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WHAT COULD BE SAID of the days before the Carolyngian age? Certainly, magic and arcane powers ruled the world during the Age of the Red Moon, and obviously during the Arcane Age before that. The Nights of the Silver Moon Age saw changes that brought forth glory for the days of mortals, and though magic was still strong, it was not the time of magical beings like it had been in the past. The Quarmi had taken their magic binding oath and so the Age of the Cold Sun was ushered in and with it a resentment that would last into the new age. What then could be said of the young kingdoms of Lotcala and Tresha? Sure, Tresha had been old and mighty once, but now it was little more than rebuilding for the sake of Gota expansion. Unlike Lotcala, Tresha kept most of the old Gota ways, and after Fenir’s son lost lands to Orleuns, many of his compatriots saw fit to remove him from the throne in favor of his cousin Godfrey. 

Now there was a king! A man unlike his peers and predecessors. King Theodorif I of Lotcala forced reforms and eventually found a level of peace. Too bad he died just as he was enjoying it. Uffe of Gotistan was a benevolent ruler for his people and made sure that they were always well fed, but he kept to the forests and shunned the right to rule even as he governed, his son did not. His eldest son Godfrey journeyed to Tresha shortly after the war that brought forth the Carolyngian Age and he made a name for himself as a skilled leader against the Grasslanders and the Quarmi, who had lashed out with the death of their queen, Masako, thought to have been assassinated on Fenir’s orders. She was poisoned by her second youngest daughter, Aiko, who then flamed resentment to the Gota in the south and seized the throne of Nara from her elder sister. 

In the Gota lands, Godfrey excelled as a leader and so after the deaths of Uffe and then Fenir’s son, Rolf, he took the mantels of King of Gotistan and King of Tresha. Such was not great news for King Haakon I of Lotcala, who had his eyes on the throne of Gotistan, but Haakon was honorable and he did not press his claim. Godfrey, however, lusted for more power, and so he ventured south and conquered more lands from nomadic tribes and took settlements into his fold. Soon his warlike stance had withered the relationship he had shared with his cousin King Haakon, and they fell out of favor with each other. His warring on the Central Continent also meant he was away from Gotistan for longer periods of time, and as fate often does, he was dealt a blow that would impact his legacy. His sons were much more like their grandfather than him. This meant that the throne in Gotistan would become vulnerable, and so after much thought he bestowed the throne of Gotistan upon his cousin and Haakon’s second son, Hafnor. Godfrey had seen the young man in battle and knew him capable and much stronger in leadership than his own sons. The Gota would favor strength before they would favor bloodlines, and so a new heir was chosen.

Civil war ensued but the sons of Godfrey were no match for the forces behind Hafnor and the knights that followed him, the Knights of the Silver Seal. It was through their intercession that victory was truly ensured. The brave order founded by Jeyl after the previous war went with Hafnor to help subdue the unrest but to also convert the populace fully. That was after all their main intention. Godfrey, a reluctant but eventual convert to the Creator, wept for his fallen sons, but he knew that for his people to survive, a strong leader had to be in place. Hafnor was that leader.

So it was that the kingdoms were again led by the sons of those brave warriors that had fought in the previous war, now called the War of the Dead God. These were the three Carolyngian Dynasties and peace would last for two hundred years within the lands of the three kingdoms, but nothing lasts forever...
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“MAY YOUR REIGN BE LONG and fruitful!” the entire room roared as Charles looked out to the crowd that had gathered in the great hall of the royal palace in Jovag. In those days it was magnificent and grand. A stone palace that had several dining halls, each big enough to fit all of the kingdom’s barons and lords along with their families and even some members of the lower gentry class. 

Charles gazed out from his throne at the head table and saw the laughing and carousing that was in celebration of his coronation. He saw the banners of all the families of Lotcala displayed and he saw the many emblems and sigils of those families adorning the tunics of the people in attendance. Roses, centaurs, swords, towers and all sorts of other images sewn onto the breasts and sashes of the many nobles that had come to celebrate him. 

He was a young king at only nineteen years but he was already battle tested on the Fesian and orc borders. He was the older of two sons and so he had been born to be king and except for time spent on the borders, he spent all his life in the kingdom preparing for the throne. Now he was meant to rule as his father, Theodorif III, had done. Though it was sooner than he had wanted. His father was a good king and one that was well loved, he was older when he married and began to think of heirs. He had worn the crown, a simple metal circlet, with pride and honor throughout his adult life and Charles was not too sure he could do the same.

The newly crowned king lifted up a tankard of ale to offer a toast. “To Lotcala and her glorious people in all the years ahead.” Charles stammered. He was nervous on the throne. Fighting in a battle on the Fesian desert did not scare him anywhere near his coronation did. This was something altogether different. How was he to lead a kingdom? His mother, Lady Adora, sat next to him smiling and she clasped her son’s hand in support. Charles welcomed the unusual loving touch of the woman but she was leaving in a few days’ time to return to Ter Nog and her family’s estate. It had to be done to show the court that Charles was not to be led by a parent but instead stand on his own two feet. She was not thrilled with the tradition but she could not balk at it as it was something form the old Gota traditions.

As he sat at the throne, his steward, Hugo, approached him from the right. “My king, I know you are in the middle of celebrating,” the words almost sounded as sarcastic as Hugo meant them to be, Charles appreciated the jest, “but fair warning that tomorrow there are a number of items on the docket, including the matter of your marriage.” 

That last comment woke the young king from his anxiety. “What marriage?”

“You were not aware, I know, but that’s why it is on the docket for tomorrow my king. You need to be married and there are a number of wonderful candidates to consider.” Hugo gave Charles a smile to reassure the young man when the king’s face grew grim. “Of course, there are also other gravely important matters to discuss as well. I just want you to be rested and prepared, my king.” Hugo patted Charles on the shoulder, bowed and then walked off back to his seat. 

Hugo was an older man of around fifty and beginning to show grey in his hair and beard but he was still able to handle the affairs of the kingdom in the king’s stead and often did when the former king was ill. His family had come from Antei and were there, fighting alongside, the Gota that had invaded with Theodorif. From that point on they had endured themselves to the royal court and Hugo had been a close advisor to Theodorif III and intended to do the same for Charles, even if that meant shaking the boy up from time to time.

At the steward’s table, Hugo’s wife, Brunhild, gave her husband a rather mean look. “You shouldn’t tease the boy like that. Let him be happy tonight and not worry about tomorrow. You know how he worries.”

“That boy is our king and he should worry some. He is an important man and important men worry.”

Brunhild smiled. “That must be why you never worry.”

Hugo smiled and chuckled at his wife’s joke. “I’d have to agree with you there my dear.” 

On the throne Charles sat with his head resting on his hand, elbow perched up on the arm of the large chair. Letting himself look rather unlike a king. He stared out into the crowd once more and saw many in joyous celebrations but he did not feel the same. Finally he rose and many others rose with him as was customary. He looked out to the crowd and motioned for them to sit back down before he exited the room.

“A marriage?” he said to himself leaving the hall. He felt that he had to lie down when his head began to spin with a multitude of thoughts as he clutched at his short brown hair.

Sleep did not help. He was tossing and turning through the night and all he could think about was what if he failed at being a king? What if he failed his people? His thoughts raced and memories flooded of a time in the north fighting the various orc lords and their armies as well as the Fesian forces. Both forces that had begun to renew centuries of conflict. He was a master on the battlefield but in a room full of people, he was always finding himself at a loss for words.

He rose earlier than usual the next morning and dressed in a heavy cloth tunic, dyed green and embroidered with the family sigil of an elk and sword. Charles had changed his personal style of elk to a black color, the family’s was brown. After the Gota settled in the area many of the chiefs and jarls, influenced by the Yendis practice, took symbols or animals and special colors to show off their family. 

He waved off the attendant when he approached him about shaving his bread growth. Charles heaved a sigh and looked out the window to the coming morning. The rising sun brought little comfort and as he descended the stairs to the throne room he passed many barons and lords wishing him well. Some still looking like they were intoxicated from the previous night’s merriment. His father would have known how to handle such excitement and ceremony. His father had truly been born to be a king. He ruled with such wisdom and grace that his subjects had considered him a greater king than the first Theodorif. Charles looked to his father’s throne, built by the man himself. One of the many things that he saw to it to build, but the one he said was the least important. That was true enough when he had built hospitals and schools throughout the kingdom. But the throne is what Charles saw when he saw his father. 

Sitting upon that throne Charles was uneasy and he shifted in the seat more than he would have preferred. He wasn’t sure if anyone paid attention but looking out over the court all eyes were on him and so he stilled himself and motioned for the first baron to step forward. There were many barons, lords and gentry bringing news or tributes to the king. In all he counted seven barons and twenty lords of the manor as his vassals and then their vassals, the gentry knights, under them. Theodorif I had adopted the governing system of those that had been conquered, a successful tactic to bring peace to the land. This gave his Gota subjects titles that had not existed previously and made them wealthier from the taxes. 

From the start, most of the audiences were offers of congratulations and of fealty or longevity. That is until one lord approached later in the day. The portly man approached the throne with a young armor-clad woman at his side. 

“My lord, I am Raymond Svenson, Lord of the Manor of Estan. I am here to present my daughter Sirie as a guard for the court.” Raymond bowed to the king and his daughter approached and did the same. Both father and daughter rose. “I am honored to say that my one son fell in battle against the Elysians to the south but my daughter has proven to be an exceptional warrior against those same foes. Our kingdom’s daughters cannot inherit so I have taken a new wife to produce a male heir and I feel it fitting to send Sirie off into the world so that she can make a name for herself.”

Charles looked to the woman and marveled at her beauty. She stood tall beside her father and matched him in height, Charles guessed that she was near six foot. She had long brown hair and a scar crossing her right eye. She did not smile nor break her gaze from the king. Charles stood up and motioned for her to approach the left side of the throne.

“It would be my honor to have you in my court Sirie, Lady of Estan.” He said nervously. 

Sirie nodded and then walked up to the spot Charles had motioned. Her father bowed and then walked back to where he had been before his audience. She stood like a statue and kept a watchful eye on each lord that came up that day.

When the court was dismissed a few hours after midday, one of the chamberlains showed her to her quarters and fetched her personal effects. It was a small room with a small window, overlooking the courtyard. She unfastened her long sword and then an attendant helped her remove her armor, chainmail and leather under a gold colored cloak with the emblem of a stalk of wheat embroidered on it. She undid the top portion of her gambeson, allowing herself more comfort with each breath. Under the weight of the armor she wore, it could be hard to control her breathing patterns but in the time she had been training and fighting, since she was thirteen, she had learned to master her art. She looked out over the courtyard and to the mountains in the distance. There was a world out there and land to be had. Now at twenty she intended to not be left out in terms of wealth. Her goal was to be Lady of the Manor of Estan when her father passed and not let it fall to some bastard son. It was hers by birth and rightful under the eyes of the old gods and the Creator as being first born.

In the early days of the kingdom, the first King Theodorif welcomed many women into his ranks and was proud to fight beside many of them but he kept some of the old Gota traditions as hold overs in his new kingdom. Namely, that women could not inherit lands, which was strictly a male benefit. Sirie was determined to change that, by force if necessary. 

Though the court had been dismissed Charles was not yet through with the day’s business. Hugo still had a few matters for the king to see to.

“There is the matter of the dwarf lords and the Fesian encroachment, my king. And I suppose we could discuss the matters of Elysian skirmishes to the south.” Hugo said as the two sat a table peering over documents and scrolls. “Also the Grandmaster from the Knights of the Silver Seal is looking for an audience. I would assume it is to gather support for a march on the Sile Empire to the north.”

Charles rolled his eyes when he picked up a parchment from Grandmaster Erik of Luther, a decent size town in Tresha, and lightly tossed it back to the table.

“Why does he bother?” Charles sighed, sinking into his chair. “Erik will do whatever the hell he wants to do anyway.”

Hugo smiled. “Sir Erik.”

“Same thing.” 

It was Hugo’s turn to sigh. “He was knighted by a former king of Tresha and so it is a sign of respect that you use the man’s title as Grandmaster or the title of Sir. If the king doesn’t show respect to those that have earned it then who will show it the king?” He was not wrong. A little over a hundred years prior, many of the children of the former jarls sought more recognition for their lands and titles. They also sought more control over those lands. So the king at the time, Uric I, bestowed new titles, manor lords for those that held land under a baron but also had tenants that owned land. Those that swore oaths to the manor lords and that owned land were known as the landed gentry and called sir. It was similar to the practice that had been common under the Yendis. These were the basis of knighthood for the kingdom, though any noble born man could be knighted. Also men that showed recognizable talent would sometimes be honored thusly, even the low born men with no land to their names. It was still an immense honor. 

“Fine. Is the Grandmaster here in Jovag?”

“Yes he is, my king.”

Charles nodded. “Then perhaps the Grandmaster can join me tomorrow for a meal. I’d be happy to speak with the Grandmaster at that time.”

“I think he’d prefer to meet you in the throne room, in your court.”

“I prefer that he, as a military commander, meet with me as I would meet with my former officers.” Charles replied.

“You’ll have to forgive me but I was never in the field. How is it that you would meet with your officers?”

“Over a meal with some ale or wine and we’d discuss whatever important matters that we needed to discuss.” Charles replied.

“Then I will send word that he should come for the morning meal.”

“Thank you Hugo...Lord Steward Hugo.”

“Your most welcome, my liege. By the way, your most humble and wise steward would suffice for a title.” The older man and young king laughed for a moment. A needed bit of levity before reaching for a new scroll. “Here is a letter from your younger brother Robert. Seems his tutelage under your cousin in Gotistan is going well and he sends his congratulations and love on your coronation. Such a pleasant young man.”

Charles looked at Hugo and offered a smile to the older man. Robert was five years young than Charles but already a keen diplomat. Charles was ready to see his brother soon. He also agreed with Hugo’s assessment of the young man. Robert was a kind hearted and intelligent man that would do well in his life.

Hugo had been something of a second father to Charles and his younger brother, especially after the former king had taken ill. Hugo was a good man if there ever was one. He wore his house colors of blue and gold, most houses from Antei used one of those two colors but only Hugo’s house, Goldwater, used both. The house sigil of a tower and a river was embroidered on the front. Charles pondered the name since Antei was not near a major mine or gold source. Just a river, which was a normal river flowing from a lake.

“How did you family get the name of Goldwater?” the king asked to his steward, who was penning a reply to Sir Erik. 

“My family dug the first well in Antei a few hundred years ago and found the groundwater source. From there an enterprising ancestor started digging all the wells in the town for the other families and charged them for the work. Made quite a bit of gold and parleyed that into a town leadership role and eventually a barony. That’s the tale of the name. Not too exciting of a story I’m afraid.” Hugo smiled.

“Better than many others. Ever meet anyone from Coldwood House?”

“Can’t say I have met anyone from that house apart from their baron, though I know the name and their rather lackluster story. Built a house in the woods during the wintertime. I think had I been an ancestor of that house I’d have lied and said it had something to do with something else, anything else really. Maybe I’d add a bear or lynx to spice it up some. Or a dragon. Everyone loves stories with dragons in them.” Hugo chuckled raising his head to look up as if in thought. “Now back to these matters sire. What do you think of the daughter of your infantry marshal? She is rather fetching.”

“I rather not think too much on it to be honest. I’ve barely been king for a day and now I have to be married. Beside Marshal Richard is a cruel commander, I rather not marry into his line.”

“You wouldn’t marry into his line, he would be brought into yours but I can see your point. I’ve heard that though she is quiet beautiful from the outside that she can be rather cruel to the servants. There is Constable Stern’s daughter. She is known for her devotion to the faith of our Lord Creator and Phindoe.”

“Is she? I’m not.”

“And yet, you are. Just because you don’t practice it in every aspect of your life doesn’t mean that you aren’t his son.” Hugo smiled.

“What of my treasurer, Lord Marshal and chancellor?” Charles asked, changing the subject. “Why are those posts vacant all of a sudden?”

“My dear king, each of those men were aged more than I and they felt it was time to live out the rest of their lives on their estates. That is actually the next order of our business here. Who to fill those seats?”

“But to be without a Lord Marshal? That is the actual head of the entire army.” Charles said standing up from his chair. 

“That is true but you more or less held that position for your father.” Hugo said.

“I did but now as king I suppose that isn’t acceptable?”

Hugo smiled, put his quill down and looked up at Charles. “Your ancestor Theodorif the first would be proud to hear your desire but no that isn’t typically a king’s duty these days. You are needed to lead, yes that is true, but you need a competent second in command who can relay your words to the soldiers fighting for you. That man would be your face to the soldiers in the field.”

“You mean to everyone?” Charles asked, turning around to face Hugo. “Everyone fights.” 

“Yes, to everyone. As long as everyone is a baron.” Hugo replied turning back to his papers. “You know very well how this kingdom operates, my lord.” He finished exasperated. 

Charles was not really asking as much as telling. It had been a practiced borrowed from the older days of the Yendis. The king did not command every soldier except his own but he commanded the leaders of baronial armies, sort of. That was different than the Gota from before and it did lead to some confusion with the newer system of government. 

A liege lord, styled as a baron, ruled an area of land and under him were the lords, knights and other gentry that managed smaller areas of land. Each lord brought his tenants as soldiers during times of war to fight alongside the actual members of the king’s regular army, mostly poorer residents looking for a way out of the baronial and knightly tenants. Most of the barons considered them mercenaries or criminals but if they signed on with the king’s army then the barons and lords could not stop them from joining. It forced the barons and lords to give better wages to their soldiers during times of war. But they maintained control over their own levies and that meant that the king might field an army of fifty thousand but he only commanded a quarter of it. King Charles was never a fan of that system. 

“I hate being at the mercy of the barons!” Charles lamented.

“You are king so you may do as you see fit. Now if we could return to today’s business because you know very well that tomorrow will bring more matters to attend to.” Hugo said. “The Mage Guild is requesting the usual allotment of supplies for their healers and their spells. I’m sure our trade dealings with Amazon will cover that.” Hugo said to himself as he placed the scroll he was reading into a pile to his left to act on later.

Charles sat back down and picked up a parchment and began to read it aloud. “Your Royal Highness this is to ...” Charles read the rest of the salutations silently and then finished. “A concise written doctrine for the faithful.” He paused and looked at Hugo. “This one is from the Patriarch asking for a written book of scriptures.”

“Could be useful given that each local church has their own set of scriptures and holy writings that have been passed down through the years. One standard edition would be extremely helpful in keeping the confusion to a minimum.” Hugo replied.

“I think that it would also solidify Patriarch Aion’s position as the head of the faith.” Charles replied. “Either way this is something that only requires a signature so I’m willing to do that at this point. Let them meet and decided what’s what.” Charles took a quill and dipped the pointed tip in an inkwell and scratched his name to a paper and then stamped a bit of hot wax next to his name. “That’s handled. What’s next Hugo?”

Once the small meeting finished Charles left the chambers and went for a walk. Even as a kid he enjoyed walks through the courtyard. The Palace held impressive gardens and walkways that dated back long before the Gota conquest and into the days of the Yendis. The palace was of grey stone and was large in the typical Yendis fashion. It was not a palace built for defense. That was the purpose of the fortifications along the outside where there were four large keeps along the inner city walls that protected the palace. The city itself also had fortified walls for defense known as the outer walls. These walls were also stone built by the Yendis of old. The Gota built buildings were made mostly of wood in the stave building style but here in Lotcala the architecture began to adapt to the stone architecture of the former rulers. 

The king walked as much as he could until it was time for the evening meal. Charles dutifully went to the dining hall and ate alone, except for Sirie standing guard.  

“Care to join me?” Charles asked.

Sirie did not answer.

“Not hungry then?” Charles looked up to her standing near the door a few paces behind him. “Probably a good thing. This food is entirely too rich for my taste.”

Sirie looked over to the table and Charles motioned for her to sit.

“Sire as your guard I should maintain my post here.”

“As your king I grant you permission to sit with me.” Charles insisted. Sirie hesitated but then she walked over and sat down at a chair adjacent to Charles. In the waning sunlight mixed with the candle light of the room Sirie’s tanned skin was more noticeable than it had been in the throne room. Charles assumed the hue was from being in the fields on sunny days. Estan was known as one of the major suppliers of grain for the kingdom so it was not hard to imagine her working or at least walking in the fields. “Thank you, it was getting rather boring by myself. So what made you want to join my guard?” Charles asked pouring a goblet of ale for his guest and serving some of the chicken on a plate for her.

Sirie took the plate and the goblet, sliding her chair closer to the table. Her sword gave her some trouble as she tried to sit comfortably but she was able to maneuver it in a way that made it manageable.

“My father thought it would be good for me. The skirmishes with Elysia have decreased so he doesn’t have any need to send troops south and that meant I was to be at the manor more.” Sirie answered.

“You could have stayed in Estan. Manor life is a good life for a lady.” Charles replied tearing a piece of meat off a chicken leg.

“My father remarried and wants a son from his new, young bride. She wanted me away, so here I am.”

Charles looked at the woman to his right. “Don’t be too excited about being here in the palace.” He smiled.

“It’s not that sire, but he figured that it would be difficult for me to earn coin without having made something of myself first. No better place to make a name. I guard you for a few years and then I can become a sellsword out in the world.”

“What then?” Charles asked. “After selling your sword arm?”

“I’m sorry sire I’m not sure the question. I’ll be out in the word so I’m not sure I know what is after that.” Sirie responded eating some of the meat.

“You gain fame here as a guard then you go off and fight and then you gain wealth. What will you plan to do after that?” Charles asked again.

“I’ll return perhaps.”

“To Estan?”

Sirie looked to Charles and cast him a nervous glance, she could see her words were leading her into a dangerous territory. An heir was not yet born but it was a serious crime to talk about usurping a claim and to already have a plan was even worse. Second born sons have been executed for it, so for Sirie this meant her future might hold something along those lines.

“Just to visit and to give tribute to whomever might be the lord. If I can buy some land to manage then yes I’d happily stay but that would be the only way. Saying it out loud though I’m not sure that most barons or manor lords would sell me land to manage or have tenants on. Perhaps the lands of Zaragoza or Kalisadad would hold more for me.”

“My kingdom isn’t good enough for you?” Charles joked.

Sirie’s face grew serious. “My lord, it isn’t as though I would not want to come back but I have no home to go to for a permanent stay.” 

Charles leaned back into his chair and weighed her words. “Your father basically expelled you from your house?” 

Sirie nodded. 

“I did not think about that when I accepted you into my guard.” Charles said. “That might have changed things.”

“It isn’t as if he had a choice, the new lady of the manor was very insistent. My choices, like many other noble women of the kingdom is to go out into the world to make a name for myself or to marry into another noble family. Becoming an adventurer is the best option in my opinion since I’m much more of a warrior than a possible wife for some poor lord or knight.” Sirie lifted her goblet. “To the future and the wealth it will bring.”

Charles smiled and lifted his own goblet to toast. “To the future.” Both sipped their ale. “Of course you could become famous like Sir Rickard Greenfield.” Charles said after finishing his sip.

Sirie chuckled. “The Knight of the Waters? I would have to count my blessings for that but perhaps one day.” She laughed thinking to the old story about the Lotcalan knight that slayed the Elysian king in a single combat on the shores along the Oak River. 

Away from the king’s dining hall and away from the capital city, trouble was mounting for the still young kingdom. In Tresha the line of Godfrey was growing weaker with each generation and so now it was beginning to crumble. Though he had set up Gotistan under a rule that he could be proud of, Tresha was not as fortunate. The line of Fenir Greataxe survived. It was arrogant for Godfrey Uffeson to believe that the younger sons and daughter of Fenir would simply accept his rule and not want revenge. In the time after Rolf was slain and Godfrey usurped their throne, Fenir’s children, three in total, journeyed north into the Sile lands and became sellswords. There they found fame and gory as well as wealth. They also found allies that would support their descendants’ claim, a good one, to the throne. However, over the years, as it happens, the descendants began to dwindle fewer in number and so in the time of Charles there was only one descendant of Fenir Greataxe left to challenge for the throne, Cnute Greataxe. 

Another king in the world is not really a cause for much excitement but the allies he planned to take to reclaim his family’s throne just might be cause enough. He rode atop a great steed, larger than most others in the world, with an army of sellswords, Gota outcasts, orcs and Quarmi. To his left, sitting atop her majestic mare was the beautiful and treacherous Queen Aiko of the Queendom of Nara and Orleuns, also known as the Quarmi Domain. She gazed out into the reaches of the horizon and smiled, thinking of the horrors she would inflict on the kingdom that had spurned her mother.
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THE NEXT DAY CHARLES met with Sir Erik of the Knights of the Silver Seal during the morning meal as planned. Sirie stood guard by the door as did another royal guard and two of the Grandmaster’s men at arms. 

“Thank you for your invitation to eat with you my lord. I know your time is quite valuable. I understand, as well, that you wish to continue the support for the order as we spread the good works and words of the Creator across the land.” Sir Erik said beginning the formalities.

King Charles looked at Sir Erik as he picked up his spoon to dip it into a bowl of gruel. “Yes, it would seem to be a good idea.” He responded before sipping the hot gruel. 

“Of course, and with a small but fair amount of the population still clinging to the false gods of the old ways, I think it prudent to stamp out these nonbelievers and pull them into our fold or cleanse the land of their heresy.” Sir Erik said, direct as his reputation always preceded him.

Still trying to enjoy the bit of breakfast Charles spooned some more of the gruel from the bowl as he spoke. “I’m not sure...”

“Of course, your priests here in the capital and the temples throughout the kingdom have given their full support.” Erik interrupted.

Charles put his spoon down and looked directly at Erik. “I, however, prefer to let men and women live as they choose. It is how the kings of the past have done and I see no reason to change that. Furthermore, Sir Erik that should you interrupt me again you will not be granted such a courtesy.” He said calmly but left little room for interpretation. 

Sir Erik straightened himself in the chair and let a scowl come over his brow. “Your ancestor proclaimed the faith of...”

“My ancestor has long since died and it was the ways of his descendants to honor all men of all faiths. You and your knights were allowed such leeway here because of your founder’s role in the war that granted us this kingdom but don’t forget that as guests in my kingdom you will adhere to my laws first and foremost.” Charles finished.

“The laws of Phindoe and the Creator are the only...” Erik began to protest.

“The laws of this kingdom are the laws I create and if you cannot follow them then you and your order will be expelled and marked as enemies to the crown. That is you final warning and I would encourage you to leave it be Sir Erik.” Charles sternly replied.

Erik bowed his head, accepting the reply, and began to eat his meal, which was growing cool. “My lord perhaps a more pleasing subject would be to discuss our recruitment of men to journey with us as we fight to rid the north of the Sile heresies?”

“You wish to recruit soldiers or laborers?” Charles asked. 

“I’ll take any men willing and train those that need it sire.” Erik responded with a smile.

Charles thought of it and decided to give consent to Sir Erik’s delight. That certainly lightened the mood of the room. Sirie had tensed up the moment that Sir Erik had first interrupted the king and she knew of Charles’ reputation for such things. He was seen by the kingdom as a good and fair man throughout his youth but he was also known to take insults very personally. She gripped the hilt of her sword on her right but neither of the men at arms noticed. That would be their downfall should fighting have begun.

Later on during the day as Charles and Sirie were walking through the courtyard they were discussing the events of that day’s breakfast.

“Was it wise to let Sir Erik recruit for a war in the north, my lord?”

Charles smiled to Sirie. “It is as I told Hugo yesterday, Erik will do what he wants in the end. Give him this leeway and maybe he will take it as a concession for not being able to try to convert the populace. Of course it will be nice to have them out of our kingdom for a while.”

Sirie gave a chuckle. She, along with the majority of Estan, were descendants of the converts from generations ago and she didn’t see a problem with the knightly order itself but she was not a fan of their tactics. For her and for many others, the Knights of the Silver Seal were too much like the extremists of Ren and other old gods that infested the Sile Empire to the north. 

“I had thought maybe his interruption would be cause for a fight.” 

Charles gave her a smile and a chuckle. “He is tactless and an impatient man. I do not suffer men like that very well but I always give a warning before reacting.” Charles stopped and his face grew grim. “That was his warning. The next time I will be a bit more forceful in my reminder.”

Sirie nodded. “Say the word my lord and I will do what needs to be done.” Gripping her sword, indicating her sincerity. 

Charles eased the tension of his look. “Let’s hope your blade never needs to be bloodied in my name.” In truth it would be something of a scandal if such an event occurred. Sirie was not a knight and even though Charles was indeed the king, it would be a first for a king to call for the execution of a grandmaster of a knightly order. Especially over something like an interruption. However, Sirie brandishing her sword in her king’s name might be enough, without bloodshed, to put some fear into the man. 

“We can hope my lord but I am here for a reason.” Sirie replied. “And that reason is not your charming personality though it comes in a close second.” 

Charles smiled as he looked at Sirie. It was not usual for the normally stoic woman to joke so freely but there was something in his demeanor that made her feel more humorous. He laughed and then she laughed. Something of a relief for her to know that her joke was understood.

As Sirie and Charles continued to walk through the courtyard, both of them were able to take a breather from the court and smile. Court life was so much more stressful than either of them had imagined it. This walk was a chance for the two to talk about things that did not matter to the court. It was a chance for both to forget the world of being a king and a guard and to just be human.

[image: image]

THE DAYS WENT ON MUCH like the first few as Charles sank into the routine of running the kingdom and entertaining diplomats. Not much was going on outside in the world, at least nothing that would force him to leave his castle, as he wished. He was happy that he could at least have friendly and relaxing walks around the palace with Sirie when time allowed.

“Something larger than a simple border skirmish at least would give me a reason to ride out!” he lamented to Hugo one routine day. 

Hugo shook his head. “God forbid that there is peace in the kingdom. A peace your father worked tirelessly for I might add.”

Charles looked to Hugo annoyed. “It’s not that I don’t want peace in the land but I want something to do. I have soldiers and knights that are going to get bored sitting around waiting for a war to start. When that happens they often start fighting each other and unfortunately marshals like Richard Ironhand will gladly let that happen.”

“You don’t get a family name like Ironhand by picking daisies.” Hugo replied with a smile and picking up a scroll that had come in the day’s post. He looked up with a bit more alarm than he had intended, his eyes betrayed him. “My lord, I have grave news from our scouts in the Sunset Mountains! The orc lords have joined a large army that is heading south through the Fesian desert towards the south. They reported see the banners of Nara in the army and the banners of Fenir Greataxe! It must be that young boy Cnute.”

“Wasn’t he from an offshoot of the Greataxe line?” Charles asked taking more interest in the conversation.

“He is indeed. His ancestor was King Rolf’s younger sibling, a brother I believe, and so his claim was always out there but he was raised in the Sile lands of Aran. I wouldn’t have thought they would have given him much support.”

“He takes back his ancestral home and he can offer them Riverport.” Charles reasoned.

“That is true but the Armored City is the greatest port in the north. Besides the Sile Empire has never been in bed with the Quarmi.” Hugo replied.  

“Why would the queen of Nara want to march with a usurper?” Charles asked springing back to the table. “With that sort of force she could conquer half the continent!” 

“That is the problem. This new claim to Tresha and a good one, I can only imagine that, in the worst case of scenarios, both sides will call to you for aid.”

“Something to consider. Best case we are left alone.” Charles responded cautiously. 

Outside of the king’s war room Sirie guarded the door as two other royal guards walked by on their patrols. She had seen them a few times already and with each pass they took to snickering after walking by her. On the most recent pass, however, one decided to speak up so that Sirie could hear him.

“She isn’t even worth giving a breastplate to!” the rude guard laughed.

Sirie had noticed in the couple weeks of being at court that in fact she did not wear the armor that the other guards wore. She maintained her leather armor over chain with the sigil of Estan upon a cloak that was worn over the leather and chain. The other guards wore a simple iron plate on their chests stamped with the royal court sigil, a brown elk atop a horizontal sword on a white field, the Carolyngian Family symbol. Charles had turned his personal elk emblem black for reasons his own. 

“That’s because she isn’t a real guard.” The other laughed.

Sirie just sneered. She had heard it all her life and now she knew it was just more of the same. She had expected it from the moment her father told her he was sending her to the king’s court. 

“Too bad you two idiots couldn’t even make a scratch on my armor.” She coolly said with a grin.

The two guards stopped abruptly and turned back to Sirie. The first one that had spoken, a rather large man with a muscular build walked up to Sirie and looked down at her. At six foot tall, few men could say they were taller than her but this one was.

“What did you saw wench?!”

“Wilhem let’s go and leave her. She is guarding the king’s war room.” The other guard warned.

Sirie smiled to the larger man. “I said, Wilhem, that you nor your buddy there have the skills to best me in combat.” 

“Let’s find out then!” Wilhem bellowed as he stepped back and unsheathed his sword. “Then let’s at it, you and I!”

Sirie laughed while the smaller friend of Wilhem tried to step in front of his larger friend. “You think it proper for us to duel here in the hallway just a few feet from our king?” Sirie motioned to the door behind, the door that was opening to reveal the king and his steward coming to see
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