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“I am dying, I tell you!” 

King Tuon’s reedy voice was only just loud enough for the three companions who stood around him to hear. He turned his eyes from his city to glare at the three, and though once he would have been eye to eye or taller than each of them, now he was shrunken and withered in age and forced to look up to all. 

Each of the three blessed to be in the royal presence was used to his majesty’s outbursts, and each reacted in his or her own particular way.

Mirari, Captain of the Kings Oseye Guard, stared off into the misty distance to the far side of the massive sinkhole that contained Geb, pretending she was not witness to her lord behaving like a child in a tantrum. She wore the simple white tunic with the two moons on the breast, the sigil of her order, over dark leggings, and even discounting the heels on her riding boots she was easily the tallest of the four. She raised her right hand, tucked an errant strand of dark hair behind her left ear and used that movement to brush her fingertips across the hilt of the sword in its back scabbard, as if to reassure herself that it had not disappeared in the few moments since she had done the selfsame movement. This was unconscious on her part, and she would have been surprised if anyone had informed her that this action was common with her. 

What would have surprised her more would be that anyone paid so much attention to her, at least in this company. Mirari had the comforting impression that she was invisible to the great lords surrounding her; that impression was seldom incorrect.

One such great lord—not so great as Tuon, but still with a goodly portion of the royal blood—stood beside her, breathing loudly through his open mouth. Bomani, grand vizier and half-brother to the king, got by their mutual royal fathers favorite concubine, breathed loudly because he could breathe no other way; his body was far past fat and approaching massive, one arm alone bigger in circumference than Mirari’s waist. His bare chest and arms were covered with a thick mat of dark hair sprinkled only a little with grey. His royal tattoo, a stylized version of the two moons—great Argorath and tiny Mabon—gleamed like blood as dancing bits of sunlight reflected from it. A tuft of hair thrust out arrogantly from the midst of his many chins, and he was dressed in a simple kilt; the vizier suffered greatly from the heat, even though the royal environs were shaded for most of the day and the flowing waters kept it as cool as the city below. 

At the kings words, or more likely simply the testy voice, a cheerful expression wreathed Bomani’s broad face and a delighted twinkle lingered in his odd pale eyes—not because he was cheerful or delightful indeed, but instead because the kings news was something he had been waiting all his lifetime to hear. Tuon had no living heirs. And though Bomani was vizier and had the tattoo, evidence of his royal blood, he did not display the royal eyes and thus could not rule himself. 

His son Jacome, however, had one green eye and one brown. This gave the boy right and, what was more important, access to the throne.

The final observer was far smaller than Bomani, and much shorter than Mirari. 

Ixion, High Priest of Seb, the Sun and Argorath and Mabon, the moons, was a spare and sprightly man, swathed and enveloped in a silver-grey robe so long it dragged the floor. The hood was thrown back to show his wizened face and his pure white hair, pulled back so tightly in its holy braid that his eyes bulged in an all-seeing look—or perhaps one of constant surprise. 

Even so swathed, it could be seen that Ixion was powerful for his years. One hand loosely grasped the sign of his position, a tall bone staff thickly carved with runes worn smooth over the years, but for all his great age, he did not need the staff for support. His other hand was unable to grasp anything with much strength, and had not been able to since Ixion was a young man; it was covered in dry brown skin, three fingers were missing and the rest were crooked and useless, but few could display even so much of a hand after a dip into the Pool of Sorrow. Such a holy offering seldom left a hand at all; Ixion was lucky to have retained at least a semblance of one, twisted and desiccated as it was. He kept it tucked into a special pocket sewn into his robes. 

Ixion’s reaction to the kings statement was in words instead of deeds or expression. 

“Great king,” he murmured, his voice professionally soothing. “Surely you cannot mean such? Will you leave us without your guidance and care, after so long a time ruling over us?”

It was not a question that improved King Tuon’s temper, which tended towards the unsteady at the best of times and never took well to disagreement.

“Follow me as I walk,” Tuon snapped, then turned and began a slow and irritated journey across the stone floor that lead from this public piazza of his palace to his private chambers, nestled back against the cliff wall. In only a few tottering steps, he reached the first great pylon that stretched above all their heads, composed of broad circles of stone piled one atop the other, each carved with images from Tuon’s life. 

As the three matched their steps to the slow cadence of the king, they slowly passed more pylons rising from the sandy soil, then followed Tuon as he tottered down a stone-walled corridor, open to the sky but with the great bones of ancient, long-dead creatures laid across the top at intervals, these serving as anchors for the flowering vines that held off the heat of Mighty-Seb-Blazing-Bright-Above. A sweet smell filled the air, and far more than a hint of moisture. 

This corridor led into the garden Tuon had had created for his queen Ninevyn, and beyond, to the private chambers of the king, as far from the public rooms as could be on this plateau.

Tuon had a great many titles to add to that of king: Lord of the Three Dominions, Destroyer of his Enemies, Beloved of Seb, Brother to Mabon and Argorath, Slayer of Demons, Bringer of Water, Light in the Darkness, Flail of Despair. In a poem that celebrated his victory in a decisive battle with the Harattins, a tribe from the far South whose few remnants existed now only as slaves, the great god Seb was made—by a most indifferent poet—to address Tuon in this manner:

All the earth is subject to thee.

All lands dost thou trample, thy heart rejoicing.

Mortals tremble in fear at thy footsteps.

Thou hast brought victory and joy to the 

Three Lands, above, below and beyond.

But that poem had been written more than thirty years ago. In these sad and lesser days, the great king Tuon’s sandaled feet, feet that had been kissed by so many of the conquered, trod in slow hesitation down the long corridor, shuffling across the sandy stone flags through intermittent flashes of Sebs rays that managed to creep in through the vines. The Destroyer had to stop every few steps to gasp and sputter and catch his breath. A thick linen wrap encircled the Flails stooped shoulders, and the Beloved of Sebs thin legs were patterned with dark and ropy veins that bulged alarmingly. He disdained to use a stick to help his walk, but that was only his pride. 

His body’s present weakness, however, mattered for naught. Tuon’s eyes declaimed his lineage and his royal right to rule: the left a vibrant green, the right a rich brown that was only a little clouded with advanced age.

His three companions matched their own steps to his, all with some difficulty. 

At the kings left walked Bomani, his strong arm ready to help the faltering steps of his lord...or that was the appearance he was ever eager to display. Bomani kept his expression pleasant, through long practice. 

On the kings right, Ixion matched his steps to his lords. 

“My lord and master,” Bomani said, his normally booming voice low and unctuous, “I pray you, do not be worried. Your physicians tell me you are in the best of health. This is but a fancy you entertain, a little thing,” he rubbed two fingers together to show how little; his skin made a rasping sound all too audible even over the sound of falling water. He repeated, “A little thing. Far too small to concern your royal self. Remember, you have lived through such dangers in the past, such perils that would kill a lesser being. Death is for common men, not for such as you.”

Tuon moved onwards, his sandaled feet shuffling across the gritty stones. He snorted. He had no breath at present to do more.

“This is good advice, I feel, lord king,” murmured the high priest Ixion. Though his age came near to that of his kings, Ixion had no trouble walking. Indeed, he looked quite capable of breaking into a sprint and racing down the long passageway to the opening at the other end. He strode calmly beside his king, and his staff of office clinked rhythmically against the stone.

Behind the three, the Oseye captains green-eyed gaze darted everywhere, taking in all that went on about her, resting only occasionally on the passing scenes painted on the walls on either side of them. It was not that Mirari did not see the paintings; she had always had a taste for art. But her mission was to protect the king. Still, she could glance at them, and admire the skill of their creators.

Some of the paintings depicted a variety of past deeds: great battles with Tuon in a chariot pulled by feathered shapas—formal events where the conquered prostrated themselves before their new ruler—happy scenes of Tuon surrounded by his children and his queen Ninevyn, alas, gone to the gods these fourteen years. And interspersed with these glorious events, there came the sad images of those very same children that he and his queen had made, all going to the world beneath, their faces covered in stone masks set with jewels. Their tiny bodies, these sad images of a failed dynasty, were wrapped in feathered cloaks and strapped into chairs to remain upright. The chairs sat in reed boats that floated for a time on the great whirlpool before disappearing on their journey to the home of the gods. The painters, with artistic license, had depicted many hands rising from the waters, welcoming the tiny figures to endless happiness below. 

No artist would be fool enough to do otherwise. King Tuon, so lucky in battle, had not seen that luck repeated in the matter of his offspring. All had died, and most had died young, and no artist would dare to depict them going to other than a happier life.

A safer one too, it most devoutly must be wished.

Tuon paused, really to catch his breath, but ostensibly to eye one scene of particular merit—and sadness. The death of his eldest son and heir, who had lived longer than all the rest: Prince Talagar. 

Most of my children died young, but not all, he thought to himself in a certain bitter satisfaction. Not all, may Seb and any other god who wishes it, be praised.

The party of four reached the end of the passageway at last, where it opened onto the lush garden that surrounded the kings private chambers. Bomani, at least, heaved













































d2d_images/cover.jpg
PRINCE OF THREE LANDS

K.G. McAbee & J.A.]Johnson





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





