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    Foreword




     




     




    This little story of historical fiction is part adventure, part lesson, and part prayer. Inspired by Matthew and an old English volume titled Historia Trium Regum (The Three Kings of Cologne), the following is an account of a perilous and miraculous journey to Bethlehem.




    While the full veracity of John of Hildesheim’s account is uncertain, the story of the three kings has fascinated mankind for two centuries and will continue to do so. What I have attempted in this story is to put a detailed backstory to the journey that the three men endured, thereby adding power to the nativity itself, and elevating the star of Man to a higher level. The story encourages determination, courage, strength, dedication, and most of all, faith.




    I hope you enjoy the journey.




     


  




  





  

     


  




  

     




     




     




     




    Matthew 2:1-12




     




     




     




     




    After Jesus had been born at Bethlehem in Judea during the reign of King Herod, suddenly some wise men came to Jerusalem from the east asking, “Where is the infant king of the Jews? We saw his star as it rose and have come to do him homage.”




    When King Herod heard this he was perturbed, and so was the whole of Jerusalem. He called together all the chief priests and the scribes of the people, and enquired of them where the Christ was to be born.




    They told him, “At Bethlehem in Judea, for this is what the prophet wrote:




    ‘And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, you are by no means the least among the leaders of Judah, for from you will come a leader who will shepherd my people Israel.’”




    Then Herod summoned the wise men to see him privately. He asked them the exact date on which the star had appeared and sent them on to Bethlehem with the words, “Go and find out all about the child, and when you have found him, let me know, so that I too may go and do him homage.”




    Having listened to what the king had to say, they set out. And suddenly the star they had seen rising went forward and halted over the place where the child was.




    The sight of the star filled them with delight, and going into the house they saw the child with his mother Mary, and falling to their knees they did him homage. Then, opening their treasures, they offered him gifts of gold and frankincense and myrrh.




    But they were given a warning in a dream not to go back to Herod, and returned to their own country by a different way.




     


  




  





  

     


  




  

    Part I


    A Journey Begins




     




     




    Before we ever embark on a journey, there are often smaller journeys that are taken. Getting those last groceries, filling the tank with gas, buying ice, etc. We often forget about these small trips because we think they have nothing to do with the real event.




     




    Do not underestimate the impact even a small expedition may have upon your life experiences. While two of the Three Kings will have significantly harder journeys before their “big one,” the moral of the story is that we should always be open and ready to receive, even if we are checking our oil before a long road trip.




     




    When the goal of the journey is neither to return nor to arrive at the scheduled stop, anything is possible.


  




  





  

     


  




  

     




     




    Chapter 1


    Chance Encounter
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    Again I saw that under the sun the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor bread to the wise, nor riches to the intelligent, nor favor to those with knowledge, but time and chance happen to them all.




     




    Ecclesiastes 9:11




     




    …And the voice of all mothers whispered, “Thanks be to God.”




     




     




    

      Even the waves lapping the dock seemed dry and dusty. There had been a town here once. now only red sand remained: red, choking, swirling dust, and a few huts collapsing to the dead ground. The dock was rickety, but it held the two boats that slipped ashore. From their sun-seared decks, two well-dressed men emerged, squinting at the harsh light. As the dust swirled around them, their bleached-white garments quickly dulled and streaked with brown sand.


    




    “Nothing!” exclaimed a strange voice. “Nothing here. There is nothing!” The stranger had been watching the boats arrive and rushed to greet the two men warmly. Though his tone had a vein of bitterness, he forced a smile upon his bronzed face.




    The newcomers were still wobbly from the route across the wine-red sea and returned his smile with a little effort. After seeing the barren waste where a burgeoning harbor was purported to be darkened their outlook, they scowled at the wasteland beyond.




    “Certainly,” one of the men started, his voice hoarse. He scanned the desolate area, then cleared his throat, and cracked his knuckles. “I am Jaspar. I rule a little kingdom across the sea called Tharsis.”




    “I had thought Ethiopia, or from D’Mt,” the bronzed man said, his voice inquisitive and scholarly, far from condemnatory. “I am Balthazar. They call me King of Saba, a few hundred miles to the north and east—well, closer to a thousand, but who is counting?” He chuckled, taking another look at the bleak surroundings. “And you are…?” He nodded politely to the third man. “Are you both together?”




    “No, we arrived by chance,” the third man replied, chewing his bottom lip. “I am Melchior, King of Nubia.” He forced a smile, but the look of disappointment weighed heavy on his features.




    “Nubia!” the man exclaimed, with a raised eyebrow—this newcomer could not possibly be a Nubian, his skin was too light. Still… he seemed friendly enough, if not a little bitter at the circumstances. The man on the dock smiled. “I have not had the pleasure, but have heard wonderful things.” He thumbed his earlobe and smiled. “But you travel alone with no retainers, apart from your boatmen?” he wondered.




    Jaspar and Melchior nodded. Jaspar opened his mouth to explain, but Balthazar was already talking. He seemed a natural leader, a free talker, and one who was quick with a smile, even after a long journey to find nothing. He glanced back at his single man tending to the camels and smiled.




    “Traveling, it is therapeutic,” the leader of Saba said. The others agreed with polite mutters. “Riding alone can clear the mind. It gets me away from all of the questions and the noise—but this journey, it was not so fruitful.” His voice had an edge of giddiness to it, as if he were covering his disappointment. Perhaps he had hoped to find nothing.




     “I was told there were fruit trees and an oasis ready for trading! How disappointing,” Melchior said. “But as you say,” he added, looking up into Balthazar’s twinkling eyes, “it is a rare pleasure to travel alone and to look at the stars for more than just direction!”




    But as he looked up, the king of Nubia’s gaze met joy, wonder, and surprise. “You do not view the stars as merely guideposts on your journeys?” Balthazar wondered, his voice a whisper.




    Jaspar smiled. “I often wonder what it would be like to travel to a star,” he said softly, though his deep voice resonated. “To move through the great void of the night with ease and seek whatever is there…”




    The king of Saba beamed. He spread his arms and asked more questions about the stars and the universe… it was not long before the three kings chattered like ancient friends. Their collective interest in astronomy opened up a floodgate of conversation, and they passionately discussed the possibility of other worlds, other realities, and the overwhelming vastness of the sky above.




    “So how many stars are there?” Jaspar wondered aloud.




    “Oh, many more than we can count or even see, I’m sure.”




    Only two more visitors disembarked during their conversation. Balthazar told them they must have received misinformation, but he didn’t receive a word of thanks. Instead, the strangers nodded to Balthazar, though when their gazes crossed Jaspar, they scowled deeply before floating back into the red sea.




    “Countless stars…” Melchior whispered. His prior bitterness at the empty dock had faded, though he still looked downcast.




    “To think that God could create so many different and amazing stars…”




    “That is what makes it more amazing, Jaspar. That’s what makes it… remarkable.”




    Their conversation stretched for hours, the heat blistering in the square and sweat pouring down their faces. It soaked through their garments, dripped down their backs, and pooled in the bottoms of their sandals. A cough from Balthazar’s man shook them out of their reverie—though the day was intense in its heat, it was well past noon, and each had a long journey home. It was sadly well past their time to sail away.




    “We must resolve to meet one another,” Balthazar said finally. “At the very least, correspond via letter. There is much we can learn and discover—though I live quite far from here, I’m willing to travel and continue these discussions.”




    They agreed to travel first to Nubia, to gather at Melchior’s palace. Four years passed before such a meeting took place, though they sent several letters to one another—often multiple copies of letters to be sure they were not lost or stolen. In another four years, they met in Tharsis, enjoying the hospitality of Jaspar.
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    As they entered the twelfth year since the first chance encounter, their friendship had blossomed and each ruler eagerly awaited the meeting in Saba, though the journey would be rough for Jaspar and Melchior.




    The brutal heat of this twelfth summer had passed by, and Jaspar and Melchior began their preparations for the long and arduous journey to Saba. Though this was their third meeting, there was a different smell to the air, an oddness to the wind, and even the oceans seemed to flow differently. For the kings, it could have likely been their keener sense of the environment, fostered by their letters, or perhaps something else was happening—for each man’s heart leapt at the very thought of Saba and the journey that lay ahead.




     


  




  





  

     


  




  

     




     




    Chapter 2


    Jaspar
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    When he established the heavens, I [Wisdom] was there; when he made firm the skies above,




    when he established[d] the fountains of the deep…




    when he marked out the foundations of the earth,




    then I was beside him, like a master workman.




     




    Proverbs 8: 27-30




     




     




    A fierce sun set slowly over the knobby hills on the horizon, its last bright rays highlighting the craggy peaks like coal-fire spears of light. Long shadows flowed over the rolling hills, though the filtered beams of light were still strong enough to cast a warm glow over the carpet of myrrh trees.




    Jaspar looked out past the ornate and high-reaching towers and gazed upon the greenery in an otherwise barren plain—the trees contrasted jarringly with the brown and dusty earth beneath them. Rains were infrequent here, but the trees were hardy enough to grow into solid stone; the trees still used the canvas to spring into vibrancy and grew against all reason. Just out of sight, behind the rolling brown hills, the ocean heaved and sighed its uninterrupted motion. As the sun dipped beneath the hills, so, too, did the first stars of evening flicker to life. And with their pale light against a violet sky, a desert cold crept through the palace.




    At last, the bright sunlight dipped below the crests of the hills, casting the world in the grainy fog of twilight. The green on the trees transformed to a dullish brown, and the earth below seemed nearly black. Sun-bleached towers and once-glimmering latticework were now off-white, as if the vibrancy and elegance inside them had decided it was time to rest. Jaspar sighed and returned to his apartments. The night chill was starting to set in and he donned a thicker robe. Ordinarily, he would light a fire, but it was well past the time he should leave Tharsis for Saba. Balthazar waited, and surely Melchior was on his way by now. Though they would stay in Saba for over a month, it would take them longer to get there.




    Tharsis. Although often called Thaars by some of the older populace, the great majority of its citizens called the kingdom Tharsis. Tharsis. The word sounded funny in his mind, as if it were a place of legend or stories.




    “Tharsis,” he whispered, and the name sounded even stranger, as if he were trying to extract a tarry substance from his tongue. Yet it was his land, his place of birth and upbringing, and the land he had ruled for two decades. But he hungered not for power, but for knowledge and enlightenment, both in the stars above and texts of the prophets on earth. Jaspar sought answers to questions his subjects would never dare ask—where they fulfilled their daily life with no other objective but survival; he sought the true purpose and meaning of life. And in the stars and the dust of the earth, he was finding little, even though the correspondence with Melchior and Balthazar filled his head with a vast array of wonderful knowledge. Perhaps this year they could discover something yet unknown, something deeper.




    A servant shuffled his feet and Jaspar was pulled from his reverie. He smiled and grimaced nearly simultaneously—he was eager to see his friends again, yet he dreaded the arduous journey. He would avoid the large desert on his journey, but in doing so, he would need to sail some thousand miles along its coast through rough waters. He would then dock several hundred miles south of Saba and take an overland route, through a desert (of course! he noted with a grimace) before he reached the palm trees of Balthazar’s palace. Though he was skilled at traversing the desert, he had never used this particular route before, and he cracked his knuckles nervously at the thought.




    Before he bade farewell to his underlings, he made sure to pack a few bundles of myrrh and a few scrolls.




    As he neared the rickety boat that would take him across the blood-red sea, a flicker of sadness passed through him. Though he was not close to any of his servants, he still felt a connection to them, a sense that they were his family. That they had not seen him on his way was troubling. Perhaps they would revolt and seize power the moment the wooden craft touched the waves, or the rulers in the arid land of D’mt to the west would at last march into Tharsis and claim it as their own. He had similar fears on his previous journey, but thankfully those left in charge were competent—this time, however, the feeling was stronger and his faith in humanity was stuck in a deep trough.




    The sound of waves lapping the dock shook him and he turned to look at the boat. It was like many of the ships of the region, smaller, but constructed to cross bodies of water such as the Red Sea or even greater sections of open ocean. It looked precarious and worn, but it had made countless trips across the scarlet sea, and to ports unknown, always returning with cargo or emissaries.




    To Jaspar, the ship looked like a flayed cockroach, with the cloth sail strung out in a triangular shape, attached with various ropes and beams made from coconut wood. Slim and shallow, the boat had a sharp bow and a blunt stern equipped with a rudder for steering. Its captain had dozens of years of experience in these waters and Jaspar marveled as the man lengthened, shortened, and pulled on the various ropes, setting the sail to bending in various directions. Long oars had been unceremoniously tossed next to the port gunwale, and Jaspar doubted he could use them should something happen to the captain.




    He sucked in the strange mixture of moist sea air and the hot, dry dust of Tharsis.




    “Aye, this dhow will take you safely ‘cross.” The captain chuckled as he looked up, a long rope clutched in calloused hands. After a few moments, he nodded. “Well, come on, then, majesty. We best catch this wind. Ruhamah is itchin’ to go!” he piped, patting the gunwale fondly, before ducking back inside. The captain’s disembodied voice floated from behind the massive sail. “Best hop in, majesty!”




    Jaspar cast a longing glance back at the sun-seared shoreline and the small black flecks that were the myrrh trees and shook his head sadly. There were still a few hours of daylight, but navigating by night would not be a problem for either himself or the boatman. Still, the coming of evening often triggered a sadness in his heart, an awareness that the brightness and the safety of day were fading into a cold, dark unknown, and Jaspar felt himself falling into a vast chasm. He forced down his rising unease with a quick smile at Tharsis, saluted the horizon, smoothed his garments, and stepped into the boat.




    The captain laughed as he untied the mooring rope with one hand and used the other to push a long oar against the dock. He then coiled the rope gently inside the wooden gunwale and set the oar down with a thud. The small boat drifted slowly away from the dock, lurching out into the harbor as the winds caught the cloth.




    As the salty sea breeze whipped his turban and set his eyes to watering, Jaspar thought upon his friends’ chance encounter those many years ago and how a false rumor and an abandoned city had brought the three men together. Having hoped for a new trading partner, he had never thought he would come away empty-handed, but with a heart full of a treasured friendship. Twelve years had gone by far too swiftly.




     


  




  





  

     




     




     




    Chapter 3


    Melchior
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    And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what [is the] good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God.




     




    Romans 12:2




     




     




    He was small of stature, nearly a head shorter than the average man, yet his frame was solid and muscular; youth covered his face in right angles and tight skin, and the primness of a flourishing beard covered his face. Life beneath a warm and nearly tropical sun had provided a golden sheen to his skin, and large, bushy eyebrows the color of coal hovered over his round, pitch-black eyes. Though almost opaque, they still shone brightly in the hot desert sun. His nose was a round, a bulbous mass that lay flat on his face, and his lips were thick and chapped by both the sun and his constant nibbling at them. Atop his shaven head, he wore a curiously shaped turban, with a high peak over the head and sides that dipped below his chin. He was often likened to the rulers near the Great River to the west, those who had built massive structures in which they buried their dead.




    His own father had once said, “I have people living in huts and they bury their dead in monuments twice the size of Nubia!” Still, the resemblance to the men of the west was uncanny, and people who had been to the region were quick to take notice. Though never to his face, such comments were still audible in a long hallway or on a murky evening—there were times when he even heard the word “Pharaoh” come from the mouths of his citizens, connected to a string of words he would never repeat in distinguished company.




    Melchior did not appreciate the comparison to those rulers far to the west, though he often dealt with them in trade. They seemed to be consumed with themselves, obsessed with their multitude of gods. Rumors swirled that the mighty kingdoms were crumbling, or had already fallen—men no longer came to Nubia sporting his style of turban; they looked more like carelessly wound cloth around their pates. Further, the merchants looked more Greek or Roman in appearance. Melchior was glad for the revenue and dared not question the state of affairs with too great an interest. He had no desire to expose Nubia to more invaders.




    Melchior held his hands to his face and frowned a shallow frown. He was much lighter-skinned than any of the citizens of Nubia—it seemed every generation in his family displayed progressively lighter skin. While the family had some members who were from the far west, the influence on appearance could not have been enough to lighten his skin so drastically, could it? The ruler of Nubia shrugged and decided to concentrate on the task at hand, when a night-dark servant passed in the hall, and his frown deepened.




    “Why am I thinking of this?” he muttered, then smoothed his robes and turned his gaze outside.




    Looking out at the gently swaying palm trees, a brief sense of contentment and peace fluttered through his heart, though it evaporated with the first flash of warm, filtered sunlight between the spiny leaves of the trees. His heart stuttered as he reminded himself it was past time that he should be taking his leave. Which meant he had to cross the sea.




    Thoughts of the bobbing and swirling ocean set his stomach lurching. It was customary to travel at night in this climate, but his boatman refused to let his “majesty” guide the boat by the stars; Melchior was not sure what would be worse, not seeing the rolling waves by night or seeing them in their vivid horror during the day. Though Melchior could easily navigate by using the stars alone, he graciously allowed the seasoned seamen the opportunity to escort him across the wine-red sea, for ocean travel was still something he was forcing himself to grow accustomed to.




    “Pardon me, Majesty,” a servant muttered as he brushed by Melchior in order to clear away the teapot and cups from a low table.




    “Yes, thank you, thank you,” he replied, chewing his lip.




    The man worked swiftly, taking care not to clank the vessels together. Melchior watched the man casually and returned a nod as the servant bustled out of the room. Melchior’s retainers were few, but they were devout. At least, they pretended to be. It was dangerous to worry about who might not support you fully, for it created an atmosphere of distrust and a level of stress he didn’t want to deal with. He would prefer to be seen as wise and knowledgeable, rather than heavy-handed or dictatorial, though he knew it could cost him his rule very easily.




    With a sigh, he rolled up his own scrolls and made his way to his camel for the short ride to the ocean. A mule rode alongside, pulling a half-loaded cart—his provisions were meager, barely enough to sustain him on the long journey to Saba, for he would have to cross the red-colored sea and find new animals when he disembarked. Even after such a crossing, he still had countless miles of harsh desert to cross before he reached the lush kingdom of Saba. He hoped on this journey he could avoid the sandstorms that befell him on his journey to Tharsis, but who knew what a strange and new desert would hold? In his letters, Balthazar assured him the trek was well marked and the path known, and that there were many strong and trustworthy men who could guide him, as long as he paid. And he would be paying in gold.




    “It will be quiet without you, Majesty,” came the soft and care-worn voice of his personal servant. Melchior was checking the various straps on the cart, making sure everything would hold fast for the bumpy ride and hadn’t heard the man’s soft footsteps.




    “I imagine it will,” he said, standing and straightening. Already he felt a slight tinge of soreness in his back. It was going to be a very long expedition indeed. “It may be many months before I return, as the last time, but I trust you will maintain order here.”




    The servant nodded. “Of course.”




    “Thank you.” Keeping order would possibly prove to be more challenging than brushing away the constant layer of dust or polishing bright dinnerware. Those who wanted to usurp Melchior’s position would surely see this as an opportunity to wiggle their way into the palace, or hoist upon themselves a shadow of authority. Traveling without his retinue of servants would delay such action for several weeks. Or so he hoped.




    If the majority of observers still saw his palace full of activity, they would assume his presence there. However absent he may be from the public profile, he hoped others would think he were ill or not holding any audience. Unfortunately, this would only delay events he was sure were already planned. Those who wished to seize his kingdom would be waiting and ready for the opportunity.




    An opportunity he was handing to them on a golden serving dish.




    “Is the—is the heavy cargo loaded?”




    The servant nodded. No need to put dangerous thoughts into any ears that may be eavesdropping. His “heavy cargo” was a load of gold, part of a stockpile his family had inherited countless years ago—some of his relatives claimed it came from Alexander the Great’s own coffers.




    “And, Your Majesty?” A look of sadness passed over the man’s face.




    “Yes?”




    “You will be missed.”




    Melchior looked into the man’s deep brown eyes and sighed. He would miss him, too, along with the rest of his staff, his own bed, the green palm trees, and the constant sighing of the wind. As he looked at his servant, a sudden, profound feeling of loss flooded through him. He had traveled away before and never felt any sadness, but now there was something boiling to the surface, something deeper. A melancholy—no, a sense of grief. He felt as if he would never see this person again, and yet his deep sadness did not touch his own person, but instead manifested itself as a heavy and absolute empathy for the wiry man who stood in the sun. What would happen to him? They had veritably grown up together, and though they could not be considered friends by the social strata of their kingdom, they were still close.




    With a gesture that was unlike any a king should undertake, he reached out and embraced the man. When they separated, tears flowed freely down each man’s cheeks. Melchior turned abruptly and continued to inspect the equipment, while the servant steeled himself and turned back to the palace.




    The soft breeze slowly dried Melchior’s tears.




     


  




  





  

     




     




     




    Chapter 4


    Balthazar
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    Do not marvel at this, for an hour is coming when all who are in the tombs will hear his voice




     




    John 5:28




     




     




    Balthazar said a quiet prayer for his friends, then added one for Saba, something he’d been doing often lately. His heart fluttered with nervousness—his long-awaited meeting with Melchior and Jaspar would be soon; they should be here within a month or so. His servants reminded him he had nothing to fear, for it was not his turn to travel, but his burden felt heavier, for he could do nothing but wait. The others could run faster, spur camels, or paddle boats faster. Balthazar was stuck inside his palace with no ability to make time go faster or shrink the distance.




    Nervous energy filled him often, and he found it difficult to concentrate. His gaze always seemed to look to the west and south, darting back and forth as if trying to see his companions as they ventured out into the wilderness. A month out, he reminded himself, at least. Relax. But he could not sit still.




    His palace bustled with servants, messengers, and even envoys from other realms, and the whirl of activity only added to the nervous energy, laced with irritation. Several days passed in a blur and he found himself wishing he were traveling and not sifting through mindless tasks. But even as the bustle quieted in the evenings and Balthazar was left in relative silence, the dead quiet was not much solace, either. He fidgeted.




    The King of Saba settled himself momentarily into a soft couch, then stood with a groan. He was of medium build and muscular—in his youth, his father did not let him sit idle in his palace. Instead, he required Balthazar to assist in the harvest of frankincense. Though his shifts were shorter than the regular workers, he was still expected to work as hard as any man. The work ethic had done him good, and he still sported a strong frame; his arms were strong ropes of muscle and his legs were hard and sinewy. Living in the sun-drenched climate of Saba lent a glowing bronze hue to his skin, which set off his narrow green eyes. His ancestors had come from deeper in the eastern world and his closest servant often remarked that Balthazar’s looks alone were responsible for Saba’s successful trade along the silk road and with the Hans to the far east. Balthazar chuckled at that; he hoped rather that his skills as a diplomat and negotiator were the key reasons he had kept Saba afloat. His appearance was nothing to envy: a nose, broken by a snapping tree branch, angled awkwardly along his face, ending at a bushy mustache that capped off a set of thin, pensive lips. Balthazar was easy with a smile, and it took up most of his face.




    Balthazar’s palace was an enormous, sprawling manse; curved towers reached to the bright blue sky, and gilded trim covered the sun-bleached plaster like a glittering golden spider web. The sprawling estate overlooked a complex system of gardens, separated by low walls and complete with small runnels for irrigation. The incense-bearing Boswellia trees took up a large portion of the landscape and a heady fragrance wafted over everything, covering the land with its sweet, cloying aroma that not only clung to nostrils, but to skin as well, leaving bare skin feeling as if covered in a sticky slime. Balthazar would bathe daily in a clear pool, but each time he emerged, the scent seemed to stick to him like a film, especially during harvest time, when the trees sported their bulbous and oozing lacerations.




    The ruler could still feel the stickiness of the frankincense on his hands—all those years of harvesting the precious commodity. He and the workers slashed at the bark of the trees with long machetes, which allowed the resin to bleed out of the tree and harden. Balthazar thought back with fondness on his father’s words as he showed his young son the harvesting process: the best resin was that which was nearly opaque, and one had to constantly be on the lookout for the small red-speckled beetles that could take up residence in the trees. Once the goo solidified, it was collected by the workers. They called their job picking up the tears, since the trees looked like they were weeping from their gaping wounds. Yet no matter how scarred the trees became after the harvest, they recovered easily; Boswellia were strong enough to grow in solid rock, so the humid climate in this region of Saba provided a fertile ground in which they could flourish.




    Many of the trees out in the field were seventy years old or more, and the youngest were just reaching nine or ten seasons. It took at least ten years of growth in this climate for the trees to bear any of the “fruit,” thus it took significant access to land and resources to develop a sustainable crop of incense. The royalty of Balthazar’s family line ensured such access to the land and its trees.




    For now.




    As he scanned the horizon, he could almost hear the whisperings among the people, among the hawkers and the rabble. Rumblings of revolution were afoot. It seemed no matter the actions he took, the people viewed Balthazar as a pushover and an easy man to overthrow. He could not understand it, for he ruled with a soft hand and he thought himself a fair judge. But others thought him a star-gazing fool, who spent more time with his head cocked to the sky than focused on the people. Balthazar could somewhat understand their concern, but he felt his efforts had been equally focused on the well-being and quality of life for his people. The accusations were enough to foster a sense of betrayal and fear.




    It seemed a new accuser rose up from the rabble each month. He forced himself to listen to them and push down the frustration and irritation at their audacity to challenge a reign that was peaceful and even. Claims were often wholly irrational.




    “Majesty, you do not punish equally. In fact, you do not punish at all, it seems,” one of the men had said, only last week.




    “I punish,” Balthazar would reply. “There are men in the cells for robbery, assault, and—”




    “Majesty, pardon, but my neighbor is shorting his wares, and yet you do not punish. Such things must be investigated!”




    Balthazar breathed a heavy sigh. “Is this the same neighbor with the locked gate?”




    “Y-Yes, why?”




    “Then how could you see him shorting his goods?”




    “I saw him! I looked right—” At that point, the man colored and stumbled out of the audience chamber.




    So, trespassing was perfectly acceptable if one was catching a fellow man cheating? Balthazar would send someone to investigate the claim, but so far, this had been the first accusation against this specific merchant. Likely, the accuser had another grudge—and, Balthazar knew, a grudge against him. The phrase “You don’t punish enough” seemed to be popping up more and more. The people would have to be careful; if they wished for a more strict ruler, they may get one, and long for the reign of Balthazar.




    What is wrong with these people? Everything tended to look better on the other side of a wall—




    “The trees on your land are better than mine, and I want them,” his father would often say. “They fight and scratch for things they already have. You must always remind them, young man, they are blessed to be ruled in such a way. Many are old enough to have heard stories of our ancestors and their violent ways… You must remind them, always. I repeat, son, always remind them that they are secure.”




    “But, Father, why do they ask for what they already have?”




    “They do not know they have it. Or, they know they have it, and they want more. More, more, more, there is no bridging the gap between more and enough, son.”




    Balthazar’s thoughts were interrupted when a servant bumped his leg and apologized profusely. The king smiled and waved him on his way. Will he be one of the usurpers? Will he rise up and claim he does not have enough, when he dines well each night?
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