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Here’s the rest of it, Gandrader. I hope it’s what you wanted.



This volume is especially for the participants of the newsgroup rec.arts.sf.composition, both for specific help and for just being there, a community where it’s normal to want to talk about writing.



Thanks once again to Graydon and Emmet and Hrolfr for reading chapters as they were written, Julie Pascal for suggesting the title of this volume, Michael Grant for all the semicolons, Mary Lace for having such appropriate reactions, David Goldfarb, Mary Kuhner and Janet Kegg for helpful readings, Sketty Library for getting me books, and Patrick Nielsen Hayden for doing all the difficult stuff.







INTRODUCTION
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I greet the appearance of this second volume of the translation of the Sulien Texts with the same pleasure with which I greeted the publication of the first. (The King’s Peace, Tor Books, New Caravroc, 2753.) It was past time for a translation of the work into modern Yalnic, more than a hundred years after the discovery of the text and the publication of the first Vincan edition. This is not an unapproachable work; indeed it is an exciting and readable one. The delay in translation is for reasons of political controversy which we would all do well to put behind us in these more liberal times.

This, like the first volume, consists of merely the text, with no scholarly annotations. Serious students seeking such will be able to read the Vincan and would be better to purchase my The Complete Sulien Text (2733, rev. 2748, Thurriman University Press, New Caryavroc). I am honored, however, to say a few words about the work, for those unscholarly readers who read this vernacular edition for pleasure but for whom the bare text is not enough.

The book, whoever wrote it and for whatever purpose, is set against the troubled and all-but-undocumented history of the thirteenth century. It deals with a period that we know better from myth and legend than from sober historical accounts. The Vincan legions had departed the island of Tir Tanagiri forty years before the opening events of the book. The time between had been one of chaos, invasion, and civil war, as the island became once more a collection of petty kingdoms and as the barbarous Jams crossed the sea to raid, invade, and settle. King Urdo, as every Tanagan schoolchild knows, united the island and brought peace.

In the first volume published in this edition were the first two “books” of a document which claims to be the memoirs of Sulien ap Gwien, one of the legendary armigers of King Urdo. This second volume contains the third, longest, and last “book.” The first “book,” The King’s Peace, begins with the assertion that the writer is Sulien ap Gwien, Lord of Derwen, writing at ninety-three years of age for the purpose of setting records straight.

At the time of writing, she says, the Jarnish invaders from overseas were at peace with the Tanagan and Vincan inhabitants of Tir Tanagiri, and she wishes to give an account of how they came to be one people. The book documents Sulien’s career, beginning with her brother’s murder and her rape by the young Jarnish raider Ulf Gunnarsson, the nephew of Sweyn, king of Jarnholme. She was then dedicated against her will to the Jarnish god Gangrader, and left to die of exposure, which she escaped by her own efforts. Unknowingly pregnant by Ulf, she entered into the service of the High King Urdo ap Avren. The baby was born and named, shockingly, Darien Suliensson in Jarnish fashion. Many people believed this child to be the son of Urdo, because of a night Sulien and Urdo spent in the same room in Caer Gloran. He was fostered in the monastery of Thansethan, whereupon Sulien returned to one of Urdo’s cavalry regiments, or “alae,” and became leader of a pennon of twenty-four riders. After an invasion of the island by Sweyn and a disastrous battle at Caer Lind, in Tevin, she became praefecto, or general in command, of the ala. Meanwhile she earned the enmity of and later killed Morwen, witch, queen of Demedia, and sister of Urdo. There followed six years of war, culminating in a great victory for the High King’s forces at Foreth Hill. At this victory Urdo did not accept a truce from the defeated Jarnish kings, but forced them into making an alliance and recognizing him as High King, with all the island henceforward to live under law.

The second “book” contained in the first volume, The King’s Law, covers the first seven years of Urdo’s Peace. On the first afternoon of the Peace, Ulf Gunnarsson received a trial for rape, before Urdo and Ohtar, a Jarnish king. He admitted his fault and offered to make reparation, then refused to defend himself in a judicial combat. Sulien decided to let him live, and he entered her ala.

The victory at Foreth was shortly followed by an invasion of three large groups of Isarnagans, the barbarous people who lived in the western island of Tir Isarnagiri. Sulien successfully persuaded one contingent of Isarnagans, led by Lew ap Ross and his wife, Emer ap Allel, the sister of Urdo’s queen, to become vassals and settle in an empty part of her brother Morien’s realm of Derwen. During the negotiations Sulien discovered that Emer was secretly involved in an adulterous relationship with Conal ap Amagien, all the more shocking because Conal had killed Emer’s mother. The other two contingents of Isarnagan invaders were eventually defeated militarily. One, led by Black Darag and Atha ap Gren, retreated back to Tir Isarnagiri. The other was treacherously slaughtered by Urdo’s Malmish praefecto, Marchel ap Thurrig, after they had surrendered. Marchel was exiled to her father’s homeland of Narlahena for her crime: but for Thurrig’s long and faithful service she would have been executed for it.

Meanwhile a Feast of Peace was held in Caer Tanaga for all the kings of the lands that made up Tir Tanagiri, Jarnish and Tanagan alike. Not all the kings were happy about this, but an uneasy peace held. A few years later there was an attempt by one of these petty kings, Cinon of Nene, on the life of Sulien’s son Darien, still fostered at Thansethan. The attempt was foiled by the intervention of the great boar, Turth, one of the powers of the land. Sulien believed this attempt to have been instigated by Morthu, the son of Morwen, who hated her for killing his mother. Urdo refused to act against Morthu without proof. Two years later, Urdo’s queen, Elenn, miscarried of a son. She suspected this of being Morthu’s doing, but he passed the examination of the priest Teilo, who should have been able to detect a lie. Urdo and Elenn and all their court then made pilgrimage to Thansethan to pray for a son. This visit, and this volume, concluded with two terrible duels—the first between Sulien, as the queen’s champion, and Conal ap Amagien for the honor of Elenn, whom Conal had jokingly insulted. The second was between Ulf Gunnarsson and Sulien’s brother Morien, after Morthu revealed to Morien that Ulf was the killer of their brother. Ulf won his duel, and the news was brought to Sulien as she preserved the queen’s honor without killing Conal, that her brother was dead and she must leave the ala and return home to become Lord of Derwen.

The present volume takes up the story five years later.

I have here recounted the events of the first volume as if they were indeed the words of Sulien herself, and of definite historicity. Unfortunately, we can by no means be sure that this is the case.

The manuscript we have fills the last seven volumes of the compilation known as The White Book of Scatha. The history of the White Book would itself fill volumes, but suffice to say that the White Book as we have it came to the island of Scatha sometime in the twenty-first century, and has certainly not been tampered with since that time. It languished, neglected until the first three volumes, consisting of Tanagan prose and poetry, were published with an acclaimed translation by Lady Gladis Hanver in 2564. There was then pressure to publish the rest of the book, and though additional volumes appeared, the “Sulien Text” remained invisible. The middle volumes of the White Book consist largely of uninteresting Vincan poetry of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and it was generally believed that there was no more of interest in the work. The publication of Professor Malaki Kahn’s Vincan edition of The King’s Peace: An Extract From the White Book in 2658 came as a complete surprise to everyone.

What was not surprising was that Kahn chose to publish his edition in Vincan. The text, which contradicts almost all known facts about King Urdo and many about the Early Insular Church, could not at that time have been published in Yalnic. Even in Vincan it was immediately denounced by many as a forgery. Professor Kahn’s application to excavate at Derwen was greeted with derision, and it is true that it would require the destruction of large parts of what is now an attractive twenty-first-century port to discover the thirteenth-century home (and possibly the original manuscript) the author of the “Sulien Text” describes.

From stylistic and scribal evidence in the White Book itself it appears that the “Sulien Text” was copied in the mid-twentieth century, probably either at Thansethan or at Thanmarchel, and at the request of the Haver family of Scatha, who commissioned the White Book. The scribal note states that it is a copy of an earlier copy which was certainly made at Thansethan, very probably for the Great King Alward. This would be the sixteenth-century Alward of Munew who reunited the whole of Tanager under his leadership while holding off the Norlander invasion. He was a great scholar and may well have been interested in the life of Urdo. There is no intrinsic reason to disbelieve that the White Book scribe told the truth as he knew it. (See Jeyver, The Scribes of the White Book, 2723.)

It is to Alward’s sixteenth-century scribe that we owe the chapter division of the work as we have it, the commonly used title (“I found in the library of Thansethan a work on the King’s Peace” the scribal note begins) and also the quotations which are used to head each chapter. Some of these quotations have been described as “of more value than the text itself.” (Prof, bint Kerigan, “The Poetic Fragments of Anirin ap Erbin From the So-called Sulien Text.”) These fragments have been attested by many scholars as undoubtedly genuine. Some of them are very well known while others are not found elsewhere. They, at least, unmistakably date from the age of Urdo, or not long after.

Those who claim that the text is a modern forgery, especially those who attacked Prof. Kahn’s religious or other motives, are no less than delusional. The manuscript exists and has been extensively studied in modern conditions. While there would have been many reasons one could imagine for someone to forge an account of Urdo’s life—especially one as different from the accepted version and as pro-pagan as Sulien’s account—there would have been little purpose in doing it without circulating it and stirring up difficulty. “If someone went to the trouble of forging this book, why did they then not go to the further trouble of disseminating it?” asked Dr. Enid Godwinsson. (In “The Sulien Text: Whose Agenda?” in Journal of Vincan Studies, Spring 2749.)

This is not to say that the text is indeed the work of the shadowy Sulien ap Gwien. Very little is known about her except for what appears in this book, and that little is often directly contradictory to her own text. Without wishing to enter into religious controversies, it should be noted (see Camling, “Irony in ‘The Glory of Morthu,’” Urdossian Quarterly, Autumn 2685) that the Vincan word “pius” which is almost universally applied to Sulien in the later chronicles and poetry dealing with Urdo, meant at that date “faithful,” and not, as it means now and is generally translated, “pious.”

In the five hundred years between Sulien’s time and Alward’s the work may have been written by anyone. Yet, who would have chosen to do it? Indeed, who would have had the skill or the time to do so? Without need of Godwinsson’s whimsical conclusion that the forger died on or before completion of the manuscript, it is worth considering her point about the sheer time such a forgery must have taken: we are not talking a few pages but a weighty work that covers two volumes of modern print. It must have taken years. The text is written in an almost classical Vincan, the sure sign of someone very well educated. Few outside the monasteries in those centuries would have had that skill. Few inside the monasteries would have had the desire.

One of the most controversial points in the text is, of course, the treatment of religion. The monks of the Insular Church were remarkable in their kind treatment of manuscripts from other traditions, but they did not go out of their way to forge works that would bring discredit on themselves. Sulien’s general view of the Church as being suited to idiots, her portraits of St. Gerthmol as a fool, St. Dewin as a manipulator and, worst of all, St. Marchel as a short-tempered bigot, indicate an agenda of someone who disliked the Church. Only in her treatment of St. Arvlid and St. Teilo do we see anything approaching the hagiographie work typical of the period, and even there they are engagingly human saints, as Brother Ivor of Thanmarchel points out about Arvlid (Sulien and the Early Insular Church, 2722), “This picture of the blessed martyr helping out in childbirth and making honey is not the one the church gives us, but it is one the church should be very slow to reject.” Indeed the Church has been quick to claim the picture of life at Thansethan as “Sulien” shows it, while rejecting other parts of this “eyewitness” account out of hand.

There are many parts of the text which show an intimate familiarity with the thirteenth century in which it is purported to be set. Sulien always calls the islands Tir Tanagiri and Tir Isarnagiri, though these “Tir” prefixes had ceased to be in use by the time of Gwyn Dariensson’s Code of Laws, and the island was already the familiar Tanager by the time of Alward. Yet she calls the islanders “Tanagans” and “Isarnagans” and not “Tirtanagans” as we find in the Vincan period, for example in Decius Manicius. This is precisely as we would expect for the transition period. In many other ways—for example the description of the training of the alae and the growth of villages—she has been vindicated by archaeology. Martinsson’s (Proof of Forgery of the Sulien Text, 2731) denunciation of the name of the otherwise unknown “Masarn” because the word “masarn,” “a maple tree,” was not in use until the discovery of maples in the Trans-Iarla lands in the twenty-second century, must be dismissed. The book cannot have been tampered with since it came to Scatha and the possession of the Hanver family a hundred years before the discovery of the New World. The name Masarn must have some other origin. Hartley’s (“A Possible Southern Connection” in Journal of Vincan Studies, Summer 2745) fanciful coupling with the common Sifacian name “Massinissa” must regrettably be dismissed, as, unless he had come, like Elhanen the Great, on an elephant across all the Vincan lands, how could a Sifacian have been in Tanager at that time?

Yet to place against these historical accuracies we have typical miracle tales of the period. What are we to make of a work which, on the one hand contains a detailed description of a stable block that has been excavated precisely as described, and on the other repeats miracle stories like the three days’ night and the magical water on Foreth? Brother Ivor’s comment that “She cannot even decide consistently which set of Heathen Gods she worships” (Ivor, op. cit.) is unfair, but certainly the personal appearance of gods in the text takes it out of the realm of history into that of fable.

We must regretfully dismiss the idea that this may be the famous “boke” on which Galfrid of Thanmarchel claimed to have based his famous “The King and the Kingdom.” For one thing, Galfrid states clearly that his “boke” was written “in the ancient Tanagan language,” whereas the Sulien text is in Vincan and certainly has not been retranslated back into Vincan. There is also Kunnarsson’s (The Sulien Text: A Reconsideration, University of Stellanova Press, 2751) very well-considered point, “If the author of the Sulien text was attempting to give us the history behind the myth, they made a mistake and gave us the wrong half, explaining the things that nobody believed anyway and leaving out the plausible parts of the story most beloved by the poets.” I believe, with Prof. Kunnarsson, that these omissions are evidence for the genuine, or at least very early, nature of the text.

The burden of proof that the work was not written by Sulien ap Gwien under the circumstances she states in the text, lies with those who would suggest otherwise. Until we have permission to fulfil the late Prof. Kahn’s dream and excavate at Derwen, unless and until we discover the lead casket she says she wished to place in the walls (and which her great-nephew says he had done to her desire), then we will have no proof either way.


— Prof. Estin Jonson,
Dept. of Sub-Vincan History, University of Dunidin,
2754 AUC.







Up to now they used to shiver every time they heard mention of the Romans’ skill in warfare, but now they are victorious, and we die, nobly, as befits brave men, but perishing all the same.


—Libanius, 378





Let the dead be carried gently;

let them wonder, who are living,

what choice shall be tomorrow.


—Graydon Saunders, “The Pebble,” 1998
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The swallows fly low tonight,

swooping and soaring,

soon the rain will come.



I trudge uphill to the dun,

children run past me.

My breath comes slowly.



They all held me mighty, then,

blood on the spearblade,

death in bright sunlight.



Better the spear had caught me,

in my youth, my pride.

Before my defeat.



It brings me grief, not comfort,

he died long ago

upright, like a man.



Very few care for me now.

Rain makes my bones ache.

My deeds forgotten.

The swallows recall to mind

time gone, chances missed,

and my only son.

—“The Lament of Atha ap Gren”



The first I knew about the civil war was when my sister Aurien poisoned me.

I was in her hall in Magor. I spent most of my time at Derwen, but half the ala were stationed a day’s ride away at Magor and I rode down to see them and exchange troops quite regularly. I enjoyed going, it made a break in my routine. I had nothing to do there but the work of a praefecto. Aurien needed no help running Magor. She was always cool and polite toward me but never more. Her boys, however, were always pleased to see me. She did have the decency to wait until they had gone to bed before poisoning me, which probably saved my life. It meant she had to put it into the cider, not the food, where anyone would have just thought she had been heavy-handed with the spices. It was the very end of spring, never a good time for meat, and she had four extra mouths to feed.

I had brought Conal Fishface and Emlin with me and Emer was there, too, on her way back from a visit to Caer Tanaga. As soon as I saw her there I thought that Conal had known she would be and felt angry with him for using me like that. He did not eat with us, of course, but he joined us in the eating alcove afterward. I was saying good night to the boys. Galbian, the fifteen-year-old Duke of Magor, bowed like the adult he almost was. Thirteen-year-old Gwien, the heir to Derwen, was still young enough to go off reluctantly, begging for rides and stories tomorrow Aurien over-protected them. If I said anything to her about it she would reply by saying she would bear in mind all my experience of child-rearing. But the consequence of her fussing was that they ran off to the barracks when they could and didn’t tell her their adventures. I was glad Galbian would be in the ala next year; both the discipline and the training would do him good. Aurien set her lips and said nothing when they talked about winning glory at war.

Conal sat down beside me and Aurien poured out the cider. She had brought out a board set with beakers and a heavy stone jug. She poured for Emer first, then for me, then Emlin, Conal, and for herself last. None of her people were sitting with us that night, not even Father Cinwil who was usually her constant companion. She raised her beaker to me, and drank. I drank in return. I noticed the bitterness almost at once, but I had still in politeness drained almost half the cup before I set it down. I could feel my tongue thickening in my mouth.

“What news from Caer Tanaga?” Aurien asked Emer.

“Very little,” Emer said. “Some of the allied kings are late sending their taxes this year, it seems.”

“And how are Urdo and your sister?” Aurien asked.

I leaned forward to pick up my beaker to drink some more and see if it would clear the strangeness in my mouth and throat. As I did so I realized that my body wasn’t responding the way it should. “I don’t feel well—” I began, but the words came out slurred.

“I think the cider has been too much for Sulien,” Aurien said, and laughed. “She went off drinking with the armigers before dinner, and that cup has set her over the edge.”

I tried to protest that I had taken no strong drink since the night before, but instead I slid down toward the table. My eyes were half open. I could see, but I had lost control of my body. Conal leaned toward me and deftly sniffed at my cup while his body shielded him from Aurien. He lifted me so I was sitting up again. “It wasn’t with the armigers she was drinking but with me,” he said. “We were having a contest and it seems I have won.” Again I tried to protest that there wasn’t a word of truth in it, but my mouth wouldn’t obey me. My mind was working slowly, because it was only now I knew I’d been poisoned. Being poisoned at meat at my own sister’s table was something that I had never feared.

“These soldiers, I don’t know how they put up with each other,” Aurien said to Emer. Emer laughed politely. I couldn’t see her. She must have known Conal was lying. “I’ll call for some water,” Aurien went on.

“I think, as it is my fault she’s in this condition, I’d better take the praefecto to bed,” Conal said, heaving me to my feet. “She can walk, the legs are always the last to go. Perhaps you’ll give me a hand, ap Trivan?”

“Just put her straight to bed, she’ll be all right,” Aurien said. “She often does this, and it always passes off by morning.”

I couldn’t speak to deny this. I felt Emlin heave up my other shoulder, but I couldn’t feel my legs at all. “My apologies, Lady” he said to Aurien.

“Really, it isn’t you who needs to apologize,” she said. “No doubt I’ll hear enough excuses from my sister in the morning. I’ll send some water to her room, but I don’t expect she’ll recover consciousness tonight now; she never does.”

“It must be very hard on her to drink so much,” Emer was saying as Conal and Emlin half carried and half dragged me out of the hall. As soon as we were outside I felt as if I was being pulled in half.

“It’s this way,” Emlin said.

“The midden first,” Conal said. “She has to be sick.”

“If she’s had that much to drink—” Emlin began, when Conal interrupted him in a savage whisper.

“She hasn’t had anything beyond that half cup. I was lying to give myself a reason to take charge of her in time. She’s been poisoned and we need to get it out of her.”

“Poisoned?” Emlin echoed. “Poisoned? Why?” They started to drag me again, this time out toward the midden. It was twilight outside. A chill wind was blowing. I tried to breathe deeply but couldn’t even manage that. I wasn’t sure if I was breathing at all, I couldn’t feel it.

“Why, I can’t think; it’s ridiculous to poison someone at your own table but I know who, and what. It was henbane. I could smell it. From the look of her it was a strong dose—it doesn’t usually act quite that fast. Water given after that would finish her off; it would take it right through her system, and she was twice offered it.” My head lolled back against my shoulder. I wondered how Conal had come to know so much about poison.

“But why would Galba’s lady poison her own sister?” Emlin asked.

“Because she wants her dead for some good reason,” Conal suggested.

“Why should I trust you?” Emlin asked.

“What is the worst that can happen if you do?” Conal asked. He sounded furious. “Your praefecto, with a sore head, will be angry you did too much. Have you ever seen her in this condition, by the way? I thought not. If you don’t, well, she’ll be dead. She’ll also be disgraced. Dead of drinking is no fit end for a hero’s story.” We had reached the midden. I could barely smell it. “Now, stick your finger down her throat.”

“Why me?” Emlin asked, but he took hold of my jaw and did as Conal told him. As his finger went down I retched and the cider came back out, and my dinner with it, splashing Emlin’s boots.

“That’s why,” Conal said, holding me as far forward as he could. As I retched I began to feel a little better.

“Do it again,” I said, but it came out as a gargle.

“What’s that?” Emlin asked eagerly. I tried again, but nothing happened.

“See if there’s any more that can come out,” Conal suggested. Emlin did, and I managed to empty myself. Then Conal wiped my face with his sleeve and pinched my cheek, frowning. I could see his hand but I could barely feel the touch. “We’d better get her out of here,” he said.

“Why?” Emlin asked. “How would that help?”

“Partly because the lady of Magor may well try again,” Conal said. “And partly because Sulien may yet die of this if it spreads so she stops breathing. Worse, she could live but like this, paralyzed or part paralyzed.” I jerked and twitched in his hands, trying desperately to move. He was right, I had rather be dead. “We need to get her home to Derwen. The land will help her there.”

“How can we do that?” Emlin asked. “She’s in no state to ride.”

“Tie her on the horse like a sack of meal,” Conal suggested. “I know. I’ll take her to her room, in case anyone comes checking. You saddle up horses for you and for her, and bring them around under the window. I’ll lower her down to you when I hear you coming, then you can ride for Derwen.”

“I—” Emlin hesitated. He looked at me. “Praefecto?”

I tried to speak, to tell him to do what Conal said, but I couldn’t say anything but inarticulate grunts. With all the strength I had I concentrated on my right hand, and managed to make the ala hand signal to tell Emlin he should take Conal’s orders. It was the best I could do.

“Understood,” he said. He looked worried. As he went out of sight he was chewing on his beard.

Conal lifted me over his shoulder and went back through the house toward my room. We passed some servants who looked baffled but said nothing. When we got inside Conal propped me against the wall in a slumped position. “Breathe as deep as you can,” he said. “Water wouldn’t be a good idea yet.” I sat and breathed. He took my armor off the armor stand by the bed. “I’m going to see if I can get this on you,” he said. “It’s more sensible for riding, and safer in case of arrows. I wish I knew what was happening; she can’t have hoped to get away with that. There must be something going on.”

I grunted agreement. Conal hauled me up and unwound my drape, dropping it on the floor. He put one of my arms into the armor and stared confused at the breast strapping. I would have liked to laugh; but I would have liked to be able to move my arms even more. Just then there came a tap at the door. In one swift movement Conal picked me up, dropped me on the bed, and dropped my cloak on top of me. I couldn’t turn my head, so I could see nothing but my armor stand and beyond it the arched Vincan window and, outside, the darkening sky and one branch of a sycamore, the trefoil leaves very dark against the twilight blue.

“Yes?” Conal said, somewhere I couldn’t see him. “My lady?” I wished I felt more confident in his ability to stop Aurien from politely poisoning me again. I couldn’t think what I had done to her recently to make her hate me so much. It was twelve years since I had brought Galba home after Foreth.

“It’s me,” Emer’s voice said. I heard the door open and someone come in. “What game are you two playing?” she asked, and then, “Conal!”

Conal laughed, and shut the door, still laughing. “Do you doubt me so much?” he gasped, between gales of merriment. “No, I am not sneaking off to betray you with Sulien ap Gwien, dreadful as it seems to see me alone here in her room and her drape thrown on the floor.”

“What then?” Emer sounded impatient. “Sulien?”

“She can’t talk,” Conal said. I flopped my head a little and made a noise that was supposed to be agreement. I was drooling; it disgusted me to feel it. “She’s been poisoned. Ap Trivan and I are going to get her out of here. You can help me get her into her armor. You probably have a better idea of how the confounded fastenings work.”

At that Emer gurgled with laughter, and came around into my field of vision. She was carrying a jug of water. She set it down on the floor and pulled down the cloak, and she and Conal began to dress me. I felt terrible, and worse, I felt sleepy I knew if I slept, the drug would take me. “Where are you going to take her?” Emer asked.

“Ap Trivan’s going to take her home to Derwen,” Conal said.

“Ah, yes. The land will help,” Emer said, fastening the straps. I felt like a large, ungainly baby as she forced my legs in.

“You don’t seem surprised that the lady of Magor would do such a thing,” Conal said.

Emer glanced at me, sighed, then looked up at him. “I have quarreled with my sister. She knows about you, and she has cast me off. A red-cloak came to Aurien this morning with letters.”

Conal drew in his breath sharply. “That’s nonsense,” he said, very gently. He took one of Emer’s hands and held it for a moment. “Elenn may well wish you dead, and certainly me, but why Sulien? She was her champion. She is Urdo’s friend, and his praefecto and the mother of his son. Death in disgrace would not serve the High King.”

“Elenn is not Urdo,” Emer said, still looking up at him. “Elenn is an Isarnagan and a woman. Poison is a woman’s weapon.”

“Aurien is a woman,” Conal said. “If Elenn wanted anyone dead it would include me, and probably you as well if she knows. It would be too good a chance for her to miss when we were all together, but none of the other cups were touched. In any case Aurien is no particular friend to Elenn that I have ever heard. Who are her friends?”

“Thansethan,” Emer said, unhesitatingly. “That could mean Elenn. Kerys ap Uthbad and her brother Cinvar, the lord of Tathal. Veniva and the people of Derwen, but why would any of them want Sulien dead? Beyond that I do not know.”

“Thansethan could mean more than Elenn,” Conal said. I was dressed; he walked over to the window and looked out. “But it is not a thing the Pale often do, poisoning their families. I know the White God gives a shield against a great many dangers, but surely not against kin-murder?”

Emer turned to look at him. A strand of her hair was straggling loose down her back. “I think it gives a shield against any perils encountered in their cause,” she said. “And they have never been friends to Sulien.”

I tried to speak, but it was pointless. I found it hard to imagine Father Gerthmol poisoning me. It would be an act of war against Derwen, and that would break Urdo’s Peace. Whoever killed me he would avenge me, and so would Darien. Darien was a signifer now. I was more inclined to believe that Aurien had done it to stop Gwien coming to Derwen to spend the summer with me. It was disproportionate, but it was a comprehensible reason.

They both turned to me. “What is it?” Emer asked. She looked at Conal. He raised his eyebrows.

“Do you know why Aurien did it? Do you think Thansethan would poison you?” he asked. I rolled my eyes; it was about all I could manage. Conal snorted. “I don’t think so either.”

“What are we going to do in the morning when she’s gone?” Emer asked, practically.

“Assume she’s eloped with ap Trivan and sympathize with Aurien for the scandal of having a sister who drinks so much and shares blankets with her subordinates,” Conal said. I rolled my eyes again.

“Should we leave tonight as well?” Emer asked. “Are we in danger here? If she wanted to poison us she’s missed her best chance.”

“Not if she wanted to get away with it. That story about drinking too much could easily have worked if she’d died in the night. An ignominious end for Urdo’s praefecto, but not incredible. Less convincing if it was all three of us, don’t you think?”

“It wouldn’t have worked on Veniva,” Emer said. “Veniva knows how much Sulien drinks, who better? It wouldn’t have worked on Urdo either, though Aurien might have thought it would. I suppose if she suspected me she wouldn’t have let me bring the water up.”

“She can’t have been expecting us either,” Conal said. “Maybe she only had one dose prepared? I only decided to come on the flick of a wing. I came to Dun Morr with messages to Lew, and as I was bored waiting for you I rode to Derwen, and when I heard Sulien was coming here I came with her. And she must have known you’d be coming through, but not when. You know how surprised I was to see you, my heart.” He smiled very deliberately.

“She is awake and listening,” Emer said, glancing at me, embarrassed. “I think it would be safer if we all leave tonight.”

“I shall have to send ap Trivan for more horses,” Conal said. He leaned out of the window. “This is a very convenient tree. Ah, here he comes.”

I forced my hand to move, to give the hand signal that meant the whole ala. Emer saw, but of course she didn’t understand. I couldn’t leave them here in danger. Then there were the boys—but I knew Aurien would never hurt her boys, even if she had gone quite mad.

Conal came around behind me and heaved me to my feet. My balance was terrible. I couldn’t have stood without being held but my legs seemed to move of themselves. He walked me to the window. I looked down and saw two armed and mounted men, and Beauty. I was glad it wasn’t Glimmer. He hadn’t been happy with anything that wasn’t routine since the time we met Turth. One of the riders was Emlin, the other was Garian. I wished I had been practicing belly flopping onto horses from a height, though it would have done me little good if I had. Conal lowered me down, and Emlin caught hold of me and steadied me into the saddle. I fell forward over Beauty’s neck at once. Garian tied my legs to the saddle so I couldn’t fall off completely. I caught Emlin’s eye, and made the hand signal again. “The ala,” I signaled. “To Derwen. At dawn.” Moving them now would probably be more dangerous than staying the night; a dawn move wouldn’t seem so suspicious that anyone would go and wake Aurien. Or so I hoped. Emlin looked puzzled.

“But how can I move the ala at dawn if I go with you now?” he asked.

He couldn’t, of course. “You stay and move the ala,” Conal said. “We’ll go with her. Could you get another horse for me? The queen of Dun Morr can ride yours.”

I had told him to obey Conal. Conal, for all his faults, was quick-witted and good in an emergency. Emlin dismounted hesitantly, looking at me and up at Conal. Conal lowered Emer out of the window into the saddle of Emlin’s horse. Garian steadied her. She muttered something under her breath that included the word “greathorses,” then straightened in the saddle. Emlin went back toward the stables. He came back much more quickly than he had the first time, when he must have had to wake Garian. It still seemed like a long time, slumped and still on Beauty’s broad back. The night air seemed to be doing me good. I was breathing more easily I struggled to straighten myself but I still couldn’t manage it. Beauty stood without complaint. He was too good-mannered to object if I’d decided to sit on his back like an awkward parcel.

As Conal jumped down into the saddle, people carrying torches came running around the corner of the house. “Stop thief!” they called. I could see the light shining on weapons.

“Come on, ride for your lives!” Conal shouted. I could only see behind, not in front. I caught sight of Emlin running back toward the stables. They had no chance of catching us. We were mounted and they were on foot. He was a different matter. I hoped the darkness would cover him. I managed to nudge Beauty with my knees and we went off after the others as fast as a lightning bolt.


—2—


When putting a traitor to the question, banish all emotions and pay close attention.

—Caius Dalitus, The Relations of Rulers



I knew we could make it home to Derwen in a night without killing the horses. I had done it before. I sat in the saddle and let Beauty carry me after the others through the night. We rode as fast as we dared, and for the most part in silence. Garian didn’t ask a single question. I think he was born without any curiosity. After we had left the pursuit far behind, Emer and Conal sang together quietly for a while. They sang old Isarnagan songs about feuds and battles and impossible quests. Their voices blended well together. Then they trailed off and we rode on in silence again.

I could have slept if I had let myself. I did not seem to be getting any worse, but nor could I detect any improvement. I hated being carried along like a sack of turnips. From time to time I tried to sit up and failed. Occasionally I coughed. I could twitch my knees and move one hand, the whole arm if I tried really hard. It was horrible to be so weak. The worst of it was not being able to talk at all. I had always been well until then, and had suffered no more hurt than battle-cuts and bruises, which soon healed. I had thought aging meant being slower at thirty-eight than I had been at eighteen, which could be made up by having better technique. That poisoning was my first taste of real infirmity. I hated it. I tried not to think what I would do if the land could not help me and if I must live in this state forever. The Vincan answer would have been to kill myself. I could not take that way out. I had responsibilities; I had made promises to Derwen, to my people, and to Urdo. There was nobody else ready to care for the land. It would be five years before Gwien was old enough. Five years of only being able to twitch my fingers, grunt, and drool seemed a daunting prospect.

We were near the borders of Derwen but not yet over them when we heard the pursuit. They were mounted and noisy. I could see nothing but dark branches, but they sounded to me like half an untrained pennon crashing along, ten or fifteen people. Without discussion we all put on a spurt. They continued on after us. After a while I heard a voice calling out: “Who rides in Magor?”

That was not an ala challenge. “I think the truth will serve best,” Conal said. “That way it will be more difficult for them to say they took us for brigands or raiders in the dark. In any case, it may be Emlin and his people.”

“We are not at war with them, and you are a herald from Atha,” Emer agreed. I tried to shout a warning and managed a few strangled syllables, but it was too late.

“Ap Gaius, armiger of the ala of Magor, Emer ap Allel, the queen of Dun Morr, Sulien ap Gwien, praefecto of the High King and Lord of Derwen, and I am Conal ap Amagien, herald of Oriel, called Conal the Victor.”

I could hardly believe that he had forgotten the prohibition Emer had placed on him, that to give any part of his name when he was with her would mean death. I tried to spur Beauty on, and he found some more speed from within him somewhere as a shower of arrows fell around us. One of them skittered off one of the shoulder plates on my armor.

“Annoying,” Conal said.

“I do wish there had been time to go for my sword,” Emer said.

“Take Sulien’s, she can’t use it at the moment,” Conal said. Then Emer was beside me, drawing out my sword. I grunted permission, but when it was gone I felt naked and disarmed. My shield was on the side of the saddle, but she didn’t take it. I hoped she had Emlin’s.

Then the first of them were among us. That is the only battle of my life in which I did nothing. I gave no orders, killed nobody, and suffered no wounds, I simply rode straight on as fast as I could. I caught glimpses of Emer and Garian and Conal fighting. Conal leapt from the saddle straight at one of them, knocking him back onto the ground. That trick would never have worked on an armiger who was used to his horse, and only a madman would have tried it. Conal laughed and brandished a sword he had acquired in the encounter. He must have been practicing riding since that duel at Thansethan. I saw him take down another man with the sword. He had no shield, and of course he was still wearing the tunic and breeches he had worn for dinner in the hall.

None of the pursuers seemed confident on their horses. Some of them had bows, and most of them had swords, but none of them seemed to have spears. They were not armed like armigers. They did not give the battle cry of our ala, “Galba!” but rather called “Magor!” to let each other know where they were. I worked out after a while they must be Aurien’s household guards got up on greathorses. Garian seemed to be doing particularly well against them. He was the only hale and trained armiger there. I saw him take down two of them, and then Beauty jumped a stream and we were in Derwen.

It was like falling into dark water. The land came over me like a wave. It was not just the sense of being home, known and knowing. There is a sea tide and a land tide, and it was the land tide that drew me down to where the trees and I are brothers and the slow shifting of the rock on the world’s skin makes a song I can hear. I did not ask for strength or reach for strength. What charms could there be against poison? But the land knew me and recognized me. There was a moment of deep belonging there, and for the instant between the drifting of a dandelion seed and the growth of an oak tree I sat straight on Apple’s back in deep forest in the first glimmer of spring dawn and knew the land as the land knew me. There was a great disturbance along the borders of Magor, and distant rumblings of disturbance mixed with a new song from the waterwheels grinding at Nant Gefallon. Still, all grew as it should and the land was well. As for me, something was choking me. I hawked and spat, and all the poison that had been running through my veins fell from my mouth in one sour, twisted lump. A tingling pain ran through my body, followed by agonizing cramps as I sat up. Poor Beauty stopped as I did so. He was sweating and trembling and his ears were flat against his head. I felt more thirsty than I have ever been in my life. My strength was back, and I thanked the land spirits of Derwen with all the words I knew.

The sounds of pursuit had fallen behind. I spoke to Beauty reassuringly and reached down for my waterskin. I drained it in one draft. The sky was graying in the east but it was still very dark under the trees. I untied my legs from the saddle. Then I turned Beauty’s head and let him walk back slowly to where we had last seen the others. I did not know what good we could do. He was almost at the end of his strength and I had no sword.

I found Conal first. He was lying at the brook, filling a helmet with water. His eyes widened when he saw me sitting up in the saddle. “You made it into Derwen, I see,” he said. “Then this expedition was not entirely futile.”

“You saved my life,” I said directly. Beauty forded the little stream and halted beside him. “Thank you.”

“It was only polite,” he said, and smiled. “I should have done it rather better had I known what I was getting into. Whatever have you done to anger your sister so much that she is poisoning you and sending armed men after you?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t understand this at all.”

“What a shame,” Conal said. “It would have been nice to know what was going on. I’m very sorry to tell you that ap Gaius is dead. He and I were fighting the last of them.”

“Turth’s tusks!” I swore. Garian had been a good armiger. “You’ve killed them all?”

“None of them will be going back to tell tales,” Conal said. “Do you think you could take this water to Emer? She’s a little way down the track back there.” He gestured a little with the helmet, spilling some of the water.

“Of course,” I said, dismounting. My legs felt very wobbly. I wanted to drink more water myself Beauty put his head down to drink as soon as I was down. “But why don’t you take it yourself?” Then I saw that his other arm, the one not holding the helmet, was barely attached to his shoulder. “Oh, Fishface, you idiot!” I said. “You’ve got yourself killed! Where’s the weapon that did it?”

Conal snorted. “I am dying with a woman who despises me,” he said. “That is about what my father and my uncle always thought I would deserve. The weapon is back there near Emer. I already sang all the charms I know, which is what has kept me alive this far. Beyond that the gods are laughing at me. I broke the curse, and I will die for it. I should have told them my name was Fishface.”

“I’ll carry you back there and try my charms,” I said. It must have been a heavy blow from on top after he was already unhorsed. It could have been a sword or an ax, there was no way to tell. Armor might have helped, but probably not very much. “And anyway, I don’t despise you. You infuriate me a lot of the time but I’ve never despised you.”

“That’s good to know,” he said, and smiled, gathering together all his charm. “I’d really much prefer it if you took the water to Emer. She may be destined to die as well, but her foot appears to be reattached so there is likely hope for her. Do tell her—well, tell her I love her more than breath, if you would. She will know that I am dead, if she is alive to know it. I grant you it would make a better song if we both die, but I’d really rather she didn’t. I suppose as far as songs go it should have been the three of us. Strange that you should be here, after all these stories of terrible debauchery you and I are supposed to have committed. But you prefer leprous female dead cod, I recall.” He smiled at me again.

“You’re babbling,” I said, gruffly, to hide the lump that had come into my throat. “Hold onto that helmet, I can carry you and it.”

“If you like,” he said indifferently. The dawn birds were starting to sing loudly all around us. I took Beauty’s head to stop him drinking too much too soon. “When I told my father Black Darag was dead he asked me why, in that case, I was still alive,” Conal said meditatively as I bent down toward him. I hoped it wasn’t far to where Emer was. I wondered if I could put him up on Beauty.

“You told me that at Thansethan,” I said, getting my arms underneath him.

“Well, if you get the chance, let him know that I managed to die in a not unworthy cause, nor entirely without dignity.”

“If I have to,” I said, and lifted. Conal laughed and drew breath to say something. Then his bad arm flopped away from his body and a tremendous amount of blood ran out of it, all down my armor and into the stream. Beauty made a little whuffle of disgust. I set him down again, gently, though there was no need. He was unquestionably dead.

I took the helmet and set it carefully on a stone. Then I wiped my armor as clean as I could with the flowing water. Then I filled up my waterskin. There would have been enough water in that for Emer, but somehow taking the wretched helmet had become an obligation I owed to Conal. I led Beauty back down the track. That left both my hands full so I had to let my tears run unchecked. It was strange that I wept for Conal; I had not even known I had liked him.

Emer was sitting propped against a bank. She appeared to be alive but very weak. I gave her the helmet of water.

Garian’s horse was cropping the grass nearby. Garian himself lay on his back. His eyes were wide open, staring at the sky. He had been stabbed through the thigh and his life had run out of him. There were six other bodies in sight, and four dead horses. I looked at the bodies one by one. I recognized all of them as Aurien’s people. The last of them was Cado, whose father Berth was my trumpeter and whose daughter Flerian was one of my scouts. It seemed terribly wrong that he should have been trying to kill me. I stared at him for a moment and then looked back at Emer. She lowered the helmet.

“Conal?” she asked, as if she already knew the answer.

“Dead,” I confirmed. She closed her eyes for a moment, then took a deep breath. “It was as good a death as any warrior could wish,” I said. “He told me to tell you he loved you more than breath. He said it in that way of his but I know he meant it.”

“Much good it does me,” she said bleakly Then, while she wept, I caught Garian’s mare. There didn’t seem any point in the two of us making a pyre now. If we rode on a few hours to Derwen we could come back with plenty of people. Besides, if anyone else was going to approach from Magor I wanted the troops behind me.

I helped Emer onto Garian’s mare and got back up on Beauty. We went on together in silence. When we came to the stream Emer drew in her breath but did not dismount. We went on, into Derwen. The trees and the track were no different, yet everything was different, because I knew it and it knew me.

After a while Emer wiped her eyes. “I killed him as sure as if I’d held the sword,” she said. “Don’t ever curse anyone unless you know what you’re doing.”

“I don’t know any curses,” I said.

“They’re not like charms you have to learn,” she replied. “There are so many things you don’t seem to know in Tir Tanagiri. I suppose it comes of having no oracle-priests.”

“Tell me how to curse, then,” I asked, less because I wanted to know than to distract her from her grief.

“You can only give a prohibition to someone who is close to you; a lover or a relative, or a personal enemy. They have to be there in front of you; it is better if you are touching them. Then you reach out to the gods and set a prohibition on them that if they break it they will die. If the gods will have it then you can feel it become part of the way the world is. It binds you to them, and you will know when it finds them. It is warding as well as curse, because they will not die of other things that might have found them. Some people set prohibitions on their children to protect them. There is a story of a mother who set a warding curse on her son that he could not be killed indoors or out of doors, by weapons or of any sickness. He died when the house collapsed as he was in the doorway. The whole family was crushed.”

“You just reach out?” I asked.

“Perhaps it is better that people don’t do it so much here,” she said. “Conal—” Her voice broke.

“Or I might have killed him that morning before the walls of Derwen,” I said harshly.

“I should have trusted you,” she said.

“You had little reason to,” I said.

I was worried about Emlin and the rest of the ala in Magor. As soon as I got home I would have to send word to Urdo, making sure the messenger went through Nant Gefalion and Caer Gloran, not the faster way through Magor.

I had filled and emptied my waterskin four times before we came to the town walls, and still my thirst seemed never ending. I was also exhausted and had no expectation of sleep. I told the gate guards to close the gates and send the decurios to me. Then Emer and I rode up and dismounted at the stables by the house. I wanted to talk to Veniva before doing anything.

Daldaf ap Wyn, my mother’s steward, came forward to greet me. “Welcome home, Lord; you have come earlier than we looked for you?”

I didn’t want to tell him anything at the moment, so I just said, “Yes.” He handed me and Emer steaming beakers of hot apple juice. This was faster than he normally managed a hot drink, even on a cold day. I thought that he must have started heating them when he heard we were at the gates.

“Peace in this hall,” he said to Emer. I raised my beaker to my lips, then, despite my thirst, waited as she murmured the response, to drink with her. Then I caught the smell and dashed it down, knocking Emer’s from her hand. My cup was copper, it dented and rolled, making a ringing sound. Emer’s was my mother’s precious red Vincan cup, and it broke into many pieces. I grabbed Daldaf by the upper arms and lifted him off the ground.

“Nobody plays that trick twice!” I said. His look of terror was enough to convict him in my eyes. “Who told you to poison me and why are you doing it?”

Just then Veniva swept into the hall. She smelled of rosemary, and had green stains on her apron; she must have been making up a salve. She took in the scene in a moment and raised her eyebrows. “Whatever are you doing to Dal?” she asked.

“Stopping him from poisoning me and my guest,” I said. It was only then that it struck me that if Emer’s drink had also been poisoned then he had actually poisoned the guest cup. It was an enormity that made Aurien’s attempted kin-murder at her own table look almost acceptable.

Veniva came forward quickly. Daldaf was struggling in my grip. I had thought I was weak and tired, but I had no trouble keeping him pinned. “Did you do that?” she asked. He said nothing. I shook him, and he still said nothing. Veniva stooped to the broken pieces of her precious red cup and sniffed at one. “Henbane?” she said, in a horrified voice. “Daldaf? Why?”

“I’ll never speak,” he said. “The White God will protect me!” He tried to spit at me, and missed.

“It’s even worse than that,” I said, holding him at arm’s length. “Aurien tried to poison me yesterday. Then she sent troops after us when we were on our way here, and killed Garian and Conal the Victor.” I think it was the first time I’d ever referred to him as anything but Fishface, and it was then I really believed he was dead and I’d never hear his outrageous statements again.

“Aurien did?” Veniva said. “And Daldaf is invoking the White God?”

“I’ll make him talk,” I said.

“He is my steward, Sulien,” my mother said. “I think I know my duty, I will make him talk.”

“I’m entitled to a fair trial,” Daldaf said, looking frightened, as well he might.

“So you are,” Veniva said. She clapped her hands, and the hall was suddenly full of servants and people of the house. I expect they had been listening around the corners. My three decurios were shuffling their feet on the porch; she called them in as well. I gave Daldaf to ap Madog, who took a firm grip on him and pinned both his hands behind his back.

“Before all the gods who care to listen!” I said, in my loud lord’s voice. “Daldaf ap Wyn, you stand accused of attempted murder of your lord and of a guest of the house by poisoning the welcome cup.” This was the most impromptu justice I had ever given, but it was all quite legal. “Have you anything to say?”

“I won’t speak,” he said.

“The pieces of the cup are here and the smell of henbane is still on them,” I said. “I am witness to this act, and so is your other attempted victim, Emer ap Allel, queen of Dun Morr. If any would smell the cup, come and do it. That the poison is in it is not in dispute. If you did not set it there, tell me who did.”

Daldaf just shook his head and said nothing.

“I ask you again if you will name the others who conspired with you in this act, or if you have anything to say that can mitigate your offense?”

“I won’t speak, you can’t make me!” he said again. Veniva took the curved gold comb out of her hair and twisted the loops up without it. She ran her fingers over the sharp points and smiled.

“The punishment for attempted murder is death, and the punishment for treachery is death, and the punishment for the impiety of poisoning the guest-cup you will find after death.”

“The White God will protect me!” Daldaf said. There was a murmur among the onlookers, many of whom had taken the pebble.

“You are no martyr, Daldaf, only a murderer,” I said. I picked up the copper cup he had given me and set it upright so anyone who wanted to could come and smell it. “I sentence you to death. As the conspiracy you are concerned with touches on matters of deep importance, and since you will not speak, you will be put to the question before you are executed. Ap Madog, take him—” We had never had to torture anyone before that I could remember. I couldn’t think where would be a good place to do it. “Take him where my lady mother tells you.” Ap Madog dragged him off, struggling. I gestured to two of the other armigers to go with him in case he needed help. They made their way toward Veniva. She stood and watched him for a moment, her hand on the teeth of her comb.

“You have brought disgrace on my hall,” she said to Daldaf, loudly, so that everyone could hear. Then she went off toward the store rooms, the others following.

I found another cup and welcomed Emer properly to Derwen. Then I sent out Hiveth and her whole pennon to bring back the bodies and to look out for Emlin and the pennons from Magor. I sent a messenger to Dun Morr to inform Lew of Conal’s death and Emer’s safety. I gave him another message for Govien ap Caw, who was in charge of the pennons stationed there, to tell him to bring them to me as quickly as he could. Then I sent everyone back to work, making sure the guards were alert and that there would be sentries out.

Then, although I was very tired and it would have been better to wait until after Daldaf had spoken, I began to compose a message to Urdo.
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Stir to life, my exiled heart,

far down the mountain I see the horse

of a messenger bringing letters.



News is coming to stir my blood,

news from ever-bustling Vinca,

politics, literature, scandal, and love.



No longer is everything I care for out of reach.

The messenger is drawing ever nearer.

Outside my window the snow is melting.

              —Naso, “The Banks of the Vonar, Number 61”



I went into the little accounts room, sat at the table by the east window, and took up pen and parchment. I had spent many days in that room in the last five years, working on accounts, writing to Urdo, and watching the square of sunlight creep across the stone flags. Everything in my life was complicated, and only writing to Urdo was simple. He had long wrestled with the problems of kingship and knew ways of dealing with questions that had only begun to perplex me. Therefore I wrote to him not just with news but with all the questions that came to me. Angas had told me years before that it was lonely to be a king, and now I felt it for myself. Had it not been for Urdo’s letters I do not know how I could have borne it. I went to Caer Tanaga for half a month or so every year, usually at midsummer. The rest of the time duty kept me at Derwen. I had Veniva for company, I had Emlin and the ala, but it was hard and lonely. I was doing work that did not suit me and for which I had never been trained.

After Morien’s death I had suddenly found myself responsible for the whole land of Derwen, for everyone and everything on it. I do not think I was a bad lord, even then, but there was so much I did not know. I learned a new respect for my father and Duke Galba. I learned administration and justice. I tried hard to be fair and to learn how to be a lord. I read Urdo’s laws and now I began to understand them. Sometimes things Urdo had said about them years before when he was first thinking about them came back to me. Often our letters were about law and justice; the red-cloaks would carry discussion of some point in Dalitus back and forth for a month. Other times I would simply pour out everything that was troubling me in one long letter. Often enough, just writing it would ease my heart, and his reply would set me quite straight again. He always replied, often within a day or two of when my message reached him. Once, when it was a problem with Cinvar ap Uthbad of Tathal about the border above Nant Gefalion, he came himself, unannounced.

Now I sat chewing the end of my pen and slowly stripping off the feathering. I had written the salutation so many times that I didn’t have to think: “From Sulien the daughter of Gwien, Lord of Derwen, at Derwen, to the High King Urdo, War-leader of the Tanagans, at Caer Tanaga or where he may be, Greetings!” I dipped the pen again and left enough space so that when the sheet was folded and sealed the salutation would be all that was visible. “My sister Aurien,” I wrote, and stopped and stared at those three words, alone with space all around them. How many times in the last five years, I wondered, had I written them thus to Urdo? How many different sentences had they begun? “My sister Aurien doesn’t want her boys trained with weapons—” As if there was any choice for a nobly born child, or would she have us all defended against the raiders by monks of the White God? “My sister Aurien objects to my naming little Gwien heir to Derwen—” Although what else could I have done? Darien was promised to Urdo, who still had no other heir. Veniva kept on sighing for more grandchildren, saying that she had not expected this when she had borne four children. In the end I had outright told her I would never marry Gwien was as good an heir as any child of mine and the land accepted him. Anyone would have thought Aurien would be pleased to see her two sons both become kings, but since Galba died nothing pleased her.

I ran my hands through my hair and looked at the words again. “My sister Aurien.” Oh, I had known for years that Aurien hated me, and had known it in part my fault. Still, why did she think she could get away with poisoning me now? The story about drink would never have worked on those who knew me best, on Veniva or on Urdo. She was no fool. There must be something I was missing, something happening I didn’t know about. She had not acted like someone mad or possessed by evil spirits, and Daldaf had been in league with her. I kept staring at those three words, as if expecting them to develop answers instead of more questions. I stood up and paced. The little accounts room was cluttered with chests of accounts and receipts, and there was only enough clear space for three strides. One of the chests was marked in fresh, clear letters, “taxes.” The summer before we had passed twenty years since we had given our hoarded gold to Urdo, and now Derwen paid tax like all the kingdoms. My mother groaned and complained and said she would have argued the gold was worth more if she had ever imagined any of us would be alive to see the day.

I looked out of the window. I could just see the gates, shut and guarded. There was no sign of the pennon coming back with Conal and Garian’s bodies. The sky was full of threatening low clouds but there was no rain yet. I looked at the couch and longed to fling myself down and sleep. Things might be clearer when I woke up. I went back to the table and sat down; those three words were waiting to ambush me again. “My sister Aurien.” I shook my head at them. I could feel my eyes closing and I let them. When I woke up Veniva would come and explain why Aurien hated me and what I had done wrong.

I knew I was dreaming, and yet it seemed as if it was no dream but just what I had been expecting to happen. Veniva was in the room, dressed in a drape, white with a dark blue border. It was folded perfectly and pinned with Aurien’s pearl brooch from the hoard. I noted idly that her carefully pinned hair had returned to the black it had been when I was a child. She looked entirely calm. She was holding a big leather pouch like the ones the red-cloaks carried. “Sulien, I have come to ask your permission to send these to Aurien.” She drew out of the pouch a coil of rope and a dagger. I drew in my breath. I had read in Cornélien about this ancient custom of sending the implements of suicide as a mercy to the nobly born. It had been a custom, never a law, even in Vinca long ago. I could not remember a time it had been done in living memory. “She is the mother of my grandsons,” Veniva said. “Let me send these as my personal gift. Treachery needs repayment. I have raised a fine set of fools and traitors. At least let hers be a Vincan death.” Then she reached into the pouch again and drew out Daldaf’s head, dripping blood from the neck. He appeared to be quite alive; he looked up at me and said, “And the life of the world to come.”

I woke with a start, to find not Veniva but one of the house servants bending over me. I rubbed my eyes. I felt slow and sick and stupid.

“They’ve brought the bodies and they wanted to know what to do with them,” she stammered.

“Has my mother—is my mother there yet?” I asked, stretching and yawning.

“The wife of Gwien is still—” She hesitated. “Still in the old dairy with Daldaf.”

There was a horrible taste in the back of my mouth. I did not want to watch Daldaf being tortured. “Bring me hot mint water to the hall,” I said, and she scurried off toward the kitchens.

I went out into the hall, where suddenly I was being asked a hundred questions by everyone. Most of them had to do with the daily routine of the house, which had been so terribly disrupted. I could see that we were going to need a new steward immediately. I had never quite thought how much Daldaf did.

The question of what to do with the bodies was not a simple one either.

Garian was a follower of the White God, and he had a mother, a wife, and two children at Magor. Conal, of course, was Isarnagan. His nearest relative was Lew, at Dun Morr, but his father was still alive in Oriel and might want his body sent home. He was one of Oriel’s Royal Kin. I thought of asking Emer what she would want done, and then realized how inappropriate that would be. Yet I knew nothing about his personal relationship with the gods. I gave orders for both bodies to be laid out honorably for the time being. I sat down on the windowseat to sip my mint water and think. People kept coming up to me with questions, which I answered as best I could. In between interruptions I dozed and fretted. Despite the irritation of the interruptions I didn’t want to go to bed or to try to get on with my letter. I wanted to sit in the sunshine and watch my people as I had done so many times in the last years. Through the window I could see Second Pennon drilling, and a ship unlading at the wharf. In the hall people kept coming and going.

Well into the afternoon, Veniva came back. She was still wearing the russet overdress she had worn that morning. It was flecked with blood where her apron had not covered it. She looked distressed.

“What news?” I asked.

“We must speak privately,” she said, glancing around the hall. I followed her back into the little accounts room, where the three words of my letter were waiting ominously.

“What did he say?” I asked as she closed the door.

“Civil war,” Veniva said tersely, and her lips closed on that single Vincan phrase as if she would say no more. Then, as I gaped at her, she drew breath and spoke again. “You must write to all the kings and tell them it is not true and keep them from rising.”

“What isn’t true?” I asked.

Veniva looked drawn and hollow-eyed. “It is just like that time when Flavien wrote to all of us that Urdo was become a tyrant and meant to depose him,” she said. “That time your father and Duke Galba and old Uthbad wrote letters to all the kings and they were reassured. It may work again, if we are quick.”

“But what are they saying, and why has nobody said it to us?” I asked, feeling as if I was riding full tilt through a forest in a mist.

“It is this Breghedan affair. But that is just the spark. Some of the kings are restless with Urdo, and say he is a pagan and a tyrant and he prefers the Jams to his own people. Daldaf told me there is a conspiracy between Cinvar ap Uthbad, Cinon ap Cinon, and Flavien ap Borthas, with Ayl and Angas and Custennin wavering about joining in. Aurien, of course, the fool, is deeply implicated.”

“We’re in a terrible position here,” I said, reaching for a map. It was one of the new sharp ones Raul’s people had drawn up. “I don’t believe it about Ayl and Angas, but Custennin might be idiotic enough. What’s happening in Wenlad?”

“He didn’t mention it,” Veniva said. “But wait. Marchel ap Thurrig is due to land in Magor with two alae of Narlahenan horse. Apparently they hoped that, if you were ignominiously dead and Aurien urged it, our ala would join them. Then they could take the whole center of the land and the others would join them.”

“Emlin has more loyalty than that,” I said automatically. But Emlin had served under Marchel once. I didn’t think he would have done that, but it wasn’t impossible.

“That part of the plan failed. Daldaf was horrified to see you coming back and decided to poison you.”

“He would have done better to stab me, if he wanted to get away with it. I wasn’t expecting anything and it would have been less impious.” I felt detached from the whole thing.

“He was never noted for strategic thinking, though he was a very good steward and I will miss that.” Veniva smiled grimly. “He admits he has been intercepting your letters.”

“My letters?” I echoed inanely. My letters to Urdo? But I had been getting answers, Daldaf certainly wasn’t capable of forging them. The thought that he might have been reading them was dreadful enough. I wondered who else might have written to me and what they might have said. I hadn’t heard from ap Erbin for some time.

“We trust the red-cloaks so much,” Veniva said. “We think what we have written will be delivered. It seems many things have been going astray. We will have to check his room. He said he had destroyed most of them but there were some he was saving to send to Demedia.”

“To Morthu?” I asked, though I knew it was true. Our eyes met, and she raised her chin in affirmation. Veniva had hated Morthu as much as I had since the day of Morien’s death. I felt ill at the thought of Morthu reading Urdo’s letters and knowing so much of what he thought and dreamed. I took a slow breath and tried to clear my head. “The most urgent thing is Marchel,” I said, putting my hand on the map again. “Did he say exactly where she would land?”

“He didn’t know,” Veniva said. “But you’re wrong. The most urgent thing is writing to the kings. If Marchel lands that is an invasion; that doesn’t break the Peace. If the kings rise—it will be the way it was after Avren’s death. I have lived through that once, and we so barely saved anything of civilization that time. If it happens again that will be the end, I think, the end of everything that was good about Vincan ways of life, the end of Peace, and the world will go down in darkness and petty squabbling forever.” She leaned forward and gripped my arm with surprising strength. “Even if Urdo wins he will not be able to hold the country without the trust of the kings. If there is constant war, the next time somebody manages to stop it there will be nobody left who knows how to make pipes for hot water or who can remember how to make laws people will keep. We must hold onto this fragment of Peace whatever happens or there will be nobody left to understand what Peace is.”

I had never realized how much it meant to her. “I will write to them,” I said. “But I am only one person, and I am not sure how much they trust me. I don’t know if they think of me as a king like them or if they think I am the High King’s Praefecto first and Lord of Derwen afterward.” I knew that some of them at least thought that. Custennin had never made any secret of it.

“And are you?” Veniva asked, never taking her eyes off mine for an instant.

I hesitated. “I never wanted to be Lord of Derwen, but I have always done my best for land and people, as my father did. I am Lord of Derwen; I stand between land and people, before the gods. They are my responsibility, and I accept that as I have accepted it since we came home after Morien died. But I still serve Urdo the High King, and always will.”

“That would go very badly with Flavien,” Veniva said, releasing my arm. She stood up. “Still, you must write to them for whatever little good it may do to hold the Peace. Tell them you support Urdo and he is no tyrant, whatever he is doing in Bregheda.”

“What choice does he have in Bregheda?” I asked. “Glyn is—”

“If the kings won’t accept it, and it seems they won’t, then Urdo is being stupid,” Veniva said firmly.

“There is nobody alive who is the child or the grandchild of a king of Bregheda,” I said. “Cyndylan’s horse tripped and he broke his neck, then old Penda died of grief for the last of his sons. Urdo had to make a decision.”

“Make a decision, yes. He didn’t have to make one that would antagonize half the kings. Glyn is the great-grandson of Minmanton of Bregheda, yes, but he is also Urdo’s own man, and everyone knows it. It looks as if he is trying to control the kingdom.”

“Why ever would he need to bother to?” I threw up my hands. “When I heard, I thought it was another burden he was putting onto Glyn and Garah, and I wondered that he was prepared to manage without them at Caer Tanaga.”

Veniva gave a brief choked laugh, and turned to look out of the window. “You may be sure this is not what Cinvar of Tathal or Cinon of Nene thought when the news reached them. They know their fathers and grandfathers back to the days when they married the trees. Glyn is being raised to be their equal, and he is Urdo’s own man and his wife was a groom and the daughter of a farmer. I knew the kings would hate it. But whatever Urdo is doing, there is no choice but to support him.”

“Is it better to argue it in the letters to Cinvar and Cinon or not?” I asked.

“There is no use writing to Cinvar at all,” she said, turning to look at me. “If Uthbad One-Hand were still alive he might pay attention to you, but Cinvar will not. We have killed Daldaf ap Wyn, who he considers a kinsman. He and Marchel will never forgive us for that. But if it is only Tathal and Magor that is not so bad. Magor will be safe in any case; Aurien will have been careful to make sure the boys know nothing.”

“Good,” I said, and meant it. I took up my pen and a fresh parchment, fit for writing to kings. “So should I mention Bregheda, and my friendship with Glyn?” I hesitated, looking up at her. “Oh Mother, will you write as well?”

She blinked at me, surprised. “What good would that do? I am not a king. I am not your father.”

I smiled. “No, but there is power in your name. There are those among the kings who may pay more attention to you than to me. You know what arguments will move them. You are respected, and you are one of them.”

“One of them?” She stared at me across the little room as if I had gone mad. “I have never been one of them. I was born in Rutipia, in Bricinia that is now Cennet, in the year the last Vincan legions left Tir Tanagiri. When I was twelve years old Avren banished us from our land and our towns and gave all of Cennet to his new Jarnish father-in-law, Hengist. He made an alliance with the very Jams we had been fighting outside our walls all my life. The Tanagan lords fought Avren and each other but cared nothing for us, no more than Avren did. They gave us no help at all. My father was the magistrate of Rutipia; he was killed when we opened the gates to leave. The people scattered like chaff. There were no towns left. Towns need so many different kinds of people, and they were all scattered and helpless. Gwien … your father—” She hesitated, and clearly thought better of what she was going to say. “They call me the last of the Vincans. There are none of my people left now. There are monasteries instead of schools, clusters of farmers’ houses around lords’ houses instead of towns. My own child thinks it is splendid that there is acknowledged law and very few people actually die fighting before they are grown up, at least most years. And what is worst, you are right!”

I didn’t know what to say. “You never told me any of that,” I said, at last.

She laughed. “What good would it do you to know? I brought you up safely and properly and taught you as well as I could. And I never think of any of that, never think about the time before I came here. For years I believed the Vincans would come back one day, but now I know they will not. Only the raiders come from over the sea. Narlahena is fallen and Lossia is overrun and Vinca itself is fallen to the barbarians, and there are only Caer Custenn and us with a sea of them between us, squabbling and killing the people who know and care what civilization is.”

I had never really thought about where Veniva had come from. She was my mother. She was a Vincan, yes, I knew that, but I had not thought she meant it so literally. All my life she had always been at Derwen. “You could still write to the kings,” I said, hesitantly. “They think of you as one of them.”

“Not those of them who remember where I come from, which will be few enough by now,” she said. “Very well, I will do it, if you think it will be any help at all. I would do anything that can sway the straw in the wind to help this Peace hold.”

So we sat there the rest of the afternoon writing letters to all the kings. I wrote first to Cinon and Flavien and Custennin, difficult letters all, trying to stop them rising treacherously while avoiding accusing them of intending to. Then I wrote to all the other kings. To my surprise the easiest letters were those to Alfwin and Ohtar, who I had no reason at all to distrust. It was very strange that distant Jarnish kings were easier to understand than my kin close at hand, but that was the way of it. I knew what to say to reassure them.

I was in the middle of writing to Ayl, and yawning over my work, when a servant came in to tell me that Emlin was here, with the half ala from Magor. I was glad to take a break, although I left Veniva still writing. I have rarely done anything so difficult or so completely useless as writing those letters to the kings.
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