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Description




End of the world prophecies: so blasé. Unless it’s your prophecy. 

Three red-headed sisters worry it’s theirs.




Princess Tanial returns from the Forbidden Islands with a dire prophecy: unless she and her sisters prevent it, war will bring the death of all the residents of their lands.

Queen Miriajona wrestles with her doom: to rule until her mate rejoins her.

King Jenoele cannot abide the thought that her continued rule may require giving up control.

A threat to Miri and Jenoele by the religious cult calling itself Ny Regole rises; Tanial makes her first foray toward Maman’s home: Slot Minear, the largest city in Lindebalgh on the western slopes of the mountains dividing Jenoele’s kingdom.

Maman awaits with her own mysteries. So, too, do the Ny Regole.

The prophecy reminds Tanial that she misses Maman and her wisdom. Her advice, not so much; she is young.

Even in a land where travel and communications are limited by the speed of walking or at best, horseback, calamities rise with fearsome speed.




The Prophecy is Book 6 of the Dragons Run My Life series.




The Sundial Images and Hands
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This image (or an equivalent one) heads sections in Territory Two, in the southern hemisphere of the planet. The image varies, as expected, as a function of time of year and location (latitude on Toile), just as it does on Earth. These are approximations on many levels, so only provide an estimate of just how few hours of light are available, especially recalling that, other than the Star, most of the light the citizens have is produced by burning wood or a vegetable oil such as olive oil.


Set on a clock face marking the sixteen hours of the Toile ’dar, black is night; grey is twilight and bright jaune, or yellow, denotes the star has risen.

                                                                                                     


                                                                                                   

Hands


Hands, as used in these stories, can have two meanings. One is the usual: hands as found at the end of arms. The other is a measure, equal to four inches.


In some narratives, swords are described as one- or two-handed, referring to the hilt size and how many of the soldier’s hands are used to control the weapon.


In these stories, daggers are described as one- or one and a half- or two-hands. These ‘hands’ refer to the length of the blade. Thus a hand and a half (or one and a half-hands) dagger has a six inch blade.
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Consolidated States of Toile (CST)
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1: Zūzhōu City, Hénán State, Kiyosuma

1 Tainold

Premier's Office

[image: ]Premier Ryuu Fujita glowered at the Admiral seated before his desk.


“Humor me, Haruto,” Fujita said. “Pretend I’m one of the minions I would normally send. Update me from the beginning.”


“From the beginning? I didn’t plan to spend the otto’dar here.”


“I feel confident you can condense sufficient that we can both attend our various dinner plans. If you begin.”


“Humpf. Very well.” He sighed. “Two major groups have differing opinions about the utility of continuing the Experiment being run on Territory Two⁠—”


“I misspoke. We need not go quite that far back. I recall that your group wishes to have the land of Territory Two for expansion, and that Director Zhang is the point rén for those who wish the Experiment to continue til it reaches a conclusion. Go from there.”


Haruto almost sneered, but not so blatantly that Fujita felt obliged to comment. “You may also recall that both our groups have contacts with subjects, a few, who are more or less amenable to suggestions.”


“At multiple levels, yes.”


“A year ago, about⁠—if you require exact dates, we’ll have to meet again, I fear.”


“Not yet.” He raised his hand. “While you collect your thoughts, I’ll order tea.”


The Admiral nodded, then continued, “So, about a year ago, I instructed one of the subjects, a Father in their religious sect, that he should seek others of like mind and proselytize to the best of his ability.”


“You had specific tenets in mind?”


“Of course.” He waited for Fujita’s impatient nod before continuing. “Foremost, he should rail against the custom that allows couples to engage in intercourse for fun and pleasure unless they also wish a child. Especially when they are not actually coupled under their deity’s terms.”


The servers entered silently and spread the service out. Fujita dipped his head in thanks, then said with a wry smile, “If I recall, even here the Deity has little success with his pronouncements of desiring celibacy.”


“That it isn’t a popular tenet doesn’t make it wrong.”


“I suppose. Others, just as popular, I guess?”


“Unfortunately, yes. He will speak even more strongly about two males or two females engaging in sex. And no one under the age of twenty should engage at all.”


Fujita almost smothered his laugh, but not quite. When he caught his breath, he said, “Your pardon, please. While I might support a prohibition on youngsters under twelve, say, not that we could prevent it, attempting to say that a eighteen or nineteen year old rén cannot have sex… I don’t know what to say. You commanded rén in the Navy; what would be the outcome of that edict in your command?”


“Again, unpopular doesn’t equate to wrong.”


“I suppose not. Better I withhold my opinions, as they don’t really matter here.”


“You don’t agree?”


“Admiral, between the two of us, you may have listed the two things your… your puppet is least likely to succeed at. If those subjects are at all like the rénmen we know and love. However, as I said, it’s not my place to judge.” He sipped from his china cup. “Is circumventing the reproductive urge the only thing you would have him do?”


“No, but you misunderstand, I think. We hope that his spreading his credo will foster discontent in the subjects, thus, low acceptance is probably better, as long as it’s non-zero.” He joined the Premier in sipping his tea. “Of course, there are a few other things, but those are mostly to assuage his feelings and improve his performance on the topic we hold dear.”


“Apparently hold dear. Well, I will be interested to see how this ploy resolves itself. What else would you report?”


“I hear rumors that Director Zhang is planning to allow a troop of subjects to visit Huā nán huǒ shān dǎo, or one of the islands, at least.”


“News to me, which only means no one has spoken of it to me before you. Again, I hold my judgment for the present.”


“I understand, though our team would appreciate your support.”


“I know. Still, I don’t see a clear argument either way.”


“Hmm. Have you an opinion on the prophecy?”


“Which one⁠— Oh! You mean the one where three red-headed girls quell the impending rebellion to prevent an internecine civil war? If I believed in fairy tales, I would slowly wind the Experiment down, bringing those subjects up to a more modern state. And I would snatch those three girls back here to Zūzhōu City to rule the CST with me, because their ability would have been proven.”


“So, I’ll take that as a no, then.”


“As you wish. Are you returning to Wei dao to’dar?”


“I have a few ’dars work to finish first. Probably next otto’dar.”


Fujita stood and walked with Haruto to the door. Once it closed, he smiled. The Admiral, he takes my gentle teasing of the Prophet as rejection of her words. She has been too accurate; details may be incorrect but overall… I won’t bet against her.





Three thir’dars pass.







Aberystrad

31 Fylava, 552
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2: The Palace, Traenthe

31 Fylava

[image: ]Miriajona, Queen Rhion of Aberystrad, listened as the half-fifteen bell quietly sounded outside her bedchamber. Prince Tomos in his crib slept for the nonce. Katla, Tomos’ primary wet nurse, snored quietly in her trundle by the crib. By arrangement, Katla would take his next feeding, likely the one hour or just past; depending on the rush to get going in the morning, she might also give him her breast about the four hour. Miri would then take him as the star rose.


So, her capricious side told her, he is not keeping you awake.


Nay.


Her agreement begged the next question, sure as the star rising follows starset. What keeps you twisting and bothering Aoife with your foot?


The reminder she might kick Aoife in the face stilled her body but not her mind. ’Tis Tanial’s fear. Aye, and Tomi.


Nay. Tomi is the cause. You’re to seek him out, somewhere, at about Litha, the summer solstice, next year. Do Tain’s dragons speak true? Forsooth, since they said he lived, I have only worried whether the Tomi returned to me is the same Tomi who left me, save pierced by the quarrel.


O’course he will not. Be na a mome! Her quarrelsome side was in a take-no-prisoners mood. His eye is gone! He must ha’e died afore⁠—


I ken that! O’course… My fear is his mind will work differently than it did… Mayhap he won’t even remember me! Or forgotten that we are mated. She smashed the down pillow hard enough to split the seam; feathers floated in her frustrated breath. Gently, she raised her head and stuffed the injured pillow deep in its case.


Well done, she told herself. Next you’ll have Tomos out in the street for worrying the King will na like him. Pfaugh! Do your work with Tanial and Jenoele, then ride to the west or wherever little Eira reports the dragons would have us meet.


I shall ask Tain for assurance her dragons will na trap us. Else the trip could be a way to foment the crisis they see ahead.


“Highness? Why are you still awake?”


“Litta, why are you and Gareth away from the court?”


“’Tis but me. I need na more wine.” She giggled and continued, “Truly, none of us do, but⁠—”


“But you stopped. Well done.”


“Aye. I hope so. But why are you na sleeping? I was ready to sneak in and snuggle to your back without bothering you.”


“Tomi has my thoughts, as does Tain’s enigma.”


“Oh, my. Naught simple, like which blade for the attacking clavele?”


Miri giggled despite herself. “Nay. Naught that simple.” She started as Aoife’s tow head appeared at her side under her arm. “You should be sleeping. Four bells comes an hour earlier for you.”


“I could raise a complaint, Highness. Someone is talking.”


“Oh, aye. I suppose we were.”


“What concerns do you have o’er Tomi and Tain?” Litta asked as she hung her shift to air and wriggled under the single quilt.


“The usual ones, I ween,” Aoife said, but the humor Miri expected was missing.


“Aye. Will Tomi be Tomi? What will Tain’s little enigma require to cure? Will Tomi agree we should act⁠—”


Litta bowed her head slightly. “I pray you pardon my speaking. You ken the answer to all these as you have all along. You and your sisters will do your best to protect all the bodynoli. But your responsibility is to Tomos and to Tomi and then Aberystrad.”


“Aye!” Aoife patted Miri’s chest to gain attention. “Aye! We travel to the Skole because ’tis not yet time to find the King. Eira will na allow you to sleep through her warning, I promise you. At the Skole, we listen and advise as you see meet.”


“Aye!” Litta said. “Then we shall await the word and strike for the King’s presence. Allow naught but the business of Aberystrad to interfere, and that only because ’tis our kingdom.”


“Truly, Gapten Probert as Regent can dispatch most of the ’dar to ’dar questions.”


Aoife wriggled to place a kiss on the Queen’s cheek. “Do that work with him, first so he kens you ha’e the interest and then so you ken what direction he gives. He will do better when we leave again.”


Miri rolled over to snatch the maid into an embrace and give her a kiss on the forehead. “Sounds an excellent plan, miss. Gramercy for it. I ween the two of you will keep me headed true.”


“’Tis true, that,” Litta said. “As much as we can. Tanial has terrible important problems she must solve; they mean our problems… Your problems, Highness, will na be near the front of her mind as she worries. Your problems along with Tanial’s must guide your steps, but yours should always be at the front of your mind. I ween Gareth will agree.”


“And Tomi? Will he agree also?”


“His words and actions afore tell me, aye, he will,” Aoife said.


Litta pushed Miri’s head to the injured pillow. “Close your eyes. Four bells comes early enough. Falling off your mount… Tomos will na enjoy that!”







Lindebalgh

31 Fylava, 552
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3: Jenoele's Palace, Rendekebing

31 Fylava

[image: ]Silje, King Jenoele’s lead odalique, was twisting Jenoele’s toes ever so gently to wake her. Lying still, Jenoele knew this, but…


“What hour is it?”


Silje released the foot as if it had burned her, then, with an embarrassed look, said, “’Tis nigh the five hour and half past. Cille is working with Lady Amerith⁠—”


“That is not the reason you are here, playing with my toes.”


“’Tis not, Highness. A pigeon arrived from Traenthe. Lady Amerith read the message and bade me ask you to attend her.”


“Ah. Good.”


“I’ve set your chemise out. We reckon with the heat, you will appreciate light garb. Unless you choose to be bare?”


“Nay. Carwyn was to exercise with both Cille and me⁠—”


“They are both in the Regent’s office with her.” She pursed her lips. “That calls for leathers, I ween.”


“Aye. Bring short breeches and a linen tunic for under the leather shirt. You can wait nearby the pit. Unless you wish to join us?”


“As you wish, Highness. I fear I am na prepared to… to match you.”


“Only way to become so.” She waved the idea off. “You shall attend me.”


“May I appear aside you bare?”


“Ah.” The question brought to Jenoele’s attention the fact that Silje was indeed bare. “I assume the other maids are also?”


“Aye.”


“Very well. If you are comfortable, o’course you may.” She slid off the bed and allowed the girl to lead her to the basin and then the rack where the dress waited.


“Truly…” She picked the garment up and looked through the open weave of the fabric. “I see little difference ’tween this and your skin.” She grinned. “Gramercy.”


Silje nodded, but her smile signaled her pleasure at the King’s words.





Jenoele entered Amerith’s office two or three minutes later to find not only her Regent but Minister Strand along with Carwyn and Cille. O’course. Who else would be here to discuss Miri’s message? She took a seat beside the Regent.


Amerith greeted her. “Well met, Highness.”


“Well met, Rith. Mallt?”


“She requests Minister Holst’s attendance.”


“Ah. So we should wait.” When Amerith nodded, Jenoele asked for caffe.


As Silje handed her the mug, the lacquey at the door bowed in Minister of State Holst and Viceroy Mallt. Jenoele nodded greetings to them, then looked at Amerith.


“Well met,” the Regent said. “I have a message from Miri and Tanial asking at least Jenoele and me to travel to Princesser Skole to meet with them. Tanial has information we shall need, she says.”


“But no hint as to the information?” Strand asked.


“Nay. Truly, we were pressed to make out these words on the slip of paper the dove carried.”


Jenoele set down her cup. “When do we leave, Regent?”


“Are there doubts that the King and I should make this journey?”


Minister Strand’s eyes were wide. “O’course we have doubts, Amerith, but⁠—”


“You always have doubts, Egil,” Jenoele riposted. “What are they to’dar?”


“We shall require another Regent⁠—”


“Aye,” Jenoele said. “Forsooth, there are seizaines of those routine things we must arrange, none of which prevent our travel. What things do we not think on? What is there to interfere?”


“I agree,” Amerith said. “’Tis a bit longer than our usual excursions, but… I reckon a thir’dar for the trip, and an otto’dar at most for the meetings.” She chuckled softly. “I canna imagine we could speak any longer without repeating our words.”


“Mayhap not that long,” Jenoele agreed. “Who should attend us?”


Amerith grimaced. “’Twould be easier to answer if we ken what information Tanial has. Carwyn with his King’s Guard. I donna ken if Egil and Minister Holst would find the trip worth their time. My inclination is to ask you, Egil, to stand as Regent during my absence.”


“I shall, but send a bird if a topic of concern to me arises.”


“A good plan,” Minister Holst said. “As you will meet with the Queen of Aberystrad, I ween I should attend you, if only to hear the words.”


“I pray that shall na be the only benefit you bring,” Amerith said. “Especially since we donna ken the topics.”


From beside her, Cille asked, “What could they be, Regent?”


Jenoele grinned inside. I marked her as lovesick, afore. Truly, she learns that which is important, and benefits us all.


“What might Miri and Tanial wish to share?” Amerith pondered a moment. “I pray we shall discuss the west portion of the land.”


“Across the Brand Bjerge?”


“Aye, Highness. ’Twould make any insurrection moot, I reckon.”


Jenoele rocked back on the bench. “You have made this claim afore. ’Tis no more welcome now than ’twas. I will not give up part of Da’s kingdom! What would he say to that?” She recognized the resignation on Amerith’s face, but also the pleasure in Minister Holst’s bearing. Minister Strand’s feelings were less easy to discern.


To Jenoele’s surprise, Amerith folded and repeated Cille’s question. “What other things might Tain wish to share?” She grinned, which again caught Jenoele by surprise. “I use share to mean, ‘take the load from my shoulders’.”


“Oh, aye. Wyn, have the dragons spoken of things they may have offered Tain?”


“Na a word since… since confirming Queen Miriajona was well and returned to her throne.”


“That doesn’t mean they haven’t set her a fell task,” Amerith said.


“’Twill be clear when Tain speaks,” Mallt said. “How long til we can depart?”


Amerith looked at their advisors. “We need na rush.” She held up the message. “Tanial and Miri expect to arrive no sooner than Aril, and the fifth ’dar.”


“You should be on the road,” Strand said, “about the middle of Kalan then. Amerith’s plan is good: two-and-a-half otto’dars to travel. That allows plenty of time to prepare.”







Zūzhōu City, Hénán State, Kiyosuma

1 Kalan, 552
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4: The Premier's Office

1 Kalan

[image: ]Premier Ryuu Fujita sauntered away from the large pane window overlooking Ta’píng yáng, the ocean on whose coast Zūzhōu City had been built. The weather was calm; the water still. Not so Fujita’s mind. He awaited Admiral Haruto’s arrival, now three minutes late. He wished for tea, but delayed that pleasure.


His communicator buzzed. “The Admiral is in the hallway.” He nodded and took his seat. When the knock came, he used the remote latch to open it.


“Good afternoon Admiral. You appear well. Please take a seat.”


“Thank you, Premier. How may I assist you?”


Fujita leaned back into his lounger and smiled. He must know why he’s here. “Only three thir’dars, Haruto. Not much time to ruin all we’d done.”


“Hardly, Premier.” A mordant sneer overtook the Admiral’s face. “The woman you put in place⁠—”


“I put in place? I did no such⁠—”


“Who did, then? Pfaugh! Makes no difference. She gave up the prophecy to the one girl in position to ruin our plans. Coupled with the ability, unsuspected til now, of the subjects to organize and rebuff the outcasts’ attack.” He mused for a moment. “Which may also say something about the outcasts, I suppose.


“So Fujita, do not think to lay this failure at my feet. My only question is, do you have the audacity to recover from this setback?”


Fujita stood from his comfortable desk lounger and ambled to the built-in cooler. It was behind Haruto, who either trusted him not to sink a dagger in his back, or more likely, believed himself immune to a mere physical attack. He toyed⁠—instantaneously⁠—with pitching a bottle of the water at the Admiral, but decided he didn’t need the uproar it would cause, whether or not Haruto was injured. Instead, he removed two bottles, and on his way by, placed one in front of the man, then continued to his lounger. As he did, he said, “You cannot believe yours was the only ploy we had underway.”


“I hope the others show more promise than⁠—”


“I’ve been patient with you, Admiral, much more than my partners approve. You may find your way out. Take the shuttle at bay forty-five; it will drop you at your cliffside home. Stay there until I request your attendance. If you are not visible, your disappearance will be easier to arrange.”


“I won’t disappear so easily.”


“Threats? Whining does not become you, Admiral, and I have no need of threats. After all, we desire the same goal. Don’t we?”


“I thought that was so.” With a downcast mien, Haruto appeared to submit. He left the bottle of water untouched and marched to the door.


Fujita stared at the closed door for two long minutes before he called for tea. “Pfaugh! Time to reconsider our position,” he said to the server arranging the table. Having heard things of which this was the least strange, the man ignored him as he rolled the cart in and laid out a fresh service.


The Premier took his communicator and called Director Zhang at the Experiment Field Office. Once the preamble of greetings was complete, Fujita sipped his tea. With a wry grin, he said, “I am of two minds about the Experiment. We have restored the male injured in the attempted overthrow⁠—”


“Yes, Ryuu, though his recovery isn’t complete. But I’m uncertain what your concern relates to? Should we reconsider our attitude of laissez-faire? Not just allow them to ‘wander about sans direction’, as the Admiral said?”


“I don’t have answers for those questions. The Admiral raised the question in my mind but I’ve come to no conclusion, and he and you represent the two competing groups. Shall we add a bit of uncertainty to the mess that⁠— Never mind. I’d like to add uncertainty. Make a suggestion or two, please.”


Zhang laughed aloud. “Have a biscuit with your tea, Ryuu. You do have a fresh cup in your hand?”


“Of course. You know me well. No suggestions?”


“I have two at the top of my head; one based on the Admiral’s work a year ago. The other stems from the medical projections⁠—”


“I need no details. Advise me when they come to fruition.”


“It may be some time…”


“Of course. But, I must maintain objectivity in my decisions.”


“I understand. These two, interferences? Yes, I suppose they are. I expect they will point our way clear when the decision is to be taken.”


“Don’t be blatant. Use people who already have been involved.”


“Of course, Premier.”







Wēi dao (Forbidden Islands Two)

3 Kalan, 552
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5: Experiment Field Office

3 Kalan

[image: ]“Good morning. Please come to my office when it’s convenient. Before the eight hour.”


Kumiko Sato read the message, then dropped her comm device on the table. The summons to Director Zhang’s office in the next hour was unexpected but not really a surprise. For more than a thir’dar, she’d reported to him for assignments. In all that time, he’d done nothing more than point her to a pile of documents with the command, “File these.”


Why the Director required paper records of the chits and requisitions that the supply office used, she couldn’t guess. It didn’t seem important enough to ask. To’dar, however… A new assignment? She didn’t know whether to slit her throat or order a celebratory bottle of wine.


Neither, her pragmatic side offered. You know where skeletons are buried. Sufficient, anyway.


She sneered into her mirror, but chose a decidedly masculine outfit: an old-style chambray shirt that she buttoned to above her bust line, and light denim slacks that fit close but not tight. With a whisper, she set the colors to light blue for the shirt and charcoal for the slacks. Casual hard sandals would protect her feet. She ran a hand through her hair and headed for the Administration building.


Her rap on the door to the Director’s office was answered instantly by one of the ubiquitous lackeys the Director refused to call slaves. He must see some difference.


“Good morn, Sato. Have a cup of tea, if you’d like.”


He seems in good humor. “And to you, Director. I will, thank you.”


The rest of their small talk done, and introductory sips of tea enjoyed, she sat straight to ask, “How may I serve this morn?”


He smiled, perhaps at my phrasing? “I spoke yester’dar with the Premier about the Experiment. It seems he wishes us to add a bit of chaos to the mix before he announces a decision.”


“Chaos, Director? How am I to assist?”


He reached into a drawer and withdrew a memory interface device. As he slid it across the desk, he said, “Yours, from your time with Haruto. I want you to return to the Experiment.”


She sighed. Could be worse, certainly. “Who do I influence, and how?”


“There are two targets.” He reached into the drawer again. This time, he placed a slim folder before her. “Once you open the envelope, you’ll have thirty-two minutes to read the contents. The medium will disintegrate soon after that.


“In short, the first will confirm Haruto’s previous words encouraging the sect called the Ny Regole.


“The second, direct the red-haired Queen that she must arrive in the west of her country… the town’s name is within, by her summer solstice.”


“Umm… that seems quite specific?”


“It does, doesn’t it? While the detailed reasoning is within…” He patted the packet. “… the spread of the telegraph is critical to the Experiment’s success. We set that in motion some forty years ago, but the engineer who developed their rudimentary system is over seventy years old. The medical team warned me that he will probably die soon after the solstice.”


“And? Sorry, Director, the connection is unclear, still.”


He rolled his eyes, but then continued, “We intend his granddaughter to learn enough from him to found and operate the communications company that will provide the first communications via telegraph.”


Sato frowned. But, why…


“I see you don’t⁠— Forgive me; I haven’t said the important part. The injured King⁠—”


“You mean reanimated, don’t you?”


“I didn’t see that the medical staff said he actually died, Sato. But it’s mostly a semantic issue. Yes. His recovery will require until then. Then he will provide the girl’s aegis as she works.”


“He won’t return to be King?”


“It’s all there. We believe he will return to his mate, the Queen, but not take as active a role in her governance as he did before.”


“So, I have to get the Queen there after the King is ready and before the engineer dies. Is she connected? Or someone?”


“The engineer is, and his granddaughter. The Queen has her girl and her sister, too. Don’t speak to them directly. Their recorders will work with you to convey the messages we need.”


“As you wish.” She sighed. “It does seem too complicated, Director.”


“Trying to fit the sundry pieces together without making it completely obvious we’re adjusting events to suit… I agree. Read the information and consider if you see alternatives. I am amenable to well-considered changes.”


“I’ll do that. Maybe the Ny Regole are less convoluted.”


He chuckled. “Don’t get your hopes up.” He stood; Sato stood with him, understanding that this meeting was over. “Permit me to emphasize one thing from the notes: the time frame is less forgiving than it might seem. You must initiate contacts in the next otto’dar.” He walked to the door with her. “I anticipate a sterling result, Sato, and can reward that.”


“I’ll do my best. If I have additional questions…”


He tapped his communicator. “I’ll be available. The Premier is interested.”







Aberystrad 

7 - 18 Kalan, 552
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6: The Road to Sianel Dnias

7 - 8, 15 Kalan

[image: ]Tanial waited while Liam rode ahead seeking a good place for the troop to stop for the overnight. The star had two or mayhap three hours afore it set. They’d made good time from Traenthe; Padrig expected to see Dyffryn on the morrow, matching well the itinerary we sent with the pigeon.


She didn’t have to stand in her stirrups to watch. “Gramercy, Liam,” she muttered so as not to wake Tomos, in Miri’s arms on the horse beside her. Liam and the others reined their horses in at a small field alongside the road. A stream nearby would serve for watering the horses and filling a water butt or two, as well as baths for those who wished. The rain of the past two ’dars had greened the grass nicely; as Liam circled his horse observing the area, he frowned. He waved Tanial to them, but signed, Alone. She told Miri, “In a moment,” and rode to him.


When she reached them, the spot looked perfect, but Liam still wore a slight frown. “What bothers you?”


“No sign of habitation in a location that is perfect for it.”


“Aye,” Gareth said. “’Tis close by the sianel, but not close enough to flood.”


She laughed aloud. “We happen on a perfect spot and worry that no others have done so? Truly, we ha’e had no troubles so far and I feel naught warning us away. By your leave, Liam?” He nodded. “Padrig, while the wagons approach, take four guards and investigate within a league.”


Gareth harrumphed, but Catrin grinned. Gareth followed his grumping with, “We would have done so, milady Princess.”


“I ken that, so merely advanced the order.” She returned Catrin’s grin. “Catrin, can you set two guards to examine the stream banks? I reckon I am na alone wishing a bath, even cold as it likely is.”


“Aye, milady. I ween the Queen will feel the same.”





The star was almost out of sight behind the trees to the west of the road when horses’ hooves clopping on the pavers brought Tanial’s head up. After a quick glance to ensure Miri and the baby were safely and comfortably cuddled under the guards’ watchful eyes, she strode off toward the sounds.





The initial flurry of welcomes was nearly done when she arrived. Inga and Ejvind had caught them up after their delayed departure. Once Tanial joined them, Inga regaled them with the tale of Merete’s exhibition; Ejvind occupied himself hugging Bitte while they all chuckled at Inga’s description of Merete goggling at the Master’s invitation.


“The horses, milady,” Inga said, “were just as ya promised. They ran as smooth as… smooth as the best ale.”


“Speaking of which,” Ejvind said with a laugh, “have we any to wet our throats?”


“Aye, we do,” Bitte said. “Come along and meet any as are new while you quench your thirst.” Bitte touched Metha’s arm. “Might Gregers take their horses to Lauge?”


She agreed and sent him off as the others drifted to the cook fire where the younglings reveled in carrying the requested mugs of ale and wine.


Tanial pondered for a few moments just why Bitte and Ejvind’s reunion felt… right. Then Liam twisted the feeling by hugging her from behind and kissing her ear. “Truly, Love, what brings the look of sorrow?”


“Na sorrow, I ween. ’Tis more dismay… nay. I miss Maman and her principled, exemplary words.”


“Would she ha’e returned to Byg Felte? To your Pa?”


“Nay! You heard Bitte and Ejvind when we met afore Traenthe. Nay, I ha’e no need to stop to see Pa. Truly, I need Maman’s words.”


“Hmm. She is in Slot Minear, still? Maman?”


“Aye. Aye. Once we finish with Jenoele.”





Mid-afternoon the next ’dar, Mat’dar, the eighth of Kalan, the troop reached Dyffryn. After lodging overnight they rode north the following morn.





Ffrwd Bwlch was the next town of substance; they reached it the afternoon of the fourteenth. Miri took Tomos along with Catrin to Regole’s chapel to renew her acquaintance with Father Trevor.


Tanial was reminded of the first meeting when Miri and the Father, along with the same acolyte who’d accompanied her then, greeted them in the street.


Once they’d met and began walking to the inn, Miri said, “I have already required that the town make no special arrangements for us.”


The acolyte ducked her head as she tugged the Father’s sleeve, then whispered to her. As she did, the Father’s expression faded into discomfort. She patted the girl on the head as she said “Gramercy,” then turned to the Queen. “The maer is both pleased and… frustrated, I ween expresses it best, Highness.”


Miri frowned. “I would have you explain that, Father. I don’t wish to… frustrate any.”


“May I speak as a landowner, Highness?” The Father’s wide eyes didn’t overshadow her smile at Gareth’s interruption.


Miri favored him with a stern look; he didn’t quail under it. “Gareth has grown into the Viceroy’s role,” Tanial whispered aside to Liam. He nodded and listened.


“As a landowner who would be well-pleased to invite you and your entourage to visit,” Gareth began, “greeting the Queen is a source of pride and pleasure. However, ’tis not yet harvest time; arranging a greeting that suits your royal position will use most of the supplies I would have set aside for the winter. I reckon the maer sees the same problem. He strongly wishes to greet you and Tomos as you should be greeted. He fears for the survival of the townspeople if he asks them to make the sacrifice.” His lip took a wry twist. “Your command makes declining no more palatable.”


“I pray your pardon,” Miri said. With a look at Tanial, she asked, “Do you understand what Gareth means?”


Tanial took a deep breath. How to answer her? After a sweeping look at the others listening, she said, “Aye, Highness, I ween I do, but darkly, I fear. Gareth should continue.” She waved to him.


“Gramercy, Princess. ’Tis a matter of expectations and how the maer is viewed by his townspeople and by other maers. E’en with your command, most will consider that he should have made a strong effort to make you welcome, no matter ’twas not your wish.”


“So… having given my order, I should stand aside and then have the Maer’s head off for disregarding me? I think not! Catrin, I pray you take the Father and find the maer. Bring him to me for a brief audience.”





Tanial quickly insinuated herself beside the Queen, placing Gareth to her far side. He gave her a look as he allowed her space. With a gentle hand on Miri’s arm, she led her off a pace or two.


“What will you do with him?”


“I donna ken! What should I do with them?”


“Quiet words, first, I ween. Highness.”


“Do not call me that when I do so poorly at it!”


“No worse than any other of us.”


Miri spun to hug herself to Tanial, sobbing into her tired leathers.


“Truly, Miri, I am na old enough to be your older sister. Still⁠—”


“Nay. I shall do this thing. Have you a cloth?”


Tanial took a small square of linen to wipe the Queen’s cheek, but she started back. “Nay! You do too much as ’tis. I shall wipe my own eyes.”


“As you wish, Highness.”


“Nay! As you wish, Highness.”


They fell into each other’s arms; after a moment, they both stood.


In another minute, Catrin said, “We have brought Maer Wynne as you directed, Highness.”


Miri straightened and scrubbed the cloth over her cheeks again before returning it to Tanial.


“Gramercy, Catrin.” She turned to the person standing in front of Catrin and gasped, but stifled it. Her eyes widened. “To you also, lady maer,” the Queen continued. “Catrin named you Wynne? And your surname?”


The lady maer had gone to her knee when Miri first spoke. In a quavering voice, she said, “Trevor, Queen Rhion.”


Tanial and Miri turned together to the Father while Gareth raised the woman. “Aye. My sister,” the Father said.


“Ah,” Miri breathed. Tanial pulled her close again, mouth to Miri’s ear. “I ween ’tis fine.”


Miri leaned away and nodded.


“I am gratified to meet you, Maer Wynne. With your kind permission, I invite you and Father Trevor to take a glass of wine or as pleases you with me and a few of my mates. Aoife! Please arrange a table⁠—”


“Instantly, Highness.” The girl vanished.


“While she works an enchantment, tell me of your city, if you will.”


Before Aoife returned, the maer spoke of the town and its inhabitants with grace and pleasure.


“Aye, we recall our brief visit here nigh two winters ago. ’Twas terrible pleasant.”


“The people in the audience were easy to speak with, as well,” Tanial said.


“We recall it. We offered a memorial to King Rhion when… when the news…” Maer Wynne stammered to silence.


Miri took her hands. “We heard that many did, whilst we were… unable. Gramercy for that!” She bussed the woman on her cheeks.


Just as Aoife appeared, a baby’s cry filled the air. Miri instantly turned. “I pray your pardon, Queen, but he will have his maman,” the nursemaid said, holding Tomos out.


Miri almost ran to pick him out of her arms. “’Tis fine. I expected him afore this. Well done!” In a moment, she had her shift off her shoulder and the baby latched onto her breast. “Aoife, I saw you. Are you prepared?”


“Aye, milady. This way, if you will. The gaptens have set a watch; they would have us within it.”


Miri laughed, which almost upset Tomos. “Run back and say we shall, but the people here are our citizens. They may visit us briefly. Without weapons, I agree. After, if you will, find Minister Cecil and pray her attendance.”


The maer’s laugh was a bit nervous, but Tanial decided, no more than the ’dar so far had called for.
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