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Nonya felt like a
beetle when she saw the true height of the walls around the great
city of Usar. She knew they would be mighty walls. Usar was the
seat of Usaru, the greatest empire the known world had ever seen.
The seat of power of such an empire would have to be in a grand
city, and protected by strong walls.

It was when she, as
part of her father’s party, was a few horse-lengths from those
walls that she saw just how mighty the walls of Usar were. The wall
appeared to be as tall as five men, each standing on the other’s
shoulder. A glimpse through the gate showed the wall to be as thick
as two men lying down head to foot. The wall was made of stone a
strong shade of brown. Up close she noticed the stones had been
carved into great blocks.

The gate the party
passed through was just as impressive. Four stone columns, carved
from a sand-colored stone, stood against the great wall. The four,
she realized, were in pairs of two: two front and two back, and two
each right and left. The columns framed two massive wooden doors
about as tall as three men. Four strips of iron held together the
planks that made up the doors. How they were able to swing open was
a mystery to her. Once through the gate she looked backward, and
caught sight of iron loops in the doors. A moment’s reflection
suggested to her that a great slab of iron was probably slipped
through the loops to keep an invader from simply pushing the doors
open.

Past the gate Nonya saw
a city much like the one she had left at home, but much larger.
Nar, the city of her birth, was a city of hundreds of people. Usar
was a city of thousands.

First there were the
neighborhoods of houses. Like in Nar, the homes in Usar were squat,
square buildings made of mud bricks. She was surprised to see that
the doors of these homes faced the cross-streets of the city, not
the main street that her party traveled down. The residents of the
homes seemed familiar to her as well. Men wore tunics that went
down past their knees and were belted at their waists. The women’s
tunics were unbelted, and were dyed colors, unlike the men’s white
tunics. The children wore smaller versions of the adult’s tunics,
but the boys wore no belts. Most folk wore sandals, though a few
men wore proper shoes.

Past the homes was the
marketplace. Like the homes, the shops and stalls of the
marketplace faced the cross-streets. There appeared to be the usual
array of goods for sale: foods of all kinds, cloth, tools, pottery,
and such. There was also the usual din of noise as merchants
described their wares to passers-by, or made deals with their
customers.

Beyond the marketplace
was another surprise. The party did not reach the center of the
city, but instead passed by another neighborhood. However, the
homes here were larger than those of the outer section of the city.
Some were four times larger. Some had an upper level. Sitting
between groups of homes were small gardens of trees and flowers.
Nonya knew that men of means and status could live in fine homes.
She was amazed that Usar there appeared to be so many such
men.

At last her group
reached the center of the great city. It was bounded on four sides
by four great temples. The longest and grandest was of course the
one dedicated to Siu, master of the Gods. At the opposite end of
the central area was the temple for his wife, Joa, goddess of
fertility. Between them, and the first temples the group passed by,
were the ones for Kayi, the God of the waters, and Bia, God of
travelers and traders. All the men of the party bowed their heads
as they rode past Bia’s temple. Nonya was certain they, even her
father, would return here before sundown to give an offering to Bia
in thanks for their safe arrival.

Lying between the
temples were a group of buildings and gardens. It wasn’t until
Nonya saw the men with leather helmets, leather chest armor, and
spears that she realized that they had arrived at the Palace of
Usar.

The armed men stood in
two pairs of two to either side of a series of columns. They moved
into a line of four when her party stopped before them. Her father
was the first to dismount from his horse. One his guards dismounted
after he had, and it was the guard who approached the armed men.
The guard told the men who they were. One of the four nodded to
him, and a second turned and walked to the group of buildings. The
rest of the party dismounted and waited.

Idle moments passed.
The sun was bearable, and spring was in full bloom throughout the
land, so the air hadn’t yet warmed enough to make standing in the
sun unpleasant. Nonya wanted to see more of the city. It was like
nothing she had seen before, or had even been prepared for. She
knew it would be childish of her to run off to explore. It would
dishonor her father, and their host.

There will be time to
explore later, she
thought. A whole lifetime,
most likely.

At last the one guard
returned. Behind him were ten more guards, and behind them two men
without arms or armor. Each man wore a band of silver on their
heads. Sewn onto their tunics were the images of hawks. The ten
guards stopped, formed into two lines of five, and allowed the two
men to approach the party. The four guards also parted to allow the
men to come forward.

“Doartis, King of
the Cunarra, step before us,” the taller of the two men
said.

Her father walked up to
the two men. “I am Doartis, King of the Cunarra.”

“Is your daughter
with you?”

Nonya approached them.
“I am she,” she told them once she was at her father’s
side.

“You are both
welcome before the Lord of Kings and Nations. We shall escort you
before our honored master. Two guards will find lodging for your
men, Doartis, then make certain your horses are stabled. Follow me,
noble guests.”

Nonya had no chance to
exchange a glance with her father. She wasn’t certain if they had
honored him properly. He said nothing, and once they were walking
she followed him. Two men from the group of ten guards moved when
they were past the ten. A glance back told her they were the men
tasked with assisting the rest of the party. The other eight guards
marched behind her and her father.

The pace of movement
was slow enough to allow Nonya to look at the columns. It was clear
why they were there, and what it was they showed. Each one had at
least two battle scenes carved onto them. The tallest figures were
the Usaru Kings. Slightly shorter than they were generals and
magisters. The shortest of all were soldiers.

There were other
figures on the columns. There were soldiers of the enemies of the
Usaru, all depicted as being slain by Usaru soldiers. There were
women, led by Usaru soldiers before their Kings. There were city
walls with Usaru soldiers marching around them.

Then there were the
enemy kings. The bodies of some were pierced by the spears of the
soldiers. A few were slain by Usaru Kings bearing swords. One was
hanged by his neck, and another was set upon by soldiers with
swords, his limbs cut from his torso.

The columns themselves
were painted. The Usaru Kings wore blue tunics, the generals red,
the magisters yellow, and the Usaru soldiers were clad in white.
Faces and arms were brown, and hair was black. Enemy soldiers were
colored yellow and red, while enemy kings were colored green and
white. Also in white, at the base of each column, was written the
name of the Usaru King whose deeds were depicted.

They were walking
towards a building painted white. Standing by the entryway were two
columns. Nonya saw the name on the base of both columns while she
was several paces away. They were dedicated to Misi-Rel, the
current Lord of Kings and Nations and King of Usaru, and the man
who was she and her father’s host. The columns showed Misi-Rel’s
great accomplishment, the conquest of the last great kingdom,
Gilel. Her father had told her that he, Misi-Rel, more than any
other King of Usaru, could call himself “Lord of Kings and
Nations,” and would have Siu himself acknowledge the title as
truth.

Their guards stopped at
the entranceway. The men before Nonya and her father did not stop.
They led them into the building. They first entered a small room.
Two guards with swords asked her father to halt and be searched.
Satisfied that her father carried no hidden knives on his body, the
guards allowed them to pass from the room into a corridor. The
corridor was lit by torches, and scene of nature decorated the
walls.

The corridor let to a
great room that seemed to Nonya to be as large as the whole palace
at Nar. Along the wall to her right was what seemed to be a stone
box filled with soil, from which colorful flowers were growing. On
the left wall was an image of the land of Usaru, with the cities
labeled, the rivers painted blue, and the image bordered in white.
The floor, she noticed, was made of flat stone squares about half
the size of her foot, and painted to make patterns of
color.

The wall facing them
was covered with dyed cloth, great sheets that were twice as tall
as her father. A stone platform as high as her knees sat in front
of three-fifths of the wall. To either side of the platform were
entryways leading elsewhere. In the center of the platform was a
carved wooden chair. To the right and left of that chair were four
plain wooden chairs. Into the back seat of the carved chair was the
image of two owls bracing the Sun.

Nonya felt this was an
impressive room for the Lord of Nations and Kings. She was
surprised at the lack of gold, silver, or jewels present in the
room. The Kings of Usaru were powerful men, and had been so for
ages. That meant they were also wealthy men, perhaps the wealthiest
in the world. But there was no such display of wealth in this room.
There was only the display of power from dyed cloth, painted stone,
and flowers.

She was not in the room
more than a few moments then sounds came from the opposite
entryways. The first sound came from the one on her right. Guards
entered the room, twenty in all. One remained by the entryway
they’d come in through, while another moved to the other entryway.
Four marched past she, her father, and the two men who’d led them.
They stood by the entryway she and the men had come through, two
pairs to either side. Two pairs of two guards stood to either end
of the platform. The rest of the guards broke into two groups and
stood two paces from the right and left walls, with at least three
paces between each of them.

Once the guards were
standing at their positions, the two men who had led she and her
father into the room bent down on both their knees. One nodded to
her father. He knelt down as they had. Nonya followed her father’s
lead.

A moment later the
royal party emerged through the left entryway. Leading the group
were two men about her father’s age, dressed much as the men who
had led she and her father into the room were dressed. They were
followed by a man dressed in a yellow tunic with a leather belt
secured with a bronze buckle in the shape of a four-pointed star.
He seemed younger than her father, but far older than she. She
guessed that the man was the Royal Magister.

The Royal Magister was
followed by a young man who appeared to be Nonya’s age. She guessed
that he was Tena-Nal, the son of Misi-Rel she was to marry. He had
no beard, seemed to be of average height, and was neither fat nor
thin. His tunic was blue with white circles dotting it. He too wore
a belt, but his buckle was silver.

Following him were two
more young men. At their right sides were two women. The four all
seemed older than Nonya, but not by that many years. The men were
no more handsome or ugly than the younger man. One of the women had
a slender build, while the other had a more full bosom. The men
wore plain blue tunics, while the women were dressed in
white.

Entering last was
Misi-Rel, the Lord of Kings and Nations. Nonya was surprised to see
that he was older than her father. His hair was almost all gray, as
was his beard. His face and hands were wrinkled with age. He was
still a man with a solid build who walked with a steady stride. He
like his older sons wore a plain blue tunic, but his belt buckle
was gold. He also wore a gold band on his head, and bracelets of
gold on his wrists.

Misi-Rel stopped in
front of the carved chair. The soldiers clapped the bases of their
spears to the floor. That appeared to be the signal for all to bow
their heads to the Lord of Kings and Nations. Nonya did not see him
sit, and didn’t look back up until she heard a man clap his hands
once. When she did, she saw that the young men and their women were
sitting to Misi-Rel’s right. The other young man sat to Misi-Rel’s
left. Next to him was the Royal Magister, and next to him were the
two other men.

“General, who
have you brought before the Lord of Kings and Nations?” Misi-Rel
asked. Nonya thought the man’s voice betrayed his
age.

The man in front of her
father and to his right replied. “Great Misi-Rel, Lord of Kings and
Nations, the obedient King Doartis of Cunarra has come.”

“Stand before
your master, King Doartis, and give me the tidings of your
visit.”

Nonya watched as her
father rose to his feet. He stepped between their two escorts and
walked up to where Misi-Rel sat. He stopped a few paces from the
platform. He bowed his head twice before speaking.

“Great Misi-Rel,
Lord of Kings and Nations, I bring you good tidings from Cunarra. I
have come of my own free will, bearing the taxes our nation owes
our master. I come also with news of the horse-folk north of our
land, and their raids on Cunarra over the winter months. Last, but
first in my heart, I bring my daughter, Nonya, to marry your
honored youngest son, so that we might better serve our masters,
the Usaru.”

“Come forward,
young lady,” Misi-Rel said.

Nonya rose to her feet.
She followed her father’s path to the platform. She stopped at his
right side, bowed her head twice, then stood still. She was
instantly aware that all eyes in the room were on her.

Her father had assured
her on the road from Nar to Usar that she had nothing to fear when
presenting herself to Misi-Rel. Her skin was the proper shade of
brown, and her hair black as the night. It was her older brother
who had the brown hair, an inheritance from the past when the
leading families of Cunarra took brides from their paler “cousins”
of the Horse Folk. Her body was properly womanly, though not
terribly distinguished good or bad. There was little chance she
would be found unacceptable. All the same, the feeling of being
looked at didn’t assure her in the least.

Moments passed before
Misi-Rel nodded. “An acceptable young woman, Doartis. I trust she
will bring honor to my family.”

“That she will,
Great King,” her father replied.

“What does she
say? Have you a tongue, young lady?”

“I do, Great
King,” Nonya said. “My father told me about the Royal Family. He
told me of your ways, and what I must do to honor you, Great King.”
It was the answer she was expected to give, but it was also the
only answer she could think of.

“Good,” Misi-Rel
said with a nod. “I will grant you a private audience with my son
and I in a short while.” He waved an arm at one of the men who had
led her and her father into the room. “General, see to it that this
young woman is given quarters.”

“Yes, Great
King,” the man said.

“Instruct her in
the ways of the palace. Post two guards at her door, so that she
will be protected, while at the same time able to have her needs
cared for.”

“Yes, Great
King.”

“Once she is
settled, find her fellows from Cunarra. See that any baggage she
brought with her is taken to her quarters.”

“Yes, Great
King.”

“Young lady, you
will be fed, and given a chance to clean yourself up from your
travels. The wedding banquet will be at sundown. Tomorrow at noon
you will be married.”

Nonya bowed her head.
“As you wish, Great King.”

“General, attend
to your duty.”

Nonya heard the man
rise to his feet. She bowed to Misi-Rel once more. She stepped
backward, as she was taught, until she felt she was close enough to
the General that she could turn her back. She followed the man out
of the room the way she and her father had come in. He led her back
down the corridor and outside.

He turned left and
walked towards another building, that one painted yellow. She came
around one of Misi-Rel’s tribute columns, then saw a statue in
front of a corner of the building they’d just left.

“What is that?”
she asked, stopping to look at it.

“The Joa statue,
young lady,” the General answered.

It was not a statue of
the goddess Nonya had ever seen. It depicted Joa as a naked woman,
twice as tall as any man, with the feet of a hawk. The figure was
painted yellow with black hair, wearing a red four-pointed crown.
Her arms were partly spread open. In each of her hands was a white
ring, the symbol of Joa’s power over marriage. Standing at the feet
of the female figure, facing left and right, were two smaller
statues of owls. Nonya understood them to be symbols of night, when
Joa would come to bless a married man and woman with
fertility.

“Was it made
here?” she asked.

The General shook his
head. “It was made in Kiriya.”

“What is it doing
here?”

“It is one of the
prizes of the Kings of the Usaru. It was taken by the Great King
Somi-Ral when he conquered the Atiki. He and his descendants have
been granted the power by Siu himself to take possession of
important items from those we vanquish in battle. The Great Kings
place here, around the Palace, to remind all who come before the
Great Kings that they rule by strength, as well as by divine
gift.”

At once Nonya felt a
sense of nervousness at what was happening to her, but also felt
curious. Her father had never told her that any statues or other
possessions of value had been taken from Nar when the Usaru
conquered Cunarra. She wondered if she would get the chance to find
such possessions, look at them, and see what it was that her people
had lost ages before.

She had no time to
think about such notions. The General kept walking towards the
building. He waited by the doorway for her to catch up with him. He
turned the knob and opened it for her. He came through after
her.

“Follow
me.”

The interior was
dominated by a single room, with an ornate brazier in the center.
Wooden chairs were scattered along the sides of the room. A few of
the chairs caught her eye, as they appeared to be able to seat two
people. The legs of all the chairs appeared to have been carved,
and folded cloth sat on the seats of them.

The General led her
along the one wall with no chairs against it, but instead was the
base of a stairway. The stairway took them over the wooden ceiling
of the room and to the upper floor of the building. The stairs led
up to a hallway. Along one wall of the hallway were windows.
Covering the windows were a criss-cross patterns of wood planks no
thicker than a finger. Nonya could see the outside through the
planks, with the view mainly of gardens and the rest of the
city.

Across from the windows
were doors. There were two doors, then an opening to a room. “You
may relieve yourself there,” the General told her, pointed at the
entranceway as they passed. She followed him past another door,
then around a corner into another hallway. Again there were windows
along the exterior walls and doors set into the interior walls.
They stopped before the last door, which the General opened for
her.

“This will be
your room,” he told her. “I will have your baggage brought to you.
The Great King will be here soon to speak with
you.”

Nonya nodded to him. He
nodded back, and waited for her to enter the room before he closed
the door.

She knew the room was
simple, yet it still felt luxurious to her. Dominating the room was
a bed, a true and proper bed. It appeared wide enough for three to
sleep in. The base of the bed was wood, with the feet carved to
resembled horses’ hooves. There appeared to be enough space under
the bed for someone to lie down on the floor
comfortably.

This is no simple mat
for a common traveler to sleep on. This is a proper bed!

Nonya knelt down to
peek under the bed. Ropes were tied in a pattern under the bed to
support the mattress. The mattress itself was a large piece of
cloth sewn into the shape of a rectangular bag. Putting a hand on
it to stand up, the mattress felt soft, as if the fabric wasn’t
wool, but something softer and of higher quality. Neatly folded on
the mattress were four sheets, two soft, like the mattress, and two
wool. Four pillows sat at the head of the bed; touching them
revealed them to be made of the same fabric as the mattress. The
headboard of the bed was impressive. Carved onto it was a scene of
a boat moving down a river. The posts on either side of the
headboard ended in hawks’ heads.

While the bed dominated
the room, it was not the only piece of furniture in the room. There
were two small tables to either side of the bed, next to the
headboard. A lamp sat on the top of each table. Nonya reached for
the lamp closest to her. There was no light in the room, and she
wasn’t certain how she’d light the lamp. As soon as she touched it,
a flame appeared over the opening.

Magic?

She touched it again,
and the flame went out.

Magic.

She touched it again to
light it. With the lamp lit, she saw there was a ring at the wide
end of the lamp. She was able to put her finger through the ring,
allowing her to lift the lamp. Touching the top surface, just
behind the narrow opening for the flame, was how she could light it
and turn the light off. She left it one to examine the
room.

Facing the bed was a
box. There appeared to be eight handles on the box in pairs of two.
She grasped the top handles. She pulled open a drawer. Inside were
men’s tunics and belts. She closed the drawer and pulled on the two
handles below the first pair. In that drawer was a white dress, a
few multi-colored dresses, and sandals. The two other drawers were
empty.

Next to the box with
the drawers was another table. That one was at waist-height. On it
was a wide, flat-bottomed bowl and a pitcher. She looked into the
pitcher and saw water. She thought this might be for her to wash
her face. She searched the room for a small piece of cloth, but
found none. She left the bedroom and went to the room that the
General had indicated for her her to relieve her bowels.

Nonya entered that
room, then needed a few moments to understand everything. There was
a table, with a larger flat-bottom bowl and a pitcher. There was
also a spout leading from the roof of the building to the pitcher.
There was a cord next to the spout; pulling on it brought a quick
stream of water down. Under the table were baskets; a damp piece of
cloth sat in one of the baskets. Opposite the table was a tub with
another spout and cord. Opposite the entrance to the room was a
seat with a spout and cord, a small table with a stack of leaves,
and cabinets full of folded cloth and strong-smelling
soaps.

She decided it would be
disrespectful to clean herself up too much. She took one of the
small cloths from one of the cabinets, poured a little water into
the bowl on the table, and washed her face. She used the seat to
relieve herself, using a leaf to clean up, and pulling on the cord
to get water to wash away the the leaf and her waste. She walked
back to the bedroom, sat down on the bed, and tried to let her mind
wander.

It’s all so much to
take in, she
thought.

She had never been in a
city as large as Usar. She realized, as the impressions of the city
around her became permanent, that Nar, the seat of Cunarra, was
perhaps a fourth the size of Usar. The palace she had grown up in
took up one building, and had but one garden. The Palace of the
Great King of Usaru took up half a dozen buildings, had several
gardens, and seemed to have the spoils from the lands the Great
Kings had conquered decorating the grounds.

It was more than the
number of buildings, or the number of people in them, that was
overwhelming her mind. It was the grandness of her surroundings.
Here there seemed to be no houses made of reeds gathered from
marshes, or from animal skins. Even the lowest common family had a
home of mud-brick or stone. The common folk of Usar lived like the
merchants and nobles of any other city, including Nar.

Then there were the
columns she’d seen upon entering the Palace grounds. How many
generations of Great Kings were depicted on those columns? How many
battles had the Usaru fought in? How vast was their empire? How
many of their own people had died in those battles, much less how
many of their enemies had fallen?

Nonya had some notion
of the lineage of the son of the Great King she was about to marry.
Six generation back it was Venu-Tul who conquered the coastal
kingdom of Poneclia, and captured Hetho, the most ancient of all
the kingdoms. He was the first man on the throne of the Usaru who
gave himself the title “Lord of Kings and Nations.” It was his
grandson, Tamu-Gal, who subjugated her own people. It was during
his reign that the long war the Usaru waged against Gilel, the
second-oldest kingdom in the known world, began. It was his
grandson, Misi-Rel, father of the young Prince she was about to
marry, who placed Gilel under his rule when he was not much older
than she was now. And there were so many others the Usaru had
battled and defeated over time as well, including their ancient
rivals, the Atiki.

It was at that instant
that she understood what her marriage meant to her.
I am not merely the daughter of a
King being sent to marry the Prince of another King. I am marrying
the son of the most powerful man in all the world. A man so
powerful only the Gods are greater than he.

Just then someone
knocked on her door. She called for whoever was there to come it.
Two girls a few years younger than she entered the room. Each one
had one of her traveling bags. She told the girls to put the bags
on the floor under the big table.

“When am I to
eat?” she asked them.

Both girls looked away
from her face. “We are but humble servants, mistress,” one said.
“We were not told to bring you food.”

“Can you bring me
food?”

“We shall learn
what our master says, mistress.” Both girls bowed to her and left
the room.

Nonya opened the bags.
One had the two blankets she used to cover herself while traveling.
She folded them up as best as she could and laid them on the bag,
not sure if she would get to keep them or not. In the other bag
were the other two dresses she’d worn while traveling. She folded
them up and put them into the second drawer, under the dresses that
were already in it. She sat back down on the bed and tried to
meditate.

The realization of her
impending marriage had thrilled her, but it also unnerved her. She
was the daughter of a King, and for as long as she could remember,
she was expected to behave like the daughter of a King. However,
she was not going to marry a member of a noble family, or even a
Prince. She was about to marry the son of the Lord of Kings and
Nations.

She felt concerned that
she might not impress the Great King. She also felt that she ought
not act like a frightened deer. She needed to find the proper
balance between those sentiments. She needed to act like the young
woman she was.

Back home in Nar, she
had met with one of the priestess of Joa at the temple. Her
emotions at the prospect of leaving Nar forever were boiling. Her
father had sent her to the temple to learn to calm herself. The
priestess told her how she might calm the storm in her mind. She
was to sit still, close her eyes, and dismiss all thoughts and
feelings in her head. She was told to think only of the image of
Joa, and the green she brought to the world every
spring.

Nonya sat down on the
bed. She placed her hands in her lap and closed her eyes. She
thought only of Joa. She thought of the blossoms on the trees, and
how the tall grass felt after a spring rain. The worries drifted
away, one by one. Joa, she told herself, would watch over her, as
would her husband Siu. The Gods would either guide her with their
wisdom, or they would wait for her to display her own
wisdom.

One way or another, I
will endure this new life I am about to undertake.

Not many moments passed
again before there was another knock on the door. She called out,
“Come.” This time her visitors were not servants, but the Great
King, and the young man she’d seen sit beside him that had no wife
behind him.

She started to stand.
The Great King waved his right hand to her. “Not yet, young
lady.”

“Yes, Great
King.”

He turned to the young
man. “Come around me, boy. Face the young lady.”

“Yes, Father.”
The young man moved around his father to stand in front of
Nonya.

“Nonya, daughter
of King Doartis, greet Tena-Nal, my youngest son,” the Great King
said.

Nonya stood up.
“Pleased to meet you, Tena-Nal.” She bowed her head.

“Pleased to meet
you, Nonya,” the young man replied.

Nonya fell quiet for a
moment as she looked over the man she had traveled so far to marry.
Her first impression of him, at a distance in the Palace, was of a
beardless young man of no great physical distinction. Up close, she
found that impression still true. He was by no means ugly. Indeed,
she found something appealing in his strong cheeks and smooth face.
Yet there also seemed to be an uncertainly to his stance, as if he
was no more comfortable being looked over as she was.

“You are most
pretty, Nonya,” he said at last.

She smiled like a girl,
and felt bad about it. “Thank you, Prince Tena-Nal. I find you
pretty as well.”

“Stop staring at
each other, you silly children,” the Great King said.
“Sit.”

Nonya sat down.
Tena-Nal sat down beside her, but he kept a bit of distance between
them. She wasn’t sure if she should move closer to him, or wait for
him to be more comfortable with her. She chose the latter, then
focused on the Great King.

“Nonya, I have already spoken to
my son about what his duties will be,” the Great King said.
“Tena-Nal has been taught the duties of being a Prince. Once you
two are married, he will be taught his duties as the younger son of
the Lord of Kings and Nations. When I pass on, which, I pray to Siu
will not be for some time yet, Tena-Nal will take the throne of
Poneclia. My oldest son, Tisi-Rol, is to follow me as King of
Usaru, and as Lord of Kings and Nations. Tosa-Dal will keep watch
over Gilel for his older brother.”

“May I ask a
question, Great King?” Nonya asked.

“Away from the
Throne of the World, Nonya, you may speak to me as you would your
own father. What do you wish to ask?”

“If Tosa-Dal
is to watch over Gilel, should he be
made King of Gilel?”

The Great King shook
his head. “They resisted us for three generations. I found it wise
not to eliminate the whole of the nobility of Gilel, but only their
Royal Family. What allowed me to win the war that my grandfather
started was by bribing a few noble families to speak out against
their ruler. It was a leader of one of those families that I put
onto the throne of Gilel.

“That does not
mean they owe us a great deal of loyalty. That might come in my
son’s time, or in my grandson’s. Until then, we must have allies
among the leading families of that land. We must buy their loyalty
with gold, silver, gifts, and important positions. It is a price
the Lord of Kings and Nations will have to pay for some time to
come.”

“I see, Great
King.”

“That being
said, Nonya, I’m not willing to buy their loyalty without keeping
an eye on them. Tosa-Dal
will be close to them. He will keep
in contact with the King of Gilel. He will be close enough to visit
there on occasion. He will not be so close as to alarm them, but
close enough that he might tell his older brother if they are not
loyal.”

“I see that is
wise, Great King.”

“There is another
duty which Tena-Nal will have while King of Poneclia. I trust,
Nonya, you have heard of the Etoiya?”

“Yes, Great King.
That is the name of the sea-faring people beyond
Poneclia.”

“True, but not
the whole truth, Nonya. They are fine sailors, at least as good as
those from Poneclia. But they are not quite one people. It’s true
they speak with a single tongue, but their cities rule only
themselves. There is no King of the Etoiya.

“That is an
opportunity the Lord of Kings and Nations should take advantage of.
Making those people and their cities our subjects would bring us
wealth. Their cities, while small, are I’m told quite grand, and
they have mines of silver and gold. Their talents as sailors could
benefit us, both with our trade and with our conquests of lands
beyond what we already have. Most of all, though, would be the
potential victory that would result of placing the Etoiya under our
domain.” The Great King shook his head again. “Am I boring you,
young lady?”

“No,” Nonya
replied quickly. “I mean, no, Great King. Father told me a good
wife of a Prince should know about the world, to better help her
husband survive.”

The Great King
shrugged. “I would not wish to burden you.”

“Knowledge is no
burden, Great King.”

“Not even to a
woman?”

“No, Great
King.”

“You have strange
ways, young lady. Still, if you are not bored by men’s talk, I
shall continue.”

“Please do, Great
King.”

“I shall. Now,
where was I?”

“You said
something about a potential victory, Great King, once the Etoiya
was under your rule, or that of your son.”

“Yes, that. I
suppose you know the trouble the Horse Folk cause
us?”

“I do, Great
King. Even though their people are cousins to Cunarra, they still
raid our lands from time to time.”

“True. I have
faced them in battle, as has your father, and his father before
him. The Horse Folk always run if they have not the numbers, or the
belly for battle. They run east. They run west. They run north
sometimes. If they cannot win, they will run from our
soldiers.

“If the Etoiya
are under our domain, we may have the means to cease the endless
fight of the Horse Folk. An army can march from those lands to
strike at them from the west. Another army would go at them from
the east, from Cunarra. The two armies can limit where the Horse
Folk run to. Press them on two sides, so that they have not the
numbers to crush either army. That would be the great victory,
young lady.

“With the Horse
Folk dealt with, we can bring them under our rule. We can tame
their riders, and make them fight for us. We might then conquer the
Veld people, beyond the Etoiya, then turn our eyes east, to the
nations there we know of, but have little contact with. Break the
will of the Horse Folk, and my descendants will not merely be
masters of the known world, but of the entire
world.”

“It is a great
vision, Father,” Tena-Nal said.

“What of you,
young lady? Have you any view of my vision?”

Nonya paused for a
moment. “It is indeed a great vision, Great King,” she replied,
feeling neither skeptical nor taken with his plan.

“Good.”

“Will that be
Tena-Nal’s duty, Great King? Conquest of the
Etoiya?”

“No,” the Great
King answered, “not at first. My youngest son is to keep his eyes
and ears open. He will watch over Poneclia, and gather knowledge of
the Etoiya. He will consult with Tisi-Rol, and pass along what he
learns. When my oldest son is ready, then he will march upon the
Etoiya. If he requires Tena-Nal’s support, he will ask, and his
brother will obey.”

Tena-Nal bowed his
head. “I shall, Father, I promise.”

The Great King smiled
to his son. “Indeed, my boy, indeed.” He turned back to Nonya.
“There is something else I must instruct you in.”

“What, Great
King?”

“No doubt your
father has filled you with dreams of children.”

“Not as such,
Great King. He’s told me it would be my duty as wife to bear my
husband sons, and to pray to Joa for fertility.”

The Great King raised
his right hand. “You need not give such prayers, Nonya. You will
bear my boy no children.”

Nonya was silent for a
moment. “Great King?”

The Great King smiled
to her. “Oh, I do not expect you to refuse my son. You’ll make a
man of him, and make him happy in your marriage bed.” The smile
disappeared. “But, you will both swear an oath before the Gods that
you will not have children of your own.”

“Why, Great
King?”

The Great King turned
to his son. “You’ve been quiet, boy. Tell the woman you’re about to
marry why she won’t bear you sons, or daughters.”

Tena-Nal nodded. “Yes,
Father.” He shifted on the bed so he faced her. “Nonya, if you bear
sons, they will be in the Royal Line of Succession. If they are
willful, they might challenge Tisi-Rol’s sons to be Lord of Kings
and Nations.”

“Challenge them?”
Nonya replied.

“Yes. Tosa-Dal
and I have already sworn an oath, to our older brother, and to
Father, that we shall do nothing to challenge Tisi-Rol when Father
passes to the Gods. Father has chosen his successor, and we must
honor Father, and the man the Gods will allow to be Lord of Kings
and Nations. If we could bring but daughters from your womb, that
would be acceptable.”

“My magister
assures me there is no magic to make such births happen,” the Great
King said. “Therefore, young lady, you and Tena-Nal will be careful
in your marriage.”

“Great King, will
that not bring shame upon us?”

“Not at all. Yes,
the men around me expressed concerns about shame. No doubt there
will be rumors among the noble families. I intend to make it clear,
during the wedding feast, that this will be another way my younger
sons will express their loyalty to Tisi-Rol.” He smiled again. “Do
not fear, Nonya. My son has learned how to be careful. He is no
doubt eager to instruct you.”

“If you say so,
Great King,” Nonya said.

“I do. Besides,
you should thank the Gods for such a blessing. My own wife died
attempting to bear a son, and my elder sister died not long after
bearing a daughter. Unlike many women, you might be blessed with a
long life. Take pleasure in that, young lady.”

Nonya bowed her head.
“I will do as you say, Great King.”

“Good. I wish I
could allow you and my son time to yourselves, but it’s the
afternoon, and people are going here and there throughout the
Palace grounds. There is no law against a couple about to be
married getting to know each other, but common folk think such
things are a bad omen. Besides, you will need to wash, and dress
properly for the wedding banquet.”

“Dress properly,
Great King? Am I not dressed properly now?”

“No, Nonya. Your
dress is pleasant, but not that of the future wife of a Prince. You
must wear colors. You must have some silver on you. Fear not. I’ll
send for the Mistress of the Household. She’ll see that you are
properly dressed. I’ll also send your father by. His party will be
my guests for the next six days. He should know where to find his
daughter.”

The Great King held out
his right hand. Nonya took it. He pulled her to her feet. “You will
have a busy afternoon and evening, Nonya, daughter of King Doartis.
You will have a good night’s rest tonight, then tomorrow you will
join our family. Welcome.”

Nonya bowed her head
again. “I am honored, Great King.”

“We are honored
by your coming here.” He let go of her hand, then turned to his
son. “Come.”

Tena-Nal stood up. He
turned to Nonya. “It was good to see you, up close.”

Nonya smiled to him.
“It was good to meet you, too.”

He nodded to her, then
followed his father out of the room.

Nonya sat down on the
bed again. A busy two
days, she thought,
but then what shall I do with
myself?
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The morning after her
wedding, Nonya came down to what was called the “Royal Family’s
Room” and found no one there.

Tena-Nal had already
left for the morning. A slave had brought them breakfast. They ate,
he kissed her cheek, and told her he had to continue his studies.
Nonya took time, once he was gone, to clean herself up for the day.
She had no desire to lie around in bed. Her first thought was to go
down the stairs, in the hope that other members of her new family
were awake so that she could meet them.

However, the room was
empty, except for one young woman, a slave, quietly cleaning the
floor. Nonya knew it wasn’t wise to engage in a conversation with
the woman. If a slave didn’t finish their work they could be
beaten, and Nonya wouldn’t wish that on anyone. She was also no
sure what the young woman would say if she asked her questions. A
slave was unlikely to tell the truth; if the truth wasn’t
flattering, that could lead to a beating, or worse.

Nonya decided to sit in
one of the chairs, and clear her mind of thoughts. She’d learned
where the main buildings and gardens were in relation to this one
and to the Throne of the World. An exploration of the Palace
grounds seemed a good idea to her. She decided to take some time to
recall her instruction before venturing out.

She was startled out of
her thinking by the sound of a man clearing his throat. She opened
her eyes and looked over the man standing a pace in front of her.
He was not tall, but his arms hinted at a strong build. His beard
was modest, which made it seem he was perhaps a decade older then
she. He was dressed like any man of high status she’d met, but
unlike those men, he had a sword sheathed at his left
hip.

“Princess, I hate
to disturb you,” he said. His voice was deep.

Nonya shook her head.
“No, I was lost in thought. I should have been paying more
attention. Who might you be, sir?”

“I am Asi-Ku,
Princess, a General in the army of the Lord of Kings and
Nations.”

“A General? What
brings you here?”

“You,
Princess.”

“Me?”

“Yes, Princess.
The Lord of Kings and Nations has instructed me to take you on a
tour of the Palace grounds.”

Nonya was at once
skeptical of the man. “I hardly think I need a General to show me
around. Do you not agree, General?”

The man smiled and
bowed his head. “You are a sharp young woman, Princess.”

“Thank you. What
are your true orders?”

“Princess, the
Lord of Kings and Nations wishes me to learn if you know your place
as the wife of his youngest son. If you do not, I am to instruct
you in your place.”

She smiled to him. “I
see no harm in that. Besides, I was thinking about wandering the
grounds of the Palace. You might keep me from getting
lost.”

She was pleased to see
him smile back. “That would be most unfortunate,
Princess.”

She rose from the
chair. “Where shall we go first, General?”

“One of the
gardens is close by, Princess.”

She nodded to him. She
fell in behind him as he left the building and turned towards the
nearby garden. Outside she noticed that the Palace ground was paved
with stones. Most were their natural sand color, but some were
colored white. She saw that the white ones created paths, and that
the General led her along one such path to the garden.

“I’m aware of my
duties as Tena-Nal’s wife, General,” she said a few paces from the
building. “Have I any duties as Princess?”

“No, Princess,
not while you are here, I’m afraid say,” he replied without looking
at her.

“What am I to
do?”

“I cannot
say.”

“Did you know
that the Great King has forbidden us from starting a
family?”

“Everyone in the
Palace knows that, Princess. It’s no secret.”

She walked behind him
for several more paces. It wasn’t until they reached the two small
columns that marked one of the entrances to the garden that she
chose to ask about what the General had said. “Why isn’t it a
secret, General?”

He stopped and looked
around. Nonya wasn’t sure he’d have seen anyone nearby, considering
how tall the flowers and trees in the garden were. “Let us get on
the path, Princess, and I will answer your question.”

She gave him a nod.
“Lead on, then, General.”

He resumed walking, but
at a much slower pace than before. From a distance, she was aware
that the Palace gardens were bordered by long, thin stretches of
grass. She thought she recognized the wild wheat that grew in
Cunarra bordering one of the other gardens. The grass bordering
this one seemed more common. It wasn’t until she was a few steps in
that she saw a sign sticking up from the grass that said the grass
was native to Odiguth.

“The Great Kings
take plants from the lands they conquer, General,” she said, “along
with statues and other objects.”
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