
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: A white object with a face

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BESET

    

    
      First edition. June 7, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 W.J.R. Pollard.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8231182084

    

    
    
      Written by W.J.R. Pollard.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


For Noel, who taught me

so many valuable things.

They weren’t apparent to me at the time,

but even now, long after he’s gone,

epiphany still strikes.
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Lightning streaked across the heavens, announcing a storm brewing in the Gulf of Smerelyipo, which threatened to lash the coast. Bethuselom had arrived on a Bruderman longship just ahead of it, and now wandered along the night-time streets of Bvolyed, a small city on the coast of Golokia. 

Harolf Uldenson, the former duke of Bruderman, had established Bvolyed as a colony on the continent to the east of Skord. Over a short amount of time, Harolf had grown it into the burgeoning nation of Golokia. He’d sent nigh on half of his subjects, and had spent a fortune in gold to conquer, settle, and build on the land there. All whilst keeping it secret from the rest of his family through meticulous planning and misdirection.

As a being of darkness, and thus eyeless, Bethuselom couldn’t see in the traditional sense, instead he relied on other senses. He could feel the warmth radiating from the torches lighting the street. With the fine hairs covering his borrowed skin, he could feel the vibration of sound waves reflected from the surfaces of buildings and objects, forming a picture in his mind. The thunder rumbling through the night sky painted his mind’s images sharper than the usual vibrations through which he perceived the world around him.

Deep within, he could sense the spark of souls as every movement, every twitch of the bodies containing them, caused a flare of energy to course through the flesh sacks holding them. So developed was his soul sense, he could distinguish one from another with ease.

These walking morsels he passed in the street were distracting, but they could wait. Bethuselom needed patience. It was a particular soul he sought tonight- a soul who could lead him to the one who killed his Malliphina. He needed to find Harolf.

Consuming random souls here and there would sate Bethuselom in the short term, but he wanted it all. He had plans to bring all his kind into this reality, into this universe. This required contracts, and steering these walking meals away from their gods to worship him and his kind. The only possible way to weaken a god required depriving the god of its precious worshippers. If Bethuselom played his hand too soon, all of this world’s gods would turn their attention towards him, and all his plans would come to naught.

He needed to establish a following here and teach these walking meals the rituals and circles to summon his children. His mirrors functioned as transport, but the frames were also his circles.

The body he now inhabited was the former Civil Censor of the Nevan Senate, Scipio Agular. At one time, Scipio’s contract with Malliphina protected him; after all, it was poor form to eat another dark one’s food.

After her demise, Scipio’s protection burned away with his contract seal. Out of desperation, he appealed to Bethuselom, and being already corrupted beyond redemption, Scipio had unbeknown to himself, given Bethuselom unconditional access. However, Scipio was a most unsatisfying meal, to say the least. Scipio’s soul had been rotten long before he crossed paths with the Thadens.

Overall, Scipio had a decent mind for getting things done, and he had contacts with corrupt, influential people throughout all levels of Nevan society. More was the shame he’d failed to create the conditions Bethuselom needed for his dark ones to take this world. But, alas, that couldn’t be helped. At least now, Bethuselom knew from whom the greatest threats to his designs would come.

Perhaps this place would be ideal. A place far removed from where Scipio’s failure brought the attention of this world’s gods.

They’d come so close. The war between the Nevan Empire and the Halders had been all but guaranteed. Harolf needed only to disrupt the succession of the Halder crown by eliminating his brothers, and Scipio would ascend to the dictatorship of the Nevan Empire. This would have given the Thaden cultists free rein in the Nevan capital, as well as throughout Halder lands. Thus, they would have decimated those worthless priests, steering a multitude of worshippers to their new Gods- Bethuselom and his fellows. ‘Twas such a good, solid plan.

No matter. He could establish the Thadens here, and have them spread and proselytise. To the east lived multitudes of souls, many of them godless, ripe for the harvest. Bethuselom would take this world, and once he’d established it as a beachhead, the entire universe would be his for the taking.

Ah, there. Bethuselom sensed him. While he mused and lamented, his senses were still alert and searching. Now he had him. A left turn, two buildings down and on the right. In through this unpleasant smelling, noisy place. But that didn’t matter, for he had locked onto the man’s soul spark.

These things befuddling their minds with that pungent liquid would pay him no heed. He could turn their minds away, or hold them in thrall as he pleased, considering the multitude of dark thoughts and desires worming through them.

Across the room, up the stairs, along the corridor. Not this door, not this one... here! Tap-tap-tap.

The deep voice that came from the other side of the door had a slight tremor, betraying the fear permeating it. “Who’s there?”

“A friend,” replied Bethuselom.

A muffled thud sounded within. Then creaking bedsprings, followed by the groans of well-worn floorboards announced the man inside the room approaching the door.

“I don’t have friends. Tell me who you are, or take that knowledge to your grave,” said the room’s occupant. His voice sounded clearer, a little surer of himself.

“I am he who can turn your fortunes. You failed to take down your brothers and thus turned yourself from future king to fugitive. Your father is a determined man. He won’t let this go. I can help you. Allow me.”

Being on the second floor, and the fact the staircase turned back on itself, dulled the noises from the souls below them. Within the room on the other side of the door, was silence. After a long, pause which threatened to go on, the dry rasp of a hand sliding down the door, accompanied by a shuddering sigh, broke the silence from within.

The latch clicked as it turned. The hinges, being worked hard, gave a small, high-pitched squeak as a hand whipped the door open. There in the doorway was the bedraggled, red-haired, and bearded, fur-clad form of Harolf.

Bethuselom tentatively touched the blade of the sword, now buried deep in his chest, with Harolf’s hand still on the hilt. A malicious smile cut his face as he sensed the terror in the man before him. Such delicious terror.

Bethuselom sneered at the man who’d just run him through. Unfazed, he said, “Really, Harolf. Is this any way to treat he who would save you from your peril? Let go of the hilt, that’s good. Now, go sit on the bed. I will close this door to avoid any interruptions. This blade through my chest might be a difficult discussion to have, should somebody else chance by.”

Harolf retched as the dark one, with a slow, steady pull, removed the sword from his body, making a wet, tearing sound, and a steely rasp as the blade scraped against his ribs. The acrid stench of Harolf’s vomit filled the room, accompanied by the tang of adrenal sweat secreted out of fear.

“Now, Harolf, there is no need to worry. I can forgive you this once. After all, are we not friends, you, and I?”

Bethuselom lay the blood-soaked blade on the dresser by the wall as he then said, “Well, of course you did disappoint me by failing to deliver on your and Scipio’s arrangement. But that is the past, for I have a new plan, and you, my dear man, are the very one to help me, ahem, see things through.” Bethuselom gestured towards his empty eye sockets as he sniggered. An unpleasant sound which terrified Harolf more than any threats or intimidation from this being could.

“It was a mistake. I should never have gone after my family. I see that now. I didn’t need their kingdom. I had a kingdom right here,” said Harolf in an almost pleading tone.

“Precisely. We can make this work. Then we can both get what we want.”

“No, you and I are through. It’s too late; my family hunts me. I tried to kill my own brothers.” Harolf sniffed as he fought to hold back the sobs that were threatening to overcome him. Then, a small glimmer of hope sparked in his eyes. “You can’t do anything to me. I know the rules. That man you’re in now, he told me. We don’t have a contract. You need to leave.”

“Well, I suppose I could leave, my dear man. Or I could stay. I could enthral mobs of people to hound you incessantly. Or better yet, I could send a thrall to your father and tell him where you are. Just keep sending him report, after report, after report, so he can hound you until he dies, and his sons assume the task of bringing you to justice. Hm? Would you enjoy that? I know I would enjoy it immensely!” Bethuselom gave a low, menacing chuckle.

“What do you want? I know how your deals work. I’m not giving you my soul. I won’t. I’d rather die.” Harolf’s tired-looking eyes had become bloodshot as tears of fear and desperation formed in them. He pulled a dagger from his belt and held the point against his own chest.

Bethuselom clicked his tongue and spoke in a wheedling, yet patronising tone. “So melodramatic. We don’t need to forge a soul contract. I just need you to find me those who would. Those wicked ones who lack the will to attain their desires, but are desperate to do so by any means. Do this for me, and we can be equal partners. The world is a big place. Surely you don’t want it all for yourself. Spare a little of it for me. Besides, our goals align more than you know. I want to wipe out the entire family of the one who killed my daughter, and I believe among them is the child of the bastard. The child who would be king.”

The smile that Bethuselom flashed at the former Duke of Bruderman with Scipio’s eyeless face was broad, toothy, and devoid of anything resembling humour or goodwill.

Hands shaking, Harolf put down the knife and said in a subdued voice, “All right, I’m listening.”
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[image: ]




On the steely-grey waters of the Icy Sea, the Utstad fleet had spread out to avoid collisions in the choppy waters. Hundreds of Utstad ships moved across seemingly endless waves as they navigated this body of water near the Arctic circle. The scudding, grey clouds looming overhead laboured to hold on to their contents, threatening to dust the men and ships with snow.

The king’s sailors sat the windward side of their ships, keeping their vessels on as even a keel as possible. With sails pulled taut, the ships reached along as they rode up the faces of huge waves, and down the other sides. They ripped along at a respectable twelve knots in these brutal, icy winds.

King Ulden Argenson’s face looked as grim as the skies above, heartsick at what he was being forced to do. His lined face, framed by silver hair and beard, expressed his anguish without a trace of self-consciousness. Tears leaked from Ulden’s one functioning tear duct. The other, his comrades had seared with a red hot dagger tip to seal the wound many years ago. An Ohlsbachi broadsword had almost cleaved his head in two during the last Ohlsbachi rebellion. He now wore a fur-lined patch to conceal what was once his right eye. The ugly vertical scar, however, was too long to cover.

Although the men could see his tears, Ulden felt no shame. The men understood. They knew what this journey was about. The king’s own son had betrayed them all. He would’ve loved to forgive his wayward son, but as king, he could exempt no one from the punishment for treason. Not even family.

Six days had passed since they left the shores of Utstadland. If this wind persisted, they could make landfall on the Bruderman coast in one or two more days. His thoughts dwelled on whether the people there would resist or recognise their king’s dominion over them and avoid unnecessary bloodshed. He prayed to the Gods that it would be the latter. The Brudermen were his people, and he did not wish to be at war with them.

As night began descending upon them, Ulden pushed his brooding aside. He ordered the signal to trim sail, and for the lanterns to be put up for the night. They would rest in shifts as they slowed down overnight. Satisfied that his ships were following his directions and passing them on, Ulden wrapped himself in his oiled canvas sleeping sack, the furs inside keeping him warm. He would take the last watch, the watch just before daybreak.

Sleep did not come easy, as the king tossed and turned within his covers, worrying over his youngest son, Harolf. However, eventually, exhaustion won over, and he sank into a restless slumber.

Several hours had passed when he felt a gentle hand shaking him awake.

“Your Majesty. It’s time,” whispered the sailor.

“Hm? Ah yes, good man,” replied the king.

King Ulden lay there for a few brief moments, preparing himself to leave the warmth of his bedding to face the brisk, early morning air. Once he was up, he headed aft and relieved himself over the side.

In Halder tradition, a ship’s captain wasn’t spared from night watches, nor from his time at the tiller. Although Ulden was a king, by Halder tradition, he was a ship’s captain. While his land rank may be acknowledged, it meant nothing until he was on land again.

“Morning, my king,” said Aksel, the first mate manning the rudder.

“Morning. Anything to report?”

“Nothing overnight. The brewing storm passed us by, and all ships are accounted for.”

“Good, good. I’ll take over, now. You get yourself some sleep.”

“Thank you, Majesty.”

Ulden took the rudder and scanned the horizon with his one eye. He noted that the sea had settled somewhat during the night, and the scudding clouds had also cleared. He could make out the shapes of other ships in the fleet, as the moon cast some small amount of light over the water. The sails still bellied out, so the wind hadn’t lessened much.

And so the morning wore on, until it came time to wake the crew. It was still dark. As winter was approaching, it would remain so until later in the morning. Once the men had all awoken, they set about their assigned tasks of cleaning the ship, dousing the running lights, setting the rigging, and preparing food for breakfast. Another sailor approached the king and extended his hand, gesturing his intent to relieve Ulden at the tiller.

“Thank you. Hand me that pry bar, so I may leverage my fingers off. They appear to have frozen to the handle,” the king jested.

The man laughed and said, “I can piss on ’em for yeh, that’ll thaw ’em out, Majesty.”

That had both men laughing. “Nice one. Although, know that I would be drying my hands on your beard. Did you eat?” asked Ulden.

“Not yet, Majesty.”

“Get some food in you, and come back. I can steer a while longer, ’tis no bother.”

“Aye, Majesty. Thank yeh.”

The sailor moved fore to eat, returning a short while later. After he was relieved from the tiller, the king ate some smoked and salted trout with bread, and opened the chart to see how far they were from the coast of Bruderman.

“We’ve made good time. I had thought we wouldn’t travel so far overnight,” said King Ulden to his first mate.

“Aye. We should make landfall sometime in the afternoon, by the looks of it,” said Aksel.

“Here’s to hoping we don’t have to fight our way to the capital,” said one of the men.

“Why? Afraid of battle? Always thought you were a coward, Onfel,” said another.

“Do you want to find out, Drell? We can see if I am right now if you like,” retorted a belligerent Onfel.

“Both of you stop this!” growled the king. “Onfel is right to lament. These are our people we may have to fight. I hope we may land without bloodshed. Am I a coward, Drell? Hm?”

Drell looked down at his feet. “No, Majesty.”

“Hmph. However, I do expect we will be fighting once we arrive at the palace. I don’t think that can be avoided,” said the king, regret clear upon his face.

Ulden sighed as he re-rolled the chart and slid it back into its leather tube. After stowing it securely, he moved to the prow and looked towards the horizon.

Sometime later, the sun rose and began its low trek across the sky to the south. They had around nine hours of good daylight at this time of the year. If they didn’t make landfall before the sun began setting, they would have to stand off until the next morning. Landing on the Bruderman coast was perilous in even the best of conditions, as most of it comprised either sheer cliffs or rocky shorelines.

The king moved back to the rear of the ship to consult with Aksel.

“How do we fare?” asked King Ulden.

“I make it we will see land midafternoon. We’ll be cutting it fine. I think we may have to stand off until the morrow, Majesty,” said Aksel.

“I was afraid of that. Oh well, there’s no help for it,” said Ulden.

“A suggestion, Majesty?” asked Aksel.

“Feel free, man. You well know that I’m always willing to bend my ear to wisdom, regardless of its origins.”

“I think we should dock in the town of Holkeshofn. If we land somewhere on a desolate beach, form up and march in as an army, it might cause the very reaction we don’t want. If we enter the town, it can be passed off as a visit from their king to help Bruderman through a time of uncertainty. Well, that’s what I think, Majesty.”

“Well, it may just be as you say. Your suggestion has merit, as I was thinking much akin to it,” said Ulden.

Ulden moved towards the bow, past the sail, to get a clearer view around the ship. As he watched, he counted the ships in his fleet. Once he’d accounted for them all, he engaged in small talk and banter with the ship’s crew. Anything to pass the time and distract his thoughts away from dwelling on Harolf.

Hours had passed, and Ulden had returned aft for dinner. He was discussing with Aksel the merit of using a cork-encased lode stone floating in water to navigate, instead of the traditional astral navigation, when the lookout shouted, “Land Ho!”

The king ordered, “Come about to starboard. We shall follow the coast until we reach Holkeshofn.”

It took another two hours until they saw the telltale signs of smoke from a multitude of chimneys floating across the vivid orange and pink afternoon sky. The singular dark grey cloud pinpointed what could only be a sizeable gathering of buildings.

King Ulden moved aft and instructed Aksel, “Have the signal men tell the lead boats to dock, along with the knarrs carrying our mounts. We shall alight once they are clear.”

“Aye, Your Majesty,” replied the first mate, before relinquishing the tiller to his king and moving off to relay the instructions.

Ulden had at last arrived after almost a week at sea. The king could have shortened it by at least half, with the help of his air and water magi, but he thought it prudent not to exhaust them. He was unsure if he would land in the face of a hostile reception.

The king looked along the streets of the coastal town, taking in the muddy ground where the early snow had melted and turned to slush by the middle of the day. The glistening, steep, sloped rooftops were damp from the sparse flakes that landed and melted soon after. Overnight, they would build up a thin dusting of white, only to melt and run off onto the street in the morning sun.

After King Ulden and his men had debarked, the enthusiasm of the Brudermen welcoming his arrival surprised him. He noted as much when he turned to his guard captain, Triger Valbrun.

“I had expected a more chilly reception. What has my son been doing in his lands?”

Triger was short for a Halderman, standing at five feet, nine inches in height. He had a ruddy face with large hazel eyes and red-blonde hair and whiskers. His face made him appear friendly and jovial, belying the competent fighter who wore it.

“It could be that his people have no knowledge of, nor any part in his dealings,” the captain responded.

“Send someone to get answers. We want to be in the capital in a week’s time, and We want no surprises along the way.”

“Your Majesty, that’ll require us to push hard. The men may balk at that,” Triger reasoned.

“Spread some coin about town. Make arrangements for the men’s comfort in all things. We shall set up camp outside of town and have those comforts brought to them. I’ll have none of my men roving about town, upsetting the locals. We shall address them, instruct them of my requirements, then I shall reward them tonight with some good, old-fashioned revelry.”

“Well, Your Majesty. Since you put it that way, no doubt the men will be more amenable to a quickened pace. Of course, we won’t get an early start out of them, just so you are aware.”

“Yes, well, I expected that to be the case. But, the carousing will see them rewarded ahead of their labours, and there’s a possible added reward of a nice little fight at the end for their efforts. I believe that should be ample motivation to squeeze thirty or so miles per day out of them, don’t you think, Triger?” asked Ulden with a slight chuckle.

“Oh, of that, I have no doubt, Your Majesty,” answered the captain, mirroring his king’s broad smile. “I shall arrange suitable rooms for you to retire to after you address the men, sire, then-”

“Nonsense, Triger! We shall stay with the men! If they sleep in tents, so shall We.”

“Your Majesty, please reconsider. It is only proper that-”

“Triger, we have known one another for too long to bother with these little subterfuges. If you and the officers wish to sleep in beds instead of canvas cots, just out and say so.”

“Not at all, Sire. I just meant that you need not display your willingness to suffer discomfort for the benefit of the men. You will have a week of that on our way to Bruderman City.”

The king eyed his captain for several moments, then sighed as he said, “Very well. Also, purchase supplies for our journey from the townsfolk, and pay them fairly.”

“As Your Majesty wills it,” said Triger, a sly grin creasing his face.

The king gave him a hard look as he shook his head, then snorted, smiling despite himself. He put on his most regal pose and said, “A wise man would keep his victory hidden from Us until he were out of Our presence, captain.”

“I shall make a note of it and heed your advice in future, Sire. I shall return anon.” With that, Triger spurred his horse ahead.

Later that evening, after Ulden had delivered his address to the men, and shared a couple of mead horns with them to boost morale, he retired to his rooms to receive reports.

His room was well furnished, but not extravagant; some fur-covered chairs, a large bed with a straw-filled mattress, and warm blankets. A large hearth with a cheery fire warmed the spacious room.

The people of Bruderman had little interest in luxury. Theirs was a beautiful but harsh land far to the north. For them, if a place was warm, clean, and comfortable, then it was good enough.

Sitting across from the king was a wiry man with a narrow face, brown eyes, and light brown, lank hair, and beard. The scout said, “From what I could gather, the locals have no real feelings one way or the other towards Prince Harolf, Your Majesty. It seems he’s rarely, if ever, here.”

“Well, prior to his betrayal, he was with me at the summit, and it does take some time to sail around Skord from Fludavera,” responded the king.

“Apologies for not being more clear, Sire, but I believe Harolf was spending most of his time abroad.”

“Where would he be spending his time? He hasn’t been in the Nevan Empire. Shufi would’ve reported that to me.”

“I can only give information I retrieve, Sire. I’m sorry, but I cannot hazard a guess as to where he spends all his time, if not in his lands. One thing I can add, though. It seems much of the Bruderman population from towns to the east and south of here have also migrated elsewhere. This I heard from a merchant who has recently travelled from town to town as he made his way north along the Saugar River.”

Ulden waved his hand, and dismissed the scout. “On your way out, send in Captain Triger Sonderson.”

“Your command, Sire.” The thin man bowed and quietly left the room.

A few moments later, Ulden heard a light rapping at the door.

“Come,” Ulden commanded.

The door swung gently open on well-oiled hinges, and the short, red-haired Triger entered before coming to attention before his king. “You sent for me, Majesty?”

“Sit down, my friend. We are alone here.”

“Your Majesty is too kind.”

The king peered into the fire as he mulled over the information the scout had brought him before he turned to his guard captain and asked, “So? How goes the acquisition of supplies?”

“We managed to gather enough for the journey, and we hired some wagons to ferry them with us,” said Triger.

“Ah, well done. And the men? They’re not causing too much strife?”

“They are happy where they are. They are warm, well fed, drunk, and have enough women to keep them occupied. There were a few fist fights, but no fatalities.”

“Good, good. I take it you received the scout’s report?” Ulden asked, smiling slightly, while giving Triger a sidelong glance.

The ruddy-faced captain coughed uncomfortably, and blushed as he replied, “I got the gist of it, Sire. Essentially, Harolf has gone. He has taken a portion of the Bruderman population with him, and so has left the running of his Duchy in the hands of another.”

“That concerns me. I don’t know if this person has received instructions to defer or resist, should we approach the Ducal Palace in Bruderman City.”

“Should they be hostile, the men are ready, Your Majesty. Though it brings us no pleasure, we will do our duty,” declared Triger.

“Of that, I’ve no doubt. Once we have established ourselves in the capital, I shall place the governorship temporarily under Thayn’s rule until we can work out more suitable arrangements. I cannot have someone unknown to me ruling over, and collecting revenue from our sovereign territory. This situation is untenable, I shall not have it!” stated the king with vehemence.

“On another note, although Your Majesty did not approve it beforehand, I took the liberty of purchasing some twenty polearms. It was under suggestion from one of the traders. Apparently, Harolf hired some Kula berserks.”

“Come now, Triger, we’ve dealt with berserks before.”

“Sire, forgive my correcting you, but Kula berserks turn into bears when they lose control.”

“Yes, yes, I know, the rage and strength of a bear. I’m well versed in this aspect of Brudermen physiology.”

“No, Sire, I fear you are not. Bruderman berserks become enraged and gain uncanny strength. Kula berserks actually turn into white bears. We will need the polearms, Majesty.”

“Turn into bears, you say? Well, I should like to see that. Very well, you’ve given me much to ponder. I shall take my rest now, Captain.”

“Good night, Your Majesty.”
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Chapter 2
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Orn could hear the soft voice of a young woman, teasing about the edges of his consciousness. “Orn, wake up, my love.”

He opened his eyes to see Briga’s smiling face, and couldn’t help but smile back at her as he took in her ocean-green eyes, long blonde hair, and blue and yellow floral wreath. Her presence filled the room with a fragrance, mixing the invigorating salty spray of the ocean with a meadow of flowers. She sat beside him on the edge of his bed, stroking his hair as she gazed at him in adoration.

“Have you been there all night?” Orn asked her in a croaky voice, thick with sleep.

“No. I went and spoke with my family in the grove, then I went to several places answering prayers, and lastly, I attended the kitchen with your mother while she made breakfast. I helped.” The Goddess sounded rather proud of herself.

Orn gave her a bemused smile, as he asked, “Mother is teaching you to cook?”

“I know how to cook! Are you going to get up now? I think it’s time you did,” she said with a haughty look.

“No. I thought I would lie here a while and enjoy the view,” Orn responded, flashing her a winsome smile.

She struggled to keep her mouth straight, but couldn’t keep the smile from her eyes as she gave his arm a playful slap. “You’re such a- You know, I still owe you for carousing at the Grand Ducal Palace, and for the way you ordered me around in Paqurineva.”

“I never ordered you to do anything. Besides, I was right. You couldn’t help, so you should have stayed where it was safe.”

“Sweetie, I was safe. Ordinary weapons cannot harm me, and I could have just left the area. So, no need to worry about me.” She kissed his cheek.

“You may say that, but I shall worry about you just the same.”

At that, Briga gave a muffled little squeal as she hugged him and nuzzled into his neck. As she was doing this, Venna poked her head into Orn’s room and cleared her throat. “Are you children coming to breakfast? It’ll get cold.”

Briga sighed, disentangled herself from Orn, and rolled off the bed onto her feet. She held an expectant hand behind her, and snapped her fingers.

Orn swung his feet out of the bed and took Briga’s hand, allowing her to lead him to the kitchen, past his mother.

After Briga and Orn had passed Venna, the tall, blonde woman flicked her drying cloth at Orn’s backside to hurry him along, before following.

He flashed her a look of annoyance, to which Venna cocked an eyebrow and smirked in response.

“What are we eating, Mother?” Orn asked.

“Porridge with berries, honey, and fermented cream.”

“What’s ‘fermented’?”

Briga answered, “It’s an Azahri process that alters milk into a creamy consistency with a sour taste. Shufi taught Venna how to make it. It is really quite delicious, and goes well with porridge and sweet things. It also mixes well with gravy, and savoury dishes.”

“Are you having some?”

“I do not need to eat. But, sure. Why not?” responed Briga, as she laughed.

The three of them sat around the table, joining Vylder, who was already halfway through his breakfast.

“Good of you to rejoin the living, son,” he quipped, between mouthfuls of porridge.

Orn’s father was a huge, muscular, blue-eyed man with greying, long black hair, and a beard with several braids.

In response, Orn made a sarcastic laughing face. Vylder flashed his son a grin as he feinted an elbow towards him. The sudden move caused Orn to flinch reflexively. This reaction caused Vylder’s smile to broaden.

“Really, Father? Such a child.” Orn cast his eyes skyward, shaking his head in mock resignation.

“This child can still put you over his knee. Something I think is well overdue,” came Vylder’s retort, accompanied by a smug smile.

Briga and Venna cast each other amused looks as they smiled behind their hands. Briga stood and took Vylder’s bowl, refilling it. She then served Venna, Orn, and finally made a small bowl for herself.

“Is it all right if I go to Bosberg to see Erik today?” Orn asked his parents. Less for permission than to ascertain if they needed him for anything.

“Actually, since tomorrow’s Serday, I planned for us all to go with Selti tomorrow,” Venna answered. “Speaking of which, she should be here soon. I thought you could train with her, so I can observe both of your techniques. I don’t want you two picking up any bad habits.”

“But what about Briga? What is she supposed to do?”

“Oh, don’t worry about me, Orn. I have plenty of things I need to do. I will see you in the afternoon.”

They continued eating in silence for a short while before Orn asked, “Mother, when I received my sword from Everrin, he told me that you were given Myin’s blessing. How come you never use it?”

Vylder tried to warn him by gently kicking him under the table, but was too late. Venna carefully placed the bowl down. Stony faced, she stared at the table for several moments, and in a measured tone, replied, “I don’t need to use it. Nor do I want to.”

Orn was about to press her further. However, this time, he felt Briga’s foot pressing firmly on his. At this signal, he let the matter drop.

Venna took in a shuddering breath, followed by several deep breaths. She then picked up her bowl and continued eating.

Orn cast a questioning glance at his father. Vylder met his gaze for a moment, and gave a barely perceptible shake of his head, and went back to his porridge.

“Hello,” said the red-haired Selti as she entered the Avdlak cottage.

Orn and his family wished her a good morning.

“Have you eaten yet, dear?” Venna asked, seeming to have recovered her mood somewhat.

“Yes, thank you. Sorgi made eggs with bacon and toasted bread.”

“Good, you’ll need your energy. Have you just about finished, Orn?”

“Not yet.”

“Once you finish, clean up, wash the plates, and meet Selti and me out back, all right?”

Orn was about to roll his eyes, but stopped himself, opting instead to respond with, “Yes, Mother.”

Venna paused and narrowed her eyes at him, as though doing so would let her perceive any sarcasm. Eventually, she looked away from him as she sat Selti down, and began braiding her lustrous red hair. She then moved towards the door to the yard, Selti in tow.

After about a half hour, Orn made his way outside to the sounds of wooden swords clacking and thudding against wooden shields with the undertone of an intermittent tink-tink-tink-tink from his father hammering something over an anvil in the forge.

Orn approached the pair practising in the yard. He could tell that his mother was going easy to allow Selti to flow through the katas that Venna had taught her. The same training she had put him through, enabling him to unleash combinations instinctively. This training had saved his life several times now. In battle, to hesitate is to die.

Venna saw him out of the corner of her eye, and gave a stern, “Hold!”

To Orn, she said, “Good, you’re here. I want you to spar with Selti so I can see her properly.”

Orn picked up a shield and wooden sword, hefting them and rolling his shoulders. He hopped from side to side, then stretched his neck, before finally adopting a fighting stance before Selti.

Selti met his gaze. Her green eyes wide with equal parts apprehension and steely determination. Orn smirked slightly as he began circling her, gradually edging closer.

The moment he came within her range, Selti unleashed a flurry of strikes with her shield and sword. She alternated between going for Orn’s legs and trying to thrust over the top of his shield. This assault put Orn on the defensive.

His eyes widened as the smirk slid from his face, impressed by how quickly Selti had learnt. She was unleashing different combinations back to back, probing his defences for an opening. Remembering a lesson Thayn had taught him, he smiled and attempted to step on her foot. However, he glanced down a split second before he moved, a telegraph Selti noticed, pulling her foot back.

She launched diagonally past Orn’s shield as he attempted to bash her with it. As she passed him, she spun right and stopped her wooden sword a fraction of an inch from his neck. Her chest heaving from exertion, she wore a smile of triumph on her face.

Venna pursed her lips and nodded slightly. “Not bad, Selti. Orn, you telegraphed. You need to remember your peripherals. Now again!”

The training session continued for another several hours, as Venna swapped in occasionally to allow one or the other of her pupils some respite.

Venna finally said, “I think that’s enough for today. Let’s have some lunch.” She turned her head and called out, “VYLDER! LUNCH!”

The tinking sound of metal striking metal stopped, and after a few moments, Vylder emerged from the forge. A broad smile creased his face. “How goes the training?” he asked, conversationally.

“They’re both progressing. We will make competent warriors out of them yet,” replied Venna archly.

“Hey!” Orn exclaimed indignantly.

“You have a long way to go, my son, and a lot to learn. You have a good foundation, but you are sloppy, reckless and, at times, predictable,” critiqued Venna.

Orn was about to protest when she cut him off. “Now I know you have that other thing to work on, but you need to dedicate time to your martial skills, son. Your instincts and reflexes will save your life far more than any blast of wind or water ever could. Never forget that, and-”

“Yeah, yeah, don’t roll my eyes,” Orn interjected.

“You were thinking about it. Mother always knows.” Venna smiled archly, and they all laughed as they headed back inside.

After lunch, Vylder returned to his forge, Selti headed back home to do chores and pack for the morning, and Orn set about completing tasks as his mother set them, while she prepared their dinner.

Orn enjoyed the simplicity of the house chores, something he used to complain about. The journey to rescue his father had given him an appreciation for simple things taken for granted.

The day wore on, as the Avdlaks made their home ready for their absence. They planned to stay in Jarl Sigtrin Soderholm’s keep over the weekend.

In the afternoon, Briga had returned and joined them for dinner. As they sat around the dinner table, the topic drifted to Erik’s upcoming birthday.

“I thought we might celebrate it while we are in Bosberg,” offered Venna. “That way we’re all together, with Erik, Selti, and Brenda. We’ll need to tell Selti’s brother, Sorgi. He might not come with us, but I am sure he’ll be there by Starsday.”

Vylder added, “I won’t be travelling with you tomorrow morning. I have a few things I need to finish. I’ll be there in the afternoon.”

Venna threw her husband a quizzical look, which was returned with a flash of Vylder’s eyes and a furrow of his brows. Venna’s brows furrowed slightly before they rose again, as a realisation occurred to her, causing her to smile knowingly.

While that occurred, Briga and Orn looked from Venna to Vylder, back to Venna again. They then looked at each other.

Briga wore an expression of confoundment, to which Orn merely smiled as he said, “You’ll get used to that. They can have full conversations without speaking a single word. Better to just ignore it, as you’ll only frustrate yourself. Erik and I gave up trying to figure out their eyebrow language years ago.”

Venna didn’t even look at him as she flung a crust of bread at Orn, a small smile blossoming on her face.

Orn deftly caught it and popped it into his mouth with a childish grin as he chewed, causing them all to erupt into laughter.

Venna eventually said, “So it will be Orn, Selti, Briga, maybe Sorgi, and I, then. All right, everyone finished eating? Good. Orn, can you and Briga tidy up while I prepare what we’ll need for tomorrow?”

“Yes, Mother,” replied Orn, doing his best to keep his face and tone neutral, although still receiving a warning look from Venna.

Briga looked down to hide her smile. Regardless of her being a deity, she didn’t mind that Orn’s mother treated her as she did her own children. In fact, it gladdened her. She felt welcome as a member of this family she was soon to join, as Orn would soon join hers.

After they tidied the kitchen, and Venna had organised what they needed for their travel tomorrow, the four of them moved to the front room. There they sat, talking about nothing in particular, enjoying each other’s company. The discussion eventually gravitated to the morning’s travel.

“Why did you not just ask me, Mother? I could take us there in an instant,” said Briga.

“I suppose you could, at that. But I would never ask that of you; it’s unseemly, and I would prefer not to turn my future daughter into a glorified mode of transportation. Besides, the journey is not a long one, and can be quite enjoyable,” replied Venna.

From watching the Avdlaks interact, Briga had become enamoured of the easy humour and gentle gibes that this family directed towards her and one another. It was, for her, a novel and amusing method of displaying familial affection. One she was unaccustomed to, and thus, enjoyed experiencing.

Although Briga was a goddess, existing for eight-hundred and  thirty-six years, she had a naiveté about her. Venna’s vibrant, and assertive personality brought out in Briga a deep love and admiration for the mortal woman, who in the short time she had spent with her, left an indelible stamp on Briga’s own persona.

“What’s wrong, dear?” Vylder asked Briga, shaking her from her reverie.

“Hm? Oh, nothing. Everything is well,” replied Briga with a dreamy smile.

“Well, we were just about to turn in. Will you be staying with us?” asked Venna.

“Is that all right?” Briga asked.

“Of course. You are always welcome,” replied Vylder, seconded by Venna’s warm smile.

“Then yes, I believe I will. Thank you.”

“Orn, make up Erik’s bed for her,” said Vylder.

“Um, Father, Briga doesn’t sleep,” said Orn in a soft voice.

“Oh, right, well... Wait, so what will you do all night?” asked Vylder.

“I will watch him sleep,” replied Briga.

“Are you sure you won’t get restless doing that for seven hours or so?”

“Father!” Orn exclaimed, plaintively.

“What? I don’t want her to get bored,” replied Vylder defensively.

“It’s all right. I enjoy being close to him, and seeing him sleep brings me peace. Besides, what are hours measured against centuries?” asked Briga.

“That’s a... hm, I see your point,” said Vylder.

“I am sure they will figure out what it is they need to figure out, dear. Let us to our beds. I want to rise and be on the road early,” said Venna, with a small smile.

In the morning, Venna and Orn saddled and loaded three horses for the brief trip to Bosberg.

Briga approached Venna and said, “You will not need your shield, Mother. Allow me to put it away for you.”

Venna gave the goddess a quizzical look, before handing her the shield. Briga walked over to Orn and collected his as well. She then carried their shields around the back of the house. As Briga returned, Selti had arrived on her own horse. After exchanging brief greetings, they all mounted and headed out.

Orn rode alongside Selti, and gave her a knowing smile as he asked, “How are your arms?”

“Does it ever get to a point where they don’t feel like they’ll fall off?” the red-haired young woman asked in response.

“Not entirely, no. But it does get better. You’ll find you can endure longer, your strikes become more accurate and stronger, and your reflexes sharpen. So you get some gain from the pain,” he said philosophically.

“Rather poetic,” Selti said.

Orn adopted a haughty expression, as he said, “I do have a way with words.”

Selti laughed and punched his arm playfully.

Orn turned to Briga. “You’ve been quiet. Is everything all right?”

“Yes, I was just listening to prayers,” said Briga, with a distant look in her eyes.

“I have often wondered about that. How do you keep track of it all?” asked Orn.

“I filter them. People pray for many reasons. I ignore the unrealistic, the unreasonable, and the selfish in favour of those asking for grace to be granted to others. Sadly, those aren’t so common, but it makes them easier to answer personally.”

“Aren’t you worried that limiting your responses will cause people to lose faith in you?”

“Sometimes. But I find most people who pray to their selfish desires know deep down that they are prayers I will not answer,” said Briga.

“How do you have time to sort through all of them? I mean, even only answering some, surely there are still so many,” Orn pressed.

“Time is different for us. We exist within, around and outside of it all at once. For you, time is linear,” Briga responded.

“Do you know my father?” Selti asked in a muted voice.

Briga tilted her head, pausing as though listening to a distant voice, before answering, “Yes, he is with the souls of this world awaiting his next fate. But worry not, for he is content. He feels no pain and does not suffer. In that place, he has knowledge of your life as it is and as it is yet to be. We gifted him with the knowing because he was a truly good man in life, and being in that place beyond the veil, he cannot affect or change your fate.”

With a catch in her voice and tears forming in her eyes, Selti asked, “Why did he have to die?”

The faraway look on Briga’s face retreated as she focused on Selti, her face displaying her sympathy for the young woman’s pain. “Life is finite, but souls are eternal. The time souls spend in the world varies in length and purpose. I can tell you that your father fulfilled his role to perfection. With your mother, he helped create and bring you, and your brothers, into the world. He saw you grow and received a vision of your potential. However, he needed to make way for the future of your life, and that of your family. I know this is an incomplete explanation, but it is all I can offer you. Know that he has foreseen you rise far beyond that which he could have ever hoped, and he is truly proud of the woman he helped to raise.”

Selti’s head was down as she gave a brief nod, intermittent teardrops falling from her eyes. After several moments, she took in a shuddering breath, dabbed her eyes with her kerchief, and mouthed the words, ‘Thank you,’ to the Goddess.

Briga responded with a warm smile before facing forward once again, her eyes returning to their far-away gaze.

Around midafternoon, they entered the gates to the courtyard of Jarl Sigtrin’s keep. A guard had ridden ahead of them to ensure groomsmen, and some servants were waiting to welcome them. After they had dismounted, a servant led them to the garden, where Brenda was enjoying some tea.

The red-haired lady looked up from the parchment she was studying. Upon seeing the arrivals, her hazel-green eyes lit up. She leapt from her seat and wrapped Selti in an exuberant embrace, then released her daughter to embrace them all in turn.

“I am so happy to see you!” Brenda then turned to the servant who led them from the courtyard. “Can you please find our jarl, and Prince Erik and ask them to join us? And perhaps arrange for a light lunch to be brought out to us?”

“Of course, My Lady,” replied the servant, before walking briskly back the way they had come.

Brenda blushed slightly as she said, “I keep telling them to call me Brenda, but they keep addressing me in that way. Where are Vylder and Sorgi?”

Venna smiled and answered, “Oh, they stayed behind. Vylder said he had some things to finish in his forge. He’ll arrive later.”

Selti interjected, saying, “And Sorgi said he will accompany Vylder. He wanted to finish some things around the house.”

“How is it with you, Mrs. Sogard?” asked Orn.

“I am well. I haven’t been so busy in such a long time, but strangely, I am enjoying it.” Brenda glanced at the parchment she had placed on the small table.

Since Sigtrin began courting her in earnest, Selti’s mother had become friendly with the jarl’s keep staff. From them, she learned that after Sigtrin’s wife and child passed, he fell into a deep melancholy, which led to the neglect of his demesne. To help support him, Brenda began listening to the complaints the keep staff had confided in her. Little by little, she’d improved the running of Sigtrin’s household, and by extension, that of the entire Sofjorland province.

Venna’s face split into a sly grin as she asked her friend, “So... Have you decided on the day?”

“Venna!”

“What? Oh, come now, Brenda. You two deserve to be happy. Why waste time?”

Before Brenda could answer her, Jarl Sigtrin and Erik approached. Although the jarl’s neat, shoulder-length hair appeared more grey, his face looked fresher, and far less careworn. They both paused before the two women and bowed exquisitely. The blonde youth, Erik, was still slightly awkward. However, Venna noticed his improvement.

“Your Majesty,” Orn said in an exaggerated, mocking tone. “I would genuflect, but the grass is damp, and Mother would strike me for dirtying my trousers.”

“Mother will strike you, regardless,” Venna threatened, as she struggled to hide her smile.

Erik flashed his brother an annoyed glance, then his eyes softened as they fell upon Selti. He walked to her, took her hands in his and said, “I’m glad you’re here, Selti. I missed you.”

Selti’s fair skin blushed noticeably as she replied, “Don’t be silly, Erik. It’s only been a couple of days.”

“A couple of days too many,” retorted Erik.

Brenda’s face broke into a sly smile as she edged closer to Orn. From the corner of her mouth, she muttered, “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you have been giving your brother some instruction.”

Orn simply smirked and glanced back at her. Then he said to his brother, “How are the lessons coming along?”

“Oh, they are fine. They can be...” Erik coughed guiltily, his eyes darting to the jarl and back. “They are just fine, thank you.”

Orn regarded his brother for a moment and bit back the gibe he was considering, opting instead to say something kind. “In another week, you’ll be getting married, and a week after that, you’ll go to the knight Academy to learn the ways of Ohlsbachi knights, so you have that to look forward to. I’ve decided to come along and learn with you.”

Erik’s eyes widened in surprise, then he smiled at his brother. Venna and Briga, however, both adopted stern looks, and tried to speak at the same time. Venna turned to Briga, and said, “You first, dear.”

“No, you go, Mother, as I am sure we have the same question,” the Goddess replied.

Venna turned back to Orn and asked, “When did you decide this?”

“I just decided now. Come on, Mother, Bree. With all that lay in front of us, me and... that is, Erik and I will have no time to see each other. So I figured we could make the most of the time training. Plus, it never hurts to learn new things.”

Venna mulled that over for a few moments as she tried finding something wrong in his answer. Then she finally said, “Actually, you know what? I think that will be fine. It will give Briga and I some time to become better acquainted,” said Venna.

Briga looked at the two brothers, her eyes narrowing, before pointing at them, and saying, “Fine, fine. But no getting drunk!”

Both young men placed their hands on their chests while wearing their best wide-eyed, innocent expressions. This set the others to laughing and shaking their heads.
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Chapter 3
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Grand Duke Viggin sat at his desk, poring over correspondence from various officials and nobles from around his country. There were also various court notes of disputes settled, and penalties meted out.

The one pleasant surprise was an excerpt from the Sofjorland ledger. Tax revenue had increased by twenty per cent, evidenced by a slight increase in the Grand Duchy’s coffers. The soon-to-be new lady Soderholm had helped the jarl move past his terrible grief. That, and the new trade agreements should see a steady rise in revenues kingdom wide.

He affected a wry smile to himself as the thought occurred to him he would need to dip deeper into his personal funds than he had originally intended. A much more befitting wedding gift would need to be procured for the service Brenda Sogard had thus far provided, and no doubt, would continue to.

A soft knock at his door pulled his mind back from his musings. He had just set aside a letter from his father, outlining that he had set out to annex Bruderman and bring it under the King’s own governance, pending a decision as to the duchy’s future.

“Enter,” said Viggin, without looking up.

Axel Talderson, the thin, fussy chamberlain with his greying blonde hair and neat, moustachioed goatee opened the door as he doffed his baggy green cap. “I just received this dispatch, Your Grace.”

Reaching into his black, silver trimmed robe, the elderly chamberlain produced a scroll held closed by red wax stamped with the ornate Skordian royal seal. He held it out to the grand duke.

“Thank you, Axel. Is that the only one?” the duke asked, taking the proffered scroll.

“Were you expecting another?” the chamberlain asked in response.

“More like hoping for one. I wanted to hear from Thayn to be abreast of his progress with the Sofjorland trade treaty. No matter. Wait a moment, would you?”

“Your Grace, mine is to obey, but I do have a great many duties to attend to.”

“Ah, yes, yes, of course. Carry on.”

“I will collect your supper from the kitchen and bring it to you when I complete my tasks.”

With that, the chamberlain bowed, before exiting the study and closing the door.

The Grand Duke cracked the seal, opened the letter, and began reading.

“Our dear brother Viggin Uldenson, Grand Duke of Holvela, and Crown Prince of all Halder lands,

We were made aware of, and were deeply distressed by, the attempted coup that threatened your life and the stability of your realm. In response to this outrage, We have mobilised Our huscarls and all available fighting men willing to serve. We have also issued a decree of expulsion to all Brudermen within our realm. We felt that, although extreme, this course was prudent as Harolf has shown Us that neither he nor his people, can be trusted at this moment in time. We stand by to support you, should you need Us.

On a lighter note, it will be little Heidris’ birthday soon. Please write her a letter and I shall read it to her.

Stay strong, Viggin. You have the right of this.

With warmest regards,

Ilsa Uldenson, Duchess of Skord.

PS: I am aware that he is involved in negotiations with our southern neighbour, but when you see that tawny-eyed rogue you call a brother, send him home. His children miss him- a fact they remind me of at least daily.”

Viggin sighed, and with a slight smile began penning his responses, starting with a letter to Heidris. The letter he wrote to his niece was congratulatory and included a promise to bring her a gift the next time he saw her. The other letter announced his intent to pay a visit to Lopstad, the Skordian capital, upon Thayn’s return from Paqurineva.
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A large chariot, pulled by two trotting horses, trundled along the broad main street of Paqurineva, the Nevan capital. It headed to the basilica housing the Empire’s senate chambers and offices of the large nation’s bureaucracy.

The reddish-brown haired Duke Thayn Uldenson felt strange wearing Nevan garb. And his long hair and braided beard were a vivid contrast, displaying the obviousness that he was not a Nevan. In this foreign land, he felt naked, without a shirt made of steel ringlets, and an axe belted to his waist. Censor Marius Vinnicus’ assurances regarding his status as a visiting foreign ruler in Nevan society did little to quell his misgivings.

“Please, Your Grace, stop worrying at it. The toga is supposed to sit thus,” said Grillo Amillos, the rotund, newly appointed Civil Censor for the Nevan Empire.

The duke regarded Grillo with his tawny-coloured eyes as he tilted his ear to listen to Shufi’s translation. With a slight blush and a wry smile, Thayn responded, “Is this entirely necessary? I look ridiculous, and I could swear this is Marius’ idea of a jest at my expense. And if that is the case, I will have my revenge. He can be sure of it.”

The Azahri spy blinked several times, as he looked at Thayn for several moments, before saying, “Your most esteemed Grace, are you sure you want me to translate that?”

“Why, yes, Shufi. I said it, did I not?” came Thayn’s retort.

“Very well, most gracious Highness.” The spy translated the duke’s words to Grillo.

To Shufi’s surprise, the Nevan leader laughed long and loud, his paunch jiggling as if to emphasise his mirth. The portly Henesian man used a corner of his purple cape to mop at his thinning pate and brow, being cautious not to dislodge the gold laurel wreath upon his head.

“I assure you, it is not. Let us put it down to a ceremonial, diplomatic convention. It’s not done out of any intent to cast ridicule upon your august person, Duke Thayn.”

Shufi again translated the Censor’s words, while Thayn cast him a sidelong glance before sighing as he turned to gaze at the passing buildings. He imagined how his own demesne would be with such skill in masonry. Then, as always happened when he thought of home, his thoughts drifted to his wife and three daughters.

It would be Heidris’ fifth birthday soon. Thayn hoped that these deliberations would be prompt. He wanted to trawl the markets for something suitable and unique to give his youngest daughter. And, of course, he would have to get something for the other two... and his wife. The Skordian duke sighed again.

The chariot came to a halt at the steps to the basilica, and the three men climbed down from it. As they mounted the steps, the charioteer shook the reins to move out of the way for the next one coming up behind him.

At the top  of the steps, Grillo stopped as he bent forward, hands on his knees while he caught his breath. “I will be... fine in a moment,” the large man blurted between gasps.

“You really should think about doing more and eating less, Honourable Censor,” suggested Thayn.

“Punish me if you will, most noble Duke. I am not translating that,” said the spy-come-translator.

“Shufi, he knows these aren’t your words.” The tall Duke exhaled an overly dramatic, heavy sigh, and said, “Never mind. I will get Marius to tell him.”

The Azahri spy snorted and rolled his eyes as he shook his head.

Once inside the main gallery leading to the Senate Chamber, the temperature dropped noticeably, and Thayn sighed in relief. Being of northern lands, he was not yet used to the heat this far south.

Just then, a solidly muscled Nevan man of above-average height for their race, with tanned skin and chiselled features, walked purposefully towards them. His red cape billowing behind announced his military affiliation, while the gold-olive wreath surrounding his grey-flecked, black hair announced his elevated station.

“Honourable Censor Marius. A pleasure to see you again, especially on such an auspicious day,” Thayn said as he inclined his head in a slight nod.

Shufi smiled and bowed before standing straight again. However, he said nothing.

“Welcome to the Senate once again, my friends,” Marius said with his arms spread, and a broad grin across his face. “Grillo, I hope the climb was not too arduous for you.”

Shufi translated, and Thayn let out a short bark of a laugh, as he looked meaningfully at Shufi, while the spy adopted a helpless expression, looking away.

“We must suffer what we must suffer to feel deserving of our next meal,” replied the fat Censor sagely, wearing a haughty expression complete with raised brows and heavy eyelids.

Then Grillo’s face broke into a broad grin, as he embraced his long-time friend. Then the four men walked into the Senate chamber together.

Upon entering the chamber, the faces of nigh two hundred members of the Senate were a mixture of hopeful smiles and curious glances. Amongst the members’ faces was a smattering of scornful distaste.

Some among them, although well aware of Scipio’s betrayal, still harboured ill will towards the empire’s northern neighbour. Firmly held prejudices and thwarted ambitions were never things easy to relinquish.

Only Scipio’s involvement with the Thaden cultists and their daemon worshipping kept their silence, and would do so for a long time. None among them wished to be in any way associated with that outlawed group, for to be so meant certain death.

Tabal al’Ajid, a middle-aged, balding Jamahri man with a large nose and silvery sprigs of hair surrounding his head like a laurel wreath, held his hands up to gain attention from the men within the chamber, and the citizens fortunate enough to gain entry to the galleries to bear witness. He had replaced the elderly magistrate who had decided to retire. After recent events, the poor man’s heart could sustain no more shocks.

In his deep, accented voice, Tabal said, “Order, order, gentlemen, please. Today is a historic occasion. We will bear witness to the signing of this treaty that will formalise trade between the Halder nations and the Nevan Empire, which will enrich both Halder and Nevan alike. We can hope that this is the beginning of a partnership and, dare I say, a friendship that will bring added stability to our region.”

This introduction was a prearranged signal for a group of officiaries to bring a podium, four scrolls, and the ceremonial writing brush and ink pot.

While these were being set up, Tabal continued, “This treaty will see the cities of Raugus and Bosberg become centres of trade, distribution, and cultural exchange between our nations. May this historic partnership lead to greater understanding and cooperation between our two peoples.”

As the magistrate finished his statement, there were enthusiastic statements of agreement, and the thumping of feet in applause from the galleries and the Senate floor.

Of the four copies of the treaty document, two were in Halder, and two in Nevan. Shufi and Grillo each took a Nevan copy, and Marius and Thayn took the Halder copies. All four men made a show of examining the document. As they were all well versed in its contents, the act merely theatre for the benefit of the witnesses.

After several moments of this, first Thayn placed his copy on the podium and, after taking up the ceremonial brush, dipped into the ink and signed his name. Then Grillo, Marius, and lastly, Shufi. This process was repeated for the three other copies. The two Halder copies would return with Thayn and Shufi. The Nevan copies would see one stored in the Paqurineva basilica archives, and the other in the Raugus regional basilica.

Shufi had received a jarldom and the title of ‘First Counsel to the Halder King’ to grant him status in signing the treaty. At first, Shufi held the mistaken belief that these titles were mere sophistry to lend legitimacy to the proceedings.

That was until Thayn explained to him that the rank and title were official and that he, in fact, now had the lands and responsibilities of a high-ranking jarl. Thayn advised that he should marry, as a wife could run Shufi’s estate in his absence, citing his own wife, Ilsa, as an example.

Once the signing ceremony was complete, the four men joined hands and raised them above their heads to signify unity, and that the treaty was now in effect. The Senate chamber and galleries erupted into more cheers and stomping applause.
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“So, Harolf, how long will this thing take to get us to our destination?” Bethuselom asked with a frightening enthusiasm. His demented smile spread across his pallid face.

He and Harolf were near the prow of a longship as it headed southeast in the Gulf of Smerelyipo. They stayed close to the prow to keep a watchful eye on the large metal mirrors beneath the canvas. Daemons could travel between Bethuselom’s mirrors. However, it was necessary for him to physically travel to a location so a mirror could be installed.

The fragrant body of Scipio had become noticeable. A clear indicator of the daemon’s limited timeframe to enact his plans. The grimace on Harolf’s face showed that he could tell.

“It will take as long as it takes,” Harolf answered, irritation clear in his voice. Though still deathly afraid of this being, Harolf did not like being held in anyone’s sway. “On that note, don’t ever lay your hands on another Halderman. You killed half the crew of this ship when you forced them to bring you here.”

“Oh, don’t be such a stickler to convention. They aren’t your people anymore, my dear Harry. Besides, people are tools. Pawns for your ambition, and food for my kind. Let us not allow ridiculous things like scruples to get in the way of our fun.”

“I may no longer be the ruler of Bruderman, but they are still my people. From now on, Haldermen are off limits to you and your kind. Don’t force my hand on this. I may not be able to defeat you, but I can severely inconvenience you. I have in place machinations to see to that inconvenience, should you take issue with that restriction.”

Bethuselom pouted and gave a contrived sigh of resignation, and placed a hand over Scipio’s ruined heart as he said, “Very well, I will not murder, nor consume, any Haldermen. There, happy? I guess I can feed on Nevans. I can still get to Disipica. Censor Marius was quite thorough in rooting out my followers along with my mirrors in his capital, but I still have some scattered about here and there. I might admire the man, if not for the inconvenience he has caused me.”

Harolf merely grunted in response. He then turned to the daemon and said, “But in answer to your question, it will take us roughly three more days to arrive at Smerelyipo dock, and a further ten days overland to get to Tsogt.”

“Brilliant. We shall spread the new faith throughout the steppes of Urdula, and from there, we can methodically make this world ours.”

Harolf hadn’t been this far east since he had begun establishing colonies on this continent. The dispatches and reports he’d received from his newly appointed jarls had indicated the nations on this continent had unimaginable populations. If this being were to bring those nations under its sway, he dreaded to think of the outcome.

As Harolf thought about it, he shuddered. He pondered desperately how he would get out from under this filthy daemon. He had struggled with this dilemma since that stormy night in Bvolyed. Turning to his family for help was out of the question. His family would execute him, were they to catch him; there were no doubts about that.

Worse still, his one chance at salvation was becoming entrenched as a legitimate part of that same family. If only Harolf could get word to Orn. From Bethuselom’s own words, that boy could kill these things as, apparently, he slew Bethuselom’s daughter. If he could convince Orn to aid him, he could start fresh, building this fledgling group of colonies into a new nation. If he declared himself a king, then maybe he could work something out with his father as an equal. As a fellow king.

Bethuselom’s unseeing voids regarded the former duke for a moment.

“Harolf, what are you thinking?” the daemon asked through a toothy grin.

“That body of yours won’t last much longer. I think things will start falling off soon.” Harolf returned the daemon’s gaze with wide eyes. His lips pinched thin, as he trembled.

“Compliments to your mental walls. I cannot penetrate them. Though I must warn you. Should you betray me, I will destroy you. Make no mistake, you are not the only iron I have in the fire.”

“I am not thinking of betraying you, but I will warn you. Threaten me again, and you will not make it to Tsogt. Believe it.”

“Mutually assured destruction. Oh surely, this is how the best friendships are made,” Bethuselom said, before chuckling deep in his chest. A truly mirthless and sinister sound.
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The Ohlsbachi tavern was the type of dingy watering hole frequented by the kind of men whose professions fell outside the law. Nestled in a small waystation, between the town of Kodeck and the Holvela/Schilden border, was a nameless place that was a cluster of crude cabins on either side of the main trade road. The few small businesses catered to the transient denizens travelling from one place to another.

Mid-morning was the least busy time for the tavern. At a dimly lit corner table sat a thin man wearing nondescript, dark-coloured clothes made of expensive looking fabric. He wore his dark green, wide-brimmed hat low over his eyes, peering from under it. His cider cup sat near his elbow, as yet untouched.

“What the hell are you wearing, Franz? You look ridiculous,” said Margrave Karl Vorspiel, a large man in a rich, maroon doublet with silver brocade. His light brown hair was short, in the fashion favoured by Ohlsbachi men. He boldly strode over to the table, taking a swig of his cider in contrast to Franz’s efforts at being clandestine.

“Shush! Keep your voice down, I don’t want anyone to recognise me! And don’t say my bloody name out loud. I am incognito!” hissed Baron Franz Lun Duegr, his blue eyes flashing from under the brim of his hat.

“Mind your tone, baron. Remember to whom you are speaking. Why are we meeting in this rat hole, anyway? We could have just as easily met at your manor, or my keep,” said Karl, as he glanced around with a slight grimace.

“There are ears everywhere. But here...” the thin baron gestured to the interior of the taproom, “... we can say what we need to, because this is a place for outlaws. But even still, we must be cautious.”

The larger man laughed as he snatched the dark green hat from Franz’s head, revealing lank, dark, shoulder-length hair. “We are talking rebellion against the crown, so we too are outlaws, so why bother?”

“Any one of these reprobates could be a spy, that’s why, you dolt!” the baron spat.

The margrave’s eyes flashed and narrowed as he started rising, while tugging his right glove from his belt.

Franz’s face drained of colour, his eyes widening, as he realised Karl was about to issue him with a formal challenge. He quickly cast his eyes downward, saying, “Forgive my impertinence, Your Lordship. I forgot myself.”

Karl tucked his glove back into his belt, and slowly sat down. “Yes, well. I understand. This is a dicey venture we are considering, but remember your place.”

“Of course, of course.”

“Well? What did you want to tell me that couldn’t be said in more suitable surrounds? Come on. Out with it, man!” the margrave demanded as he snapped his fingers.

“That cargo we were expecting. It arrived yesterday afternoon. It crossed the border from Schilden, and I must say, these new weapons are everything we had hoped!” His trepidation from scant moments before, evaporated as the baron relayed his news.

“So, what are these weapons? What makes them so fantastic?”

“These devices are called ‘crossbows’. They don’t have the range of a standard bow, but at close range they have extraordinary power! The bolts can punch through armour as though it were cloth!”

“Through armour, you say?” Karl’s eyes became more intent.

“We have a real chance to liberate our homeland after so long! And those steel-wrapped Holvelan lapdogs won’t be able to stand against us. Good riddance! Those so-called Ohlsbachi knights are no sons of Ohlsbach, fawning at the feet of those Halder pretenders. Not to mention, more and more of them are mutts, just like the royal family. Mixing pure Ohlsbachi blood with those Halder animals. Disgusting! No more shall we be under their thumb!”

“I may have misjudged you, Baron Lun Duegr. How long will it take to train some men how to use them?” asked Margrave Vorspiel.

“That’s the beauty of them, My Lord. A man doesn’t need to spend half a lifetime practicing yeomanry to operate these crossbow devices. Come to this address on the morrow, and you can try one out for yourself,” Franz said, as he slid the margrave a small slip of paper.

“I may just do that,” the margrave said, as he quickly eyed the slip, then tucked it away inside his doublet.

“These Halder barbarians, playing at ‘nobility’, pah!” Franz scoffed with a contemptuous sneer. He continued his rant, “They’re so uncivilised, they try to murder each other to get to the crown! Utter disgrace!”

Karl eyed the baron warily. While his sympathies firmly lay with Ohlsbachi separatists, he was always cautious around zealots.

“Yes, I had heard about that. The youngest brother tried to murder the next in line to the Halder throne,” said Karl.

“Scandalous! And to think we must bow and scrape, paying our taxes to that filth, that scum! Well, no more!” Franz’s lips flecked with spittle as his eyes gleamed.

Karl took a deep breath, and as hope began replacing his trepidation, said, “We may finally throw off the Halder yoke, and have a nation of our own, once more. I never thought I would see it in my lifetime.”

“And we have our Thaden brothers to thank for sourcing the tools for our salvation.”

“Thaden?”

“Yes! They are holy priests who worship a new god. I have seen him, and I have felt his power!” Franz beamed; his eyes shone with fervour. Tears stood in his eyes, threatening to spill over.

Karl frowned, feeling the tendrils of doubt caressing his heart once again.
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