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      “Only people who are capable of loving strongly can also suffer great sorrow, but this same necessity of loving serves to counteract their grief and heals them.”


    

    
      LEO TOLSTOY
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  Preface



So we meet again.

I’m glad you decided to hop along for the second part of Nerlan and Adelus’s journey. It was no easy feat writing this book and making sure that I did justice to the very things each of my characters stood for.

The continuation of Nerlan and Adelus’s story is more than just a bridge from the first book; it also marks the starting point of a further descent into things that will shake brotherhoods, love, loyalty, and their very selves. Writing how their different choices affected not only themselves but the fates of entire nations was particularly enjoyable for me.

As I’ve mentioned, I wrote the books of this Biginol series back in high school. Partly, this was because traditional therapy was too expensive at the time, and it was much easier to project onto my characters. Mostly, though, it soon became my source of comfort, my companion. I loved the little moments of normalcy and intimacy—familial and otherwise—that my characters get to experience amidst the skirmishes plaguing their lands.




Jinhill haggling at the markets? Yes. Kiuren second-guessing how he really feels about Nerlan? Sensational. Gantedrol and Adelus refusing to back down because of their pride? Sign me up. The deep-seated traumas that subconsciously dictate their actions? Take my money.

As an author, I find myself simply as a scribe, a historian almost, while the actors of my stories are their own people who choose what they will. I simply weave the events that lead us from one part of their tale to another. Yet, even as they live and breathe independently, I knew I had put a facet of myself into every single one of them—including my villains and anti-heroes. I put my former innocence and optimism into Nerlan, my pride and drive into Adelus, my darkness and sentimentality into Kiuren, my playfulness into Nirme, and so on.

In the end, I get to see them all grow into different people—some for the better, some for worse, and I am reminded that I could easily become any one of them. It is a freeing feeling.




Now, while I would want nothing more than for this little world of mine to take root in the minds and hearts of people all over the globe, I also know that as an author, I have a responsibility to look out for the safety of my readers. Several of the topics discussed in this book might be difficult for some to confront, and for others, reading about them can prove to be harmful to their peace and well-being. The book tackles heavy themes and does not shy away from explicit scenes of sexual assault, graphic depictions of violence, the catastrophe and aftermath of war, and the implications of substance abuse and suicide. Please keep these warnings in mind before venturing deeper into the book.

I apologise if these warnings have deterred you, but if you find that you still wish to continue, then by all means take this story with you. I hope you will come to love this world as much as I do.
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  “Lost Stone on Found Prince”

  
  










In his hands was a literal relic that came from the divine, one that his children might possess someday, along with the grave burden inherent to its very nature. But for that day, it had to be him. Gantedrol may commit the most atrocious crime as a follower of Nir Minditras—unabashedly defying the will of the Western God—but as king of the fauns, his higher duty tied him also to the people of his mortal kingdom of Ederfill.

“Your Highness, the Arsenians came to us in the most modest of forms to deliver us the artefact not because they are taking precautions against theft, but because they fear for the life of the unlucky bastard who might have chanced to snatch it,” Elder Kuarzadu once said to him, trembling in his stance as he struggled to find the words. “Does that not make you understand what kind of power the stones hold? You cannot wield such a tool like one of your swords!”

“I would rather not understand if it will deter me from what I have to do.”

The young monarch then had the elder detained for his own security and to preserve what little was left of the courage that had not yet succumbed to the fear that rocked his brindled legs.

Eron Gantedrol remembered the malice that brewed from within the stone’s lustrous, glassy surface the moment he invoked its power against that undead horde of the dark god as though he was the one bestowed to be its guardian. He remembered the cold white lightning zapping out of the stone and having the earth swallow almost half of his kingdom in an attempt to eliminate whatever army Ragenrod had conjured that day. On top of that, he also remembered how the very essence of the earth bounced back to him at full force, filling every vein in his right arm with blinding jabs of pure energy until he had doubled over in agony and fallen out of his panicked steed.

The young king’s flesh was so scorched from within that even his right leg had suffered the brunt of that divine magic. With ringing ears, the pain had not registered at its fullest, but he just lay there stiffly over all the ash and soot and blood. His left fingers tried to call for help as his wide eyes froze open with shrunken points for pupils. He remembered Keidinor shouting his name from paces away, and he tried to call out to him too, but his lips were melded together by a heat so intense it burned cold, like the whitest ice. The king’s own tongue blocked the air from his throat, and he thought he would choke on it. With the last of his strength, Gantedrol let his head flop to the side, where he was greeted by the glint of an amber pendant unscathed from the empyrean judgement that had just razed his body.

And there it was, the blasted thing, sitting atop his sleeping son’s undulating chest two decades later.

Nerlan. No wonder his smile was so familiar—his hair, his eyes, his voice, his youthfulness. It was Tisnidë’s. It was all hers. Mine and hers. Ours.

“Your Highness, we have to tend to him now,” one of the healers said timidly as her eyes fell upon the king’s damaged arm. “It would be best for you to wait outside. We do not yet know if the stone will continue to hurt you, but we would not dare risk your safety. I will have one of our healers attend to you shortly.”

“I will be fine, I—”

“Open this door now, you hear me! Jighill, get me the mallet from the rucksack.” Came a thunderous bellow that shook the entire hall on the other side of the infirmary.

“Dweorg, stop this! You’re making a racket, for heaven’s sake. This isn’t Driukin—.”

“The goat bastard’s keeping our son, Drina! After the absolute gall of calling him his son and hugging him and shite,” the deep voice retorted with an obvious sneer that Eron Gantedrol picked up on even without seeing any faces. “Who in this god-awful, sodding shithole does he think he is? And if he doesn’t get these ballbags scramming out of my face in the next minute, I’ll break their kneecaps one by one lest they forget why that other bastard Minditras had to strike us down!”

“Aye, Father, I can bite them, like.”

“Jinhill, so help me! Dweorg say something—”

“I won’t tell the blasted lot of you again: I want to see my son!”

Despite the pleas of the healers urging him to remain until the tumult had gone down, Gantedrol shook his tired head and had his attendants push the heavy white doors open, coming face to face with a screaming dwarf and his entire family for company.

“Give us Nerlan now!” Dweorg yelled despite Drina’s best efforts to pull him back.

The chieftain stared back at the faun with ice in his eyes and huffed his way over to accost the monarch despite the blades of the guards already being withdrawn from their sheaths.

“Chief Dweorg of Clan Edrokin.” Eron Gantedrol regarded as he stood as straight as he could, hoping his own show of repose would take itself to the heart of the dwarf, all to make him see the gravity of his own misconduct. “Was it not you who cast the bomb that made the beast turn on my son? He is in there right now because of you.”

With throbbing veins at the side of his head, Dweorg gripped the halberds of the guards and pushed them apart with the strength of a bull.

“Only because you were content to let my son fend for himself—all those soldiers and none went to him, bah! He is my boy, mine! And as his father, I couldn’t sit by and stand like a simpleton while Nerlan was inches away from that creature! You got some real gall on you!”

“You were hasty and brash, and now we have to sit by and wait until he recovers.”

Dweorg only snorted and burst a thick finger back up, aiming it straight at the faun king’s chest without hesitation.

“Why do you keep calling him your son? What gave you the right?”

With a daggered gaze, Eron Gantedrol spat back, “My sons are the heralds of the Western Gods: Nir Dutreus, who holds dominion over the trees and the flowers; and Nir Minditras, who holds dominion over the earth and its forces. Only my son could have moved the earth like that; only Usudren or Adelus could have that kind of power.

“My princes were the destined ones, foretold by the kontul shortly before those monsters of Ragenrod laid siege to my kingdom. If we are talking of right, Chief Dweorg, then I suggest you turn back while my patience has yet to thin into nothingness because my claim to my son is by blood and by divine right!”

Bristling, Dweorg stomped forward. Not even the guards, along with Gantedrol, could keep him at bay for much longer. However, just as intensely as he squirmed and fought to be let through, he froze.

Eron Gantedrol opened his eyes from the struggle to see what rendered the dwarf still, and upon following the line of the chieftain’s gaze, the faun king registered the large portrait of his late wife that hung on the nearby walls within the infirmary vestibule.

Dweorg muttered something to himself, but the monarch had not been quick enough to catch it. Then, with the last shred of his patience gone, the dwarven chief roared despite the weakness that settled in his knees.

“You—! We’re taking the boy back to Driukin. The whole simpering lot of you can keep your blasted alliance! We’ve done fine on our own, you sodding herd beast-men. My son does all that he can to serve this kingdom well, and this is what he gets in return? Strike me down now, but I won’t let the boy stay here another minute longer!”

“Taking my son all those years ago and never seeking to return him here counts for not only the abduction of a child but the abduction of a royal, yet here you are now, blatantly trying to do so in my presence and under the eyes of my palace.” Eron Gantedrol snapped in return, shoving the chieftain with a pathetic strength. “You will be hanging with a grave offence over your head if you do not cease this madness, Lord Dweorg. Go back to Driukin if there is nothing else for us to discuss.”

“Do not be starting me with those hangings now, Your Highness. There’ll be none of that nonsense. That poor boy had nothing to return to here!” Drina exclaimed as she swiped a plump finger near his face. “Bold of you to rebuke us like grotty criminals of the kingdom when you’ve only managed to save one of your boys and left the other one hanging in the forest at night—with those vile creatures running around, might I add. It’s nothing short of desperate.”

“Aye, add more, Mother!” Jinhill chimed in as Dweorg cracked his knuckles. “Tell ‘em how many of Ragenrod’s bloody beasts you and father had to split open that night, like—”

“I have three wonderful boys, so I do, and I can tell you right now, Your Highness, I haven’t lost a single one of them ever in my life. I don’t feel that it’s safe handing Nerlan back to you, I’ll not lie. My husband is right: We’ll take the boy back to Driukin as soon as he opens those eyes of his, and we’ll keep him safe just like we’ve always done proper all his life, like.”

“I did not abandon my son,” Eron Gantedrol said through clenched teeth. “And we are his real family—Usudren is staying here. I have spent years looking for him. You do not know what I have had to do, Lord Dweorg!”

“Looking? Is that what you called it?” Dweorg cut in with a mocking chuckle. “Barely seen any of your kind save for a lame merchant, and Driukin is only five days away on foot! My woman’s right—Nerlan’s never been in such a state with us. Half a year and you’ve already made a mess of him. You can’t even protect him as king now, let alone as his father those two decades ago. He’ll not be staying with you for the life of me. I’d settle this with fire and sword if my son wouldn’t hate me for it.”

“You know well that your little tribe is long crippled and stands no chance against my armies. Choose your next words carefully, Your Lordship.”

Jinhill jumped to Drina’s side as soon as he heard the implied threat from the faun king. “Pure bollocks, that is. We’ll take you pricks on any day!”

“And now you think you can just whisk me brother away and trap him here like nothing happened?” Jighill challenged. “You and your goat men try any funny business, and I’ll kick you all down the same way you let Nerlan get beat a while ago.”

“With what legs, dwarf?” Eron Gantedrol glared as Jighill reddened with indignation and had to have his younger brother hold him back.

“I’d be tall enough to kick you right now if the gods hadn’t put them extra inches somewhere else!”

Through the ruckus, a piercing click resonated through the masonry of the hall, and all heads turned to see the infirmary doors slightly ajar with a familiar face poking through, this time, however, wearing a darker stare with a hint of a scowl just forming.

“Your Highnesses.” Kiuren’s voice cut in as he narrowed his grey eyes at the two wrangling parties. “Nerlan has stirred in his sleep. Your bickering is putting him in a state of utmost distress. Please continue fighting elsewhere until he has recovered.”

“Oh, my boy!” Drina exclaimed, biting a knuckle.

“Is he awake, Kiuren?” Eron Gantedrol’s eyes widened with worry as he neared the double doors with the dwarves close on his tail.

“No, but your quarrelling is interfering with his rest. I will inform everyone should he ask for you, Your Highnesses. But for now, I will excuse myself and help him recover. I hope you all understand the need to quiet yourselves this time. Do it for Nerlan,” the young man said with a terse bow before closing the doors shut and leaving the king back in the less-than-favourable company of his accusers.

“Look at that, you’ve really done it now, so you did!” Dweorg whisper-yelled, throwing his stocky arms up in the direction of the alabaster double doors.

“Me?” Eron Gantedrol seethed, trying to contain his umbrage and volume as he, too, scratched at the air with hoarse, vehement whispers. “Ironically, you are the ones outfitted with the vocal cords of giants, you squealing stentorian midgets!”

“And you’re still just as bull-headed even without those ugly horns, you deracinated goats! I know some of them big, fancy words too, like! Even in common speech, I’ll give you something to cry about, don’t you be getting me started—”

“Enough, both of you!” Drina hissed as she barged in between the two men’s faces. “Haven’t you heard the kid with the sharp features? You’re slowing Nerlan’s recovery, giant’s knickers. We’re all Fallens here, there’s nothing to fight on!”

The two rulers snapped their backs to each other with a loud huff and stood a few feet away in the entire expanse of the marble hall. One by one the dwarves slid down against the walls they leaned on until their behinds met the chilly floor, and they opted to plop their stocky bodies there as they narrowed their eyes at the spaces between their feet, wanting to summon a god, Nir Minditras or whoever it may be, and threaten them for daring to make Nerlan pay for the betrayal of his ancestors, the same one that had turned them away from the enormous life that let them touch the sky.

Don’t you take Nerlan away from us. The boy’s been nothing but gooder than good.

Dweorg’s dry knuckles turned an even paler shade of alabaster as he fisted the hem of his dark pine cloak against the bony round of his knee. His wrinkled brows loosened as the thought of the dwarf-child never waking up hit him like a chisel knocking against every corner of his head, and with every passing minute that went by, the world seemed much bleaker than it was before; a deafening quiet, absent of the laughter that Nerlan had blessed his humble dwarven halls with.

[image: Image]

Please…wake up. Wake up. I will not permit you to leave everyone like this, please…

Kiuren had his brows knitted deep in prayer, his lips muttering against the cold skin of the faun’s hand as he held it close to his face. After what was probably the fifth repetition of the prayer, the An’Dunnian finally kissed the round of Nerlan’s palm before standing up and leaning close to deliver the very same peck on his unconscious lover’s forehead. He took a moment to gingerly stroke the peach fuzz that grew along Nerlan’s cheeks and jaw, but before the young man could even smile to himself at the downy sensation of it, there came a click from the more secluded side of the room. Somehow, Kiuren felt the temperature drop despite the warmth of that autumn sun.

“Kiuren.”

The young man turned his head around and frowned slightly at the silver person standing straight in the wide doorway. “Father.”

“That better not be what I think I just saw—and this is not just a matter of my petty reservations.”

Kiuren only gripped the faun’s hand tighter as he looked at the adviser straight into his tired, but still vivid, grey eyes. 

“I did not realise you would have a problem with me being involved with someone from the lower class. You hardly bat an eye that time you caught me ‘devouring’ that kitchen boy’s face for the thrill of it. Now, all of a sudden, you seem to have plenty to say.”

Giurkon shifted his scrutinising gaze to the sleeping faun

“That is because that kitchen boy was exactly just that—a kitchen boy, and no one needed a pair of eyes back then to see that your vulgar little stunt was nothing more than childish exploration catalysed by my failing to regulate you in your younger years.”

Kiuren came up with another quick retort, about how much his father’s tongue had grown by the yard since he last departed for An’Dunn a month ago, when a little snippet in the adviser’s rebuke halted his tongue and he shot his father a pointed stare.

“What do you mean he was just a kitchen boy? Are you pertaining to Nerlan being the son of a chief? Your concern is unnecessary here: He is not even next in line to lead Driukin.”

“No, but if anything happens to Prion Adelus and he remains unwed and childless when that time comes, your precious lower-class citizen here will be the one to sit on Ederfill’s throne.”

Giurkon watched as Kiuren’s once annoyed but cool visage melted away, replaced by a frozen chill that cast a shadow over his eyes.

“Nerlan is not who you think he is,” the man continued. “You are a smart boy. How have you not pieced it all together? Even I had my impressions the moment I first laid eyes on him.”

Kiuren only tried to glare harder, and his father stopped in his soft pacing when he recognised the hidden tune behind his son’s particular silence, the kind that the young man always let pass whenever something troubled him terribly, so even as a child.

“Oh, but you have, haven’t you? You already knew deep down who he really was.”

Chagrin ate at the young man’s features, swiftly so, and the moment that the last bit of his composure withered away, Kiuren thickly swallowed the lump in his throat and could only point his father towards the exit of the infirmary without daring to meet that same knowing stare the adviser always wore on his face whenever the latter was certain to be irrefutable on a matter.

“We will talk about this another time. Nerlan needs to rest.”

“So do you. You barely use your attendants. Have them get rid of those circles under your eyes,” the adviser countered in his clipped tone. “And his name is Usudren. I suggest you use it as it was intended before someone holds a sword to your neck to remind you of the royal protocol around here.”

Kiuren fired back, an exhausted lipless scowl threatening to form as the shock vacated his system. “I know how to manage myself, and nothing you say will ever dissuade me from choosing to be with Nerlan. His name is Nerlan until he tells me otherwise.”

“Regardless, he is still a Khasadonir, always has been…and I do not have to speak another word to dissuade you from anything: Ederfill will do that just fine, as you will soon see,” Giurkon replied with one hand clutching the handle of the big door. “Trust me when I tell you that I have been more than content with letting you run on your own devices, but if I do not make an exception now, I might as well just strangle you this very moment and let you share your mother’s fate.”

“Why do you insist on making this harder than it should?” Kiuren spat under his breath. “I am a Varnas: We are one of the highest houses among nobles, on par with those only second to the Khasadonirs, and Nerlan is a spare heir at best. If we are to be married, it would change nothing in the natural order of how things have been running—”

“Kiuren.”

“If anything, this union would prove to be advantageous: The king has trusted you as a brother for the longest time and through this—”

“Kiuren—”

“—our families can formally be tied. We can better give support to the afflicted people of An’Dunn if ever. The fauns will finally see us as an actual noble house—”

“Look closely in the mirror and get it through your skull why this affair will not last one second the moment you breathe a word of this to the public, Kiuren!” Giurkon snapped in a voice that resembled nearly a growl, taking his son aback in a rare moment of stunned disbelief. “The prince bringing a faun whore as his groom will always be a more acceptable outcome in their eyes. Stop making this about our stations. It is not about that, it will never be about that. No matter the practicality of the situation or how far our name rings, it will never justify our presence in this court—in this very kingdom—and I know that you are more than well aware of this.”

The man shook his head in exhaustion. “Eron Gantedrol has already lost his son once. Do you really think he is incapable of burning our two bridges for good to ensure Usudren’s safety from the world?”

“I—”

“Well, I can guarantee you, Kiuren, that he will not squander this second life given to the prince by the gods, and His Highness will make sure to keep it just as so—at any price necessary.”

And with a final click of the infirmary bolts shutting back in place, the adviser was gone.

After the brief confrontation, Kiuren wanted nothing more than to sit back down on the bedside cushions and bask in the accustomed silence that he had grown to enjoy in this private room. He raked his long fingers through the unwashed field of his scalp and sighed deeply, almost with a hiss, as the realisation of his father’s words weighed in more with each passing second, taunting him unbearably. This time, however, Kiuren knew he could no longer brush it aside the same way he always had, and he braced himself for the coming days when his beloved would turn over the leaf of his past life.

“Kiuren…”

The softest of whispers came from beneath him, and though it blended seamlessly with the mellowness of that early afternoon, the young man startled himself and was shaken off from whatever trace of exhaustion he may have built up over the long days.

“Gwulia!” Kiuren gasped and immediately grabbed the dwarf-child by the hands. “Oh, I thought you might never awaken.”

“You’re really that worried for me, like?”

“You worried me so that I have not had one filthy dream about you, so don’t you be smug.”

Nerlan let out a hoarse, breathy chuckle and raised a cold hand to cup Kiuren’s face. “I felt you here with me, I did. You left me…no more than two times, I believe it was so. How long was I out?”

“Three days…actually, in a few hours it would have been four.”

“What?” The faun’s eyes burst wide open as he sat up with a jolt. “What about father? Mother? My brothers, ow–”

“Easy, easy, gwulia,” Kiuren cooed as he urged Nerlan to lie back down, much to the latter’s refusal. “They are fine. I have accommodated them in our manor here in the capital, and they are well taken care of. I have done my best to make it feel like a second home for them, although I must say, they seem to prefer the simplicity of the servants’ wing, so I just let them remain there as they please after they visit you here each day.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Once or twice now, I caught your father chatting with the other servants as though they were old friends. I think he also initiated most of their drinking sessions.”

The faun chuckled. “That sounds just like him, it does so. What of mother? My brothers?”

“Out and about digging holes in the other gardens. It keeps them busy, so I suppose there is no harm in letting them be, hm? The prince allowed it just to get the dwarves off your father’s back.”

Nerlan blinked as Kiuren stroked his face. “Your father really didn’t mind?”

“No. No, of course not. Our manor may be smaller than what is considered fitting for nobles in the kingdom…but there are always plenty of rooms for guests. They hardly cross paths if that is of any comfort to you. But as of now, the only thing you need to concern yourself with is getting better, do you understand?”

The dwarf-child zoned out for a second before ultimately nodding, eyelids drooped in exhaustion. His expression fell with a heavier, sombre weight that brought another bout of worry to Kiuren.

“Beloved, what else troubles you?” the young man asked. “Do you need anything? Perhaps you feel for water or food at this moment? I could prepare some soup.”

“No, I…” Nerlan sighed, running a weak palm down his buzzing nape as his eyes darted away. “I overheard you and Ser Giurkon a while ago. I didn’t understand much, not really a whole lot, no, but I know he disapproves of us…or maybe it’s just me that he doesn’t want for you, like. The full run of his concerns is still lost on me, but I think I can talk to him. I know I’m just a peasant compared to your folks, but—”

Kiuren immediately placed a palm atop Nerlan’s hand and calmed the faun down with soft, silky hushes.

“Do not give him any care. He has no say in my life, and I have made that more than clear to him and everybody. I will not shy away from telling the world who you are to me, what we are to each other. I refuse to hide you.”

“Still.” Nerlan shook his head. “Let me talk to him. I’ll get his approval. I’ll make him see that I also want nothing less than the best for you and I’m willing to do anything to get you that. He’s still your father, Kiuren. I don’t want you to have to choose between us, like.”

“Nerlan, it is not that. Just…do not listen to him. Do not take his words to heart. You should be resting, remember?” He then grumbled under his breath. “I should not have let him set foot in this room.”

It was just the quiet settling heavily after that, and that usually meant a million things running through the dwarf-child’s head. Nerlan thought of his father, how he must be faring–or rather, how the people around him are faring. Then he thought of the earlier conversation with Ser Giurkon before his mind drifted to his mother’s cooking and how nice it would be to have her arms wrapped around him right about now. His mind tried its hardest to bring him comfort and cheer; heaven knows he needed it, for even the skies outside had begun to grey and overcast.

But just as he was about to swim in the memories of his brother’s shenanigans, Kiuren uttered a simple sentence beside him, and it gripped him so, threatening to pull tears from his drying, sore eyes.

“I will not let anyone keep us apart, Nerlan, not even my father.”

“Dohr’nan…”

“This kingdom…it may not want to see us, but I know where I want to belong. I know that there is still hope. I just have to do my part in all this and pray that it turns out for the best. Nerlan, I will make a world where I can be free to be yours for as long as you’ll have me,” Kiuren murmured and leaned up to place a soft kiss on the faun’s buzzing brow. “But I shouldn’t be weighing you down with these things. I can have someone call for your family now if you wish.”

Nerlan’s chest bloomed with the sweet essence of relief, and he sat further up to nuzzle against Kiuren’s flushed face as he took to heart the promises that sparked his own hope.

“Please…I miss them so much,” the lad muttered. “But stay here while I wait for them, please.”

The young man chuckled at the faun’s request and wrapped his arms around Nerlan’s bigger frame.

“I did not realise I was supposed to be elsewhere.”
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When everyone had the signal from Kiuren and the healers to go in, all the hushed whispers remained in the infirmary’s lobby, and they each held bated breaths as they shuffled in. Nerlan’s eyes darted to look at the familiar faces, one after the other, and when he spotted the round face of the chieftain, his smile became a wide grin, and his pupils twinkled once more.

“Father.”

Without thinking, Gantedrol came forward with a step, but Dweorg breezed past him instead, and to the king’s disappointment, Nerlan received the dwarf with open arms.

“Don’t scare this old sod like that again, you hear me? Oh, you’ll be the death of me, boy.”

After the initial embrace, Dweorg’s rough hands trembled slightly, fighting the urge to hug his son a second time, tighter than he did before. He wanted Nerlan to know how worried he had been these past few days, how it was the longest in his life. He wanted to hug him like a bear would a log, but he knew that his son still needed time to heal. Instead, he mustered a gentle smile and a soft clap to the shoulder, hoping it conveyed everything he wanted to.

“It’s good to see you again, Father,” Nerlan whispered.

“Don’t go soft on me now,” Dweorg chuckled quietly and ruffled his curly locks.

“Mother, Jinhill!” Nerlan called out under his breath. “Oh, you all are sights for sore eyes, so you are—even you, ulyem.”

The other three dwarves neared him, and after having flocked to his bed, the lad regarded the king with a low, heartfelt nod that deepened the slight furrow on the latter’s brow.

“Thank you for troubling yourself with my recovery, Your Highness,” Nerlan said. “You’ve been too kind to me—even gave me this nice room and all. It’s embarrassing on my part, really. I’ll never forget your generosity and kindness, so I won’t.”

Eron Gantedrol did not say anything, and the dwarves all looked at him with stiff eyes that refused to look anywhere else. After a few seconds of silence, the king moved closer to his bedside, and with a sharp inhale, he clasped his hands together.

“May I…may I embrace you as well?” he croaked.

Nerlan’s eyes widened at first, but he simply smiled and looked around, waiting for the dwarves to acknowledge this rather strange but ultimately innocent request.

“I suppose there’s no harm in it, Your Highness,” Nerlan said when the king’s request was met with neither blatant opposition nor approval. He opened his arms, and almost immediately, Eron Gantedrol dove in, quaking as he lost a little balance from the initial speed by which he came onto Nerlan’s lean frame.

A tremor ran through his hands as he held the dwarf-child there, as they held each other. It felt surreal, as if he had stepped into a dream he was scared to wake from. He held Nerlan tightly, unable to believe that this was real, that his son was truly within his arms. It all made sense to him then: why he always adored him, why he always felt better whenever they had their random conversations by the palace halls.

When Nerlan looked at Dweorg through the embrace, he saw that his father looked like he had just been punched in the gut, and the sight stirred a sensation of unease and confusion within the lad.

Pulling away at last, the king sighed deeply and swallowed back a heavy emotion that misted his eyes. Despite the unsteadiness, however, it was clear that something in Eron Gantedrol hardened after the hug, and at the very second that Nerlan caught on to the shift in his countenance, the king had but turned to the dwarf chieftain with a taut jaw and a strong bearing despite his cripple.

“My son will stay here. You have denied me the joy of raising him for decades. I will not allow another second to be parted from him.”

The repressed anger in Dweorg resurfaced, and the veins in his temples started throbbing immediately. “Not on your life, you weed-eating git.”

Kiuren and Drina neared the two as they glared at each other, the gears in their head already turning to come up with ways to de-escalate the situation before it exploded past the point of no return.

“Dweorg. Your Highness,” Drina snapped. “The boy is right here. Let him speak for himself, how about?”

Nerlan, dumbfounded, could only look at the dwarven woman, and then back to his father and the faun king.

“What’s happening, Mother?” he asked. “What’s His Highness saying? What of Adelus?”

“Nerlan, dearie,” Drina began before her gaze met Dweorg’s, then the king’s. She smacked her lips together and sighed, “There’s just no way around it, I’m afraid. The king of Ederfill here, well…he’s your birth father, like.”

The world seemed to have shrunk to that singular moment, and Nerlan thought back to the time when his father told him that he was not born of dwarven blood, that would be the end of it, that nothing else could shake him anymore. Nerlan blinked to himself as Eron Gantedrol just stood there with both yearning and desperation in his eyes. He did not know what to think, how to think: Was he distraught? Did he feel like it was the end of the world? What did the gentle roiling in his chest signify?

The lad did not realise that he had locked his curled fingers in his sheets until Drina placed her soft, warm hand upon his shoulder. “Would you like us to leave you for a bit, dearie?’

“No, I mean, I don’t really know, Mother,” was all Nerlan could whisper, and he gulped thickly.

So much to be said but his voice had forsaken him.

“I…is this true?” was all that he could manage to say.

Eron Gantedrol inched forward and fumbled with his hands as the same anguish that plagued Nerlan into silence contorted his face into the very image of a scared boy in turn.

“I would not have known if not for the fact that I have seen you bend the earth with my own eyes back at the amphitheatre. I knew you came from Driukin, but I thought you were simply a progeny from a line of fauns who have long settled away from Ederfill. This would have been my dream, but I still fail to understand why I did not bother looking into the peculiar matter that was you: You are the spitting image of my wife, of the infant that I lost long ago in those woods, and that should have been enough for me to have done something about it.”

The words were spilling from his mouth faster than he could cohesively think them through, and in the end, Gantedrol simply let his tongue run as the mist in his eyes stung harsher.

“But a part of me could not fathom that he would still be alive, my Usudren, and it is selfish, I know, and I regret not trying harder. Perhaps deep down, I could not let myself believe that you were still alive. The fear of finding nothing…it would be too much. But in time, I loved you anyway, even without truly knowing why. I grew to love you the same way I love Adelus, and I, as well, was dreading your departure after the ceremony. I did not dare hope, even if my late wife’s smile is etched on your very face, even as the sparkle in her eyes now shines in your own. I was scared, I-it is still no excuse, and I do not have the right to ask so much of you when I did so little. But I hope you can forgive me and grant me the chance to get to know you all over again…my son.”

Nerlan stared at the king, simply staring at the sovereign monarch of Ederfill as he poured his heart out in front of him and declared himself to be his father, a part of the roots that, before, he was more than content with no longer pursuing. The lad was at a loss, but more so at a loss about the sudden sense of longing and a clarity in his mind where confusion should have been.

Why was he…happy?

“I…I enjoyed all the time I spent with you too. I looked up to you,” Nerlan said at last, and a single tear streaked down Gantedrol’s face. “If what you’re saying is nothing but the truth, Your Highness, then…then it would take some getting used to: I’ve only known one father all my life, and he is the best that I know, but I can honestly say that I have no qualms with being your son. I think a part of me is also glad that-that you’re my father, like. You’re a good man.”

“Nerlan,” Eron Gantedrol croaked. “You honour me.”

Nerlan returned his smile, but the curve of his lips fell downward when the lad caught sight of Dweorg, who had a distant look in his eye as he clutched the padded edges of his helm with an unforgiving but restrained grip.

“Father,” the lad began with a tight purse of his pale, chapped lips and attempted to reach out to the dwarven chieftain. “I don’t want you to think I’m ungrateful for all the care you’ve given me through the years. You know I’ll remain forever by your side if I could, like.”

“What are you spouting at, boy? You’ve got nay a single bone of disloyalty in your body—not one. You could put all these goat soldiers to shame, like. You’re more of a warrior than they’ll ever be,” Dweorg said thickly, trying to brush off the pang that had settled in his chest. “No matter how many fathers you wish to have, no matter what you wish to do, you’ll still be the son of Driukin through and through—my son. You remember this, don’t you?”

Nodding in earnest, Nerlan looked down at the bed of his nails and before raising a hand to the amber pendant that remained hanging below his neck.

“I’ve no doubts any more about where I belong. I know that whatever I choose now, I’ll always have a home in Driukin, so I will. But—” he tightened his hold on the round glass and continued, “I’ve also got lots of questions, Father…loads, like. I’ve had them forever, but ever since I started living a different life here, I feel different parts of myself fulfilled too—like a lock that finally found its right key after so long. I felt a home away from the only home I’ve ever known. Some of my questions were answered here, and I want to—I want to continue for a bit more. I missed you terribly these past months, and I don’t want to disappoint all of you by admitting that the thought of staying has crossed my mind multiple times. I wish I could make you all happy, but—”

“It’s alright, Nerlan. You don’t have to explain yourself, like. You never had to.”

The new level of quiet in Nerlan’s voice told Dweorg everything he needed to know, and though it stabbed his soul like the end of a wooden pike, the chieftain neared the lad, grabbed him by the shoulders and tried to swallow the pain that burned the flesh of his sinews beneath his wide ribs.

“I tried to hold you back once, and though I’d very much prefer for you to stay with us so we can go back to how things were, being a faun has always been a part of you, like…and it was really only a matter of time before fate finally got its clammy little grabbers on you to lead you back here so.”

Dweorg blinked harshly, and through the haze of his emotions, the faun on the bed had become a smaller version of himself, back when the lad was only five years of age.

“Try as I might, I’ll never be able to provide the answers you seek, nor will my love alone be able to ease the questions in your heart, like. This’ll kill me for months to come, but I’m glad you know what you must do for yourself. I’ve raised you well, so I have, and that is more than enough for me. So even if you choose to stay here, I’ll continue to cheer for you as I always have. Usudren or Nerlan, whoever you choose to be, they’re both grand lads who deserve every good thing coming to them, like. Take my blessing and find peace with it, boy.”

With his heart soaring in his chest from gratitude and regret, Nerlan burst from where he was sitting and wrapped his arms around the chieftain’s torso. He pulled Drina, Jighill, and Jinhill into a circle, and they all took part in a giant embrace where wordless goodbyes and repressed tears echoed the loudest in the empty halls.

It had been some time after that. The dwarven family talked some more, with Jighill revealing that Dweorg had tried to craft bomb after bomb to finally try and combat the monsters in the forests. He had nothing to go on but his memory of the attack some twenty years ago, but so ingrained was it in his head that even in old age, the chieftain could still discern what those beasts looked like and reacted to.

“I’m sick of having to go to the Norgas anyway. That hag Marlen never lets me live it down that we need them to sell our wares,” Dweorg grumbled.

Drina turned to him. “She’s not too bad, dear. She’s fond of you, really.”

But the chieftain could only shake his head and sigh, much to the children’s amusement.

“I don’t know how you stick her, woman.”

Dweorg stood up after that and decided to pace a little around the infirmary, touching this and that, making sure that Nerlan still had all of the supplies he needed when he and the faun king stopped before each other out in the hallway.

“You.”

“Rest assured, Chief Edrokin. I will treat my son with the utmost care.”

The chieftain sneered, narrowing his stare as he closed the distance between them and lightly slapped a folded piece of paper against the king’s furry hip.

“You don’t know the first thing about being Nerlan’s father, I can tell you that much. He’s not like the lads here in your fancy shiny palace with their slicked hairs and perfect, tacky suits. You’ll scare him back to Driukin if you’re even thinking of lumping him up with them wee sorts of squeamish folks.”

“I had the pleasure of getting to know Usudren in his time here. I believe I am prepared to undertake this—I have been for two decades. I will give him all the time he needs to settle into his new life as prince. I will supervise him myself to ensure that nothing bad happens to him lest an ired army of your dwarves storm the palace and leave us all for dead in a pool of carnage.”

Dweorg made a twisted face and mocked the king’s hyperbole with an exaggerated attempt at mimicking Gantedrol’s mannerisms from his last sentence. With a huff thereafter, he crossed his scarred, stocky arms and watched as the faun finally opened his paper and read its contents with great interest.

“In case you can’t read the language of us peasants, I’ll say it out loud for your pretty, royal ears, and I‘ll do it slowly,” Dweorg sneered, face blank and stone hard as he continued. “Nerlan likes having porridge late at night, especially in the winter months, and he pairs it with exactly two pieces of barley cakes. Give him another one of those and that throat of his will hurt the next day like fire ants in your arse. Then his hair…well, don’t you just look like the sort who knows how to handle curls like the boy’s—”

Eron Gantedrol let out a long, drawn sigh.

“Do you truly take pride in insulting figures of high power to their faces, Chief Edrokin?”

“Keep them cool,” the dwarf continued, completely ignoring the king. “Hair like his on a hot summer is a recipe for disaster that I wouldn’t wish on my enemies, like—aye, even yourself. And if you even think about letting him use one of them flimsy combs for the life of me, then I hope you’ve got a hundred to spare because they’ll break in a blink of an eye, so they will.”

Eron Gantedrol’s tired eyes opened up a little as a memory sprang to mind, one of Tisnidë during her earlier days in the palace as his wife.

“Use fingers,” the faun muttered, and it was Dweorg’s turn to fall silent in surprise. Then the king continued, “And use nut oil to keep them from breaking.”

“Not just any nut oil.” The earlier bite in the chieftain’s voice simmered down, but a certain sharpness remained, nonetheless. “He’s allergic to a couple of them. Blew up like hives, so he did when he was smaller. Stick to jorlan oil, it’s the one that works best for him.”

The king’s brows furrowed. “I’m afraid I am not familiar.”

“Ach, what do you bastards call it now, oh aye—aguram or some shite, it was.”

“Akhuram,” Eron Gantedrol said. “Akhuram oils are indeed nice. It was what my wife used as well when she came here. She came from Dutdaret, and so it took us some time to find the best substitute for her, well, everything. I suppose I will keep hold of this paper until I have learned it by heart. However, it should not take long. My son is of my flesh, I will know him soon enough.”

“Then you should also know that the moment he comes back to Driukin with so much as a scratch, those ears of yours will be fair game for the grabbing.”

Huffing as he adjusted the folds of the fur cloak around his wide neck, the dwarf chief gave the faun king one last glower before meeting with Drina by the vestibule of the infirmary to prepare for the journey back to Driukin.
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Prion Adelus could still hardly believe the news that came from the healers. Back at the amphitheatre, he knew his father had probably frozen up at the sight of the things he had so dreaded all these years, but to call his friend by his late brother’s name? To bawl as he did, while the dwarf chief stood equally taken aback once the clouds of dust had settled?

Surreal did not even begin to describe the storm brewing inside him that very moment.

When the healers came to his side shortly, Prion Adelus was also there to watch as Eron Gantedrol commanded them to save ‘his son’ at whatever cost possible. He also remembered seeing Nerlan’s pale face, the chapped, ajar lips that drew in little air. He had taken more than an hour settling the troubles of his guests, and once he had accommodated all of them, he rushed to the infirmary, only to find out that Nerlan was staying and that he truly was his father’s son.

His twin.

It had been days since that incident, and the rest of the guests and foreign representatives had gone back to their kingdoms with the protection of the faun soldiers and the marked routes. Kiuren practically lived in the infirmary at this point, and Nirme would be sure to bring him supplies and whatever else he may have fancied from the manor. Adelus would tell the healers to let him be, which was made easier with Nerlan—Usudren, whoever he is now—being put in one of the more opulent, private chambers.

Adelus found himself standing in front of those very chambers once more, only this time, he finally received confirmation that his brother was strong enough to receive guests.

“I will leave you to it, Your Highness. Call if you need anything,” Arvië said with a bow.

After a nod, Adelus was let in, and amber eyes met emerald ones.

“Well, hello there…brother,” Adelus began as he made his way inside, slowly turning the knob close to maintain the former quietness that lingered before he came.

“Brother.” Nerlan repeated the word on his lips, his stiff face breaking into a small smile at last. “We’ve regarded each other as such for so long now, so why does the word seem so strange, like?”

“Indeed.” Adelus chuckled as he rubbed his palm on his nape. “Now that you mention it, well, I have no words, I apologise.” The prince paused and swayed on his hooves before uttering his concerns once more. “So, you simply were in Driukin all this time. I should have known, but I truly thought you had perished…everybody did.”

“And the moment I do leave the place, I run into you of all people.”

“Who knew Nir Minditras had such a sense of humour? They make him out to be so austere. Perhaps that was all part of his act; blasphemy, I know, but someone has to say it.”

“I…” Nerlan huffed to mask off his fretful chuckle. “Wow, I also have no words, like.”

It had been a few minutes since the dwarven chieftain and his family departed from their palace, and Adelus himself watched from the infirmary windows as the carriage granted to them by his royal father made haste for the borders; but not before Dweorg gave the coach faun a hard time by dumping all their luggage and heavy weapons into his slender arms.

The golden-haired lad could not contain the grin on his face, for he too would have done such an act if not for the image he was trying to uphold as a proper prince.

Oh, what I would not give to the gods to be able to do that to Ekhodin.

However, he ended his reverie as he turned to the rustling and creaking of the bed behind him, accompanied by the shuffling of sheets.

“I…I can still hardly believe that any of this is real,” Adelus whispered.

Nerlan, who had sat himself up, returned a sheepish chuckle in return.

“Me too. Imagine: me a prince,” the lad exclaimed breathlessly. “And you’re really my brother.”

“Twins, Nerlan.” Adelus gave a wide, toothed smile as he said it out loud. “You let us mourn you for years, and here you were, living without a care in the world just a few tribes away. Oh, how the world plays us for fools in its boredom.”

“I must’ve looked like a complete fool when you kept telling me how I was a faun and not really a dwarf…real gobshite, like. I thought you’d taken a nasty knock to the head, so I did.”

Adelus shook his head at the memory.

“How the tables have turned indeed, but it is no matter now. Lord Dweorg is right, you can choose whoever you want to be, so I do hope that you will give being a faun a chance in your heart as well. It is not as loud or as merry as being a dwarf, but I am certain you will find its more sophisticated charms growing on you soon enough.”

Nerlan sheepishly nodded. “I’ve no doubt about that. Ederfill has long grown on me, like. It’s just…I still can’t wrap myself around everything. Me? An actual prince? And all those events that boiled over just to lead me right back here—just like that? Straight to Ederfill so?”

“Not without its own hitches, but what else could it be, Nerlan? This whole thing, it must be fate: First, you found me in the forests at the very hour of my need, and then I led you back here with my campaign. Then I discover that you are my long-lost twin. Oh, by the Lost Ages, I can hardly believe any of this is real myself!” He gasped with a breathy laugh as he smacked himself on the brow.

“By Glumenkhai, but the divines took forever to get me here, so they did.”

However, before Nerlan could add to their little merriment, he noticed the faun prince’s wide smile waning into unsure, ajar lips.

“During the attack, I recall one of the monsters having its eye set out on you. I recall it striking you down with a fatal blow as well, and the next moment, there was this unusual display of light that came out of nowhere. The earth simply broke apart and decimated that beast before it could do any more damage to you. Did you…was that by your hand?”

“I had a feeling it was, but I never imagined, even in my wildest dreams, that I could do something like that. I don’t even know how that could be real, like. Now I know it definitely wasn’t just my head playing tricks on me. Up until then, there were just some, anomalies, let’s call them now, that would happen here and there throughout my life.”

“Well…I think father would know something about this, more than he is letting us believe,” Adelus mused. “Father began to run to you like a mad faun only after that miracle that you performed. He…I have never seen him move so fast. I think that was the real miracle all this time.”

The two brothers laughed at the jest, with Nerlan turning back to the door just in case the faun king would overhear it.

“You’re dead lucky you’re the king’s son, or we’d both have our heads rolling down, like!”

“Speaking like you are not one yourself! How terribly your memory serves you, my dear brother—”

Adelus stilled, the uncertainty twisted his tongue and jumbled his words. How should he call his brother then? The truth of his identity presented plenty of complications, with his name and title being a high matter of concern altogether, considering his standing as a fellow prince of Ederfill.

Nerlan noticed his brother’s sudden disquiet and shifted himself on his elbows to sit upright.

“You’ve been pausing a lot, so you have. Is all good?”

“It is simply me forgetting to properly address you, Usudren.”

“Nothing has to change, Adelus. I’m still Nerlan, I am.”

“While we both may wish for it to be so, it is no longer as simple as you make it sound, brother,” Adelus sighed. “You are a Khasadonir, and our names, all three parts of them, carry a power that transcends beyond our own selves. Since you are of royal blood, you will have to be known by your birth name, at the very least. It carries the same stature as that of an honorific, and there is no faster way for the citizens of our kingdom to familiarise themselves with their new prince than by this. The moniker Nerlan might have to be reserved for your closest of company, like the dwarves who named you such and me.”

“I suppose I could be known as Usudren here,” the lad murmured with a slight cock of his thick eyebrow. “But I don’t wish for the lot here to treat me any different, like. I’m still myself, so I am. I don’t want my friends here to think that I’m—well, another person.”

“There will be changes for you to deal with now that the matter of your origin has been brought to light, but they can wait,” Adelus said and stood up to straighten himself. “For now, you must focus on making a full recovery. I hope that tomorrow you will feel much better. Oh, and father intends to introduce you formally to the kingdom as an official prince alongside my next ceremony as soon as the plans are set in stone. Does that not sound stirring, brother?”

His gleaming eyes then drift to the ceiling for a minute.

“Well, I can only pray that we will have better luck this time around—two monster encounters are two more than I need in this lifetime.”

Nerlan chortled with him and nodded. “I can’t be there to see the danger if I am on the pedestals with you.”

“That you cannot indeed.”

Their smiles shifted, however, as Nerlan’s tired visage furrowed with a realisation.

“Even if I am prince here…can I still go live in Driukin like before?”

Adelus pursed his lips and darted his tawny eyes around before ultimately settling on the blankets, and he pulled them back up to cover his brother’s chest.

“We can discuss this another time. Rest now. The healers will check on you soon,” the prince said as he made his way to the door with a grim perturbation on his face. “There were vile people who threatened you that day, brother—as well as all of us. I believe they might have been the same people who harmed our mother as well. The way events unfolded both then and now—it cannot be a mere coincidence.”

“You mean that siege thing I heard about?” the dwarf-child asked.

“I have no reason to doubt it,” Adelus said as he clutched the necklace once more. “For them to carry out attacks within the walls of the palace itself…they are not to be taken lightly, and they are still just as bold, roaming among us and likely plotting their next move as we speak. If they were stupid enough not to retreat after their mishap at the ceremony, then whatever I rain upon them will no longer be a fault of my own but that of just retribution.”

“I also found it strange how the monsters were able to find themselves in the inner grounds of the palace, like. Those monsters going unnoticed until they actually attacked? Not an easy feat, like. There would’ve been chaos much sooner, especially since everyone is still sober.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

“And I know you want to bring justice for mother, but I don’t want anyone else getting hurt, especially you.”

“Someone will get hurt, Usudren—it is the way of justice. But I promise you, it will not be me.”

Smiling at the concern, Adelus sighed and placed his palm atop Nerlan’s shoulder when the dwarf-child suddenly exclaimed through his colourless, chapped lips. “O-oh, right! I almost forgot!”

He dove into the rucksack beside him and fished out a round, intricate locket hanging from a woven golden string. “I believe you should have this.”

The dwarf-child handed the object over to Adelus before telling him to push a little nub at its side. The fauns’ faces lit up as they each watched the locket open, revealing the portrait of a woman that the prince recognised at the first glance of her eyes and hair combined.

“Mother?” Adelus asked almost immediately as the trinket rested within his careful palms. “It is her. It has to be her.”

“I wasn’t able to connect the dots to who she was, even after all the months I’ve spent here,” Nerlan said sheepishly. “That must’ve been mother when she was a bit younger, like. You’re right, she’s beautiful, so she is.”

“Certainly.” Adelus croaked with a widening smile. “Where did you get this?”

“Father said it was around my neck when he found me that night in the woods; my dwarven father, this is now.” Nerlan grinned, trying to keep track of the new dynamic shoved upon him not too long ago. “Maybe our mother wanted me to use it so that I may find my way back to you one day. But now that you have, I thought you’d like to keep it instead.”

The prince’s breath hitched. “Would that truly be all right with you? Oh, thank you! You remembered how much I adore mother.”

“Of course. I know it’d mean more to you and father, like.”

Adelus could not speak further even if he wanted to. He ran the tips of his fingers down the smooth surface of the exquisite metal, over every fine detail and sturdy embossment. He looked into the soul of the portrait, trying to find anything new that the other paintings of her likeness in the palace lacked. Then shortly afterwards, three knocks came on the door, snatching the prince’s focus away.

“Your Highness, he has arrived,” a voice said.

It was Edhrol. The prince turned back to his brother and clutched the locket given to him.

“I’ll be fine here. You be careful yourself.” Nerlan could only force a smile as he watched his brother leave, the implications of their earlier conversation gnawing at his chest with the other’s absence.

Would I really never see Driukin again?

Did I make the right decision?

What if Adelus does get hurt? I’m not going to be there with him this time.

Where is Kiuren?
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  “Echoes of Ser Serin”

  
  




Prion Adelus knew this was hardly the right place for such a confrontation, but surprise was his only weapon; his simmering wrath having long since eclipsed decorum. Word from Edhrol had reached him that Ser Varnas had just returned from An’Dunn. Before the An’Dunnian could vanish again, the prince made his way to the throne room with resolution in every clack of his hooves.

A passing courtier lifted his nose from the scrolls in his hands as soon as the shadow of the prince’s head blocked his light.

“Your Lordship,” he greeted in reverence. “Is there anything I can assist you with?”

“Do not let Ser Varnas leave this room. We must convene an urgent trial at once,” the prince said. “Have the summoner call for the king and gather the other courtiers here.”

With widened eyes, the courtier shrank a little into his shoulders as he asked, “On what concerns, Your Lordship?”

But Prion Adelus did not elaborate any further and deepened his frown until the old courtier bowed at last and did as he was ordered. Everyone who had had their shoulders tapped on by their fellow courtiers began to fill in the high seats of the council, all the while murmuring their guesses and quiet grievances. The buzzing grew with each passing minute, but the prince only ignored it all, staring down at the thin stack of missives and weathered paper that he was organising in a vexed silence.

With the king’s arrival
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