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"Things are simple only to the young, Edrun," said Kemmel, carefully shaving a wafer thin slice of cheese from the block in his hand. "There are no such things as yes and no, or black and white, but a host of ifs and buts and maybes, and a thousand shades of grey. And nothing is ever, ever as simple as it appears at first sight."

 

Kemmel KeiUzvath Kel Chernugo Ordicad, Soldier, Sage, Cheese-parer.
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Unexpected Arrivals

 

 

"Welcome, Edrun. Three times welcome! My home is your home!" Adaraic Kalalutorm clasped the tall figure of his friend Edrun Sulandax in a bear-hug. Edrun's response was as warm, but Adaraic could tell that his comrade in arms was tired. Very tired, a tiredness that had nothing to do with the steep climb half way up the great rock on which Chailam Kalalutorm, the citadel of the town of Amronulu, was perched. Adaraic looked carefully into his friend's face. Tired...or something else? The lean features were drawn with weariness, the dark, deep-set eyes, usually so intense, were smiling but lacking in lustre.

"And it is with joy that I hear your welcome, Mound-brother," said Edrun, clapping Adaraic on the shoulders. He seemed to rally somewhat, a glimmer of the old energy forcing its way back into his face. "This is Jina, of whom you have heard but despite everything that we have shared together have not yet met. Jina, this is my Mound-brother Adaraic, of whom I have spoken."

He put his hand out to the slim, dark-haired woman who sat quietly beside him. Silence fell upon the group of a dozen or more people clustered about them as they stood in the afternoon sunshine. Above them bulked the walls of the outer bailey, cliffs of meticulously crafted masonry, impenetrable stone. Behind them the twin bastions of the Gatehouse frowned down, grim reminders that such things were all too often needed in a world where violence could erupt at any moment. Only the stamping of a horse broke the sudden stillness. Eyes turned to Edrun's wife, waiting to see what she would do.

Jina was sitting on a stone bench just inside the gate, hands demurely folded in her lap, eyes unfocussed, staring at nothing. On her other side a gangly young man of perhaps sixteen or seventeen watched attentively. Zan, their servant, stood ready to help her in any way that he could. Edrun bent his head slightly towards her. His hand hovered near hers.

"Jina," he whispered. "Please greet Adaraic."

A smile blossomed on Jina's face as she took Edrun's proffered hand at last. Gazing at him she rose, then, still holding his hand, she turned to Adaraic.

 "Cousine Jina," said Adaraic softly with a polite bow. "Welcome and thrice welcome to Amronulu. I am Adaraic Kalalutorm Adaraicad, called Rik. My name is yours to speak."

"Greetings, Cousin Adaraic," said Jina in a loud, firm voice that startled those listening. "I am Firajinaudun Kadicath Sulandax, called Jina. My name be spoken with yours."

Adaraic glanced sideways at Edrun.

"We are progressing, brother," smiled Edrun. "We are progressing. But may we speak inside? We have much to say."

Adaraic shook himself as if to clear his head. "Of course, of course." He turned to those standing around, clapping his hands loudly. "Let it be known that Lord Edrun Sulandax and his Chosen Lady Jina Sulandax are the most noble guests of Amronulu, and they shall be accorded all the rights and privileges of their station. You! Inform my Father that we have guests. You there! Tell the Steward that Lord and Lady Sulandax shall require the apartment of the Garden of Ivrian. Wine here! Bring the welcome-cup and the bread of harmony! Somebody summon a Priest to pronounce the Rite of Arrival! Well? Stop dithering about and move!" This last was a little unfair as people had begun running well before he had finished speaking, dashing away at top speed. Adaraic turned again to Edrun and Jina. "This is very sudden! You should have sent word ahead, Lady Jina, so that we could have welcomed you as befits your rank."

Jina said nothing, the smiled having vanished as abruptly as it had come. Adaraic looked questioningly at Edrun, unsure as to what to do next. Jina, he knew, had been heavily drugged by Edrun's enemies in an attempt to reduce her to a totally docile automaton. Edrun had managed to rescue her before the treatment had been fully complete and she had begun to recover, but no-one really knew what side effects might manifest themselves, or even what path that recovery might take.

"Edrun?" Adaraic said out of the side of his mouth. "What is happening?"

"All shall be explained, Rik," murmured Edrun. "All shall be explained, but not here. Wait until we have some privacy."

Edrun looked about the castle yard a little uneasily. Quite plainly every one of the growing crowd knew who these new arrivals were. It was a fair bet, he thought to himself wryly, that stories of the exploits of the mighty Lord Sulandax had been told and retold, probably with considerable embellishment. He sighed. To be paraded about for the edification of the crowd was the last thing that he needed right now, but a Lord of the Gathering had obligations, one of which was to accept hero-worship graciously. He became aware that Adaraic was speaking again, still loudly so that all about them could plainly hear his words.

"If you could only have given us some warning we could have had a proper welcome ready for you, Cousin Edrun! You have to remember that you are a hero, the victor of the battle of Edrunsula, the man who bested Adaraic Kalalutorm at Garinesigas! You are a living legend!"

Edrun snorted. "Do you seriously expect me to believe that you allow stories of your ignominious defeat at Garinesigas to circulate in your own Chailam? If someone tried that with our late and unlamented friend Ordron of Chailam Dratzi, the bard would be dangling from the rafters with a slow fire under him before you could say 'River Goddess'."

"Nonsense, brother," laughed Adaraic. "It was a glorious defeat! And now that we are not only Mound-brothers but have also shared a victory together, at the celebrated battle of Edrunsula, our fame is united. There is more glory in defeat at the hands of Edrun Sulandax than in a dozen victories over the Mailaranarad or the Kalarndu! But enough of this. Here come the Lords of Amronulu, my Lord Adaraic of Ryna and the Lady Meraima Sugaidian." He bent closer to Edrun, whispering, "Mum and Dad."

At the far side of the outer bailey, directly opposite the Gatehouse, atop a broad flight of sixteen stone stairs, a great pair of bronze-studded double doors stood open. On the eighth stair, on a wide platform, was a horned altar upon which a small fire burnt. A Priest in the blue and white robes of an Awakened of Haldin stood spooning incense into the flames, muttering prayers. As he did so a large man wearing the plain tunic, leggings and padded cap of an ordinary man-at-arms appeared, along with a dozen much more elegantly attired companions, from out of the doors eight steps above the Priest. Beside him was a handsome, spear-straight woman whose attire, while simple of design, was quite obviously very expensive. The large man spread his arms. Instant silence swept across the courtyard.

Word seemed to have fled around the town like fire before the wind. Scores, perhaps hundreds of people were cramming themselves into the bailey yard, all obviously agog to catch a glimpse of the heroic Lord Sulandax and his wife. Men-at-arms pushed through the crowds to form a phalanx around Edrun, Jina, Adaraic and Zan, protecting them from the growing crush, forcing their way forward to create an avenue along which the newcomers could approach the altar, where they halted.

As soon as they had stopped, a second Priest and a Priestess joined the first at the altar to begin the Rite of Arrival. In turn they gave thanks to first Haldin, Greatest and Mightiest, then to Phorema, Mother and Protectress, and finally to Thambai, whom Edrun had never heard of before. As each brief prayer was spoken, the crowd chanted the response. As the last response died away and the chatter of the crowd resumed, Adaraic offered Jina his arm. Jina appeared not to notice.

"Take Adaraic's arm, my dear," whispered Edrun. Instantly the bright smile reappeared on Jina's face and she took Adaraic's arm. The three of them, with Zan trailing behind, ascended the steps on the eastern side of the altar, the proper side for those arriving. As they reached the broad patio at the top, Edrun and Jina were formally introduced to Lord Adaraic of Ryna, Master of Amronulu and Chieftain of the Kalalutorm, and to his wife the Lady Meraima.

"Welcome and thrice welcome to you both, Cousin Edrun, Cousine Jina," boomed Lord Adaraic of Ryna. "As son and daughter you shall be to us. Our home is your home for so long as you may wish." So saying he swept them through the doors into an inner vestibule that was a direct contrast to the sombre granite of the exterior. Here the intricately carved stonework was painted in bright pigments. Life-size statues of men and women stood or sat in alcoves along the walls, likewise painted in colours so subtle that almost they seemed to be alive.

Gaily coloured tapestries and drapes bedecked the walls, while light filtered in through window panes of tinted vellum. The party progressed along panelled corridors and colonnaded cloisters, across paved courtyards and through high halls, chatting and talking as if Edrun and Jina were indeed a son and a daughter who had just returned after a long absence. Edrun tried to keep up with the conversation, obliged, perforce, to speak for Jina as well. She herself said not a word.

Eventually they arrived at what Edrun soon discovered was the south of the Chailam. Here the party was ushered into a wide and sumptuous apartment whose main room led out onto a south-facing balcony that looked down onto a small walled garden. Servants had already laid out a table with carafes of wine and plates of food, and were in the process of bringing more when Lord Adaraic halted them, shooing everyone except Edrun, Jina, Adaraic and the Lady Meraima out of the room. Zan seemed to be included in this general dismissal and turned to go, but Edrun called him back. Meraima seemed about to demur, but Edrun beat her to it.

"This young man is Zan KeiSulandax, our most loyal and trusted servant. He has been with us throughout all our trials, and is privy to all that concerns us. He shall serve us as we talk." Meraima nodded agreement, although Edrun sensed that she would have sniffed had she not been so well-mannered.

"And talk we shall, young Edrun," agreed Lord Adaraic. "Rik here has told us much of your adventures, but it would seem that there is much yet that we have not heard, and we would hear it, if you can bear the telling. However, I must say that I wish you could have sent your man here on ahead so that we could have made proper preparations for your arrival."

Edrun had sunk with a sigh of relief into a deeply upholstered couch next to Jina, taking her hand, as the older man was speaking. Now he smiled tiredly as he held out a saucer to Zan for wine.

"To be quite honest, Sir, we nearly did not arrive. We were very comfortable at an inn in a little village on the river bank. We were there for an entire Trine, resting, walking together, talking a little during Jina's brief lucid periods. I spent most of the time sitting at the window, gazing at the river, gazing at the stars, gazing at Jina, wondering what to do. I knew that coming here would be the best thing for Jina, but I was sorely tempted to pass by and take our chances elsewhere."

"Wherever else would you have gone?" gasped the younger Adaraic.

"I do not know, Rik," said Edrun. "Kalion Ulu, perhaps. It is wondrous large, so I hear, and a man and a woman could lose themselves within it and never be found again. I have a purse heavy with gold, Mound-brother. We could have vanished into the City of the Kings and lived very comfortably for a long time. I must admit that I was tempted, for although I appreciate all the kind words and the adulation of the people outside, the title of 'Lord' does not sit comfortably on my shoulders."

"But you came here nevertheless," said Meraima.

Edrun nodded. "For Jina's sake. She needs very special care and attention, and I was not sure that I could give her the protection that she needs in Kalion Ulu. Those responsible for her condition are still at large and, I have no doubt, are seeking revenge. Here at least there are people whom I know and trust."

"This is going to take a very long time," said Jina clearly and loudly. Taken completely by surprise, the others stared at her as if she had suddenly honked like a goose. "I listened with great care to the words of those who administered these diabolical drugs to me, and I have gained some understanding of them and of their effects. I shall return to normal--or at least, nearly normal--in due time, but it will not be soon. It will take many Trine, perhaps even years before I can say that I am fully free of Haris Falanaic, the Prison of Dreams."

"Then..." said Meraima hesitantly, "then, you can understand somewhat of what you hear when you are under the influence of the drugs?"

"Not merely somewhat, my Lady," said Jina ruefully. "I hear and feel and see everything, with a greater clarity and acuity that when I was 'normal'. That is what is most hateful about this whole matter and why it is called the Prison of Dreams. It is quite literally that. A prisoner in a dungeon of stone and bronze is fully aware of all that happens about her. She can hear and feel and see, but she is fully constrained, unable to get out, or go anywhere, or do anything. The victim of the Prison of Dreams is a prisoner of her own mind. She sees and hears and feels all, but can do nothing about it. Her will is not her own, and she will do whatever she is told to do. She is like a child's doll, twisted in any direction at the owner's whim or fancy, unable to protest or argue or refuse."

"My dear, I had no idea," said Meraima, clearly appalled at Jina's words. She knelt beside the younger woman, taking her other hand in hers. "You shall stay here for as long as you wish, be that forever if that is your desire. As a daughter you were welcomed to our home, and as a daughter you shall be loved." But Jina made no more response. She had lapsed back into apathy. Meraima looked up at Edrun, confusion and pain in her eyes.

"And thus it is, my Lady," said Edrun softly, kissing Jina's hand. "For several days after we brought her out of Chailam Dratzi she was completely silent, her eyes quite empty. Then she spoke for the first time since her ordeal began, no more than a few whispered words, barely audible. She spoke a few more the next morning, and a few more from time to time on subsequent days before her mind returned once more to its cage. She spoke much this afternoon in the courtyard, and again just now, the most she has spoken since her healing began. She will do exactly as I say when she is apathetic, but otherwise she sits quietly, doing nothing. I believe that this shall be the pattern of her recovery, moments of lucidity before returning to apathy." 

Meraima, standing, stroked Jina's raven hair. "And she shall have everything that she needs to speed that recovery, Edrun. We shall pray that the lucid periods become ever longer and the times of apathy ever shorter until she is restored to her full self again. The Gods shall aid her."

"And in the meantime," said Adaraic of Ryna, "we would hear your story, young Edrun, if you would care to share it with us. Rik has told us much, but there is much more to learn, I would guess. I understand that our less than well-loved neighbour Ordron Mailaranarad is even more deeply involved in all this than we guessed, and I would like to know what the scheming little bastard is up to now."

"One moment, Father," said Rik. "Edrun, did I hear you aright earlier when you said 'the late, unlamented Ordron'? Is he dead?"

"I am not sure, Rik. He may be. He was severely wounded when last I saw him, and it may be that his wound set him on the path of the Sixth Stage."

"Then tell us, man," said Adaraic of Ryna. "Tell us all. What is it now?" This last was to a man-at-arms who entered suddenly to whisper in his ear. The old man's eyebrows shot up. He touched the man's arm. "Go to the Steward at once. Tell him to make ready for a full formal welcome. Hurry!" As the man hurried away, the Lord of Amronulu turned to look slowly around at the others in the room. He chewed his bottom lip.

"Father?" said Adaraic.

"Adaraic?" said Meraima, looking worried. "What is it, my dear? You look quite put out!"

"Well," said the old man slowly, "this is a day of excitements, no doubt of it. It would appear that young Edrun and Jina here are not to be our only unexpected guests this afternoon. There is a saying that if you speak the name of the Visitor, he may well appear before you. That man just brought word that more arrivals are on the way."

Edrun's jaw dropped. "Not Ordron Mailaranarad, surely!"

Adaraic of Ryna chuckled humourlessly. "Close, but not in the bull's-eye. It would seem that the Lady Ala Mailaranarad is to be with us shortly to take up an invitation given some time ago, but as her cousin Ordron is unable to travel at this time, she is accompanied by his younger brother, the Lord Vaided Mailaranarad. Nor is this simply a social call. I am given to understand that they are on an errand of some considerable importance."
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More Visitors

 

 

"I think," said Adaraic of Ryna after a few moments of silence, "that we all have information to share. And bear in mind that our guests are rapidly approaching. We have only a little time, so we should make it quick. We can go over the details later. You first, Edrun. You say that Ordron is dead. What happened?"

Edrun shook his head. "I do not know that he is dead, Sir, only that his injuries seemed to me to be such that it would be unlikely that he would survive them, especially after having to endure a long ride before having proper and expert attention."

"What happened?" repeated Adaraic the Elder.

"After we left your son and his men we made for Murmika, where we found the Headman's komral burned and Jina abducted by Ordron's men. We headed for Chailam Dratzi in pursuit, but were taken prisoner a second time. We managed to escape but were pursued across the north plains to the Doora Orthikaelaran, the Woods of the Standing Stone. There Ordron came upon us. He and I fought in single combat on a bridge over the Ferung Brook, and I bested him. He was wounded--mortally I would have thought--with a spear thrust to the midriff, and I managed to drag him from the parapet of the bridge in the nick of time. Had I not done so, he would have fallen into the stream and there perished for sure. His men gathered him up and bore him away, back, I must assume, to Chailam Dratzi."

He said nothing of the strange Priestess Kryde, and of the spell she had sung to summon the demons to terrify the Mailaranarad men-at-arms into abject flight, nor of the deaths of Adeta and Lanis. Keep it brief, Lord Adaraic had said. Such details would require a lot of explanation, and Edrun was much too tired. 

"Well, well," said Lord Adaraic, scratching his chin. "It may be that we would all have been better off if you had let the slimy little sod slide into the river. Let the river demons have him, say I."

"So it may well be that he is dead," said Edrun.

"I rather think not," opined Meraima. "We would surely have heard of it by now if he was. News of the death of a Clan Chieftain travels very fast indeed, and as the Mailaranarad are neighbours we would have had an invitation to the inauguration of the new Chieftain."

"If that is the case, then we can assume that our latest visitors are not here to tell us of the death of their brother," said Adaraic the Younger to his Mother in a voice heavy with meaning. "An invitation of long standing. I wonder what that could mean, Mother?"

"Rikki," began Meraima then paused awkwardly.

"Mother?" pressed Adaraic.

"My dear, you know how I think only of your well-being and of the future of the family..." Adaraic snorted.

"This about Ala, isn't it, Mother? We have spoken at length about this, and it is simply not going to happen!"

"Now, dear, we have to talk about this rationally and calmly. The Lady Ala is a very good catch. She could be a sound strategic addition to the clan. And she is not bad looking either."

"Mother, I am not going to marry Ala Mailaranarad, and that is final." He folded his arms across his chest.

"Don't be surly, Rikki," said his Mother as she stood up, talking down to him as if he was a five-year-old. "You are not a peasant!"

Edrun looked from Adaraic to his Mother to his Father, who was sitting back in his chair studying the ceiling.

"My Lord Husband," Meraima said, "I do believe that there are matters that require our attention."

"Of course, my dearest," murmured the Lord of Ryna meekly, as he downed the last of his wine before grunting to his feet.

"We shall hope that the younger members of the family shall attend the welcome if they are able to find the time within their busy schedules," said Meraima sarcastically from the door. She turned to Edrun and Jina, her voice soft once more. "We would be honoured if you would stand with our family at the welcome, Lord Edrun, Lady Jina. We all know, however, what inferences would inevitably be drawn from such a position, and we shall respect your choice absolutely. Should you choose to remain here for now, nothing shall be diminished, neither your welcome here, nor our friendship." Making a small formal curtsy she turned and left. The Lord of Ryna gave them one querying glance, shrugged, and followed her.

Edrun turned to Adaraic, a chuckle in his voice. "Rikki?"

"Don't call me that," snapped Adaraic as testily as any five-year-old. "Rik, if you will, but not Rikki. I am not a child!"

"Of course not," said Edrun soothingly. "You are a big boy now. Tell me about Ala, big boy."

Adaraic poured them both more wine. With a sigh he plumped himself down in the chair that his Father had just vacated. "Lord Vaided, Ordron's Dad and a most noble man indeed," he said with a wry smile, "would visit us occasionally just as we would travel from time to time to Chailam Dratzi. The two families were never particularly close, but it was good diplomacy to maintain social contacts and we were all on more or less good terms. I have known Ordron since we were children, of course, and I never liked him. The Kalalutorm and the Mailaranarad had not met in battle for a generation, but I have known all along that we would come to a show-down one day - and, as you know only too well, I was proven right. I also knew Ala, a younger cousin of Ordron's, but never took much notice of her. Whenever we visited or they called, there were always lots of families coming and going--Kalalutorm, Kalarndu, Sugaidian, Icorkaishu, Jemegaidi, others--brothers and sisters, cousins and cousines all over the place, all of them posturing and manoeuvring even at that age.

"Then, about a year ago, I turned twenty-one, and Mother decided that it was time for me to get married. She started looking around for an 'appropriate young lady' to be my partner in life. What she came up with, of all people, was Ala Mailaranarad."

"And what is wrong with that?"

"Have you ever met Ala?"

"Yes. Just the once, though, and briefly at that. She seemed quite nice."

"She giggles!"

"But she is very pretty. Very pretty indeed."

"But she giggles!"

Edrun laughed. "So she giggles! So what? Most women giggle. And a lot of men. My brother Tai giggles."

"Nobody is asking me to marry your brother Tai!" snapped Adaraic.

"All right, all right! This is a silly conversation, anyway. Are we going to welcome them?"

Adaraic eyed him warily. "Are you sure that you want to join us? It would be perfectly acceptable for you simply to meet them later, informally, in the Great Hall at dinner tonight."

"Why should we do that?" asked Edrun. "What is wrong with standing by you when they are welcomed?"

"Because," said Adaraic carefully, "if you stand beside me and my Father on the steps of our Chailam with your Chosen One by your side, joining the family to welcome a guest, you are as good as swearing allegiance to the Kalalutorm, tying your banner to our mast. The welcome is a most sacred rite performed only by members of the family and their Priests and Priestesses, Edrun. If you join with us in such a rite in public, the world will know that the Sulandax are one with the Kalalutorm. Our friends and allies will be your friends and allies. Our foes will be your foes. Are you so sure of us?" 

For long moments Edrun looked into Adaraic's face. Adaraic returned stare for stare.

"And my friends will be your friends, my foes your foes?"

Adaraic nodded. "Even so!"

"Are you so sure of me?"

A slow smile spread over Adaraic's face. "We have talked of this, all the family together, and all agreed in principle that should such an opportunity present itself, it would be good to have the Sulandax with us. We left the final decision as to whether to invite you or not to Mother."

Edrun looked surprised. "I would have thought that your Father would be the one to make that decision."

Adaraic shook his head. "Mother is Awakened to the glory of Phorema, our Lady of the Harvest. She is very wise in these matters, and deeply insightful. We always defer to her judgement in such things and she has never failed us yet. Father is much less diplomatic. He is more likely to run a spear through someone than to sit down and talk about things. Although I must admit that even Mother was a bit flustered. Nobody could have foreseen that such a perfect opportunity would come so soon, and I suspect that she was nervous. She does not like making snap decisions."

"Nervous? Your Mother?"

"Oh, yes," laughed Adaraic. "That is why she called me Rikki. She always talks down to Kel--my brother Kolubal, that is--and me when she is agitated. It makes her feel more in control, I think." The smile left his face as he stood up. "I go to join my family to welcome our guests. Lord Sulandax, what is your will?"

Edrun rose likewise, turning to Jina as he did so. "Come, my dearest," he said gently. "Take my hand. We have guests to welcome, and we must make haste to join our family."

Adaraic bounded around the table to take both Edrun and Jina in his arms. He hugged them, kissing them both on the cheek, then, without another word, released them, and headed for the door.

Swiftly Adaraic made his way back to the Great North Door, the ceremonial portal through which Edrun and Jina, who were following him closely, had been admitted a little earlier. They spoke little, Adaraic and Edrun lost in their thoughts, Jina locked inside her mind but bereft of will, absolutely obedient to Edrun's requests.

Shortly they passed through the open doorway and onto the flagstoned patio at the top of the steps. Here they were met by Meraima, who drew them all to the front where she quickly positioned them according to the strict laws of Kalionali protocol. Lord Adaraic stood behind and slightly to the east side of the altar stone, the welcome side, while Meraima stood at his left. To Lord Adaraic's right were his eldest son Adaraic, then his second son Kolubal, then his third son Shoma. To Meraima's left stood Edrun, to his left Jina. No Kalionali noble-born seeing them standing thus could misunderstand the order of privilege and seniority, the relationships one to the other, and to the bonds between them. More than a few of the common folk who were once again filling the courtyard understood the symbolism as well, and there was much murmuring and nodding of heads.

Little of this registered with Edrun. His gaze swept the far distances, the heights above him, the green plains of DrummGrissa spread out at his feet, the blue line of the River Kaen below the Rock of Amron, wending its way across the plain to join with the more distant line of the River Grissa. Beyond that again was more green, which faded into the white line of the Aeva Agonalukin, the distant mountains, the Home of the Snows to the north. Some trick of the evening light made them appear to be preternaturally clear so that, although he knew it would be four hard days' ride even to the foothills, yet still it seemed that if he did but stretch out his hand he could touch them. He gazed at them with mixed feelings.

It had been in those mountains, in a single dreadful moment, that that he had lost dozens of comrades-in-arms, together with their women, children and servants, as well as a considerable fortune in gold. They had been camped out for the night on the high pass when an avalanche had swept almost the entire column off the narrow way to a dreadful death in the valley far below. Edrun had no cause to love Aeva Agonalukin, yet somehow they exerted a strange fascination, almost as if they were drawing him to them, like a bee is drawn to the flower. Through his mind there flashed fantasies of walking through those white, pristine snows, across ridges of gleaming argent, free of all cares or constraints or responsibilities.

Meraima squeezed his hand, bringing him back to reality.

From the road outside came the sound of many horses approaching. Moments later a large party, some fifty strong, rode under the Gatehouse to dismount just inside. Men-at-arms, servants, companions hurriedly formed themselves into an orderly party at the head of which were two young people, a man and a woman, whom Edrun could identify immediately at Ala Mailaranarad and her cousin Vaided. He had met both during his most recent visit to their home at Chailam Dratzi, a brief but bitter memory that was still raw within him. With an effort he forced his feelings back under control. After all, it had not been Ala or Vaided who had harmed him but Ordron. Ala he had met only the once almost in passing, and Vaided, a cheerful, open-faced eighteen-year-old, had seemed a most likeable young man. They had ridden together on the day of the hunt that he had joined on his brief stay, and had proven himself an excellent companion.

Edrun watched as the Rite of Arrival was repeated for Ala and Vaided. When it was done, the pair walked up the steps to be greeted in turn by the Lords of Amronulu and their sons, then presented to the Lords Sulandax. Both the Mailaranarad had seen Edrun and Jina as they approached so they were not taken completely by surprise, but they were clearly somewhat disconcerted to see the pair standing before the Great North Door as family members of the Kalalutorm. Vaided rallied almost at once, embracing Edrun like a long-lost brother and bowing respectfully to Jina.

"Cousin Edrun, I am most gratified to find you well."

"As I am you, Cousin Vaided. I look back on the day of the hunt with fondest memories." It was not a lie, he told himself. He had enjoyed the day greatly. The following night had been a horror, but the day had been good. Then, choosing his words carefully, he said, "And how is my Cousin Ordron?"

Vaided grinned. "He is well. At least, he is alive and getting better. Someone stuck a spear in him, I understand, but it was a noble fight and the winner worthy of praise. Ordron acknowledges that his opponent was the better man on the day and looks forward to sharing a wine with him some time soon."

"Cousin Ordron is most magnanimous."

"And you have met the Lady Ala, previously, I think."

"Indeed I have. Cousine Ala, welcome and thrice welcome. I am Edrun Sulandax. My name is yours to speak." He placed his left hand on his chest, extending his right hand forward, palm outwards.

Ala giggled as she reciprocated the gesture. "I am Ala Mailaranarad. My name be spoken with yours." She giggled again.

"This is my Chosen One, the Lady Jina."

Ala's composure suddenly seemed to melt away as she took Jina's hand. "We have met." Suddenly she threw her arms about Jina. "Jina! I am so sorry!"

"Hello, Ala," Jina replied, her voice the barest whisper.

Flustered, Ala let go of Jina, standing back awkwardly. 

"Come, my dears," said Meraima in Motherly tones, taking one of Ala's arms and one of Jina's in hers. "You must both be exhausted. Let us go and get you tidied up!" With that the company turned towards the door and began to make their way inside. Somewhere in the swirl of bodies Edrun managed to find Adaraic.

"What now?" he asked quietly.

"There shall be a feast of welcome, which begins shortly. Time to get ready. And Edrun! A word of caution!"

"What?" whispered Edrun.

"Be very, very careful. If you would live to see the dawn, you must do exactly as I say!"

"Of course," said Edrun anxiously. "What must I do?"

"Whatever happens, you must never, ever call me Rikki within Ala's hearing. If you do I shall surely disembowel you!"
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Politics in DrummGrissa

 

 

The Chamber of the Presence of the Kalalutorm was humming with festivity. Musicians played lively tunes from a balcony, the fires roared and the wine flowed. Adaraic had provided Edrun and Jina with a compete wardrobe of clothes from which they had chosen matching outfits based on the black and grey colouring and silver lily motifs of Edrun's parade cloak, the only decent item of clothing now in his possession. As the pair paused momentarily under the arch of the doorway in their austere but magnificent attire no one watching, which was everyone in the room, could doubt that the Lords Sulandax had arrived in Amronulu.

Edrun, with Jina on his arm and with Adaraic at his side, looked around, fascinated by the scene before him. His only other experience of such a place had been the Chamber of the Presence of the Mailaranarad in Chailam Dratzi, which was closely similar in design but larger, which struck him as rather odd. He had gained the impression that the Kalalutorm were far more numerous, far more powerful and much wealthier than the Mailaranarad, yet the Great Hall of the latter was almost twice the size of this one, and far more magnificent.

As at Chailam Dratzi, there were two huge fireplaces, but the room was no more than twenty-five paces long by perhaps ten wide at most. There were the same sixteen polycandelons, but they were smaller and more modest in design. There was the same high, vaulted ceiling but whereas the Mailaranarad boasted elaborately carved beams adorned with gold leaf, the simple cruck-beam roof of the Kalalutorm Hall was plain, seemingly almost rough-hewn, the timbers black with age.

"It may not be the most magnificent of halls in all of Kalion," said Adaraic, as if reading Edrun's thoughts, "but it is certainly one of the oldest. It is almost a thousand years since Kemba Scarface, first of the Kalalutorm, the People of the Great White Scar, called upon Haldin and Phorema to add their blessings to those of the Lady Thambai, sanctifying this ground upon which he began to build the Hall. Thirty-six generations of my family have feasted here, and on behalf of those ancestors I welcome you now to the Chamber of the Presence."

There was no time for further conversation. Preceded by a Chamberlain who announced their arrival with much thumping of a heavy staff, Edrun and Jina instantly swept up into a whirl of introductions and formal greetings that kept them circulating until Edrun began to feel dizzy. They met such a large number of people in such a very short space of time at such a speed that he quite lost track of who was who after the first three or four. There were cousins and cousines, uncles and aunts, second cousins and third cousins once-removed. There were Kalalutorm and Sugaidian, Adaraic's Mother's people, as well as the visiting Mailaranarad who included not only Vaided and Ala, but the Ladies Karion and Inadis, twin teenage cousins of Vaided who giggled just like their Cousine Ala.

Besides these there were several Kalarndu, Adaraic's kindred from the north-west of DrummGrissa, amongst them none other than Lord Terion, the man who had employed Edrun and the rest of Baran's Troop to help in their war against the Kalalutorm. He greeted Edrun like a long-lost brother, congratulating him on his entry into the Gathering. Despite the fact that they had been at war a little less than a year before, he and Adaraic seemed to be the best of friends. There were also a couple of men from the south, somewhat shorter than average and, unusually for young Kalionali men, fully bearded. Slim of build, they looked to Edrun to be slightly effeminate despite the facial hair. They were polite enough, Edrun noted, but their introduction was so brief as to be almost curt.

"What was their name again?" asked Edrun, nodding towards the two southerners when he was able to speak into Adaraic's ear.

"Jemegaidi. Amdis and Hirin. Kinsmen of the Chieftain, I think, a fellow called Garin. He is an odd sort, I must admit, although I have only ever met him briefly, thank Haldin! He thinks everyone is out to supplant him and is rumoured to have murdered most of his close kin, so these fellows would be no more than outlying twigs on the family tree. Mad as blue beer, if you ask me. Odd that they are here, though. Generally, Garin does not let his people stray too far in case they raise an army to destroy him. I must ask Father what they want. Keep an eye out for more of them. If these two are here openly, there are bound to be a couple more sent in disguise as observers."

"To spy on you?"

"No, on these two in case they hire an assassin."

"Jemegaidi," mused Edrun. "The People of the Armoured Fist. They sound quite unpleasant."

Adaraic laughed. "They are unpleasant. Your average goat has better table manners. They have some really nasty habits, too. They share their women in common, for example, and they never wash their hair. Have you ever heard of Nimheltaic?"

"No, I have not."

"The Trial of the Gauntlet is their way of solving disputes. Pray that you never get involved in one. It is a duel to the death, but instead of using civilized weapons like spears or even maces, they use armoured gloves equipped with razor sharp metal claws and go at each other like animals. Horrible stuff."

"Where are they from?"

"Their lands are actually not too far away, just to the south of us, on the foothills of the Aeva Ram, but mentally they are as far away as the other side of Indarial. I imagine that is what comes of too much interbreeding with one's own sheep. Keep them at arm's length, Edrun my friend. They are filthy people, foreigners and savages." Further conversation was forestalled by the striking of a gong to announce dinner.

Immediately, people began to gravitate towards the two long tables that were set up on opposite sides of the hall in the traditional manner. Stewards directed people to their places, a most important matter amongst the Kalionali; many a duel to the death had been fought simply because someone sat in the wrong seat. The Lords of the Gathering were jealous of their positions in society, guarding their rights and privileges zealously. Gossips would scan the tables in minute detail, looking for evidence of favour or, even more important, a fall from grace.

As protocol dictated, Adaraic of Ryna, wearing the coronet of Amronulu, sat at the centre of the eastern table [all Kalionali dining halls were oriented with the long axis running north to south], east being the male side, while the Lady Meraima sat opposite him at the centre of the western [female] table. To Adaraic's right, the side of the blood, sat his eldest son and heir apparent, Lord Adaraic the Younger, while to his left, the side of honour, sat his most distinguished guest, Lord Edrun. Next along, to Edrun's left, was Vaided Mailaranarad. The positioning was duly noted by the many observers, and its possible implications discussed in great detail.

Directly opposite Edrun on Meraima's right, appropriately, sat Jina, while directly opposite Adaraic the Younger, to the delight of the gossips, sat the Lady Ala, in the place where Adaraic's wife would have sat had he been married. Other members of the family and honoured guests were strung out along the boards, giving the gossips a feast of information to examine to see if any new threads of rumour or tittle-tattle could be teased out of their observations.

At a signal from Adaraic of Ryna, the Steward struck the gong three times. All rose, all noise fell away into silence. All hands rose up in attitude of prayer as the Priest of Haldin who had presided over their welcome stood forth. Beside him was a Priestess in the brown and gold robes of Phorema, while beside her stood a second Priestess in plain grey robes. The Priestess of Phorema draped her shawl over her shoulders and sang the first part of the three-way grace, the prayer of thanks to the Harvest Mother for the Gift of Food. 

"Lady! Mother!" she concluded. "Our thanks for your bounty."

"Lady! Mother!" murmured the crowd in response. "Our thanks for your bounty." Then the grey-clad Priestess sang a prayer to Thambai, whom Edrun now knew to be the Goddess of the Springs that rose from the base of the Rock of Amron, and the tutelary deity of the Kalalutorm.

"Lady! Protectress!" she prayed. "Our thanks for your sweet waters."

"Lady! Protectress!" came the response. "Our thanks for your sweet waters."

Finally the Priest stood, holding the Horn of Haldin to intone the third and final prayer.

"Lord! Highest!" he sang softly. "Grant us your peace this day." With these words he tipped the horn to let a few drops of wine slip to the floor in libation.

"Lord! Highest!" sang the people in reply. "All Praise to our Lord."

"Go about this night in peace under the guidance of the Gods."

As he finished, the feast began. Servants dashed back and forth with carafes of wine and beer, and salvers of food. The musicians struck up a merry tune, and the hubbub of conversation rose to the ancient rafters.

Edrun and his companions spoke of light things, of the day to day doings of family members and the comings and goings of acquaintances, trivial matters that were nevertheless of interest to Edrun as they all helped to create in his mind a picture of the ordinary lives of the people of Amronulu. Adaraic of Ryna, in particular, had many entertaining anecdotes to relate and, as he was an excellent raconteur, he held the attention of those around him with ease. Edrun listened avidly, but inside himself he felt a straining and an impatience. 

A year ago he had ridden down on the soldiery of his present hosts at the head of small but formidable force of mercenary cavalry and Kalarndu Pikemen. He had caught the Kalalutorm forces, riding to what they thought would be an easy victory, in the middle of the River Grissa where he quickly trounced them. He had won what was becoming a famous victory, but had been most uneasy about it all. His own Captain-at-arms, Baran Firdaisethad, the man who should have led the troops to victory, had been nowhere to be found. Nor was Arik Hostacad, Baran's Fieldmaster and long-time henchman. They had ridden away, leaving the village of Garinesigas, their baggage train and the strategically important ford defenceless. This had to be the result of double-dealing of some sort, a scheme to betray their employers, the Kalarndu, but exactly what that might be remained a mystery.

Edrun was beginning to suspect that the Lord of Ryna might have some information on the matter, names in particular, which might help Edrun resolve the mystery. The possibility of having a quiet chat with Lord Adaraic on this subject had been one of the prime reasons that he had decided to come to Amronulu rather than simply travelling on to Kalion Ulu. The middle of a feast was neither the time nor the place for such matters, but Edrun began to sense that there would soon be an opportunity to broach the subject diplomatically and in private.

It was not long before he found his premonition to be vindicated.

The main course had been cleared away, the tables decked with cheeses, fruits, and savoury breads, when Lord Adaraic stood, roaring for silence. All eyes fell on him as he bowed first to the Lady Meraima, then to his guests. Removing his coronet, a gold fillet wrought in the likeness of a coiled snake, he placed it on the table before him. There rose an immense cheer followed by clapping and laughter for this was the signal that formality was dispensed with for the night. Men and women could mingle and dance, people could sit anywhere they wanted, and the party could begin in earnest. Adaraic caught Edrun's arm, raising him to his feet.

"Where are we going?"

"To Father's study. Just you and I and Terion Kalarndu and Vaided Mailaranarad and Father. There are a few things to talk about before we all get too drunk."

"But...!"

"You can come back later if you like. This will go on until dawn, I expect."

"No, I was thinking of Jina! What about..."

"Don't worry about Jina. Mother and Ala and my sister Karion will look after her."

Presently, Edrun found himself in a large, comfortable room decked with drapes and rugs and deep leather chairs. A roaring fire warmed them thoroughly, while heavy curtains blocked out the night. Zan was on hand to fill their wine saucers and pass around bowls of nuts and savoury things, but no other servants were in evidence. Edrun looked at the young man inquiringly. Adaraic, catching the glance, smiled.

"Your man Zan seems to know everything anyway," he said in a quiet aside "so a little more information will do no harm. What is more, I am not entirely sure that all of our people can be trusted as much as he."

"Sit down, lads," boomed Adaraic Senior jovially. "Take the weight off your feet. Edrun, how is your evening going? Are you finding your way about this maze?"

"I am indeed, Sir," smiled Edrun. "And this room is most excellent. Warm and comfortable. Just the place for a good chat."

"Was there something that you wanted to chat about, Cousin Edrun?" asked the Lord of Ryna. The air of joviality never flickered for a moment, but the eyes were suddenly keen. 

Edrun hesitated for the barest fraction of a second. Is this the time? Yes! But how to phrase it? "I have a question," he began diffidently, "to which I must find an answer or spend the rest of my days scratching my head. At the risk of embarrassing a very good and true friend, I must speak of a battle in which I was engaged at about this time last year. It was fought at a place called Garinesigas and I would guess that you have heard of it." Rather to Edrun's surprise there was general laughter at this somewhat hesitant approach to the subject, followed by a lively yet good natured discussion of the battle in which five of the six men present had been involved either directly or indirectly, and on opposite sides. It took Edrun a little while to steer the conversation back around to his question.

"Yet, Baran and Arik had vanished from the village that we were supposed to protect, heading in quite the opposite direction to the advancing Kalalutorm. If I had carried on as ordered by my Captain, Rik and Kel could have walked into the village, taken it and fortified it against us, and a vital crossing on the Haminulu Road would have remained in Kalalutorm hands. Why was this, I wonder?"

"He has a point, Cousin Adaraic." Terion Kalarndu smiled lazily, but his eyes were as bright as those of a hunting falcon. "We were wondering that very same thing ourselves." 

Watching him, Edrun began to suspect that all the bonhomie and brotherly affection was no more than a cloak, a superficiality assumed for diplomatic purposes. Beneath it lay a dark, deep pool of bitter rivalries.

Or was it more complex than that? Perhaps the affection was real, as real as the rivalries, two sides of the same blade? With a flash of insight, he realized abruptly that these people were far more complex, far more multi-layered than he had ever suspected. They lived in world vastly different from his own simple, straightforward one, and a very wide gulf separated the two. Abruptly, he began to wonder if indeed he had been doing the right thing in broaching this matter after all. He resolved to keep as quiet as he could thereafter and instead to listen hard.

"There is definitely something very strange in all this," the Lord of Ryna was saying, "and without doubt there is more to it than meets the eye. But remember that Baran is--was--a mercenary, a class that knows no loyalty to anything or anyone save the highest bidder. Might someone have out-bidden you?" 

The question was spoken in mild tones, but buried beneath it was an unspoken challenge. Adaraic was daring Terion to accuse him of some sort of double-dealing. Terion pursed his lips and seemed about to say something when Vaided spoke into the slight pause.

"It may be that we should look a little more closely at outsiders," he said thoughtfully. "The Lords of DrummGrissa are not the only actors in this play, and it may be that there are others involved, others who are not so immediately apparent."

"Such as?" prompted Terion. 

A name came immediately to Edrun's mind and almost he blurted it out, but a small inner voice cautioned him to keep quiet and listen.

"My beloved and most respected elder brother, Lord Ordron of Dratzi," said Vaided Mailaranarad, "has had much to do of late with one Halgar Rassvorea."

Edrun could almost feel his ears twitch at the sound of that name. He had guessed correctly. He sat up straight in his chair but said nothing. 

 "I think that all here have heard that name," said Adaraic the Elder "and I have gleaned a little about him and his business interests during our acquaintanceship. A little, I say, as Lord Rassvorea is quite remarkably unforthcoming when conversation turns to his personal details. Certain it is, however, that he and his crew of cut-throats passed through Garinesigas the day before the battle and that he and Lord Baran seemed to be on very familiar terms." He smiled at Edrun as the latter started visibly. "We now know quite a bit about Lord Rassvorea's movements, Cousin Edrun, even if we still know little of his motives."

"And what may be gleaned of his motives," asked Terion casually, "or at least those of his motives that concern DrummGrissa?"

"We know that he is engaged in trade in this area," said Vaided, "and we know that he has travelled widely here. We know that he has extensive contacts at a high level in Hazek, contacts that go back many years, and that he has visited there with increasing frequency over the last two or three years. His business dealings are unsavoury to say the least, and it is rumoured that he traffics in Ansauruan." As he spoke, he glanced penetratingly at Edrun, who kept his expression as blank as possible.

Edrun did indeed know more than a little of Halgar's trade in Ansauruan, victims acquired for illegal human sacrifice, but he was not going to add anything of that to the conversation. Not yet, anyway. 

"We believe," continued Vaided, "that our friend Halgar is cultivating some sort of elaborate scheme that is taking a long time to come to fruition, but that it may well be nearing the time for the harvest."

"If that is so," said Adaraic the Younger, "we should investigate this matter more closely. Discretion, I think, is the order of the day, and I see no reason for haste at this time. But it may be that Cousin Halgar should be persuaded to explain himself."

"We should first define what, if anything, he is actually doing," said Terion.

"And it may be that we shall have to do something about it," offered Vaided.

"My Great-Uncle Kemmel," said Edrun thoughtfully, "was known to make the observation that the notion that 'something must be done' had probably killed more people than any disease."

Adaraic of Ryna sighed and sipped his wine. "Your Great-Uncle was a wise man."
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Understandings

 

 

There was a long silence while each man sipped his wine, thinking of where this conversation might be leading.

"What we need," said Terion a trifle ponderously, "is an alliance."

"To what end?" asked Adaraic of Ryna, suddenly looking wary.

"To inquire into the activities of Halgar Rassvorea with regard to any plan of his that might pose a threat to the Lords of DrummGrissa."

"In that case, 'alliance' might be too strong a term," offered Adaraic of Ryna. "Perhaps 'understanding' might be a better word."

"You are right, of course," agreed Terion. "The word 'alliance' might float down the Grissa, out into the sea and all the way to Kalion Ulu. Who knows what ears may hear it on the way? Who knows who might hear it in Kalion Ulu?"

"What harm would it do?" asked Edrun. The question sounded naive to his ears as soon as the words were out of his mouth, but he knew at once that this was something that he had to understand.

"Over the last couple of generations," said Lord Adaraic carefully, "there have been several alliances throughout the Islands, particularly here in the West. There are those alive today who remember the Alliance of the Northern Shore. There was bitter fighting then around the Bottomless Lake, and there was battle before the very walls of Agemazon. My father and grandfather were there, as were yours, Terion."

"And both my grandfathers," said Vaided. "Everyone pitched in."

"There was fighting at Keninulu," said Terion. "That is dangerously close to home."

"And then there was that crowd of misfits down by the Starbreaker Mountains about twenty-five years ago," said Adaraic of Ryna. "What did they call themselves?"

"The Grey Valley Alliance," said Terion. "Dad wore our ears down to a nubbin every feast night for years with tales of the battle of Thade."

"And he had every right to do so!" said Lord Adaraic stoutly. "Your father was a hero and no doubt of it. The King called upon us as well as the Helial and the Morlunaidis, and the Grey Valley Alliance was squashed like a cockroach under your sandal. The point is, Edrun, that the word 'alliance' is a poisoned chalice in these parts. If you so much as mutter the word in the dark you risk having a Komraic army on your doorstep the next morning. The King is a fine man, wise and generous as a king should be, but if you mention the word 'alliance' to him you are liable to end up crucified on your own front door. 'Understanding' sounds so much more diplomatic, and it is much closer in sense to what we are trying to do."

"I take the point," said Edrun. "But what is our understanding to be?"

"To inquire into the activities of Halgar Rassvorea, of course," said Terion. "I want to know what the conniving bastard is up to."

"We would need the help of the Mailaranarad," said Adaraic of Ryna. "Would our respected Cousin Ordron permit this, Cousin Vaided? It would seem that he and Halgar are as thick as thieves, and, I dare say, the metaphor is most peculiarly apposite in this case."

"You do my brother a great disservice if you accuse him of stealing, Lord Adaraic," said Vaided stiffly. "Lord Ordron is many things, some good, some perhaps less so, but thief he is not." 

Lord Adaraic was on his feet instantly. He bowed deeply to his guest. "My most humble and sincere apologies to you and to Lord Ordron, Cousin Vaided. I spoke lightly and without thought. I withdraw my comment completely and without reservation." 

Vaided stood, bowing in reply. "Your apologies are heard and are unreservedly accepted, Lord Adaraic." 

They both sat, calling upon Zan for more wine to toast each other's health. Edrun watched the little by-play with fascination. 

"You must know," said Vaided as if the previous exchange had never occurred, "that Ordron and Halgar had a major falling-out. It started when Cousin Edrun arrived at Chailam Dratzi for the second time. We were to have a quiet evening together, just Ordron and Edrun and Halgar and I, together with Ala and one or two other close family members.

"It started out well enough, but Halgar could not resist baiting our Edrun here, but he got the worst of the exchange, making himself look a fool, and a weak fool at that. Then he had his creature Arik bring Cousine Jina in as if he was showing off some prize pet animal. The whole thing fell apart then. Jina was returned to her rooms, Edrun stomped out, and all save Halgar were sent away. Even as the door was closing behind us I could hear the shouting begin. What was said I do not know, but they were at it for a very long time.

"Then word came that Edrun and his people had managed to steal Jina back and had fled into the night. Ordron turned out anyone who could ride and we sought high and low, but it was some of Halgar's men who found Edrun first, it seems. Some of them got back to Ordron, who came dashing after Edrun, only to meet him on that fateful bridge. Ordron's men managed to get him to one of our stud farms where he could get proper attention. Soon after that, Halgar arrived at the stud farm, but no one would speak of Edrun's whereabouts to him, on Ordron's orders. Halgar flew into a rage and tried to argue with Ordron, who was unconscious by that time. Halgar stormed out, gathered up such men of his as had survived and would ride with him, and has not been seen since."

"And how is our Cousin Ordron?" asked Adaraic. "How is he really, Cousin Vaided?"

Vaided grimaced. "He is as well as could be expected, considering the grievous nature of his wound. As luck would have it, one of the men with him was a rather better surgeon that one might have thought, and they bore him carefully back to the Muddy Brook horse stud in a horse litter that they improvised. There he hovered between life and death for three days, then began to rally and has since returned to Chailam Dratzi. In a Trine or so he will be as good as new."

"We are all glad to hear that, Vaided," said Adaraic. "Truly glad." 

Edrun glanced at him surreptitiously. There was no trace whatsoever of irony in his friend's expression.

"The wounds to his spirit may take a little longer to heal, however," continued Vaided.

"Surely he cannot bear a grudge against Edrun," said Adaraic. "He was beaten in fair and open fight!"

"That is not what I meant," smiled Vaided. "Edrun was the better man on the day, and Ordron acknowledges that completely, although that does not prejudice his right to a return bout should Cousin Edrun feel inclined."

"If he so wishes it I shall meet him whenever he feels able."

"Just as I said you would say! But there is little prospect of a return bout. Ordron is angry with you still, to be sure, but he is more angry, perhaps, with himself. He is philosophical about it. He realizes now that he went against the will of the Gods and he accepts his defeat as their just punishment. No, Ordron's hurt goes deeper than that. There are few hurts more painful than a shattered dream."
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