joined 

the two floors together, and the desks and chairs were placed under the win-

dows.  

      There were no hearths in the library, and the place was as cold as a cellar 

in the wintertime. Even now that the winter was already breaking, and the 

white early-spring sun blazed through the thick, bubbly windowpanes, it was 

chilly. Miona draped her gold-embroidered, dusty-pink silk shawl tighter about 
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her shoulders and tried to concentrate on the book she had been copying for 

the best part of the winter.  

      She hated copying the books. The work was tedious, and Sage Otmar was 

rarely content with the outcome. He kept complaining about her sloppy hand-

writing and messy way of using the quill. Yet, he forced her to go on with the 

work demanding that it would teach her much more than just neat writing. Pa-

tience, diligence, vigilance, he parroted to her every time she tossed away the 

quill after having splashed a drop of ink in the middle of a newly finished page.  

      If you are to become a countess, young lady, you’ll need all those virtues, 

and you’ll need them a lot, he had told her half a hundred times since she had 

been betrothed to Count Gwdaen. Your fiancé shall be the ruler of Ilwn 

Flwthean one day, and you are expected to rule by his side. The ruling is even 

more tedious work than copying books, I assure you. So, go on, take a clean 

parchment, and start over. 

      So, she had, again and again, until the pile of ruined pages had grown al-

most as tall as her effusively decorated wig, and her hand had been aching for 

pinching the quill. Yet, she hadn’t finished even the first chapter of the ancient, 

twelve inches thick, leather-bound volume that the sage had made her copy as 

her final work before setting out to her new life as the Countess Faelviren.  

      The book was the History of the Conquest of the Torn Continent and so 

old, its pages all but crumbled at the touch. It had been written tightly with a 

tiny, overly-ornated hand that was at places fainted all but impossible to read 

even to Miona’s sharp eyes. The veil didn’t help the slightest, and as often as 

not, she had to lean so close to the binding to make clear of the words through 

the thin, white fabric that the tip of her nose brushed the parchment. The sage 

scolded her over this, too, claiming that the grease in her skin would ruin the 

pages.  

      He nagged about the matter to her once again as she leaned forth to peer at 

the last few words on the bottom of the page spattered with some brownish 

liquid. She yanked herself straight, dropped the quill onto the desk, and 

snapped: “Try and make clear of this wretched scribbling yourself if you think 

yourself so much better than me! I’ve had enough of this worm-eaten heap of 

parchment anyway!” 

  “My lady, you know that my eyes aren’t sharp enough to read such small 

writing anymore,” Otmar reminded her. “Not even with my lenses on.” 

  “Well, take it to Pyetric, then,” Miona urged. “I can’t see properly through 

the veil.”  
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  “Pyetric has other volumes to copy, my lady. Most of which are even older 

and harder to read than this one. Patience…” 

  “…diligence, vigilance,” Miona completed. “I know. But certainly, Count 

Gwdaen won’t make me copy ancient books! Sage Otmar, couldn’t we give up 

on these lessons? All this knowledge will be wasted on me when I become a 

countess. Then, all I need to know is how to tittle-tattle with the courtiers and 

please my husband in our…” 

      She fell silent abruptly and darted a glance over her shoulder to see if the 

sellsword had heeded her miscue. If he had heard, nothing in his serene, 

slightly indrawn face gave it away. He stood rooted to the spot as motionless 

as an oak tree on a windless day, looking as if he could keep on standing like 

that for a hundred years.  

      Miona leaned over the armrest of her chair and called him by the name. He 

snapped into attention immediately, the distant look in his onyx eye coming 

into focus in half a heartbeat. He inclined his head an inch and asked: “Yes, 

my lady?” 

  “Come sit with us,” Miona invited him. “And tell me something about your-

self. If I am to suffer your company the next two moons’ turns, I might as well 

get to know you.” 

      The sellsword seated himself at the head of the desk, his back to the win-

dows from where he had a clear sight of the door and the bookshelves. He 

leaned against the back of his chair, placed his elbows on the armrests, and 

laced his fingers together below the arc of his ribs: “What would you like to 

know, my lady?” 

She shrugged: “Anything, everything… I don’t know! What does one usually 

tell about themselves when meeting new people? You are from the north, aren’t 

you?” 

  “From Aenerhjelm, yes. I assume you know your maps, my lady?”  

  “Well enough… There’re two big cities in Aenerhjelm,” Miona recalled. “Do 

you live in one of them?” 

  “No, my lady, I dwell in one of the brotherhood’s keeps, Raekendern. It lays 

half a day’s ride from Hellenfjord…” 

  “Hellenfjord… The Port of the North, right?” 

  “That’s how it’s named in the western maps, my lady.” 

      Miona turned her chair a little to look him straight in the face. He had a 

pleasant voice, mellow and gently rasping, and a calm, kindly way of speech. 

It was hard not to like him, she realized. She drew up to give a more imperial 

impression and asked: “How old are you?” 
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  “I’m eight and twenty, my lady. If I haven’t lost the count at some point,” he 

replied. 

  “Do you have a wife? And children?” 

  “No, my lady, I’m still unmarried.” 

  “Why is that?” 

  “I’ve spent most of my life warring abroad. Every campaign I’ve ever ridden 

to could’ve been the one from which I never returned, leaving my wife a widow 

and the children orphans. I’ve seen it best not to wed for as long as I go battling. 

And to be frank, I’m not sure if I even am the marrying type.” 

  “But surely, you’ll want children? Sons to carry on your line and name?” 

The sellsword smiled under his beard: “I might well have a son or three al-

ready, my lady. Be that as it may, no son of mine would carry on my name. I 

am a motherless one myself, that’s all that “Eddesen” stands for, and by the 

Hjelmen custom if I had a son or a daughter, he or she would be named after 

their mother, not me.” 

  “Oh!” Miona was surprised. “So… That would go, how, exactly?” 

  “Let’s say you were a Hjelmen, my lady. Instead of the name of your father’s 

house, you’d be called by the second name… Pray excuse me, but I don’t think 

I’ve ever heard the name of your lady mother, the queen?” 

  “Faina Baenwirth.” 

  “Very well, that would make you Fainadar, then, my lady. It means Faina’s 

daughter in all its simplicity,” the sellsword explained. “And had you a brother, 

he’d be called Fainassen, in other words, Faina’s son.” 

  “But isn’t this just confusing!” Miona scuffed. “How do you know who is 

whose father, then? Who belongs into which house and so on?” 

  “We don’t have houses in that sense of the word in Aenerhjelm, my lady. We 

have no peerage and no stratums, no lords, and ladies. In Aenerhjelm, all men 

and women are equal with equal rights and duties.” 

  “Oh… How intriguing! How come you’ve never told me this, Otmar?” Miona 

rounded on the old man. 

The sage’s mouth twitched, but his voice came out placid as he countered: “I’m 

quite certain that I have taught it to you at some point, my lady, but maybe it 

has been so long that you’ve already forgotten what you know of Aenerhjelm.” 

      Miona shrugged. This might well be true. Sage Otmar had taught her thou-

sands of things during the years, most of which she had indeed forgotten. She 

lifted her elbow onto the desk and leaned her jaw on her palm, nailing her gaze 

into the sellsword: “So, you’re an orphan then, are you?” 

  “My lady,” the sage scolded. “Remember your manners.” 
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  “The question doesn’t offend me,” Toren assured him. “Yes, my lady, I’m an 

orphan. For all I know. I was raised in the Green Halls by the priestesses of 

Maelethra. I left Uanneach when I was nine to join in the brotherhood.” 

  “So…” Miona wrinkled her nose. “My father has hired an illiterate, lowborn 

dreg to act as my shield. How devoted of him!”  

  “Now you are forgetting about yourself, young lady!” Sage Otmar snapped, 

his voice laced with anger.  “A fine lady never throws such insults to the face 

of others in any situation. If you are unhappy with His Grace’s actions, go and 

discuss the matter with him instead of spilling your frustration upon Duirn Ed-

desen.”  

  “I will do just that.” Miona sprung up from the chair. “And I’ll do it right 

now. Thank you for the lessons, sage.” 

The old man sighed: “As you will, my lady… Have a good day.” 

  “You as well,” Miona replied and rushed out of the library, not giving a hang 

if the sellsword was following her. 

 

 
 

 

CHAPTER SIX 
 

 

“You must see behind the veils.” 

 

he deck was empty save for the gloomy-eyed mage, Grimwryth. He 

stood on the forecastle glaring across the harbor, his arms crossed onto 

his chest and a murky expression on his horrendously scarred face. The 

long, jagged, dull-red scars looked like a scourge, or the claws of some giant 

beast had been lashed across his face. 

  “You’ll stay back brooding, Grim?” Katrina ensured. 

The mage cast an acrid look at her: “You’re well aware of how I feel about 

places like this… Yes, I’ll stay on board, captain.” 

  “Suit yourself.” She shrugged, wrapping her arm around Arron. “You know 

where to find us if you should change your mind.” 

     Her tone was light, but as she looked at the dark silhouette of the city, a 

shadow flitted across her face. Arron curled a protective arm about her wiry 

shoulders. 

T 
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  “Captain… Trina? Where are we exactly?” he asked, pushing through the 

rackety crowd shoulder first. 

  “At an island originally called Ilwn Amhwral, today known as the Con-

queror’s Cape, or more commonly just as the Crown’s City of Girania.” 

  “You’re not comfortable here,” Arron noted. “Why?” 

  “It’s not so much of being uncomfortable,” Trina fudged. “It’s just that I don’t 

know the city well. We rarely sail this far west.” 

  “And there was no need to come here now, either, at least not for my sake. I 

only just realized that this is only a dream. This is all a dream, Trina, and what 

I may or may not find at the Market will stop existing the moment I flick my 

eyes open in the morning.” 

  “Will it?” the captain cocked an eyebrow. “A dream this might be, but what 

makes you think none of it was real nor could exist in the waking world?” 

  “Well, nothing ever does. That’s how the dreams work.” 

  “Do they now? We’ll see about that… But come now, there’s a lot to see in 

the Market!” 

      She began to walk him through the bustling harbor towards a row of two- 

and three-storied timber and clay houses that rimmed the port. They turned out 

to be inns and taverns and pothouses. All their doors were wide open, and the 

uproar of singing and laughter streamed into Arron’s ears as they approached 

the buildings. He was just about to nudge Trina by the sleeve and propose that 

they’d spend whatever time there was in one of the taverns instead of rambling 

among the market stalls, but the cheerful, slightly out-of-breath shout of Ew-

eret Lingryn cut off his intention. 

      “There you are!” The first mate wobbled to them through the crowd push-

ing people aside with both elbows. “I started to think you might’ve found 

something more enticing to do than roaming through the Market. Wouldn’t 

blame you if you had, though; the city’s choked with people…” 

  “Shut up, sailor!” Captain Reushammer snapped, but the old man just chuck-

led and winked at them with a waggish glint in his amber eyes. 

  “Come, come,” he urged. “We should hustle! We don’t want our young friend 

to wake up before we even find the damned Market.” 

  “It shouldn’t be a problem,” the captain said. “We need but to throw ourselves 

into the stream, and we’ll get there whether we want or not.” 

      She was right. By letting the mob lead them, they found themselves at the 

edge of the Spring Market sooner than they had dared to hope. The squares and 

streets ahead were a jumble of tents and booths, strollers and wagons, small 

stalls and blankets stuffed and spread out in any free patch of the paved 
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clearings and street sides. At first glance, the Spring Market seemed to Arron 

to be no more than chaos created by the merchants, pheasants, augurs, bards, 

and other performers, who had built their stalls wherever there had been an 

empty slot, but the deeper into the maze the three of them dove, the less chaotic 

it turned out to be. If nothing, the Spring Market was noisy, smelly, and color-

ful, filled with joy, genial squabbling, the merry meetings of friends and rela-

tives, and even strangers stopping to share a word or three with one another.  

      “Smelts!” yelled a short, round-faced man in a red and white striped booth. 

“Fried smelts! Fresh from the sea! Crunchy and crisp!” 

  “Oh, those are a real treat!” Katrina yelped, pulling Arron by the wrist to-

wards the stall. “You must give them a go.” 

  “I’m out of coin, though…” 

  “It’s on me,” she said and continued to the fish seller. “Three plates, if you’d 

be so kind.” 

      She took a long pearl necklace off her neck and opened the knot picking 

one of the smallest of the bluish pearls. It was slightly smaller than the tip of 

her pinkie. She handed it to the seller: “Will this cover them?” 

  “Lavishly, lady!” the man assured her. “Wait, I’ll find the change for you…” 

  “That’s even.” Katrina was generous.  

      She passed the oval wooden fishplates to Arron and Eweret, grabbed a 

handful of the small smelts, and stuffed them into her mouth, letting out a muf-

fled moan of pleasure. The first mate shook his head, amusement and distaste 

warring on his face, and picked one smelt at a time like any well-mannered 

gentleman. He chewed them slowly with his few remaining teeth: “I had for-

gotten how nice these are!” 

      The heavily seasoned, well-fried smelts were undeniably delicious. Katrina 

wolfed down her portion in a few mouthfuls and started snitching more from 

the other two. Eweret threatened to slap her on the fingers but pushed his plate 

towards her, nonetheless. Arron fed her the next smelt from his fingers. She 

brushed his fingertips with her full, rosy lips. He would’ve considered it an 

accident if not for the teasing shimmer in her pale-green eyes. He was on the 

verge of hinting that Eweret might’ve made a point saying they’d probably 

have been able to figure out something far more engaging to do than wandering 

around the Market had they stayed in her cabin, but before he could say a word, 

someone clasped his wrist. The grip was firm enough to make him gasp, though 

more in surprise than pain. He’d have dropped his plate had Katrina not been 

fast enough to snatch it from him. He groped for his saber. The bluish steel 

flashed in the dream light as he drew the blade off its silver-clad scabbard.  
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      He twirled on his heels to encounter whoever had taken hold of him but 

saw no one. Then the stranger gave a light tug on his sleeve. He glanced down 

and saw an old woman sitting cross-legged on the ground. Her kindly face was 

as wrinkled as a prune, her hair covered with a fringed, olive scarf. Arron 

sheathed his saber immediately, giving her both an apologetic and quizzical 

look. 

      Her greenish eyes under the thin, white brows were lined with black color, 

foxy for an elderly lady, and her withered face still bore the memory of great 

beauty once possessed. She had a nose that would’ve turned an eagle green out 

of sheer jealousy, and her thin mouth was painted scarlet. Gems and gold glit-

tered in her earlobes. She beckoned Arron to sit. As both Katrina and Eweret 

nodded encouragingly, he settled cross-legged across from her onto the worn, 

red quilt and let her take his hands. Her palms were scabrous and spotted, but 

the grip was firm and very, very real.  

      It was the familiarity of her touch that startled him most, however. He felt 

like he had known her all his life. Maybe, he reasoned, her green and brown 

homespun clothing made him think of those elderly ladies sitting on their rough 

quilts in the street corners of Nortenmoor, scraping a living by foretelling to 

anyone willing to toss them a couple of coppers. This was different, though. 

She stroked his palms with her thumbs, causing pleasant shivers to run up his 

arms. When he smiled tentatively, she curled her lips upwards and said in a 

hoarse whisper: “It’s lovely to finally meet you, Arron Grethsen.” 

      He didn’t ask how she knew his name, for this was a dream. She gave him 

no chance to question her, anyway, but went on in a hushed, hoarse voice one 

could tell by, she couldn’t have spoken louder even if she had wanted to: “Your 

search is not fruitless, but you’re heading toward peril. Do not cross the line. 

There’s nothing but death behind. If you keep waiting at the gate, the one you 

will lose comes back to you. You must see…” 

      She took a deep, rasping breath turning her head away to cough feebly. 

Arron squeezed her trembling hands tighter. Her breath had grown wheezy and 

shallow. 

  “You must see through the veils,” she croaked between coughs. 

  “M’diarn…” Arron slipped into his mother’s language. 

  “No,” she gasped. “Please, listen… You must be warned. Your path won’t be 

smooth. You’ll have to sacrifice a lot and do things that… Things that’ll tear 

you apart, but you must, always…” 
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      Her voice cracked, and a new fit of cough bent her double. Arron thought 

she might choke on it and took her by her bony shoulders to hold her up. Her 

cheeks blazed red, and tears ran down her lined face. 

  “Please, dear lady, let it be. I’m no reason to wear yourself out.” 

  “Such a sweet boy…” she rasped. “Poor, sweet child… No… I’ve waited for 

this moment for so many years and these words… Must be said. Listen. You 

must see behind the veils. To see the good in evil and the foul draped in samite. 

You have the power to liberate. Use your gift for… It’s a rare one. Use it when 

you find the one you’ll lose…” 

      Yet another hacking cough took her, and even after it eased, she couldn’t 

continue talking. Arron saw that there was still something she would’ve 

wanted to say. Despair flashed in her eyes, but all she managed was a helpless 

shrug. Gasping, she put her hand somewhere in the folds of her dun skirts, 

searching for something. Arron stuck out his hand to receive a small, aquama-

rine stone from her. He raised a quizzical eyebrow: “A stone? What am I sup-

posed to do with this?” 

      She just folded his fingers about the stone and started coughing again. Ar-

ron let go of her hand, turning to the captain: “Is there anything we could do 

for her?” 

  “Only to pay for her words,” Trina sounded genuinely sorry. 

She fingered her pearls, but the old lady shook her head a little. 

  “There’s no way we’ll leave without paying,” Captain Reushammer pro-

tested, but the augur shook her head again, firmer, and sent them on their way 

with a flick of a crooked hand. 

      Arron slipped the tiny stone into his pocket and turned to give her one last 

glance but saw no sign of her, though they had taken only a couple of steps 

away. He tried to peek over the heads of the crowd pressing between them, but 

she had disappeared into thin air with her quilt and all, as she had never even 

existed. Can one dream in a dream? He wondered, puzzled. Can one halluci-

nate in a dream? 

       “You saw her, didn’t you?” he checked in a low tone. “The old lady fore-

telling me.” 

  “Certainly,” Trina assured him with a worried edge in her voice. “Are you 

alright, private?” 

  “I guess…” Arron muttered, looking over his shoulder once more, seeing no 

one but strangers trotting by. 

Their features were blurred and melting like they’d been made of soft clay that 

dripped and trickled off their faces in flabby, off-white glops. 
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      In a shock, he turned to Trina: “Trina, what’s happening?” 

  “What is it? Arron? Arron!” her latten-clear voice had grown deeper and 

hoarser, and to his alarm, Arron saw her features twisting and melting. 

He couldn’t take her hand though she was standing right there, a couple of 

steps away from him with a queer mixture of sorrow and mischief in her big, 

pale-green eyes. 

 

 

 
 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

 

“Let’s call it a gift, my lady.” 

 

ing Hamar’s study was a confusing mixture of grandeur and coziness. 

Its walls were wainscoted with dark wood, and the upper halves lined 

with poppy-red velvet embroidered with golden poppy flowers. The 

crest of House Stemraon, five red and golden poppy flowers on an emerald 

field, was hanging upon the gigantic fireplace. The white, polished stone floor 

was covered with thick woolen rugs, worn thin by the countless footsteps, and 

the green, velvet-cushioned armchairs and settees were lumpy and lacerated. 

The large, lacquered desk stood in front of the hearth. The king was seated in 

a high-backed armchair behind it, his back to the roaring fire.  

      He sprung up as Irana stepped over the threshold and hurried across the 

room to kiss her fingers: “My lady! A pleasure, as always. Come, take a seat… 

You’ve been well, I should hope?” 

King Hamar was just as soft, smallish, and courteous as his son, though not 

quite as pink. Right now, he was somewhat greyish, Irana observed. Wrinkled 

and stooped by the worries. He walked Irana to a plump armchair and hurried 

to pour her wine. It was still a bit early for the wine, but she accepted the crested 

cup without an objection and toasted with her father-in-law. 

      The king drained his cup in one go, but at least he didn’t pour another. He 

twirled the empty cup in his hands, pacing back and forth in front of his mas-

sive desk. Irana took a ginger sip from her cup. The wine was red, way too rich 

and sweet to her liking in general, and at such an early hour, she could hardly 

K 
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swallow it without gagging. Her struggling didn’t go unnoticed, and the king 

sounded hopeful as he inquired: “Feeling sick, my lady?” 

      You had hoped for me to, hadn’t you, Your Grace? May it be that you sum-

moned me here because you’ve come to think that someone else might be better 

suited to your precious little piglet of a son? 

  “No, Your Grace, I just don’t keep a habit of drinking wine before noon.” 

  “Of course, you don’t. Me neither, actually.” he king sounded a little abashed. 

“Would you like something else better? Tea, perhaps? Should I ask for tea?” 

      He was flustered, Irana realized. More flustered than she had ever seen him. 

She drew up in her chair and stopped pretending that she could drain her cup. 

She placed it on a small table at her left and shed the discretion: “Your Grace, 

you didn’t ask me here just to drink tea no more than wine, did you?” 

King Hamar stopped, twitched his hands, and turned to face her fully: “No, my 

lady. I asked you here because I need to talk to you. The matter just is… Some-

thing that I’d leave to my lady wife if she still were here with us, but as it 

happens, she is not, so I must discuss this with you myself… I’m riding for the 

war tomorrow at dawn.” 

Irana couldn’t help her eyebrows arching: “Well, Your Grace, I already knew 

this. I mean, not that you’re setting out already tomorrow, but that you’re going 

to go at some point. You’re not telling me you mean to take Helbar with you?” 

       She tried not to sound too hopeful. The king shook his head: “No… For-

tunes, no! But now that you mentioned my son… My lady, I know this is the 

most inappropriate subject for me to bring up, but… You and the prince have 

been sharing a bed for a year now, and… Well, your belly is still as flat as it 

was when you came to us as a maiden. Now, don’t get me wrong; I understand 

that these things may take some time, sometimes even quite a long time, and 

I’d never press you if the situation wasn’t this dire. But surely, you must un-

derstand yourself that the kingdoms need an heir? If I should fall in the battles 

to come…” 

  “Your Grace…” 

  “No, just listen to me, my lady, please. If I fell, that would leave only Helbar 

to rule and defend the realm.”  

  “Your Grace, with your leave; even if I were with a child, your death would 

leave only Helbar to defend the throne. Our son couldn’t rule in many a year 

still,” Irana pointed out. 

  “True,” King Hamar admitted. “But… My dear lady, I’m not going to lie to 

you; the situation is far worse than I’d like to admit even to myself. Daeryik is 

much stronger than your father, and I expected, yet your father… With all due 
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respect, your father isn’t taking this seriously enough. I asked him to send an 

army to the Plains of Midathrir and… Could you guess what he’s sending?” 

  “A few dozen knights?” Irana ventured. 

  “Well, exactly!” the king scuffed. “A few dozen knights! That’s as good as 

giving a thirsty man a mouthful when he needs a barrel!”  

      He returned to his pacing, his face turning splotchy with red. Irana inclined 

her head: “I’m sorry, Your Grace.” 

  “Oh… No, my lady, forgive me!” the king scuffed. “I shouldn’t be venting 

my frustration on you. You’re not to blame for your lord father’s…” 

  “Folly?” Irana completed. 

  “Well, I wouldn’t use such a harsh word, but… Yes, very well, your father’s 

folly,” King Hamar sighed but went on sharper. “Be that as it may, that folly 

has brought us into a situation where securing our backs is essential. Forgive 

me my gruffness, but the heir must be produced, and soon. I’ve discussed this 

matter with my son already, and he claims that the lack of effort isn’t why your 

womb hasn’t still quickened. Now, don’t get me wrong, my lady, I’m not put-

ting the blame on you entirely. It might well be that my son’s seed just isn’t 

strong enough… He is still very young.” 

The king paused, sighed, raked his thinning, straw-colored hair with his fin-

gers, and wrapped up: “The thing is that the kingdoms need an heir, no matter 

the cost.” 

      So, he is setting me aside…. Irana wasn’t sure whether she should be sorry 

or relieved. What would it mean in practice? Would Hamar send her back to 

her father to be married off to some lesser lord, an elderly widower who 

wouldn’t mind her not being a maiden anymore? Though, technically, she still 

was. Or would he marry her off to one such himself? Did he already have 

someone ready to replace her? What would her father do when he heard? 

Would that lead to a war between Erephonia and Girania as well? 

      “My lady?” The king’s demanding voice penetrated through the mass of 

questions swarming in Irana’s head. “Have you naught to say to this?” 

  “Your Grace, pray forgive me... I… I understand, of course,” Irana stam-

mered, staring at her hands that rested on her lap. “I only… Might I… Might I 

ask something of you?” 

  “My dear,” the king sighed. “Right now, there’s nothing much you couldn’t 

ask of me.” 

      Irana looked up at him. The king looked troubled, embarrassed, and excep-

tionally gentle. He was a goodhearted man in general, but Irana had rarely seen 

his face so soft. At least he’s genuinely sorry for this. 
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  “Would it be too presumptuous of me to ask that I might have some say to 

whom I’ll be wed next?” Irana ventured. “Unless you’ve already promised me 

to someone?” 

King Hamar frowned deeply: “Wed? My lady, it seems you didn’t quite un-

derstand me. You’re already married to my son and will be for as long as you 

both shall live. I was talking about bedding, not wedding. But no, unfortu-

nately, that’s the one and the only thing I cannot grant to you, for I’ve already 

invited Lord Rostan to the court.” 

  “Your Grace, I don’t quite understand…” 

  “You are to bed my cousin, Lord Rostan,” the king declared. “You remember 

him, I’m sure? He visited us last winter.” 

      A blank stare was all Irana managed. A hint of frustration flicked under the 

king’s short, golden beard laced with the shades of silver and steel, and he 

explained: “To produce a child, my lady. If I could delay my departure, I’d see 

to it myself. In that case, I might even nullify your marriage with Helbar and 

wed you myself… Of course, that would be the best option, but I’ve hesitated 

for too long, and now it’s too late for such. My son has grown very fond of 

you, and I don’t want to wound him like that. Of course, he has no inkling of 

this little scheme of mine, and I pray, you won’t tell him either, not before or 

after the deed is done. He needs not to know that the child isn’t of his seed. 

And no one else can’t know. I’ve shared this plan with none other than yourself 

and Sage Marlian, and that is how it must remain. Lord Rostan doesn’t know 

why I’ve asked him to move his household to the capital. He thinks it’s because 

of the war, I believe. Anyway, it should be the easiest task for you to seduce 

the man. He’s vain and thinks too highly of himself, and I have no doubt that 

he’ll fall into your arms thinking that his charms drew you to him. He has a 

wife and children, of course, but I don’t think any of them will miss him too 

much. And they’ll get a lavish compensation, besides.” 

      He paused, apparently expecting Irana to say something, but her chest was 

filled with lead, her lungs squeezed out of the air, and she couldn’t have said a 

word even if she had wanted to. There was naught to say besides. Getting set 

aside would’ve been shameful enough, but nothing she couldn’t have digested. 

Whereas this… She could scarcely believe that the king was proposing such 

atrocity for real. She had taken King Hamar for an honorable man, amiable 

even. From time to time, she had felt as if she had found in him a father she 

had never really had before. But this… This rinsed away all the love she had 

ever borne for him.  
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      She had made a mistake in thinking that her father-in-law might appreciate 

her for herself, not just as a trading good or a broodmare. How wrong she had 

been! Her only value to him was the field’s value to a farmer. Her sole purpose 

was to be sown and bear a crop. And as she was but dirt, it mattered naught 

with what seed her crack was filled for as long as it would sprout. She had 

always known, of course, that her primary purpose was none other than to bear 

children to her husband regardless of whom she’d be married to, but in return, 

she ought to have had a right to expect at least some respect.  

      Lady Irana Rofinnar had already learned at an early age how to conceal her 

true feelings. In her father’s court, such skill was essential to avoid getting 

mocked, belittled, and ashamed. So, even though a hurricane was whirling 

within her, not a hint could be seen on her face as she drew up in her chair and 

asked in an utterly indifferent voice: “Would that be all, Your Grace?” 

King Hamar frowned slightly: “Well, yes, my lady, but is that all you’ve got 

to say? No questioning, no objections?” 

Oh, thousands and thousands! But expressing them would do me no good, 

would it? 

  “It is my duty to serve the crown in any way I can, Your Grace.” 

      The relief welled in the king’s face. Irana felt sick, but her cool expression 

remained unwavering. Her face was as calm as a frozen lake. The king tried a 

small smile: “I knew I could trust you, my dear. Now, what is that you want? 

I wouldn’t call it a reward, but… Whatever you want, you’ll get. Just name 

your…” 

Price, Irana completed to herself as he fell silent abruptly. Do you really think 

you can buy my dignity with gold and gems, manors and vineyards, fine-bred 

horses, and hunting hawks? If I were a cocotte, such would work, for sure, but 

I am not. I am a princess, and my crack has already been sold once. 

  “It is my duty to serve the realm, Your Grace,” Irana repeated serenely. “I 

need no rewards for doing what I must.” 

   “Let’s call it a gift, my lady,” the king suggested. “You may ask anything 

you want as a gift.” 

      Anything? Truly? Would you free me of your son after I’ve whelped you 

the calf you want and give me a leave to marry Sir Righar instead? Or even 

better, allow me to live the rest of my life as an independent lady with no lack 

of funds to do whatever I please, even travel around the continent if I wanted 

to? 

      “I need no gifts either, Your Grace. I already have all I could ever ask for 

and more.” 
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  “My lady…” The king looked disarmed. “You keep surprising me still, after 

all these years. The depth of your devotion is truly unfathomable.” 

  “Whatever is needed to secure the throne, Your Grace,” Irana shrugged and 

rose from her chair, graceful as a dancer. “May I be excused? Marlian is wait-

ing for me.” 

  “Oh, certainly! Her business is the same as mine, I believe. She has brewed 

you a little potion to increase your fertility,” the king confessed. 

      Has she now? It’ll be interesting to hear for what purpose she claims it has 

been brewed, though. She won’t be as straightforward as you, I’m sure. 

  “Then I must hurry. The sooner I start drinking it, the better the result, I should 

think. Have a good day, Your Grace.” 

   “You as well, my dear.” The king kissed her hand. “My offer still stands, by 

the way. There must be something that you want.” 

Oh, there is! I want to fly. 

 

 

 
 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT 
 

 

“Do tell.” 

 

rina! Trina…” mumbled Arron Grethsen reaching his hand to Raenn’s 

face. 

Raenn shook his roommate by the shoulder roughly: “Wake up! Damn 

you for having such an evening without me… Wake up!” 

   “Trina…” Arron blinked in the blinding morning light squinting at Raenn’s 

face as he had never seen it before. “Raenn?” 

   “Whom else?” snorted Raenn Agdassen. “You took me for a woman? Who’s 

that Trina you called after in such desperation? You could’ve taken me with 

you to wherever you were last night. It seems you had a blast… What the fuck 

are you wearing?!” 

   “I’ve been nowhere,” Arron claimed and sat up, raking his hair with his fin-

gers. “I just had the weirdest dream, that’s all.” 

“T 
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   “Indeed, if you’re claiming you got those rags in a dream,” Raenn sneered. 

“How much you drank to end up mugging clothes from some stranger’s back? 

Such as those, above all! Though given a thought, it sounds like you to strip a 

man of his clothes instead of his money…” 

   “What are you talking about?” Arron grunted, glanced down, and yelped in 

disbelief. “What the fuck…?” 

   “You tell me,” Raenn prompted, holding back a laugh. “You’ve bumped into 

the tackiest dresser in the city, it seems. What was your excuse? To do him a 

favor by robbing those rags? For his sake, I hope you gave him a tip or three 

for what to wear in the future so that he won’t slip back to his old, bad habits.” 

   “I haven’t… I haven’t the foggiest…” Arron stammered, clasping the wheel-

shaped pendant so tight, its spokes carved pits into his palm. 

The silver was cool and very, very real against his hot, clammy skin. 

      He groped his hips and wasn’t surprised when his fingers found the round 

octopus-shaped pommel of the saber. He stroked the leather jerkin that was 

squeezing his flanks uncomfortably tight, brushed the silk sleeve of the shirt, 

and shook his head in astonishment. It had been but a dream, and yet… 

  “How much did you drink?” Raenn demanded, handing him a clean, green 

woolly. “Get up, damn you, and get changed, or we’ll miss it!” 

  “Miss what?” 

  “You haven’t forgotten, have you?! The recruitment! We’re volunteering and 

riding for exploits, remember? Songs are written about us long after this city 

has turned to mere ruins and rat droppings. Hurry up now! You can’t come 

there feigning a jester!”  

      Feigning… Feign… Veil… You must see behind the veils. You must not 

cross the line. Wrong direction… Heading towards peril… Wait at the gate… 

  “Raenn, listen, I…” 

  “Don’t say you’re showing me the white feather now!” Raenn squalled, yet 

unsurprised. “Arron, we had a deal…” 

      You’re heading towards peril. The hoarse whisper of an elderly augur he 

had encountered in his dream echoed again inside Arron’s head. Maybe, he 

wondered, the dream hadn’t been so much about finding anything but warning 

him not to go and feign a hero in the war that he had nothing to do with. He 

caught himself wishing he had had the dream much earlier before letting Raenn 

talk him into volunteering. Before, he had made a solemn promise to go with 

him to Erephonia. Now, he knew there was no turning back. A promise was a 

promise, and Raenn, the snide as he was, his best friend since childhood, or 

more than that, actually, almost like a younger brother he never had. Well, 
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Arron thought, starting to unbuckle his jerkin, if I am to die, hope it’s for a 

good cause. Dying while saving someone else’s life wouldn’t be that bad after 

all  

     “Come,” he said, strapping his baldric about his hips. “Let’s go and find out 

if we’re replaceable enough to ride to the battles and have our heads hacked 

off by a Vadaskian poleaxe.” 

  “Hear, Arron. I know you said you’d come with me, but…” 

  “And I will. Isn’t that what we agreed on, to become war heroes?” 

  “It is, but you wouldn’t be going if it wasn’t for me. I’m aware that I urged 

you into it, and I couldn’t bear living in my skins if something happened to 

you, knowing it was me who dragged you there…” 

  “Feel free giving a go to drag me anywhere. Look, there’s no chance you 

could’ve urged me into this if I really didn’t want to go. We’re soldiers, and 

what are the soldiers for if not war?”  

  “Guarding the city gates and giving tough times to pickpockets?”  

  “Been there, done that, haven’t we? You’ve been right all along. It’s a high 

time for us to find out what it means to be a soldier for real, and in this realm, 

we’ll never get the chance,” Arron said, sounding a lot more convincing than 

he felt. 

      Raenn snatched his bow and quiver a gleeful grin breaking upon his long, 

narrow face. Arron was quite sure that they wouldn’t have any use for weapons 

after volunteering. It would be a day off for those enlisting for the war behind 

the stream. One hell of a profitable day for the city’s taverns, let alone the 

brothels. He wasn’t in a mood for beer, nor a girl for that matter, but he knew 

he would have no choice but to go with the other volunteers after the names 

were written. He wished he’d find the Breeze Bitch again next night, though 

there was a daunting inkling at the back of his head that he wouldn’t. In a way, 

he had found what he had been seeking, and somehow, he knew that it had 

made it impossible for him to find the black galleass anymore in the place Ew-

eret Lingryn had called Bruadduir, the kingdom of dreams. 

      “Do strangers in your dreams have names?” he heard himself asking Raenn 

as they walked side by side through the vast, snow-covered yard towards the 

commanders’ dark double-decker where the recruiting was taking place.  

  “No, or at least, I don’t remember them in the morning,” Raenn said after 

some silent pondering. “Why d'you ask?” 

  “Just wondering… Have you ever had a dream that feels even more real than 

the reality?” 
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  “Well, now mentioned, I once had a dream where this girl came to me. She 

was comely beyond belief, one who wouldn’t so much as spit into my face in 

real life, and she started to undress…” 

  “I can imagine the rest, thanks,” Arron cut him off. “Such wasn’t what I meant 

exactly.” 

  “Then what did you mean? That’s by far the most plausible result of a dream 

I’ve ever experienced.” 

  “I meant… You know what, just forget about it. It’s damn hard to explain 

anyway.” 

  “Even harder than trying to comprehend what’s all this babbling about 

dreams, and, what’s more, them being real? What did you take last night?”  

  “Haven’t I already told you that I didn’t… Never mind, you’d never believe 

me if I told you what happened,” Arron sighed. 

      To be honest, he had a hard time believing it himself though there was an 

airtight proof hanging about his neck, Katrina Reushammer’s silver pendant 

hidden under his sprig-green woolly and scaled iron aegis enameled to match 

the sweater’s shade. He wanted to pull it out just to check if it was still there, 

but they had reached the tall, broad, green, copper-studded double doors of the 

commanders’ building, and Raenn was urging him in. There were no more than 

a score of soldiers signing up, but Raenn murmured that it was early, and more 

would definitely come.  

   “And of course, they’re recruiting in Hellenfjord, and the border keeps too,” 

he whispered. “Come the hour of departure, there’ll be quite a bunch of us 

heading west, I bet.” 

      Arron wasn’t sure if it was worth risking a copper on that, but he held his 

tongue and went to the table. Behind it sat three commanders of the city’s gar-

rison, taking up names of those willing to join King Hamar’s troops at the 

western side of Naer Heigir, the great stream dividing the west half of 

Braenduir and acting as the border between Aenerhjelm and the two eastmost 

kingdoms. 

     The commander Arron went to, balding, sturdy man in his forties, looked 

up from the parchment, and gushed out a heavyhearted sigh: “Grethsen. 

Grethsen, Grethsen… Are you sure this quest is for you?” 

No. Actually, I’m pretty sure it isn’t, but what can I do. I’ve promised to vol-

unteer, so I shall, whether this quest is suitable for me or not. To Commander 

Briggassen, he said just: “I’m always in for gaining experience and learning 

something new, and isn’t this the chance of a lifetime for both?” 
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  “A chance of a lifetime indeed,” muttered Briggassen. “You are aware that 

there’s a real war going on there? It’s not a training camp. It’s battling for your 

life.” 

  “I realize this, commander,” Arron assured, glancing at his sides, where other 

soldiers signed up without being questioned. “I thought anyone willing should 

be allowed to go?” 

  “Yes, you got that right,” admitted the commander. “It’s just… Look, 

Grethsen, by any means, it’s not my intention to diminish you, but you’re no 

warrior. And that’s fine. There’re very few of such in these troops. I know, of 

course, as well as anyone, that you’re one hell of an archer and not bad with 

the sword either, but when it comes to killing someone with them… Are you 

sure you’ve got what it takes?” 

  “It’s hard to say, commander, considering I’ve never had a chance to find out 

so far,” Arron shrugged. “So, I guess we’ll just have to wait and see, won’t 

we?” 

  “Yes, yes…” uttered Briggassen but continued focusing his bronze-colored 

eyes on Arron again. “Look, Grethsen, the thing is that you could ascend, as 

high as you wanted, with that character of yours. You could even become a 

commander one day.” 

  “Wouldn’t it make me even a better one if I had some battle experience?” 

Arron pointed out, wondering why he had suddenly gotten so keen on leaving, 

though he had been hoping to find any excuse whatsoever to avoid volunteer-

ing only half an hour ago. 

  “Well, it would, obviously, but as you know, we don’t require such experi-

ence for obvious reasons. Look, I’m sure if I spoke for you to the right people, 

you’d be an officer in no time, get more money, have your private chambers, 

train rookies…” 

  “Thank you, commander,” Arron interrupted. “With all due respect, if I ever 

ascended, I’d rather it was for my personal merits than someone pulling the 

strings for me.” 

  “But it would be! Never imagine anything else!” splurged Briggassen. “As I 

said, with that character of yours, it is only a matter of time anyway. Anything 

I did would just speed things up a little.”  

  “I’d rather… Thank you, commander, but I’ve made my decision,” Arron 

stammered slightly. “I decided to volunteer, so I shall, so, would you hand me 

the quill, please?” 

     Reluctantly, Commander Briggassen pushed the quill and parchment to-

wards him. Arron wrote down his name and arm and bowed in a military way 
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with his sword hand on his heart before joining Raenn, who was waiting for 

him beside the door. 

      “What kept you?” Raenn asked.  

  “Briggassen. He tried to stop me from going, said he’d make me an officer if 

I opted out.” 

  “Well, you did, didn’t you?!” 

  “Do what?” 

  “Opted out, of course!” 

  “No, I didn’t…” 

  “Are you insane?!” Raenn barked, adding in gloomy tones. “You’re, obvi-

ously, why else would you rather get yourself killed than ascend as an officer 

being served only… For how long, exactly?” 

  “Three years in the city guard,” Arron said. “Seven if you include the train-

ing.” 

  “My point exactly! How many officers do we know who’s been in full service 

for just three years?” Raenn wailed. “You go back to him and say you’ll…” 

  “I do no such thing,” Arron snapped him off. “What’s done is done. Now, 

how about having lunch? Somewhere outside the garrison, preferably.” 

     Raenn nodded, his blue eyes brooding and shadowy. Arron patted his 

hunched shoulders: “Cheer up, Agdassen! We’re going to have a rare oppor-

tunity. The first war the troops of Aenerhjelm are invited in for many a life-

time!” 

  “But getting a chance to ascend…” 

  “It would’ve been false, really. Briggassen kissing assesses to get me the 

badge… Nay, I’d rather be a private for the rest of my life.” 

  “Like he hadn’t done that to get his badges.” 

  “He probably has, but it’s not his tongue that concerns me. It’s…” 

  “Don’t say ‘my honor’,” Raenn snorted. 

       Arron shrugged. It was precisely what he had been going to say. It might 

be that there weren’t many officers who hadn’t gotten their silver, oak-leaf-

shaped shoulder badges for some other reasons than remarkable military mer-

its, but he had no wish to become one of them. To be honest, he didn’t know 

if he even wanted to serve in the army for the rest of his life. Joining the mili-

tary had never been but the least poor option to him.  

      Arron had been born to a healer mage in a small cottage at the edge of the 

heather moors spreading northeast from Nortenmoor. There had been just the 

two of them. He had never known his father, and his mother never brought 
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home anyone else either. Yet, he had never lacked anything save for the ready-

framed future. Having had even a kernel of magical tendencies, he might’ve 

followed in his mother’s footsteps and become a healer, but he hadn’t inherited 

Greth Nyalladar’s gift, nor had he ever shown any skills worth mentioning in 

working with wood or iron or anything that could’ve given him a chance to 

scrape a living as a crafter. The fields around their cottage were small and 

rocky and hardly covered their own need for grain and greens, so farming 

hadn’t been much of a possibility either, even if Arron had wanted to get up to 

it. At one point, he had thought of going to Hellenfjord and trying to get a job 

on a ship but gotten cold feet, thinking that no captain would take onboard 

some midland-born brat who had never even seen the sea.  

      As his last option, he had gathered his things and walked to Nortenmoor to 

recruit. He had served in the army ever since. He felt he was, at least, capable 

enough as a soldier, and though he had no passion for using any weapon for 

real, he was one of the best archers in the garrison. And not bad with the sword 

either, as Commander Briggassen had pointed out.  

      It had been an easy life and could still be; that much was true. Aenerhjelm 

had been living in peace for a long time, and there was no reason to presume 

that the situation would change any time soon. They had nothing any neigh-

boring countries could want badly enough to declare a war against them. The 

ground was mostly barren, highlands and moors where there grew nothing but 

moss and heather, gorse, bramble bushes, and tangled growths of juniper. 

There were little more than rocks and mountains at the northern coast, and in 

the northeastern parts of the realm, close to the Gorge, there was a vast weald 

that was mainly uninhabited. They had no riches worth mentioning either, save 

for maybe to someone who considered iron and furs as such, and few did. What 

was more, they had kept to themselves, not meddling with the politics of the 

Kingdoms or taking any part in the constant debates the southern princes and 

princesses had with each other save for letting the warriors of the brotherhood 

sell their swords to them. However, the Sons of Stryader had very little to do 

with the government. Being an unaffiliated organization, they were free to 

choose their battles and answered for themselves should anyone claim to have 

been wronged by their members.  

      Though they wronged relatively rarely, Arron mused as he stepped after 

Raenn into the smoky, noisy murkiness of the Three Widows, a tavern where 

the best lunch of the city had just been dished out. The house was full to burst-

ing, and the level of noise was ear-splitting. Arron clasped Raenn’s arm: 

“Should we go somewhere else? There’re no free seats here.” 
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  “Here’re two, private,” said a deep, friendly voice from behind, and Arron 

turned his head to see two burly men in black uniforms sitting at a small table 

near the faded, sky-blue door. 

      The man who had spoken was older, seen maybe fifty or so winters already, 

grey of hair and beard with warm, brown eyes and the most scarred and capped 

hands Arron had ever seen. The other looked younger, though Arron couldn’t 

say for sure because he was seated with his back to them. There wasn’t any 

grey in his coal-black hair, and though he was robust, his posture was that of a 

young man or even a boy. 

      “If you’ll stoop to sit with us, that is,” the older one went on. 

  “The way I see it, it’s the other way around,” Arron said earnestly. “We’d be 

honored to have lunch with Stryader’s Sons.” 

  “Heard him, Jan?” the man chuckled. “Not all of them are cocky and self-

centered little brats, after all. Seat yourselves, then, soldiers, and share our meat 

and mead, though in a figurative sense, for I’m afraid we can’t afford to offer 

you either.” 

  “Why, that’s not a problem. I’ll cover it for all of us,” Arron offered. “Unless 

you've eaten already?” 

  “No, we’ve been hoping for a kind soul to come and save us from starving,” 

the Son japed. “Nay, in truth, we were just waiting for the scrum to lessen a 

little. You need not cover our costs…” 

  “I know,” Arron assured. “But it’s a rare occasion, the two of us having just 

scribbled our names in the recruiting book. It should be celebrated.”  

  “Why I’m not arguing if there’s a possibility for a free lunch,” the man 

shrugged. “Volunteers, eh? We’ve got the same destination then for, we too 

are heading to Erephonia.  

       A plump, sweaty maid pressed through the crowd to take their orders. She 

flashed a dazzling smile to Arron: “Meat and mead both, I assume?” 

  “And for all of us if you’d be so kind, Malda,” he asked, hanging his green, 

knee-length felt jacket at the back of a chair. 

  “Aren’t I always?” Malda teased a puckish flicker in her soft, grey eyes, but 

her tone grew chilly as she snapped to Raenn. “What, Agdassen? Is there a 

turnip sprouting from my cleavage?”  

      Raenn flushed to his hairline, lowering his eyes even more. Malda gave a 

ruthful snort and spun to fetch their pints. The steel-grey Son leaned forth to 

pat Raenn’s shoulder: “Never you mind, lad. There’ve just been too many 

hands groping her tush in a rush, I reckon. She’ll relent before long. Come 
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afternoon and the silent hours, she’s forcing those turnips of hers into your 

face.” 

  “To Arron’s, you mean,” Raenn muttered, unable to completely restrain the 

bitterness in his voice. “There’re no turnips for me when he’s around.” 

  “Maybe if you looked at the whole field, instead of staring just at the beets 

sometimes,” Arron couldn’t help snapping. 

      The younger Son chortled, giving him a guarded sideways glance. He had 

onyx-black eyes, wary and dour, but Arron thought he saw a hint of amusement 

glinting in them. He flashed a tentative smile at the boy: “Your name’s Jan, 

right?” 

  “That’s short for Dristjan, but you may call me that. All my brothers do.”  

  “I’m Arron.” They shook hands, and Arron turned back to the older Son. “I’m 

sorry, I must’ve missed your name?” 

  “Never told it to you, lad,” he said amiably. “The name’s Hunnar Sryddassen, 

but my brothers call me the Bear.” 

  “Didn’t you say you’ll join the war, too?” Arron asked, grabbing a tin from 

the large tray Malda had brought them. 

     The mead was amber and strong, and the large pan heaped with lamb chops 

and fried beets steamed and sizzled. The smell of the food was herby and 

greasy. His stomach rumbled loud enough to be heard over the general com-

motion. Arron handed the cutlery to his companions before staking a crunchy 

chunk of beetroot with his fork. 

      “I sure did,” the Bear confirmed, cutting one of the fleshy, nicely charred 

chops into morsels. “A man must scratch up a living, and King Hamar has sent 

a word that he’d take us all if possible.” 

  “The whole brotherhood, you mean?” 

  “That’s right. The Elders declined the request, of course. It would be foolish 

to throw all the swords into the same furnace, for there aren’t as many of us as 

there used to be. Nevertheless, we’re free to choose our battles, and as it’s been 

rather chasing the raiders than real warring in the Principalities lately, many of 

us are heading west.” 

     “You’ve been in a battle before, haven’t you?” Raenn interrupted, eyeing 

the Bear’s scarred hands over the pint he was clasping with both hands. 

  “I have indeed,” the Bear said with an amused edge to his voice. “I’ve been 

in quite a many of those, actually.” 

  “Obviously, sorry…”  

  “That’s alright, laddie. There’s something you wanted to ask about battles, I 

assume.” 
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  “Yes, I…” Raenn gulped, the apple in his throat working hard, and stam-

mered. “I just wondered… What’s it like? To fight with swords for real, I 

mean.” 

  “And with axes and hammers and any weapons imaginable,” the Bear com-

pleted. “It depends mostly on what kind of a man you are. Do you fear death?” 

  “Doesn’t everyone?” Raenn countered. 

  “No, not everyone,” claimed the Bear. “I know men who have never been 

afraid in the battle and men who have been shit scared until surviving their 

first. And those who have been in countless battles and still all but soil them-

selves when the swords begin to sing. As it happens, I am one of the latter.” 

 Raenn was stunned: “How come you’re a sellsword then?” 

  “Because it’s not so much about whether you’re afraid or not, but how you 

handle the fear,” the Bear explained, forking a piece of dark roasted carrot from 

the pan. “When it comes to how it feels to be in a battle, I can hardly give you 

a satisfying answer, for it’s a unique experience for every warrior. To some, 

it’s like a never-ending nightmare, whereas to others, it’s nothing more than 

yet another day in the training yard.” 

  “And in which of those groups do you belong?” Arron inquired. 

  “The latter.” 

  “Though you’re afraid?” 

  “Sometimes I’m more scared in the yard with the rookies,” the Bear chuckled. 

“They don’t fear me the slightest, see, but the enemy usually does. But being 

serious, the men like us, meaning all the four of us, shouldn’t have much to 

fear. We’ve been trained to fight, and what’s more, we’ve chosen for ourselves 

to go to the war. There’re men in King Daeryik’s troops who have never even 

seen a poleaxe before such is shoved into their hands at the edge of the battle-

field, and when the commander tells them to hack other men with it instead of 

logs… Well, they’ll close their eyes and swing the ax hoping not to get cut in 

pieces themselves instead of trying to hit anyone with it.” 

  “Some might say they’re the most dangerous enemy, though,” Jan cut in, im-

paling an onion with his knife. 

The Bear shrugged, taking a sip from his pint: “Some might. I don’t. If you 

want my advice, lads, I’d tell you to be afraid but not let the fear get the best 

of you and keep your eyes open and heart closed.” 

  “By that, he means, don’t look back even if your friend is hacked down beside 

you,” Jan's voice was grainy with disapproval. 

  “Well, if you wish to live to see another day, you better not start feigning a 

hero,” the Bear stated. “By all means, help a friend if you can, but it’s a rare 
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chance that you could save a life on the battlefield without endangering your 

ass.” 

  “I’m not claiming I knew anything about warring but isn’t endangering one’s 

ass the essence of every battle, anyway?” Arron pointed out, catching Jan’s 

eyes briefly. 

      The young Son smiled, ever so slightly, behind his pint. The Bear snorted 

out a reluctant gaggle lifting his hands into a gesture of submission: “Now, I 

couldn’t argue on that even if I wanted to. Be that as it may, I want you to keep 

in mind that history knows only one kind of heroes…” 

  “The dead ones,” Jan completed. “That’s what Tor keeps parroting, and yet, 

he’s the last man who’d turn their back to a friend on the battlefield.” 

  “Indeed, but there’s a slight difference between a seasoned warrior like him 

and greenhorns like yourselves when it comes to battling,” Hunnar grew stern. 

“If you want to be like him one day, lad, the first task is to live through even 

your first war.” 

Jan retreated from the argument with no more than a slight shrug though the 

dark gleam in his onyx eyes gave away that he would’ve wanted to demur. 

      They ate in silence for a while. Most of the crowd had gone back to their 

stores and forges and workshops, and the din had faded into a low humming 

of speech by the time they fished the last, grease-soaked bites from the pan 

with their forks. Arron leaned back in his chair, casting a languid glance 

around. The Three Widows was a relatively small tavern, shabby yet cozy with 

mismatched furniture and knotted woolen rugs. The common room was dimly 

lit with only a couple of chandeliers.  

      The sweet scent of beeswax candles reminded him of his mother’s cottage, 

the slumberous Pyre Moons’ days when the moors turned purple, and the 

sweet, mild aroma of heather, and the constant buzzing of bees and bumble-

bees, filled the air. He realized he should see her before riding west to bid 

farewell. He knew she’d be angry at him, and maybe he deserved it. He was, 

after all, her only child, and now he was about to step into a path from which, 

most likely, was no return. He heaved a heavy sigh.  

      The Bear gave him a ponderous, slightly worried look: “You alright, lad-

die? You’ve been pretty quiet all along.” 

  “That’s just the way he is,” Raenn sneered. “Always brooding.” 

  “I’m not brooding,” Arron protested. “And I’m fine, Hunnar, just a little tired. 

I was just thinking about asking for a day off tomorrow, too, to visit my mom 

before we leave.” 
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Raenn gibed in spiteful tones: “Yet it is accustomed to go and see a woman on 

the eve of a battle; it would be preferred if she wasn’t your mother… Hasn’t 

anyone told you that such an act is illegal, besides?” 

  “If I were you, Agdassen, I’d keep the rest to myself,” Arron warned, won-

dering, not for the first time, why exactly he was so fond of this gangly young 

man who managed to piss him off every other time he opened his wide, sloppy 

mouth considering the growing feeling that most of the insults might not even 

be merely due to Raenn’s heedlessness. 

  “As a matter of fact.” The Bear's tone was educating. “It’s not illegal to med-

dle with one’s parent, but meddling with your children, on the contrary, is pun-

ishable. Or, being precise, it says in the law that meddling with one’s daughter 

is an abomination that should be punished most severely. The law doesn’t 

specify whether this means hacking off one’s head or some other body part that 

could be proven to have been involved in the crime.” 

  “What are you, a scribe?” Raenn bedazzled. 

  “A mere sellsword is what I am, and quite a duncish one at that,” claimed the 

Bear. “But we’re hunting felons and outlaws more than riding into the battles 

nowadays, and I’ve flicked through the Northern Law a time or few to see 

whether it was worthy of all the chafes and frost-bitten toes to catch the which-

ever criminal in question. Hangings are, after all, events that remarkably in-

crease social cohesion, and for some queer reason, the ladies’ eagerness to 

practice it in its most natural form.” 

      His brown eyes had an impish glitter in them, and his words made even 

Dristjan snort in grudging amusement while Raenn was roaring with laughter. 

Arron flashed a wicked grin at the Son: “Has your flicking through the law had 

something to do with falsifying the evidence to make a common pickpocket 

look like a potential serial killer, by any means? In terms of increasing social 

cohesion?” 

Hunnar burst into hearty laughter: “Perish the thought! Nay, on the contrary, I 

have a habit of letting the pickpockets free from their cells after collecting my 

bounty. They’re apt on returning to their old, sorrowful ways, see… There’s 

one in Hellenfjord whom I’ve snatched half a dozen times, and though he al-

ways miraculously manages to snake out of the Six-foot Keep, he never seems 

to improve his skills in avoiding the long and brawny arm of the law.” 

      Arron laughed, shaking his head, abhorrence and amusement warring 

within him, though he was convinced that the Bear was only kidding him. 

Whether or not, he thought, he liked this freehearted, elderly warrior well and 
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wished he could be accompanied by him and his young friend on the road to 

Erephonia. 

      “When are you leaving?” he inquired. “To the war, that is.” 

  “It depends…” the Bear shrugged, his mouth curling into a mischievous grin 

under his thick, neatly cropped, steel-grey beard when he nudged his chin to-

wards Jan. “…on him. See, the thing is that I gave a solemn vow that I wouldn’t 

allow him to ride to the battle before he has had a woman even for once in his 

life…” 

  “Let it go already, will you?” Jan grunted. “I can go on living without such 

an experience.” 

  “Of course, you can, but you certainly can’t die without having such an ex-

perience first,” the Bear stated. 

  “I’ve got no intention to die,” Jan pointed out. 

  “Laddie, laddie… I’m glad you say so, but the possibility that you get killed 

in the next few cycles of moons is as high as the possibility that you survive, 

so you should enjoy every breath as it was your last.” 

  “What makes you think that’s not exactly what I’m doing? Have you consid-

ered that my way of enjoying life might just differ from yours somewhat?” 

The Bear yielded with a sigh: “Suit yourself then. But don’t come haunting me 

for not giving you a chance to try and find out whether my way would be better 

before dragging you into the battle. Anyway, speaking of my way of enjoying 

life, do you privates happen to know whether the sweetest lady called Grethel 

Aelldar still operates on Lundarad?” 

  “She sure does,” Raenn cheered up instantly. “Want to pay her a visit, eh?” 

  “Such was my intention, indeed. I have a hunch that you might be in for ac-

companying me on such an excursion?” 

  “You bet!” 

  “That’s settled then. How about you, Arron?”  

  “No, thanks for asking, but I’ll pass.” 

  “Saving his load for tomorrow, I reckon,” Raenn muttered under his breath. 

  “You seem to have quite an obsession with sleeping with one’s mother,” Jan 

pointed out in a quiet, icy voice. “It is said that the mouth speaks what the heart 

is full of, and I can’t help wondering whether that’s the case with you now?” 

Raenn arced up, his face flaring crimson: “You watch your tongue, boy, or 

I’ll…” 

  “You’ll what, exactly? Keep blushing at me?” Jan mocked in a calm tone 

though his eyes blazed like embers catching fire. 
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      Hunnar got up and grabbed his black, fur-lined leather coat from the back 

of his chair. He took Raenn by the arm: “How about us getting on our way 

then, laddie? Gretha’s girls have been waiting for us for too long already. It 

was a pleasure meeting you, Arron.” 

  “Likewise. I hope we’ll meet again fore you set forth.” 

  “That, m’boy, isn’t a matter of hope but mere arrangements. We’re boarded 

on the Gate House and not in a rush of hitting the road, so it might well happen 

that we’ll ride with you lot when you march. Don’t get into trouble wandering 

about alone, Gruffy. Will you find the way back to the Gate by yourself?” 

Jan gave him a sour glance: “Have I ever gotten into trouble or lost?” 

  “A time or few, I recall,” the Bear grinned. “Just refrain from blasting any-

thing or especially anyone, will you?” 

  “When have I ever blasted anyone?”  

  “We’ve had a couple of close calls…” Hunnar punched him on the shoulder 

in a fatherly fashion. “Take care, lad. I shouldn’t stay for too long.” 

  “Take your time.” 

      “Sorry about meddling. It was none of my business,” Jan turned to Arron 

as the door slammed shut behind the Bear and Raenn, whose face was still 

blotchy with dull red. “His kind just gets under my skin.” 

  “That’s fine. I’m so used to his lipping myself that I wouldn’t bother bicker-

ing,” Arron shrugged, giving him a curious look. “You’re a mage, aren’t you?” 

Jan’s face stiffened, and the dour expression reappeared in his eyes. He gave a 

curt nod turning away from him to take his black jacket from the back of his 

chair. 

  “Hey,” Arron said softly. “That’s fine by me. My mother’s one.” 

Jan swirled back to him, a glow of surprise and restrained excitement lighting 

up his face: “She is?” 

  “Yep, a healer,” Arron confirmed, smiling. “Would you like to meet her? I 

know there’re not too many with the gift of channeling left, and I bet she’d be 

happy to get to know you.” 

  “Does she live here, in the city?” 

  “On the moors actually, a league to the northeast from here,” Arron said, 

holding the door for him as they stepped out into the glowing white sunlight of 

the early late-winter afternoon. “How about riding there today? The weather’s 

great, and we could stay over…” 

   “I can’t go barging in like that!” Jan sounded aghast. 

   “There’s no barging in, for I’m inviting you. Believe me, she’d be thrilled!” 

Arron assured him. “Besides, it would be nice to have company on the road.” 
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      And I’d rather it was someone less mouthy than Agdassen. He knew Raenn 

would invade his company if he didn’t leave until the following day, and he 

wasn’t too keen on spending the night listening to his bragging about his visit 

to the Gretha’s place, either. He could stand the boy’s spitefulness well enough, 

but how he talked about the girls he had slept with was abominable. Arron 

turned to Jan, asking again if he were sure he wouldn’t want to accompany 

him.  

   “Mom would be nothing but pleased, believe me.” 

      Jan’s expression remained hesitating, and Arron withdrew, hiding his re-

sentment the best he could: “You sure? Very well, have a good day then.” 

He was about to turn on his heels as the mage said, eyeing him from under his 

black brows, wary as a stray dog that expects to get hit with the bone offered 

to it: “It’s not that I didn’t want to come, I just… Why are you so friendly to 

me?” 

  “Why wouldn’t I be?” Arron was confused. 

  “We only just met…” 

  “Yeah, well, I don’t know about you, but treating new acquaintances unkindly 

has never worked out too well for me,” Arron shrugged, backing a few steps 

further into the bustling street. “But I apologize for encroaching upon you. 

Such was never my intention. It was a pleasure meeting you, anyway.” 

      He turned away, striding into the crowd, the hems of his pine-green coat 

flagging behind him. Jan bit his lip, hovering. The soldier’s straight, slender 

figure had almost disappeared in the crowd as he made up his mind and started 

after him, calling his name in a nervous voice. Arron turned and weaved back 

to him through the mob, a quizzical glare in his amethyst eyes: “Do tell.” 

  “I… I’d love to come. If you’ll still have me,” Jan blurted out, the words 

tumbling over each other in their haste to get said. 

      He regretted letting them out the moment they escaped from his mouth. 

The redness began to creep up his neck, and he averted Arron’s eyes expecting 

him to laugh. He never did. Jan glanced up three times as self-conscious and 

awkward as usually around new people. For no reason, obviously. There was 

no mock in the soldier’s face. The smile illuminating his clear, aristocratic fea-

tures was earnest and genuinely delighted, nothing more, nothing less: “Cer-

tainly. I need to drop by the barracks to ask tomorrow off and fetch my horse, 

but it shouldn’t take longer than an hour or so. You do find your way back to 

the Gate House, don’t you?” 

Jan nodded: “Yeah. See you at the gate, then.” 
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       He whirled around, starting down Leikurvig, his black leather jacket bil-

lowing about his legs. He was a head taller than any of the men passing by, and 

something in his appearance made people melt away from his path, though a 

Son of Stryader wasn’t an unfamiliar sight in the streets of Nortenmoor. Maybe 

it was his sullen expression or the heedless way he strolled along the street, 

splitting the crowd in two like a great, black ram, or his unmistakable Jotun 

blood, which frightened the citizens. The likes of him were a rare sight in 

Nortenmoor these days, and the parents had kept a debatable habit of overaw-

ing their kids into obedience by threatening to give them to ‘the giants’ should 

they be unruly for as long as Arron could remember.  

       Even his own, ever-prudent mother had drawn out the giant-will-snatch-

you-card a time or few when his reveling had exceeded the limits of her rela-

tively high tolerance. Afterward, she had always regretted her imprudent words 

and assured him that the Jotuni had never snatched children or been dangerous 

in any other way.  

      Quite the contrary, she had educated. They were very peaceful people, the 

people of singing and storytelling, and magic. The Jotun mages of old were 

powerful beyond our understanding and used their magic to build and heal 

things, not to crush and kill like most of our mages today. Maybe it’s a good 

thing that you weren’t born with the gift of channeling, my love. You wouldn’t 

be content on becoming just a common hedge-mage, anyway. You’d join in the 

brotherhood to walk the blood-stained path of a warrior mage. 

      Arron smiled wistfully at the memories as he followed Jan with his gaze 

until he took a turn into a back alley. Arron hoped he knew where he was going 

and hadn’t just gotten lost. He pondered a moment whether he should run after 

the Son and see him to the Gate anyway but held back the urge and started 

towards the barracks through the familiar maze of streets and alleys flanked 

with workshops and stores, taverns, and inns, all laid with feet high and at least 

twice as wide blocks of dark grey granite.  

      The city could’ve been quite a dismal sight if all the doors and window 

frames hadn’t been painted with bright colors, reds and yellows, greens and all 

the shades of blue imaginable, all blooming together like wildflowers in a 

meadow. There were also evergreen ivies crawling up the walls, covering most 

of the facades with their dark, shiny masses of leaves. Many of the house own-

ers and shopkeepers had put large clay vases beside their doors, and though 

they were still covered in the soft, slanting heaps of snow, in a couple of moons, 

they would be filled with pansies and roses shipped from the southern counties 

where they were grown in the glasshouses by the Elves. Some had wooden 
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flowerboxes fixed under the windows, and those, too, would be pregnant with 

blooming plants come spring.  

       A sudden, paralyzing stab of realization speared through Arron as he im-

agined how Nortenmoor, the Gate of the North, would look in the summertime. 

The white northern sun would warm the dark stone buildings and pebbled 

streets. People would laugh and tattle in the squares and street corners, enjoy-

ing the short but sweet summer. The air would be thick with the smells of sun-

heated stone, flowers, fried trout, freshly baked bread, horses, and dung… The 

thought that, most likely, he would never see his home city in its summer finery 

again was like a blizzard inside his chest, making him shiver and gasp for air. 

The thought that someone like him, a greenhorn whose only battle experience 

was of occasional wrestling with a drunken rogue outside a tavern in the early 

hours of the morning, would become but a feast for crows in the fields of war 

filled his heart with ice and stomach with dozens of coiling serpents. His boots 

were as heavy as if they had been carved of granite as he roved along the streets 

and alleys bidding silent farewells to the familiar nooks and corners. 

 

 
 

Thank you for reading this sample of my first book, Runecursed! I hope you 

enjoyed it. 

 

If you’d like to read the whole story, you’ll find the direct buy and download 

links on the website. And even if you’d rather jump straight to the sequel, you 

needn’t worry! I’ll include a broad synopsis of Runecursed in the e-book ver-

sion of Slavemarked (Coming out on the 1st of March 2023!) and put it avail-

able also on the website by the end of January. 

 

If you have any questions, opinions, etc. about my work, feel free to contact 

me through the website or my social media accounts! 

 

With love, 

Julia



 


