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        This work includes select neologisms inspired by

        

            The Dictionary of Obscure Sorrows

        

        by John Koenig. These words, such as opia, are used sparingly,
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        Opia: an ambiguous intensity felt in sustained eye contact.
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        internally. 
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        The ocean is never still. Nulynia sat beneath the towering mass of the

        merchant vessel, the soft sounds of the sails somewhat soothing her

        until a sharp seagull’s cry forced her gaze skyward. She squinted at the

        sun’s brightness, her right hand swiftly stopped the hood of her cloak

        from falling away and revealing her face. Paceros, more spooked than

        curious, was now also looking up. Red tuft of hair was beginning to

        escape his hood when his mother nervously dragged the coarse wool

        forward. Nulynia, realising the force she used, sought to comfort

        Paceros. The once would-be queen wasn’t sure if her actions were

        motivated by the need to remain anonymous or because her children’s hair

        now reminded her of blood.

    








    That brief peek of red caused her to recall the Throne Room, and the

    draining of Posidius’ neck. But more than this, the lifelessness of

    Paterocles in her arms. These were the images of the current daymare she had

    slipped into. The creaking timber of the busy main deck, the chatter of

    sailors as they climbed the rigging, all became background noise. Nulynia

    had nightmares too, not just daymares, filled with her husband’s face. There

    were times under the moon when she and her children snuggled up near damp

    sacks of cargo, the crowded ship having no space left below deck. It was in

    these times that she would jump from sleep in a terror. Nulynia slowly faded

    back into the world around her. The faint but persistent odour of sweat from

    the crew and passengers alike was something she became acutely aware of.






    “Remissa funes!” a loud voice from above.






    The crew prepared to meet the port. Nulynia, with her sons nestled close,

    pondered the intentions behind her journey. All that she had orchestrated to

    get to this point. And yet, a sense of nervousness nibbled at her

    conviction. She looked down at the small figures close to her. Paceros

    understood better what had transpired and would cry sporadically. But what

    really hurt his mother was the innocence of Niranos, who didn’t quite grasp

    the reality. He still expected to see his father and would ask about him.

    When Nulynia thought of these things, her resolve, which had been

    threatening to turn meek, became iron.






    2






    Bodies erupted from the lower deck—sometimes in a steady stream of

    individuals, at other times in clusters. It was usually the commoners

    appearing as though they were fighting for space. The capacity of the upper

    deck was shrinking quickly.






    Under the mast, the world seemed both expansive and claustrophobic. Nulynia,

    who had risen to her feet in response to the emerging crowd, prepared

    herself for the port. Niranos became distracted by the multitude of faces.

    He drifted.






    “Stay close!” Nulynia spoke urgently, grabbing onto him before repeating

    herself in another tongue, “Manere prope.”






    Cardan had warned her that this trip would be overcrowded. He had offered

    later dates to avoid such discomfort. But Nulynia declined.






    With a firm grip on her children, Nulynia pushed through the density. She

    imitated the actions of those eager to get a view of the port. Not being a

    woman of tall stature, she couldn’t get a clear view past the shoulders in

    front of her. A travelling labourer noticed her intentions and offered his

    spot at the railings.






    Nulynia observed the port. Beige. The colour that consumed the port

    city Portum Ellisa was so dominant that one could believe it was the only

    colour in existence under the bright blue sky. It looked as though it had

    been drawn on parchment.






    The ship, with its sails now furled, shuddered as it neared the docks, ropes

    creaking. Merchants surged forward, eager to check on their wares, jostling

    each other in the tight space. Nulynia, her children drawn in, felt the

    crush of bodies around her and struggled to keep her footing as the air grew

    thick with sweat. She steadied herself as the swarm pressed toward the

    wooden plank, ready to spill onto solid ground. 
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    “Matre, I am hot,” Paceros complained. “It is too hot.”






    Nulynia cupped his skull to stop him from removing the cloak’s hood. She

    felt guilty for this, but it was necessary. Although her son spoke no lies,

    she should have chosen a better material for their cloaks. With sweat

    rapidly gathering at the small of her back, she truly sympathised with her

    eldest son.






    They were now free from the crush. Wide-eyed, the children observed the

    activities around them. Nulynia felt unprepared for the buzzing that

    surrounded her. Yet, she had to search for a sense of composure. She knew

    what she wanted to do, but the—






    A sudden shove in her back. She was in the way.






    The man flashed her a look of disgust before muttering. The sounds struck

    her as harsh—it had to be an eastern tongue. There was the reminder that

    this was not Bacrean shores. Portum Ellisa was positively teeming, and

    Nulynia tried to make herself small. She still bumped into people.






    Amid the bustling crowd, her thoughts turned to the journey ahead. She

    needed to secure transport to Roog, and though Cardan had offered to arrange

    travel for her, she declined. His connections would have made the trip

    smoother, easier, but Nulynia had her own plans. Ones she kept to herself.

    She was searching for a particular type of person in the crowd: a figure who

    blended with the everyday yet held the means for quieter travel. However, in

    the dry chaos of Portum Ellisa, picking out such an individual was proving

    difficult.






    “Matre... matre. It is too hot.” Paceros’ voice broke

    through momentarily; her focus was elsewhere, scanning each face and figure.

    The words barely registered, lost in the whirl of her thoughts and the noise

    surrounding her. It wasn’t until Paceros halted, refusing to move, that she

    felt a tug on their bond. His small face, flushed and glistening, crumpled

    into tears, his complaints now loud and desperate. “Matre, it is

    too hot!” he cried, his small body refusing to continue. The sound drew her

    back to the present.






    Snapping out of her trance, Nulynia knelt beside Paceros. Her expression

    softened as she reached into the folds of her cloak, pulling out a small

    cloth. Gently, she wiped the sweat from his flushed face, murmuring

    reassurances. “Matre needs you to be strong. Just a little longer,

    and I promise you all the fruit you can eat. And cool under a palm leaf.”

    She uncorked the waterskin at her side, tilting it carefully to pour a small

    stream over his head. Paceros closed his eyes, the relief evident in his

    small sigh. With a smile, she brought the waterskin to his lips, coaxing him

    to drink. “Sip slowly now, Paceros,” she instructed, holding the waterskin

    steady as he took several grateful gulps.






    Nulynia was surprised by that moment of frustration from her eldest—a

    reaction she would have expected from her younger son. But as she offered

    the waterskin to Niranos, she realised just how withdrawn his demeanour was.

    She felt bad.





    Responsible. Wondering if this was all worth the end goal. She had plans,

    calculations, some certainties if any mortal can claim such. However, there

    was the element of the unknown—one that would inevitably give birth to

    unease.






    Keen to secure her children some comfort, Nulynia resumed her search. They

    moved through an endless continuation of stalls and scattered cargo sacks;

    the briny scent of the crashing tides fought against must and spices.

    Vendors called out, their voices melding into the rhythm of the

    crshhh-splshhhh. As she guided Paceros and Niranos, her sights drifted

    toward the sea. Triremes lined the dock, their stern bows gleaming under the

    sun in perfect formation; others patrolled just beyond, their sails

    emblazoned with the Black Kilij—a curved blade so exaggerated in its

    depiction. Her footsteps traced the formidable walls of the city, which

    seemed to engulf ninety percent of the coast, an omnipresent feel.






    The sun beat down mercilessly. Sweat dampened her brow as she pulled her

    children closer, shielding them as best she could. Paceros’ steps dragged,

    and she knew the boys were growing weary. She paused, letting them rest, and

    gathered herself, hoping the wind off the sea would cool her skin.






    Just then, her eyes caught on a particular stall. It was unremarkable at

    first glance; a modest setup with sacks of grain piled before a simple

    wooden table. Its simplicity perhaps what drew her gaze. There

    seated on the ground in front of the sacks, was the vendor. He sat so still,

    peaceful, indifferent to the surroundings. Nulynia believed maybe he was

    performing something sacred. Something about him struck her as unusual. She

    felt an unexpected surge of intuition—a good feeling—that this was the one.
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    On approach Nulynia slipped into an automatic assessment of the man, unaware

    she was doing so. Further inspection made her think his eyes might not be

    closed for some ritualistic reason. The scars on his brows and eyelids

    implied he may have been robbed of the gift of sight. The princess expressed

    a few heavy exhales; she was losing the battle with the sun. A small stall,

    unadorned, with a rough wooden table holding a few sacks of grain, small

    jars of spices and some simple goods, was now before her.






    The vendor remained unflinching.






    Niranos, who had been so reserved, had a pinch of curiosity. His hand

    floated toward a jar of spice. In a heated frustration that was slowly

    growing, Nulynia restrained him sharply. Just as she was about to give her

    son a few words, the man spoke.



    Harsh sounds once more.






    “Ruz bakhir,” the man repeated.






    His eyes remained closed, confirming her suspicion: he was indeed blind.

    Initially worried about communication, she now thought her intuition had

    possibly misled her. Could this man really aid her in travel?






    “Apologies, I do not speak your tongue,” Nulynia said. But the choice she

    had made to reply in the New Tongue was her hoping that this man possessed

    bilingual abilities. Being this close to the Far East, however, there were

    many who only spoke in an eastern tongue.






    A quick smile flickered across the vendor’s face.






    Nulynia shuffled up closer to the stall. A frayed cloth awning provided

    minimal shade. The thought of abandoning her instincts came to mind, but in

    the end, she decided to persist.






    “Is there no other tongue you possess?” Nulynia questioned. A bit of a pause

    followed before she continued, “I was hoping we could find common ground.”






    The man said nothing. Interesting just how still he sat, it was hard to tell

    if he was breathing. There was a sudden gust of wind, quick and shortlived.

    Grains of sand stung Nulynia’s bare lower legs, making her wince with a soft

    hiss of pain. Rationale wasn't present in what she did next. Of course,

    there was no reason to continue talking to this man who thus far had shown

    no ability to communicate in a language she understood. And yet she went on,

    although he had not replied.






    “Me and my children are seeking travel to the main city,” Nulynia said.






    The vendor said nothing.






    “I am not seeking alms. I intend to compensate,” Nulynia assured.






    Still, she received no reply. Nulynia was growing weary and frustrated,

    thinking that she had made a mistake when refusing Cardan’s help—but, no, it

    was the right decision. She couldn't afford to be stranded on foreign land,

    and her patience with the vendor had subsided. More importantly, the

    children hadn’t asked for this. This journey... this plan—it was what she

    wanted. Needed.






    Believing this was now futile, Nulynia started to drift slowly from the

    humble stall. As she turned away, a small shuffle caught her attention. The

    faint sound of grain sacks shifting nearby. Her head turned with minor

    intrigue. The princess saw the man standing behind the rough wooden table

    when only moments ago he had sat before it.






    The vendor was an elderly man, not frail looking, but equally his appearance

    didn't suggest enough youthful spring to have swiftness. Nulynia stared.






    “When elephants fight, it is the grass that suffers,” he finally spoke.

    Looking in her direction with closed eyes.






    Nulynia froze momentarily stunned. She had been certain he would speak no

    other tongue, convinced by his silence and stillness. Yet here he was, his

    words both cryptic and unexpectedly fluent. And the swiftness in shifting

    position, she could hardly reconcile it with his previously feeble

    appearance. But she didn’t let her puzzlement take root.






    Returning to the stall, an unmistakable sense of optimism and relief oozed

    from her as she stepped forward. “So you understand?” she asked, her voice

    lifting with hope. Then, more urgently, she continued, “Will you give aid?”






    The vendor tilted his head slightly, fingers brushing across the uneven

    surface of the table, tracing invisible patterns in contemplation. There was

    deliberate care in each slight gesture, as though he weighed her request in

    a balance only he could see.






    After a pause, he replied, “I can help with passage to Roog... I warn, it

    will not be a lavish one.”






    Nulynia’s brow furrowed for an instant, her gaze narrowing. What was it

    about her current state that suggested she might be seeking lavish travel?

    She resisted the urge to linger on the thought, quickly discarding it as

    inconsequential. “Modest travel will be sufficient,” she replied with a

    smile as bright as the day. “Might I know your name?” she added.






    “Nikandius,” he replied.






    A small, unintentional laugh escaped her, and she hoped he wouldn’t find it

    offensive. “Apologies,” she blurted, trying to rein in her amusement as she

    regarded him with open fascination. The darkness of his skin, the natural

    kinkiness of his hair, held her gaze with a sort of quiet curiosity. “You do

    not strike me as someone of dual breed,” she ventured, her tone light and

    inquisitive.






    Nikandius’ expression softened, his closed eyes seeming to see far more than

    they should.






    “I would think you are Ahdian, or from deep in the Far East,” Nulynia said.






    A trace of a smile tugged at his lips. “Where land is ruled by Egrosian

    forces, a name in said culture may be necessary,” he replied.






    Nulynia found that statement interesting, and the scars on his brows

    reminded her of the absence of sight. Words were about to sprout from her.

    Nikandius, however, seemed to sense her unspoken question.






    “I have not always been without sight. My horses and I have travelled that

    road beside the Megion many times.”






    Nulynia felt a jolt of surprise, a fleeting sensation. It was as though

    Nikandius had picked the lock to the room in which she kept her thoughts.

    Briefly stepping inside. His response had an eerie precision, touching upon

    a question she hadn’t yet voiced. It unsettled her. The interest that had

    filled her gaze moments ago became guarded, her posture stiffening.






    Still, she extended her hand toward him, taking his fingers in hers and

    gently opening his palm. From her purse, she pulled out a hefty gold coin.

    Placing it in his hand, she said,



    “Compensation.”






    Nikandius stood in silence as he inspected the coin. His fingers moved with

    delicate precision, rolling it between them as though the grooves were

    telling him a story. His hands served as his eyes, tracing the edges,

    weighing it carefully, and feeling the slight ridges. He paused for a

    moment, his lips parting slightly. “Are—” he began, but then he stopped,

    deciding against finishing the thought. Instead, he tilted his head with a

    small, knowing smile. “I see,” he said simply. After another beat, he

    continued, “I will fetch the horses. Will you be kind enough to help me put

    away my wares?” he asked.






    “Of course,” she replied. Although her thoughts clung to his unfinished

    words. 
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    A long dusty road now carried them. The wagon’s wooden frame groaned with

    each turn of the wheels. Dry, semi-arid land seemed to stretch endlessly

    around them, a vast sheet of beige occasionally broken by rickety

    olive trees and patches of hardy grass. The Megion gleamed in the distance,

    its waters almost taunting the parched land with its shimmering presence.






    Niranos, who had been quiet earlier, now slumped heavily against his mother,

    his small face damp. He tugged at the edges of his cloak.






    “Matre, I am hot,” he whined.






    Nulynia retrieved the waterskin that was at her side and tilted it carefully

    to his lips. Niranos drank greedily, his small fingers clutching hard.

    Paceros, in contrast, seemed energised by the journey. The removal of his

    hood and the arched linen shade of the wagon were enough for him, even

    though the shaded area remained warm. He peered through the wagon’s opening,

    fascinated by their surroundings.






    “Matre, look! There are so many!” he exclaimed, pointing past

    Nikandius’ figure to a flock of sandgrouse. Near the riverbank they scurried

    and fluttered, their sandy-brown plumage camouflaging with the dry earth.

    Nulynia nodded, managing a small smile. Her attention, however, drifted to

    their escort. The man’s demeanour held a certain allure that was pulling her

    in. She couldn’t help but pry.






    “If I may,” she began hesitantly. “How did you lose sight, Nikandius?” she

    asked toward his back.






    “Caracal.” He responded quicker than she expected.






    Nulynia blinked, surprised by the answer. She considered his words for a

    moment before pressing further. “Why would you have such an encounter with

    that animal? Is the hide such a valuable commodity?”






    The wagon jolted violently as one of its wheels passed over a large stone.

    Nulynia instinctively held Niranos while Paceros let out a delighted “Whoa!”






    “Madmilk,” Nikandius said after the lurch had settled.






    “Madmilk?” Paceros echoed, excitement lighting his face. “Matre,

    what is Madmilk? Is it from a cow that has shitwit?”






    “Ah...” Nulynia sighed, her eyebrows raised in disapproval. “Mind your

    tongue, Paceros.” She turned her gaze to Nikandius. “I am sure our escort

    can tell us more.”






    Nikandius glanced over his shoulder before saying, “It is a rare tonic

    favoured by the armies of the east. They pay well for it, so many abandon

    simple spices and grain to venture into this trade. But as you can see,” he

    turned to display his scars, “it comes with risk.”






    There was an interminable feel to the journey. A slow crawl across dry,

    cracked earth. The rhythmic plod of horses was their constant companion.

    Niranos and Paceros, overwhelmed by the warmth, periodically dozed off,

    small bodies swaying with the wagon’s movement. Despite her own fatigue,

    Nulynia couldn’t sleep and turned to conversation with Nikandius for

    distraction. Her questions were cautious. His responses were cryptic or

    unnervingly precise, as if he knew the questions before she voiced them.






    Hours passed, and the landscape slowly morphed into green. There was a

    freshness that replaced the crispness. Wagons, horses and camels that were

    once bunched gradually became single file as they approached the Southwest

    Gate. Soldiers inspected travellers and merchants before entry, but for

    familiar faces like Nikandius, the checks were cursory, followed by quick

    nods as he manoeuvred under the arch. Inch by inch, the streets of Roog

    engulfed them. The wagon trotted on steadily. Nulynia, looking through the

    opening, noted the bits of the city she saw that weren’t obscured by

    Nikandius. The fragmented images ignited her anxiety, making the reality of

    where she was feel so real. Even the scents that infiltrated her

    area were mostly unfamiliar. She felt the slowing of the horses as they

    eventually came to a halt.






    Nulynia disembarked with the help of her escort. Niranos blinked drowsily,

    rubbing his eyes, while Paceros yawned and stretched. The princess pulled

    the coarse fabric over their heads, their unwillingness evident in every

    glance and gesture. A group of children darted through the throng, their

    laughter ringing out before fading into the crowd.



    Nulynia watched with a wistful expression.


  There was a pat on her leg.






    “Are we going to see patre?”






    She looked down at her side and just about suppressed the pang that was now

    occurring within her chest. Caressing his head was all she could offer

    Niranos in this moment as he stared up at her. Nikandius was returning to

    his seat at the reins. Nulynia approached him, observing the mudbrick

    buildings flanking her.






    “Thank you,” she said. “For the journey.”






    Nikandius inclined his head slightly, a faint smile on his mouth. “I am

    happy I could assist,



    and your generosity is appreciated.”


 Nulynia offered a polite bow.






    “I wish you blissful rest now you are at journey’s end,” Nikandius

    continued.






    “My journey has but started,” Nulynia replied.



    “I must now navigate this vast city.”






    “Where will you start?”






    “Perhaps the markets.”






    Just as they were about to leave each other’s company, Nikandius had some

    last words. “Forgive me, princess.” The mention of the word

    

        princess

    

    made Nulynia alarmed—her brows shot up. “I intend to stay on the right side

    of the temporal powers; therefore, I will report the Crown Piece you paid me

    with. Such payments are uncommon for a modest tradesman like myself, and I

    would prefer not to be suspected of evading.”






    He paused.






    Nulynia said nothing.






    His gaze—or what felt like it—lingered on her.



    “But of course, this is what you always intended.”  


“Do it discreetly,”

    Nulynia said. “And be sure that they find me.”
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    Nulynia found herself consumed by Roog’s core, a place swarming with life

    and unfamiliarity. She moved vigilantly through the crowded streets,

    searching for the agora, though uncertainty held her back from asking anyone

    for directions. The dissonant sounds of languages around her—harsh, flowing,

    clipped—made her hesitate. She couldn’t gauge who among the crowd might

    understand the New Tongue, and the thought of speaking in a foreign dialect,

    only to be met with blank stares, made her retreat further into silence. Now

    and then, Nulynia circled back to the word that had slipped from Nikandius’

    lips: princess. It came unbidden, a whisper that constantly

    encroached, forcing her to replay the moment. How could he have known? It

    would have been far easier to assume she was a merchant’s wife. The surprise

    of it lingered, unsettling her as she mused on the implications.






    “Matre, my legs hurt,” Paceros whined. Her child’s voice broke

    through her ruminations, the complaint growing more insistent. Niranos

    gradually joined in with quiet grumbles, tugging at her sleeve. Nulynia knew

    their protests would only intensify, a truth she had little energy to face.

    Still, as she wandered through the streets, ignoring their pleas if she were

    honest with herself, something caught her eye. Up ahead, nestled betwixt a

    scattering of trade stalls, stood an archway that made her pause. Baskets of

    spices and earthenware lined the stalls, and Nulynia felt she had finally

    found the market. Yet, it wasn’t the goods that held her attention. It was

    the arch itself: a towering entrance decorated with geometric carvings.

    Intricate and mesmerising patterns curling and weaving like vines living in

    stone. People moved fluidly in and out beneath it; the artistry seemed

    almost otherworldly.






    For a moment, Nulynia thought to explore and stepped closer. Unbeknownst to

    her, the authorities, discreetly informed by Nikandius, had been tracking

    her movements through the streets. The approach was without warning. Two

    figures flanked her. Nulynia froze; her sons looked up with wide, startled

    eyes. But no hostility exuded from them. “Honoured Lady,” a polite whisper.

    “We have instructions to escort you to the palace, as a matter of formality

    and protocol.” After some hesitation, she nodded.






    A soldier gestured toward a waiting horse; its reins were held by another

    guard. With their assistance, Nulynia climbed into the saddle, pulling her

    children up behind her. The group made their way toward the imperial isle.






    As they moved, the Megion River came into view, vast waters splitting the

    city in two. It gleamed under the sun, a broad, shimmering expanse edged by

    levees. The bridge they crossed was sturdy and wide. Nulynia, despite

    herself, marvelled at the immense quality of the river. She caught glimpses

    of merchants loading goods onto small boats and women washing clothes along

    the banks. The city’s lifeblood flowed here, both in trade and sustenance.






    Crossing to the other side, the disparity became clear. The mudbrick

    structures that had surrounded her moments before gave way to stone and

    marble. The air itself seemed different, cooler, and cleaner, as though it,

    too, had been refined. Streets widened, lined with columns and façades that

    spoke of wealth and power. Here, it was an island of opulence, the elite

    quarter of Roog where the palace awaited. Nulynia’s grip on the reins

    tightened, her unease mounting as she prepared to meet whatever awaited her

    in Ellisar’s domain.






    Nulynia accepted the help of a soldier as she dismounted, her feet touching

    the ground with a soft thud. She found herself surrounded by more soldiers.

    Her gaze lifted as she stood squarely in front of the regal structure. The

    brownish-orange tones of the terracotta tiles were vibrant under the sun,

    offset by the pristine white stone walls. Nulynia approached it with

    measured steps. The soldiers escorted her as she moved forward, her children

    close at her side. They ushered her through the portico, where the space

    opened into a long corridor marked by central columns, each one smooth and

    pale, standing tall. Cool air filled the corridor, imbued with a sense of

    reverence that made each step feel deliberate.






    “Paceros, we are going to see patre!” Niranos exclaimed. His voice

    and childlike hope snapped the stillness.






    Paceros glanced across before responding quietly,



    “No, patre has gone to the other place.”






    “Shhh,” Nulynia whispered, attempting to quiet them. Her thoughts about her

    purpose here churned as she focused on the present. She let her eyes roam,

    flitting from one column to the next, lingering nowhere for long.






    The group turned left as they stepped into the peristyle. Nulynia took a

    glimpse of the courtyard, so brightly lit by the day. At the far end stood a

    set of doors that the guards opened to reveal the Council Chamber. They

    instructed Nulynia to wait here. An austere vibe was naturally occurring in

    the room.



    With their hoods removed, she began to run her fingers gently through

    Niranos’ hair. It was an effort to comfort him, but she knew it was equally

    for herself. A repetitive motion meant to encourage calm, her breathing

    slowly fell into a very intentional rhythm. Paceros glanced up; he could

    hear the deliberate effort in the rise and fall of her breaths.






    Just outside, footsteps echoed as the guards returned. The wait wasn’t long.

    Behind them, three figures followed thereafter, their presence immediately

    commanding attention. Nulynia braced herself. The man who led the group

    stepped forward. There was a rigidity to him that suggested real military

    experience. Although the presence wasn’t screaming soldier, nor general.

    Yet, as Nulynia observed him, it became obvious—this was the Autokrator,

    Ellisar. A quiet confidence seeped and pervaded the room. His eyes swept

    over her, and the princess noted how his gaze seemed to settle on her sons,

    or more specifically, on the redness of their hair. At least, that was what

    she believed.






    Stretching was the silence, growing more awkward with each passing moment,

    until Ellisar finally broke it. “Forgive my manners,” he said, his voice

    surprisingly light. He turned slightly, gesturing toward the man beside him.

    “This is Roogar, thunder of my loins,” he said with a hint of a smile. Then

    he gestured toward the woman who followed. “And the most beautiful woman in

    the realm, in which you now stand. Queen Arishe.” 


“Indeed,” Roogar added.






    Nulynia caught the glint in his eyes as he spoke.






    Ellisar turned his attention back to Nulynia. “I will presume you know who I

    am,” he said.






    How could she not? His appearance alone made it unmistakable. The gold

    breastplate he wore glinted even in the shaded room. The fibulae that held

    his chlamys in place shimmered, and the fabric itself flowed behind him like

    a cape when he entered the room.






    “Autokrator, Ellisar,” she replied with a small bow.






    Ellisar’s gaze shifted to the soldiers. “I trust my men treated you kindly,”

    he said.






    Nulynia nodded.






    As the moment settled, Nulynia’s attention was drawn to a small detail—the

    gold coin Ellisar was fiddling with between his fingers. 
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    Ellisar knelt, his black chlamys pooled around him as he came to Niranos’

    height. His fingers reached out, brushing over the material of the boy’s

    cloak. The motion was gentle yet purposeful, a subtle inspection. “I cannot

    imagine your journey was one of comfort,” he said. After he straightened,

    his eyes bounced from Niranos to Nulynia. “They deserve rest and shade,” he

    continued.






    “I promised them fruit and cool under a palm leaf,” Nulynia stated.






    Ellisar signalled the guards with a simple gesture. They approached the

    boys, ready to escort them to the delights that were promised. Niranos and

    Paceros hesitated, their youthful faces clouded with uncertainty, their

    worried expressions directed at their mother. Nulynia knelt to meet them,

    providing reassuring embraces and soft whispers. Her gaze then met Ellisar’s

    when she returned to standing. 


“No harm will come to them. They may eat all

    the fruit their hearts desire.” The last part sounded like a royal decree.






    The boys glanced back at their mother one last time before the guards led

    them away. Silence reclaimed the room, but not for long. Ellisar turned

    sharply. “Leave us,” he commanded. These words caused the remaining guards

    and attendants to disperse. The Council Chamber felt emptier with every step

    that carried others away.






    Ellisar led Nulynia toward a doorway that opened into one of the adjoining

    Royal Study rooms. These rooms, though adjacent, felt distinct—private

    enclaves set apart from the open expanse of the chamber. The walls were

    adorned with modest decor, fine but not ostentatious, and the air carried a

    hushed quality. They sat across from each other at a simple wooden desk, its

    surface bare except for an oinochoe of wine and two empty cups that had

    arrived at Ellisar’s request.






    He started pouring the wine into the cups.



    Nulynia’s eyes lingered. She hesitated, then spoke,



    “May I be par—”






    “The Pareenum is not invoked here,” Ellisar interjected.






    An arch of mischief touched Nulynia’s mouth. “Have you abandoned the ways of

    Gelare?” she asked. Her playful intentions seemed to fail, or so she thought

    when Ellisar’s face remained placid.






    Her light expression subsided, and she straightened. “Dimitte mihi,” 

    she said; anxiety was clear in her voice.






    “Non habetis causam scandali,” he replied, with a subtle flick of

    his hand.






    Nulynia felt her posture relax. Tension ebbed from her shoulders. Ellisar

    discarded the unused cup he had set aside for the princess and raised his

    own cup of wine to his lips. He took a deliberate sip before speaking again.

    “How was your journey?” he asked. Staring at the cloak that still clung to

    her. “I would guess that it was a discreet and modest one.”






    Nulynia reached up and unfastened her cloak, letting it slide from her

    shoulders. The attire she revealed beneath betrayed the idea of a humble

    traveller.






    “I have had more pleasant travels,” she replied.






    “The heat must have been testing.”






    “Yes,” Nulynia admitted. “The boys struggled more than myself. They are much

    like their father in that way.”






    Ellisar gripped his cup in one hand, in the other, the gold coin remained.

    Without a word, he placed the coin on the table before them. The obverse

    side displayed intricate engravings: a man’s profile in the centre,

    surrounded by vines and grapes. Nulynia’s eyes lowered, following the motion

    of his hand. For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Then, almost in

    unison, their gazes lifted from the object to meet each other’s.






    “This was most certainly not minted in my realm,” Ellisar said. He gestured

    toward the coin with a pointed finger. “Further to that, with such wealth in

    your possession, modest travel would be intentional.”






    Nulynia's sight lowered as she considered the best way to respond. In her

    mind, she searched for words that eluded her. Across from her, Ellisar rose

    from his seat, moving to light the sconces along the wall. The glow of the

    flame grew steadily, illuminating the room with a warm but subdued light. As

    he turned, Nulynia noticed the way faint dust particles danced lazily in the

    golden halo around the light source, briefly distracting her before her

    focus snapped back to him.
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