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My name is Pirsa, and when I was born I was of modest importance to my family and those around me. Later in my life I would try to be important to more folk. In the end I found it wiser to be important to those who care for me.

I am the daughter of Herlo, the wife of Eorl Gadwin of Sistwen, in the land of Enlia. Sistwen is not that vital a place to our land. It consists of a town of modest size, villages, farms, and wilderness. There are hills and stream valleys, but no great rivers cross Sistwen. There are no mountains and nor is there a coast. The life under the Eorls of Sistwen is quiet for the most part.

I recall nothing of my early years except that I lived in a hall. I don’t recall my father. I remember nothing of his hair, his face, or his build. That is because of what happened when I was around the age of five.

One afternoon I heard my father and mother talking. I didn’t hear their words because I was playing in my chambers. I could hear the loudness of their voices. Then my mother came into the room and told me I should grab a few things.

Naturally I asked why. “We must go at once, Pirsa,” was her only reply.

I was too young to ask why we had to go. I think also the urgency in her tone would have kept me from asking too many questions. I was made to gather my little cloak, a blanket, and my favorite doll. Mother got a cloak, a blanket, a sack of food, and her knife. She put me on her horse, she mounted, and we rode south to a village.

Only later was I told why we had to leave our hall so suddenly. We fled during a time of trouble for Enlia.

Eorl Dathmec of Glumwen had gathered a force of men to march on the hall in Sistwen. He and Father were at odds. Father had us flee because he wasn’t certain he could defend his hall from Eorl Dathmec and his warriors.

One would presume that Eorls under a Kyng would not attack each other. The Eorls pledged their loyalty to their Kyng. As such they were bound to be loyal to each other. That was the way of things in Enlia for generations.

But in that year the loyalty between Eorls broke down. The old Kyng had died without a clear heir to his title and hall. The sons he had with his Queen had died in battle with our foes. There was a bastard son, but few wished the boy to claim the title.

My father was one of those who championed the boy. The boy was a bastard, but he’d been born to the younger daughter of an Eorl who lived well on her own. Those who supported the boy felt she had been a good mother and had a respectable standing, even if she was unmarried and with the bastard son of a Kyng.

Eorl Dathmec did not champion the boy. He championed a cousin of the Kyng, an older man who was tolerated but not liked. Yet he was a male relative of the late Kyng. That caused him to believe he had a claim to the title. He demanded it be granted to him. He demanded his supporters either force their rivals into supporting him or crush them.

Because Sistwen was not wealthy Father had few men to call upon to fight. Because Glumwen was a center for trade in western part of Enlia, Eorl Dathmec had plenty of men to call upon to fight.

So it was that Mother and I fled the hall and the town for a village a day to the south. We lived there for a few days, then we had to go into the wilderness near the village. I learned later that Eorl Dathmec searched all of Sistwen for us.

He never found us. Yet I grew up praying for the day when I would find him.

Few in Sistwen had any affection for Eorl Dathmec. The nearby villagers and others we willing to help Mother and myself. We were given more blankets so we could keep warm in the winter. We were given cloth to repair our clothes. We were sometimes given food.

Yet there was only so much that could be given to us. At times we needed to survive on our own. Mother quickly made certain that we could do so.

She knew a little of hunting but not much. She learned from villagers who foraged in the wilderness. Those villagers also taught me to hunt.

At first I worked at the side of an adult, either Mother or a villager. I carried a small knife. I was taught was to look for and what to listen for. I was taught to skin a kill and butcher it for meat. I was taught what plants were safe to each and which were poisonous.

My first skills were in foraging for herbs, berries, and wild vegetables. That knowledge also allowed me to find those plants that were good for what ailed Mother and myself. It was a skill that would serve me well in the years to come.

Around the age of ten I was given a small bow. I learned to shoot, then shoot for accuracy. I learned to make my own arrows. I became a fair shot by the time I came into womanhood.

By the time I’d been given a bow I’d also been gifted a knife of my own. I learned how to use it to survive, but that didn’t take long. I therefore set myself to the task of figuring out how to use it in battle.

I did the same with a rough wooden spear I made. A spear wasn’t useful in a hunt, but once I had to use it to defend myself from a wolf hunting on its own.

My time as a girl was a wild one. I hunted and foraged for myself and my mother. My clothes were made of scraps and rough leather from my kills. I slept on blankets, in rough tents, and sometimes on the the ground of meadows and forests.

Yet Mother never let me forget that I was an Eorl’s daughter. She taught me to read and write, though my lessons were often in the dirt. She taught me to venerate the Gods. She told me the duties of the Kyng and of Eorls. She taught me the importance of hospitality and how sacred it was to honor a guest in your hall.

She told me the tales of Enlia. There were the tales of our ancestors, a hardy fighting folk who had come across the water to take a land wracked by chaos. I heard tales of the rise and fall of minor rulers. I heard the tale of our first Kyng and the Eorls who served him.

Above all, though, I heard the tales of the Kyng’s Battle Companions. Those men were the best warriors of Enlia. They fought monsters as well as our enemies. A few of them were said to be worth a hundred warriors.

Strangely I didn’t hear much about magic. Mother knew witches existed. She had met the witch that had served the Kyng once. She may not have said as much to me, but I feel certain a witch attended my birth. So while I might have heard of monsters I heard little about witches or magic itself. I wouldn’t know until later how much I had missed in not knowing about that.

I look back on my youth and see that it was quite strange. Had Mother and I not been forced to flee, I would have been given a more normal upbringing. I might have been taught to defend myself but I doubt I would have learned to hunt or fight on my own. My parents would have tried for a son who would be the heir to Father’s title. I would have learned more of sewing cloth and less of crafting leather.

I am ever thankful that it was strange. It prepared me for the life I was to have.

A few years after my body matured into that of a woman, Mother took me aside one spring morning. “Pirsa, it’s time for you to seek you place.”

“Seek my place?” I asked her.

“Indeed. You should seek your place in this land.”

“My place is not with you?”

Mother shook her head. “I have grown older living this life. Yet it’s been years, a full ten years or more, since the Eorl’s men came to the village to look for us.”

“Why then haven’t we gone back home?”

“There is another man holding the title of Eorl. Whether he is a friend of Eorl Dathmec or not I don’t know and cannot find out. That is one reason why I’ve kept you in the wilderness, dear Pirsa.”

“It is?”

“Indeed so. Even if the new Eorl is no friend of Dathmec’s, he holds the title your father once did. He might presume that you wish to take it from him.”

“Should I take it from him?”

Mother smiled. “If he’s no friend of Dathmec’s then he ought to be a good man. You are a good young woman. What did I teach you of such things?”

I bowed my head. “Good does not fight good. Friend does not fight friend.”

“Good child.”

“But if the Eorl is a good man, would he not give up that which was taken from us? Taken from me?”

“Why would he give it up to you? Who are you?”

I stood straight. “I am Pirsa, daughter of Eorl Gadwin of Sistwen.”

“And what have you to prove this? Your father’s sword?”

I shook my head.

“The pendant that marks the title Eorl of Sistwen?”

“No.”

“Then how are you to prove who you claim to be?”

“Is there not magic that can prove who I am?”

Mother pointed to me. “I believe there may well be, Pirsa. But it’s not magic you shall find in this part of Enlia.”

“Where would I find it?”

“You must go the seat of power for Enlia, dear Pirsa. You must go east to Congon.”

“Congon?”

“Yes. There you must find a way to speak to the Kyng.”

“Is there a Kyng in Congon?”

“The villagers say there is. They say he’s ruled for several years now. They say he has brought peace to the land.”

“Would he grant me my title? Or should you be the one granted the title Eorl of Sistwen, Mother?”

“That I cannot say. If the present Eorl is a good man, and loyal to the Kyng, then would it trouble the Kyng to take away his title?”

I recalled my lessons on ruling lands. “No man rewards loyalty with disloyalty.”

“No man or woman should, no.”

“But what of justice?”

“If the Eorl is no friend of Dathmec’s, then he cannot give you justice. If he is loyal to the Kyng, the Kyng cannot get you justice.”

“Why do you talk like that, Mother?”

“I did not learn to survive in my youth as you did, Pirsa. You know hunting and foraging as if you were born to such work. You fight like a man. You look a little like a man. You have come into a different life than I did.

“The kindness of the villagers, and your own skills, have kept us alive since we fled here. But I am past the point in my womanhood where I can bear children. I have lived so long out here in the wild that it would be strange to go back to a hall.

“Yet your father, may the Gods bless his spirit, thought of me only as his wife. I was never his partner in the ruling of Sistwen. When I was a young mother I knew of one wife of an Eorl who was as strong as her husband. I knew of two other wives who ruled behind the backs of their husbands. But I was not that wife. I was not that woman.”

“Mother?”

She shook her head. “No one was brought before me to be judged as outlaws or lawful men. I never given a dispute to settle. Your father wished me to raise our children, no more and no less.”

“And all the good you’ve said about him?”

“Is the truth, dear daughter. Your father would not have entrusted your safety with me if he didn’t believe that I would find a way to take care of you.” She clasped my upper arms. “To take care of you and raise you.”

I gave her a nod.

“I have thought for years about going back to the hall in Sistwen. What I would say. What I would do. On that first day I might say much. I might do much. But on the second day? The third? The tenth? After a season? A year?” She shook her head. “I know how to be a woman. I know how to be a mother. I know how to raise a child.”

“You know more than that, Mother.”

“Perhaps. But I was not taught to rule.” She waved a finger at me. “Therefore I did not teach you to rule.”

“Then what am I to do?”

“That is why I wish you to go to Congon, my child. If the Kyng has magic that can prove you are who you claim, that would help you.”

“If I cannot rule Sistwen? How would that help?”

She laughed. “You are still of noble birth, dear Pirsa. You can still be wed to a man of honor and title.”

“I suppose so.”

“If Dathmec lives, you might be granted the right to avenge your father’s murder at his hands. The skills you have learned, both in foraging and in fighting, will do you well if that becomes your cause.”

I nodded.

“There is also the truth that you do know how to forage and fight. A man with such skills could find a place anywhere in Enlia.”

“What of me?”

“I cannot say. The only women I know who are warriors are wild women of the distant past. Women of other lands.”

I frowned.

“Yet in all the tales I know and told to you, never has there been a man who could work magic. It was always women, witches, who knew the secrets of magic.”

“Could I be a witch?”

“You would have been sought out if you were. But perhaps you can use the presence of a witch in Enlia to argue for a place for yourself. You are young, Pirsa. Your whole life is before you. Go to Congon. See if there is a place for you there.”

“What if there isn’t a place for me there, Mother?”

She patted my shoulders and smiled broadly. “Dear girl, you have not survived this long, escaped the death of your father, and learned all that you have, for you to be nothing and no one. I have taught you better than that.”

I nodded and smiled back. “I suppose not.”

“Go, with the favor of the Gods. If no one else can find you a place, I am sure they shall, Pirsa. I’m sure they’ll find you a place of honor, respect, and love.”
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While Mother had heard that the Eorl of Sistwen was a good man, I decided not to take any chances. I would go south before heading east. So, on the day after my talk with Mother, which turned out to be a warm spring day, I struck out on my own.

The villages I passed through were much like those I was familiar with. There were always a cluster of homes around fields and pastures. In the center would be a shrine to the Gods. There would be but one road passing through.

I did get a look at my first town while on this journey. In towns there were more houses, more fields, and more pastures. There was a proper temple to the Gods. There would be a smith forging metal tools. There would be an open area where goods were sold. There would be a tavern where one could spend the night.

My rough leather and handmade weapons marked me as a young man not to be bothered. As I am tall and found that my bosom is average for a woman, I didn’t mind being mistaken for a man. It was a disguise that protected me well.

Not that I felt I had to behave like a man one shouldn’t cross. Even in the wilderness I learned manners. I was told to be polite to my hosts and those I met. I kept to those manners as I traveled. I kept myself humble and thankful.

While Mother and I had provided for ourselves we were not without means. I found that if I traded away some of my furs and leather, and even foraged for herbs, I would be paid in coins for my work. I hadn’t thought coins all that useful during my youth. Mother made certain I took most of what I’d earned with me in my journey. That was most wise of her.

At once on the paths and roads I found that one couldn’t get anything without using coins. Though settled men could trade labor for goods, a traveler needed to pay for their needs. Copper coins were the most common. I saw some silver coins but never touched one. I was told that gold could be found in the cities but was rare in the countryside.

Something else I learned was that coins could be old and still in use. Copper coins, so I heard in one town, were struck in great batches in the early years of the reign of a Kyng. Those coins remained in use until they ended up part of some fellow’s tax payment to his Eorl. Once those copper coins reached Congon they were remade, either in honor of a Kyng’s deeds or to note the maturing of the Kyng’s heir.

Silver coins were more precious. They were only struck five years after a Kyng had held his title. They could remain in use through the reign of that Kyng and into the next. Gold coins were struck a year after a man became Kyng. They remained in use for as long as possible, but if enough had been returned to Congon they would be held until a new Kyng took power.

As it happened, my efforts as a girl and young woman had given me a fair income. I was able to obtain a spear with a proper point, crafted boots, and a few clean tunics to wear. Otherwise I spent my riches on food and board.

The first proper city I arrived at was the port of Wilfor. It was there I saw my first ship. It was also there I first glimpsed the Sea of Narrows. That sea is far longer than it is wide. Yet to someone who’d only seen streams and modest rivers, it looked as big and blue as the whole world. It seemed vast and my quest felt small.

Yet there was much for me to gather from my visit to Wilfor. The Kyng was named Hureth, and he’d recently married a Queen from a distant land. Enlia was indeed at peace, and there was trade to other lands. The roads were safe to common travelers, though merchants had to worry about being robbed by outlaws here and there.

Since I’d only moved from an interior part of Enlia to the coast, I found no great shift in how folk ate and drank. There was to be sure more seafood to be had in Wilfor than where I’d grown up. All the same, the common drink was beer, the vegetables were the same as I was used to, and all was flavored as I had known back in Sistwen.

As for the land itself, that did change as I traveled east. There were far more hills and some thick forests past the villages and towns. Sometimes the road passed through villages along beaches, and sometimes it passed through villages set back from rocky cliffs that dropped into the sea. A few inland villages had woodsmen as well as farmers and herders, and one town had a man who used a simple machine to make wood into boards for houses.

I was used to most buildings being made of wood. They were circles of logs pushed into the ground and roofed with thatch. In my travels I saw some shops and other structures made of planked wood. It was in Wilfor that I saw my first stone structures. I saw a few more when I went through Senfor, and a few more in Ramgon.

Then, after a month or so of walking, I arrived in Congon.

Though the city was inland, the great River En was wide enough for ships to berth there. The common parts of the city were on the south bank of the river. The section where trade happened, and where the hall of the Kyng was, sat on the north back. Common folk traveled across the river on rafts, while those of means paid a modest toll and walked across a bridge.

The houses of the common folk were built of wood. All the shops, the important buildings, and of course those belonging to the Kyng were made of stone. There were more folk on the south bank but the north was far busier. All manner of goods could be bought and sold in the northern part of the city. That was where the taverns were. There were also places where one might hire a woman, or a man, for a night of pleasure.

The city felt like a place I could get lost in. I did not, for I had a quest. I needed to go before the Kyng. I needed to find out if Mother and I could recover our standing, or if I had to take some other path to find my place.

I stuck to the widest streets. I asked a couple of men I passed where I would find the Kyng’s Hall. I was told how to get there, but the men discouraged me from going. “The Kyng has no need for common warriors,” they would say, or words similar to those.

I was not deterred.

When I finally arrived what I saw amazed me. The Kyng’s Hall was not a single building but several. The actual Hall was built of wood, but a substance had been placed over the wood to protect it from the weather. Cut boards and posts were clear on the outside, holding the structure up. The natural color of the wood contrasted with the white substance over the rest of the walls, which I later learned was called plaster.

The Hall had two doors at the front. There were windows well above the doors. At the same level as the doors were windows along the sides. There were small doors around the windows that opened and closed from the outside. Mother had said that we used rough cloth as curtains for the windows in our hall. The Kyng’s Hall used brightly colored cloth as curtains.

North of the Hall were stables for horses. South of the Hall were a row of huts, which I later discovered were where the servants slept. Behind the Hall was a great field for the practice of combat, including archery. There were no walls around the grounds of the Kyng’s Hall, but warriors did patrol it in pairs.

The entrance to the grounds consisted of a path leading from the street. About halfway between the street and the Hall itself were two tall posts. From those posts hung banners, one for the Kyng and one for Enlia. A warrior leaned against each post keeping watch.

I approached the warriors. As I did so they leveled their spears against me. I raised my arms, the palms of my hands forward. “I mean no one any harm,” I called out.

“Who are you, boy, to bother us?” one of the two shouted at me.

“I am no boy. I am Pirsa, daughter of Eorl Gadwin of Sistwen.”

“No such Eorl rules Sistwen.”

“My father fell in battle when Eorl Dathmec took our hall. Mother and I escaped before the hall fell.”

The warriors looked at each other. The one who spoke turned back to me. “You would be willing to test yourself to prove your words?”

“I would be, yes!”

The man turned to his fellow. “Fetch one of the Thanes.” The fellow nodded and ran towards the Hall.

As he ran away I noticed others coming out of the Hall. Their leather armor was in better shape than mine. One or two wore chainmail. I also saw men in common clothes and women in gowns come out of the Hall. They wandered in the direction of the posts. They talked amongst themselves but no one tried to speak to me.

A short time after he’d gone the second warrior returned. Beside him was a man wearing leather armor. He was tall, taller than I, and had a strong build. He had a round shield over his back and wore a sheathed sword on his belt. He had dark hair, dark eyes, and a trimmed beard.

“And who might you be?” he asked me. His voice was deep but jovial.

“I am Pirsa, daughter of Eorl Gadwin of Sistwen,” I answered.

“Eorl Gadwin has been dead many years.”

“Killed by Eorl Dathmec when that man took our hall.”

“Yes, Eorl Dathmec the Dark of Glumwen.”

“Is he here?”

“You will not find him in this land, young woman. He went to the Gods years ago.”

“To whom do I speak?”

“I am Thane Fetmin, a warrior in the service of Kyng Hureth.”

“I should like to go before the Kyng.”

“Why?”

“It’s my dream to recover the title that was taken from my father.”

Fetmin shook his head. “No Kyng would do that.”

“Then the Kyng should grant me some measure of justice for what was taken from us.”

“What justice do you seek?”

“A proper place in this land!”

“And what proper place would you like?”

“Whatever I am granted.”

“Such as a servant’s position?” I heard some laughing from the crowd.

“I am the daughter of an Eorl!” I insisted. “I should be granted more honor than that!”

“You say that you’re the daughter of an Eorl. Yet you come here dressed as a man and bearing weapons.”

“I dressed as a man so I would not be harmed on the journey from Sistwen. I bear weapons because I learned to hunt and fight.”

“Hunt and fight?”

“Indeed! Mother and I had to hide in the wilderness so as not to be caught by Eorl Dathmec and his men.”

“Did you find bread in the wilderness?”

There were a few paces between Fetmin and myself. I took a large step towards him. “Those in the village near to where we camped were loyal to Mother and I. They provided bread, vegetables, cloth, and other things to keep us alive.”

“Did your mother teach you proper manners?”

“She taught me manners. She taught me to read and write.”

He smiled to me. “Did she teach you to fight?”

I smiled back. “I learned that on my own.”

“I do not believe you.”

“Perhaps I should challenge you. Show you that my words are my truth.”

“A girl against a Thane?”

I took my spear from my back and held it before me. “I am willing to match my spear against your sword.”

“You know that is madness.”

“I shall not yield until I am beaten or until I am heard.”

“Then we shall battle!”

I knew enough about his title that he was no young fool. A man is not elevated to Thane without some experience as well as good service to the Kyng. I knew enough from looking at him to know that he had some years on me.

But I was not without knowledge. His sword could snap the shaft of my spear if I let him come too close. I could keep him back if I paid attention to him. Most of all, I didn’t have to kill him. I only needed to have him at a disadvantage.

He set aside his shield and drew his sword. I owned little and thus had been traveling light, so I had nothing to set aside. I took hold of my spear and let him attack first.

The first strike was a wide and insulting blow at me. I easily parried it. The next two were just as mocking as the first. I should have become angry but I kept my calm. At once I saw what he was attempting to do.

He did not think me a serious opponent.

His fourth strike at me was somewhat more regular but not enough for my liking. I dodged him and used the point of my spear like a staff. I struck at his forearm.

Fetmin had been grinning at me. His grin vanished.

His swings held more intent. I parried them as best as I could with the point of my spear. I yielded ground, but only by a couple of paces. I chose to defend until I saw a chance to strike without risking my weapon.

The first moment came when our weapons clashed and held for an instant. I used all my strength to push his sword-arm aside. I spun my spear around so the blunt end struck his left lower leg. In the couple of moments it took him to wince I brought the point back to the front.

The next came after we exchanged a few more blows. He stumbled upon some dirt along the path. The left side of him was open to me. I diverted the point of my spear so I didn’t pierce his left leg but merely caught it. I pulled forward with all my might. His arms flailed and he fell onto his back.

I brought the point of my weapon to his chest. “Do you yield, Thane?”

“I yield,” he said between heavy breaths, “I yield!”

I pulled the point away and offered him my left hand. He smiled to me, shook his head, and slowly pushed himself to his feet.

“You fight well, girl,” he said.

“My name is Pirsa. And I thank you.”
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