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Chapter One 

The waters closed over my head, and I thought I was about to be cut off. I called on your name, O LORD, from the depths of the pit. 

Lamentations: 54-55

Tristan stood at the farthest edge of the crowd at his fathers funeral, his height allowing him to easily look over the heads of most of the attendees. It was no small event, the burial of the King of Parangor. King Lorcans second son was sure that if anyone in the entire city of Kenborana could walk or be carried he was there. No one would break ranks before the hearse left the castle courtyard for the family vault. Parangor was the largest of the kingdoms in the Realmlands, which consisted of a more-or-less peacefully coexisting group of independent monarchies trading freely with one another and sharing many common aspects of language, culture, and religion.

A heavy, black woolen cloak shielded Tristan from the drops of rain that began to fall. He pulled up the hood over his dark, shoulder-length hair and let his light, amber-brown eyes pass into shadow. Many identical hoods drew up over heads and many collars gathered tighter. The carriage bearing his fathers body moved slowly past where he stood. 

My Prince, a voice behind him said. 

Tristan turned and let the hood drop again immediately. The crowd around him had parted and a woman approached. Yenscha was a heavy, towering creature, almost as tall as himself, with a broad face and huge hands. She wore a grim and forbidding look as she made her way past the others, but then her look changed to that of an anxious schoolgirl about to recite for an exacting master.

She had covered her head and shoulders with a heavy, fringed shawl, leaving tufts of wiry gray hair and shawl fringe sticking out about her face at every possible angle. She bobbed and stopped before him. A silver tray rested on her splayed hand from which she barely lifted the cloth cover.

Yenscha! What about a taste for the new king? Tristan was shouldered aside. There was no mistaking the mans bulky outline, shorter and broader than his own slender build, dark red hair falling untidily onto the magnificent green leather cloak with a silk brocaded lining of many colors. As soon as he knew his father could not recover, over a year ago, Tristans two-years-elder brother Dunstan had commissioned the cloak especially for his coronation, to be held that afternoon.

Yenschas hand flashed to a large steel spoon tucked into her apron like a sword. She rapped Dunstan sharply on the knuckles.

For my prince, she growled. Not for you. Dunstan retreated, nursing his hand and glaring at Tristan. Yenscha shook the spoon at him and he disappeared into the crowd. She presented the tray again to Tristan as if nothing had happened, and he was forced to pretend that nothing had.

Tristan spent some time looking over the morsels on the tray, almost as if he didnt find anything to his liking. Others lined up behind him, practically drooling for a chance at that tray. Finally Tristan lifted a swirl of pastry with an artful drizzle of sugar, breathed in the still warm cinnamon smell, and put it to his lips. Everyone around him watched in anticipation.

Mmmm, he murmured. Yenscha, its perfect. Tristan planted a kiss on a cheek as red and hard and round as an apple. A broad smile burst out onto the womans face, making it positively beautiful. Special for my prince, Yenscha whispered. None for that other one. She tossed her head and sniffed. The watchers moved in as he stood aside, everyone certain that the best of Yenschas art lay upon that tray. She reluctantly removed the cover, sighing that her prince couldnt eat the whole tray load himself. Yenschas sweets and savory bits were legendary, and none of the mourners would even begin to disperse until all the trays now being carried about the grounds, bearing the gift of food for the people, were emptied.

Come now, Tristan, I know Yenscha loves for you to go through that ceremony, but have they ever been anything but perfect? And would you dare to say so if they werent? 

Tristan turned to look down at Jonathan, the strongly built, blond young man dressed in the uniform of the kings guard.

I became Yenschas official first taster when I was about four years old, Tristan said, because I was the only person who had ever said, Thank you. These are wonderful. And they always were, and I always said something like that, except for one time when I was about ten. She had a new kitchen maid who somehow managed to put something very awful in the batch by mistake. I dont know what it was. I tried to hold my face in check but Yenscha saw it immediately. She threw her apron over her head and ran out of the room howling. She did not come out of the kitchen for a month. I had to go in and beg her to make sweets for me again. I told her I would die without them, and at the time I rather thought I would. I have no idea what fate befell that poor maid, but Yenschas never failed since.

Jonathan had come to Kenborana to be Tristans squire. Tristan had never succeeded in becoming a knight, but Jonathan had so excelled at fighting skills that he had found a place in the kings guard. Jonathan was only twenty, but Dunstan had vowed to make him captain after he was crowned.

Tristan, what are you doing still here? Jonathan hissed, coming very close and seizing him by the arm. Dunstan has been hag-riding you as if he were your own personal demon since you could toddle. Youre twenty-five years old. Get away from this place and make a life for yourself.

This is a kingdom, Jonathan, Tristan said faintly. It has people in it. Someone has to help them.

Tristan, there are two things youll never be able to do, Jonathan retorted. One is win a swordfight with anybody. Two is make your brother into a good king.

I only want to try to mend what Dunstan will break, Tristan replied, to build up what hell tear down, to protect what hell attack.

Youll fail and break your heart, or hell break every bone in your body, Jonathan warned. Gods mercy, Tristan, youre a good man. You love God and deserve His blessing. It isnt here, on this king. Hes a pagan, a man who doesnt even pretend to serve God. That new cloak of his  Do you know it has his river god embroidered on the inside, that hes going to have a throne made with that foul idol carved into it? Go find someplace where your love for the true God is appreciated. Get a home, a wife, a place where theres some peace.

Im here in this world to serve, Jonathan, Tristan said softly. We all are, arent we? To serve, not to escape from duty and chase fairytales of happiness.

Youre chasing a fairytale that you can change your brother, Jonathan snorted. Only God can do that. Maybe He wants you to get out of the way and stop covering up Dunstans mistakes and fixing what he breaks.

I wish He would tell me what He wants me to do, Tristan said.

Tristan chided himself that the grief he felt at his fathers passing was only a selfish one. He wanted to weep at the thought of the coronation to be held later that day, the final slamming of the prison door that would condemn his people and especially him to untold years of misery. Tristan would have given much to change the crowning of the next king of Parangor. For the thousandth time or more since his father had fallen into his last illness, Tristan bowed his head and begged God not to put on the throne the man who would surely receive the crown later that day. And still there was no answer. Jonathan turned away in frustration, leaving Tristan alone again.

What will you do, now that your father is dead? Mischnal, who had been the kings advisor, appeared out of the mist behind Tristan. Tristan turned, startled by the older mans appearance, more startled at being spoken to by the sadly smiling gentleman with iron-gray hair and beard and eyes like deep black pools.

I will  Dunstan has asked me to assist him, Tristan faltered. I will stay at the castle and-- He couldnt seem to continue.

And try to spare the people as much of your brothers rule as you can? Mischnal murmured. There is no obligation for the kings second son to do the bidding of his brother when he becomes king, Prince Tristan, Mischnal said. Particularly when the king means to make his kingdom a haven of idols and false worship. We all ought to rise up against him, but none of us has the strength. As for you, youll wear yourself out trying to save the kingdom from him.

Do you think God would have me just go away and forget what will be happening here? Tristan demanded, dizzy at the thought of two so very different people coming to him with the same message. I cant believe that. If I have any power at all to do good in this world, I must do it. And I think I can have power to influence what Dunstan does to the kingdom if I stay as he has asked me to.

You have no power over your brother at all, Mischnal said bluntly. You never have had. It is your weakness, that you are paralyzed where Dunstan is concerned. You represent all the good he should be doing. Its as if he sees that and resents it and lashes out against it by bullying you. And you let him.

I dont understand, Tristan said miserably. Would you have me take the throne away from Dunstan? It isnt as if hes murdered anyone, or stolen from the treasury, or done any monstrous evil yet in the peoples eyes. Theres no cause I could take before the justices and say, because of such-and-such a law hes not worthy to wear the crown. In public Dunstan claims he doesnt worship that river god, only likes the image as a symbol of his kingship. He will be crowned this afternoon. What do you expect me to do?

Im sorry, Tristan, Mischnal sighed. Ive spoken out of turn, because I cant advise you and I was supposed to be the kings advisor. I just pray that God clearly shows you what to do, because its surely His wisdom that you need. I understand the plight you find yourself in. Your father was not so easy a man to convince to do right, either. I am relieved Dunstan has not asked me to stay on. God guard you, lad.

*****

Tristan leaned against a tree after Mischnal had left him, staring up into the leaden sky. I never considered that I might make the kingdom worse by staying with Dunstan, he said to no one. But its true. Ive never made him better. Only God can change his heart. Perhaps I should keep out of the way, and hed be forced to turn to God for help. Hed never do it, though. Dunstan is so hardened, so ignorant, nothing will ever change him.

A good horsewhipping still might, growled a man with the bowed legs and ramrod-straight carriage of a cavalry soldier. No, we tried that, didnt we? Gladring, the kings Master of Horse, reached up to pat Tristan on the back and rubbed his grizzled beard. He had taken a whip to Dunstan more than once when he had caught him terrorizing Tristan. My poor young prince, he said. Its a sadder day for you than anyone can imagine, isnt it? You deserve better than whats coming with your brother on the throne.

Why is God letting this happen, Gladring? Tristan cried. You always told me to pray and God would work. Its time for Him to work.

Gods ways arent ours, my boy, Gladring said. Just keep doing right, and remember that this life isnt all there is. He makes it uncomfortable here so we wont love it, but look forward to heaven. And he does bless the faithful, so He cant fail to bless you. Remember, lad, if you need to chop some wood, you know theres always plenty at the forge. Pretend its that river-god throne your brothers having made.

Ill be by later to take you up on that, Tristan said with a wan smile. But youd better have a mountain.

Tristan watched Gladring move away through the crowd. The sound of a womans giddy laughter caught his ear. Two figures slipped into the fringe of Tarpin Woods, only a few yards away from where he stood. There was no mistaking Dunstan. Tristan reluctantly turned to follow as his brother slipped his arm around the waist of the silk-clad girl. 

*****

He slid the girl under the cloak and she nearly disappeared from view. No doubt she was one of the flocks of ladies-in-waiting to the nobles who had come out of respect for their king and the king who was to be. Tristan curled his lip at the thought of respecting Dunstan. Not far into the woods wound the Brenget River, running even deeper and faster than usual in the spring wetness. Tristan quickened his pace as Dunstan staggered, took a pull at the flask that always accompanied him, and planted a kiss on the girls cheek. She broke away from him with difficulty and hugged herself in the chill and damp.

Where is the shrine of the river god you promised to show me, your majesty? the girl asked. We are at the river, and its raining harder. I can even feel it through the trees.

Why, Dunstan, brother mine! Tristan called out heartily. Who have you brought in search of shrines?

Dunstan swung around, his muddy brown eyes dazed at first, then angry. If it isnt my little brother, he growled. Interferin in my business again. Sweets for you, n none fr me, is it? Well, this time theyre all fr me.

So youre determined to get more worshipers for this idol of yours, before you even have an idol, Tristan accused. The shrine was a plan still in Dunstans head, but he meant to install it here on this ancient stone pavement by the rivers edge. Dunstan hoped that people would begin to accept it as a part of the history of Parangor if it was on the site of a historic ruin. But, after all, the gentle ladys right. Its growing very wet. Look at her, shes shivering.

Ill warm er up quick nough, Dunstan promised, forcing another kiss upon her. Feel th power o th river god in this place, lil girl, he rasped. Feel my power.

My brothers overcome with his own greatness, Tristan said with forced heartiness. You know, its no fit weather for a delicate maid to be out in. He made a great show of bundling her in the cloak and effectively got between her and Dunstan. Let me escort you back to the castle.

Ge back here, wench, Dunstan snarled. Tristan understood his words, but they were garbled by drink and he prayed the girl would not comprehend.

On second thought, my lady, Tristan said, you can find your own way, cant you? Sorrow over our fathers death has made my brothers mind as misty as this wood. He forgets what he ought to remember. God guard you.

The girl wound the long cloak tightly in her hands to get it clear of her ankles and bounded away like a deer. Dunstans thick hand caught Tristans arm in a brutal grip. He swallowed another long draught from the flask. Tristan stared at him in disgust. Ten oclock in the morning, as their fathers body passed by them, a crowd of mourners a hundred yards away, and Dunstan was already drunk and getting drunker.

Youre almost King of Parangor, Dunstan, Tristan hissed. Our fathers almost in his grave. You cant afford a scandal. And how dare you flaunt that paganism in front of strangers. The shrine of the ancient river god!

Tristan, y know ver well nothingll stop me from bcomin king, sneered Dunstan. The river god does look out fr me, whatever you may think. Maybe f th chitd pleased me Idve made er my queen. Idve made a river goddess throne fr er.

Is it possible for you to do anything honorable? Tristan cried. What about the true God, the one our people have built churches for, have supported ministers to teach us about, the One Who has real words in real Scriptures that we can believe and live by?

Im goin t take good care f my baby brother, Dunstan slurred, an make im my chief advisor, an let im live in my castle, even though he cant learn how t keep his nose outta my business, sniggered Dunstan. Im all but king, Tristan, and f I wan m own god, one I cn see and touch, Ill do s I please. All you have t do s keep yr mouth shut, an do what y love t do anyway: Take care f th people an their business, pay for those pretty churches and those dull, sleepy-headed ministers if y like, an let me n my river god alone.

If youd ever bothered to learn to read or write or do sums, instead of forcing me to do your lessons for you, you wouldnt have to put up with me, Tristan retorted. In fact, you could just hire a seneschal to write your letters and collect your rents and keep your books.

You know some strangerd try to cheat me, Dunstan seemed as though he could barely stand. You mus prtec our kingdom from thieves.

Youre not half so worried about dishonesty as you are about people finding out that you know nothing and have to have someone else do everything that matters.

Dunstan planted a fist in Tristans side. The pain was extraordinary. Tristan shoved as hard as he could and suddenly Dunstan was in the river, barely clinging to the bank, the current tearing at him.

Tris! Gods mercy, help me! Tristan flattened and seized Dunstan by the shoulders. Dunstan scrabbled for him in complete panic, seizing his brothers shirt and pulling it wildly. Tristan felt the cloth wind around his throat and realized Dunstan was likely to strangle him. Something in his side where Dunstan had struck him seemed to tear as he struggled with his brothers weight.

Get your feet into the bank! Tristan gritted. Duns! Help yourself!

I cant! Dunstan shrieked. Cloak … weighs a thousand pounds! … Slipping! Tristan sawed at the cloaks neckcord with his small eating knife.

… Bastard! Dunstan wailed into his ear. … Did it … on purpose. Tryin t steal my kingdom! Ignoring him, Tristan managed to pull the cloak off Dunstan. But it wrapped itself around Tristans arm and leg on his weakened right side. Dunstan vaulted himself up onto the stones, and at the same moment, Tristan found himself in the Brenget. It snatched him like a giant hand, and the weight of the cloak was like its iron fingers dragging him underwater. As he went down he saw Dunstans horrified face, his arm reaching out toward Tristan. The spring-swollen current swept him downstream. He felt almost paralyzed with cold and the agony of Dunstans blow. Dunstans real and imagined shouts rang in his ears till the roaring water made it impossible to hear anything else. 

How far the river carried him he couldnt tell. He tried several times to swim to a bank but it was impossible. He choked and went under, slammed into a fallen log, felt himself dragged beneath it, surfaced gasping and struggling, felt a low-hanging branch slap his face, went under again. The sequence repeated itself in varied form until he simply did not know anymore what forms of punishment the river meted out. 

He finally hurtled against a bank on a curve in the river. Briers tore at his hands as he seized anything to get a purchase, to get up onto the ground. Boggy mud sucked at his boots, roots tripped him over and over. Thorns shredded his clothes. He walked, stumbled, staggered, freezing, sodden, starving, utterly lost, wondering if the woods ever came to an end, or just dropped off the edge of the world. Dimly he was aware that some degree of light faded and returned at intervals, and that two days seemed to have passed. Each time he grew too exhausted to walk or stumble or crawl anymore, he rolled himself in Dunstans cloak and slept. It hardly even disturbed him that the walking periods got shorter and the sleeping periods got longer.


Chapter Two

O my dove, that art in the clefts of the rock, in the secret places of the stairs, let me see thy countenance, let me hear thy voice; for sweet is thy voice, and thy countenance is comely.
Song of Solomon 2:14

Mama, here is my prince, asleep under the tree. It is Prince Tristan, isnt it? You said he was the tall one. Tristan opened his eyes to see a beautiful blue-eyed girl with shining black hair holding his right hand in hers and twirling his ring around on his finger.

You! Get back over here. It cost a ridiculous lot of effort for Tristan to shift his gaze to a road, where some pairs of legs wavered beside a wagon wheel, broken, lying beside a wagon. The legs kneeling beside the wheel belonged with hands working to repair it. Tristan looked back at the beautiful girl.

Who are you and what are you doing here? Tristan saw a soldier approach him, wearing a yellow tunic emblazoned with a black dragon.

Mayra, get away from that man! an anxious womans voice cried. A pretty older woman with the girls blue eyes and hair not quite as dark or shining came up beside her. Tristan was dimly aware that he was not seeing things quite as they ought to be, that it was hard to focus his attention on what people were saying, that the girls little soft fingers were caressing his hand and trying to push his tangled hair from his face.

Husband, it is the royal ring of Parangor! The woman gasped as a round-faced man with bright dark eyes and a cloud of black beard also appeared in Tristans view. See? Bronze, with the gold wheat field and the silver badger peeking out of it?

Mama, hes hurt! the girl exclaimed. See? His face is all bruised and cut.

Hes probably just a drunk who got in a fight and passed out here, one of the soldiers growled. The prince of Parangor is not likely to be lying under a tree in rags, beat to a pulp, three hundred miles from home. You, get up on your feet. I told you people to get away from him.

Tristan attempted to get his knees under him, was surprised to succeed, and then lifted his right leg to put his foot on the ground, reaching out his right hand to support himself on the tree. His right side sent a jolt of pain through him that knocked him flat on the ground again. He lay there, trying to gasp, to speak, to do anything.

Whats wrong with him? one of the soldiers cried out. Is there a spirit in that tree that went after him? Anger flared in Tristans breast in spite of everything at the thought that he had still not escaped the influence of those who could fear a river god and spirits in a tree.

I have some medical knowledge, the woman said. She touched Tristans side and he sucked in a breath. Let me see to him, please. This rib is broken. Tristan heard cloth tearing and gasped as someone began wrapping fabric tightly around his midsection. It hurt tremendously at first, but somehow the worst of the pain in his side faded off into the distance after a few moments.

If hes the prince of Parangor, maybe theyre at war, one of the soldiers ventured as the woman began to examine Tristan for other injuries. It would explain the state hes in.

Heard rumors there might be war between the brothers after the old king went, another soldier said. Something about gods and shrines and such. Didnt understand it. People will believe what they believe. Why fight about it?

The girl, Mayra, had left him. Tristan missed her. She had seemed like a light in a confused, murky mist. She was back, suddenly, and she knelt beside him and poured a little water from her hand between his lips. It was the first moisture his mouth had felt since the river. He coughed and the pain surged anew, but he sucked greedily at her hand. She drew more from a bucket, and he drank all she gave him.

My brother and I were in the woods near the castle. He fell into the Brenget. I fell in getting him out, Tristan croaked. It carried me a long way. And I walked in the woods. Its been at least two days, probably three. I dont know where I am.

You fell into the Brenget? the woman She looked up at the soldiers. The Brenget. Thats what they call the Lahina in Parangor. Do you understand why he looks like this? The river carried him all the way from Kenborana to here.

Its true. That way it would be less than a hundred miles, one of the soldiers stated.

He couldnt have lived through that, the other snorted. Hes mad, or a liar.

This ring doesnt lie, the man said. My wife was born in Kenborana. She saw the princes in a procession not long ago. Shes told our daughter about it a hundred times. This man must be Prince Tristan. You must see that hes cared for, and get him back home.

You arent in any position to give orders, one of the soldiers said. Our job is to escort you to Gregors vineyard. Were late as it is, with this wheel breaking. As for getting him home, if he is Prince Tristan, hes not going back the way he came, and any way home is a journey beyond anybodys ability with these mudholes passing for roads. Well carry him into Larcondale and get someone to take charge of him. Thats all we can do. 

*****

Somehow they got Tristan into the wagon on top of some bundles. The woman cradled his head and shoulders in her lap, trying to spare him some of the jolting. He was comforted most by fixing his eyes on the girl, Mayra, who tried to steady him with one small hand, holding fast to his right hand with the other. Tristan heard the familys voices from time to time, the father walking alongside the cart, the woman and her daughter close to him. They sang, or prayed, or spoke the words of Scripture, and Tristan was sure God had sent them to keep Dunstans river god from winning the battle he had just fought against death and the end of all his hopes for Parangor. But he could only endure so much of the jouncing and faded in and out through the journey. Tristan saw next a balding man in plain sky blue and white garb, the cut of the garments and the tiny bronze cross clasp on his right shoulder similar to the garb worn in his own country by a minister of the true God. The man said something to him, but someone seemed to be making an infernal noise, rasping breaths, sobs, groans and the like, and he couldnt hear. Then Tristan realized the someone was himself. Other men appeared and began to lift Tristan off the wagon. Then came the final burst of pain and nothingness.




Chapter Three

Those that be planted in the house of the LORD shall flourish in the courts of our God.
Psalm 92:13

Tristan awoke on a straw pallet not far from a fireplace in the corner of a small room. Dimly he had been aware of a baby fussing, meals being prepared, prayers spoken, wood brought in, all the indications that this was the main room of a very small cottage and he was a very out of place item in it. A woman, still slender and handsome, with golden hair and pitying gray eyes, tended him and cared for an infant in a sling at her breast. He was aware as well of the balding man, whose hair was almost completely gray, what there was of it, and whose eyes were a kind but anxious brown. There was also at times a small, wizened man, with untidy gray hair, who gave him nasty, stupefying things to drink, and therefore must be some kind of herbalist. A few times the balding minister tried to speak to Tristan, but it seemed to be a long time before he could attend sensibly or reply usefully. He had heard the woman clucking pityingly over all his scratches and bruises, his blistered feet. 

*****

Finally he got to the point where his head was clear. Tristan sat up on his straw mat with his back against the plastered wall. The minister sat on a low stool between Tristan and the fire. He had introduced himself as Thomas and his wife, the handsome gray-eyed woman, as Ilesa. Tristan learned that the nursing babys name was Kiri. Thomas explained that Tristan had now been there a week. Tristan told him his name and explained to him the circumstances of his departure from his fathers funeral.

Im going to have to go back. God bless you for your kindness, and I would surely pay you for all your care if I could. Im sorry I came away with no money, but I didnt expect to come away at all. When we reach Parangor Ill make certain whoever can take me will be amply repaid and brings you payment as well.

Its impossible, Thomas snorted. Theres no one here who can take you to Parangor, even if it is true that you are who you say you are, which I doubt anyone will believe.

Wait, I have proof, Tristan said hastily. My ring  only the royal family wear it. I " He stopped dead. The third finger on his right hand was empty. My ring! Its gone. Where ?

You didnt have any ring when you arrived here, Thomas said. Im sorry, but after having been through what you described you should thank God if all you lost was a ring. I didnt say I dont believe your story, friend, or that I needed proof. The question isnt whether you speak the truth, but how you can possibly get back to your city of Kenborana.

What do you mean? Tristan demanded.

Can you walk a little way outside with me? Thomas asked. Thank the Lord it isnt raining at this moment. Tristan got gingerly to his feet and followed the minister slowly outside. A wan moonlight peeked out of a clear space in the thick clouds, and Tristan gathered the coarse wrap Thomas had given him more tightly around the billowing nightshirt he had on beneath. He looked round the surrounding countryside as Thomas spoke.

Larcondale is part of Tarraskida, the country thats Parangors southern neighbor, Thomas explained as Tristan gazed around at the swelling mountains to the south and the dense forest to the north. The mountains trailed away east and west as far as he could see, lesser or greater. 

The forest, too, seemed to go on unendingly.

This valleys almost completely cut off from every other settlement by the forest, which is here called Kinran, and that mountain range, called the Neskiras. In the forest is a river  You called it the Brenget, I believe, and here weve named it the Lahina. Its true that itd probably be less than a hundred miles between here and Kenborana if you could travel in or along the river. As far as I know its utterly impassable and unnavigable. And since it doesnt emerge from the forest for another hundred miles westward, where it dumps into the West Nilsan Sea, it isnt used by anyone here as a means of transit to Parangor.

If you wished to go to Parangor, you would probably head west perhaps a hundred and fifty miles. Im told theres a road that skirts the edge of the forest. In a month or two it should be relatively free of mud. But at that point youll discover that a large part of that region suffered a massive flood about two years ago. There were once productive salt mines out there, but the water filled the caverns and then spilled over the countryside. The place is a salt flat and wasteland and theres hardly any way to pass through there now. If you were able to do so by the most direct route its perhaps another hundred miles to get to Parangor, and I honestly do not know how much farther to the capital city.

Three days before those people found me I was in the capital city, Tristan exclaimed.

You came by a route no sane man would travel, Thomas replied with a wry smile. Theres no road to the river, the woods are thick, boggy, choked with briers. Im sure you dont need me to tell you this. You came through it. For the time being, you must remain here.

I wonder if my brother will come searching for me? Tristan mused.

Hell encounter all Ive described, Thomas shrugged. Perhaps hell think youre dead. I know itd be sensible to assume so. He might search a little way into the woods, but for him to come all the way here  Hed have to carve out a road. You cant imagine how difficult and unlikely it is for anyone to do what youve done, to have survived what you say happened to you. Again, I dont say I doubt your story, but most likely your brother will quickly decide that you were killed in the river.

So the river god wins, Tristan murmured.

What? Thomas asked. River god? I understood the people of Parangor worshiped the same God we do. What is the river god?

My brother found a pavement from old times by the banks of the Brenget behind the castle at Kenborana, Tristan explained. It has some carvings and mosaic work that led him to believe people once worshiped the river, and hes trying to create a shrine there.

You mean hes invented a god? Thomas showed his horror plainly. And people have accepted this?

Hes only begun, Tristan sighed. But no one seemed willing to fight him on the subject except me, and I cant beat Dunstan on any front. Even the river seems to have taken his side and removed me from his shrine-to-be. What can I do? Tristan asked helplessly.

Stay here, Thomas said firmly.

Stay here? Tristan repeated. He glanced back at the ministers tiny cottage. Ive already been a great burden to you and your family. You have no room or resources to keep housing me.

Prince Tristan, if its your purpose at some time to return home, this village is closer than any other place to your goal, Thomas said bluntly. 
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