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Pronunciation Guide

Bryten: BRI-ten

Eoroe: EH-row

Gaemedden: GAY-med-un

Grauta Beadu: GRAU-tah BAY-doo

Heol: HEE-ol

Heolcnihts: HELL-kuh-nites

Reimsland: RIMES-land

Saiwola: Say-WOH-la

Skaeweer: SKAY-weer

Sutherne: SOO-thern 

Ungesewen Weraldi: UN-guh-su-wen Weh-RAHL-dee
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Charla stood on tiptoe, raising the lantern to cast a circle of light in the dark barn. There! Hanging the lantern on a hook, she pulled a small block of wood over so she could climb onto it to reach the very back of the cabinet where her grandfather’s old chest was stored. Some things belonging to her dead mother were stored in the chest, and Charla was hoping to find something she could use for her wedding in a few days.

Her fingers brushed the chest, but she couldn’t quite pull it to her. She climbed precariously onto one of the lower shelves to extend her reach, and slowly eased the chest out from its dark corner. It was heavy, but Charla was determined and she managed to pull it off the shelf without dropping it.

Placing it on the ground, she swung her long black braids over one shoulder and unlatched it. The chest was full to the brim of old baby clothes that Charla and her brother David had worn, along with some of the colorful, flowing robes their grandfather Old Dan had worn in the village where he’d grown up, the same village where Charla and David’s parents had died. 

Old Dan had been a strong presence in Charla’s life, even after a sickness several years ago left him with twisted, almost useless legs. He could walk after a fashion, but it was very painful, so he mostly relied on his grandchildren to be his legs. He also relied on them to help him communicate, since his lack of teeth made his words difficult for others to understand.

Charla had always wondered about the village where she was born, where her mother was raised and married, but Old Dan had never taken them back for a visit. He wouldn’t even say where the village was located. He just shook his head and mumbled “It doesn’t matter” whenever Charla and David pressed him for information.

Charla laid aside the colorful robes and kept sorting through the detritus of her grandfather’s ninety or so years. 

There! The beautiful beaded bag had belonged to Charla’s mother. Charla had always loved the bag and wanted to carry it to dances and other special occasions, but Old Dan shook his head and looked like he was going to cry each time she asked. She’d reluctantly left it in darkness on those other occasions, but she was determined to carry it for her wedding.

As Charla pulled the bag out, she saw there was a thin cord tangled around the bag’s drawstring. She picked at the knot but it was too tight, so she pulled on the other end of the cord, hoping to create some slack in the knot. The cord was firmly attached to something, though, and wouldn’t budge.

Annoyed, wishing she had a knife so she could just cut the cord, Charla dug down through the jumble of things to find the other end, which was caught under a small bundle of cloth. Charla tugged on the cord, but it still didn’t budge. Sighing in frustration, she picked up the bundle and was surprised to find it was much heavier than its size would indicate. And it wasn’t just a bundle of cloth... it felt like several layers of cloth wrapped around a small, solid object. 

Curious, Charla began to unwrap the bundle. As she did, the air got heavier and hard to breathe, and a mist came over her eyes. She looked toward the faintly lit door of the barn, wondering if someone had started a fire outside, but the light from the lantern seemed undisturbed by smoke.

She blinked and rubbed her eyes, but that didn’t help, so she shook her head and went on unwrapping the bundle.

It was much smaller than she’d expected, a tiny metal chest about the size of the palm of her hand and only a couple of inches deep. Charla picked at the clasp but it didn’t move, so she wedged her thumb under it and pushed hard.

“Ow!” she cried as the clasp bit into her flesh, puncturing the skin so that a drop of blood seeped along the edge of the box. Charla pulled her thumb away to see how deep the cut was, and barely noticed when the lock sprang open. She forgot her thumb quickly, though, when a pale-yellow dust began to drift from the box. Puzzled, Charla ran a finger through the powder-filled box and then lifted it to her nose, sniffing. She didn’t recognize the scent, which was bitter, but the powder was gritty, like sand...

Into her mind burst the image of a small village baking under a fierce yellow sun. Behind the village rose a snow-capped mountain, all jagged edges and cruel drop-offs. In the village she saw dark-skinned people like herself going about the chores of gathering water from a well and cooking over open fires.

Suddenly, all the people looked toward something that Charla couldn’t see. A young man ran into the midst of the villagers, panting, with sweat dripping from his black skin. He spoke to them quickly, and their voices rose in surprise, questioning him and calling out to an old man in a brightly striped robe who was making his way toward them from the largest hut. When the old man reached the group, he listened carefully to what the boy said, turned to confer with some of the men around them, and then quickly gave some orders. Charla couldn’t hear what he said, but the sharp tone of his voice and the vigor in his arms as he directed the villagers was urgent. 

As the villagers scattered to do his bidding, the old man turned and looked straight at Charla. This time Charla heard him clearly, the words echoing in her mind.

“Skaeweer, come!”

The village disappeared and Charla was back in the barn. She saw everything around her plainly for a moment, then her eyes rolled up and she collapsed on the hard ground. ​​
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I’m getting married in two days!

Laughter lit Timothy Greene’s blue eyes as joy ran through him, just as it had done ever since he realized he loved Charla. This type of love, this happiness, was new to him, traumatized as he’d been growing up with a violent father who regularly beat him, his mother, and sisters. His father’s anger problem had come violently into the open when he’d attacked the king’s daughter a few weeks ago, which earned him a special place in the Kingham Castle dungeons. 

Greene shook his head firmly, determined not to let those painful thoughts intrude on such a glorious day, especially so early in the morning.

But a small part of him, a part he resolutely ignored, wondered if the same seeds of violence would ever cause him to strike out at Charla.

Reaching the house where Charla lived with her grandfather and brother, he knocked lightly on the back door, then pushed it to enter, but the door was locked. Frowning, Greene knocked a little louder and waited a moment before putting his ear to the crack of the door. He could hear no sounds of Charla moving around in the kitchen like she normally did at this time of day. Puzzled, Greene reached into his pocket for the extra key Charla had given him, which he’d never had cause to use before.

As he unlocked the door and stepped into the kitchen, he was surprised by the quiet. No food on the table, none cooking on the stove, no sounds of the inhabitants moving around in the back of the house. 

“Hello?” Greene called, taking two long strides to the back of the house, calling for Charla as he went, but there was no one back there. Heart pounding, Greene circled Charla’s bed to open the wardrobe. Her two daily dresses were gone, along with a lightweight cloak and her traveling bag. Glancing at the floor, Greene could see a gap in the row of shoes and boots. Her daily pair was gone. 

Clothes missing, shoes missing. Greene’s breath hitched in fear.

He quickly stepped across the small hall into the other bedroom, opened the wardrobe, and saw some of Old Dan and David’s clothes were missing as well. His breath was coming fast now. 

Two leaping steps took him back into the kitchen, where he searched for a note of any kind. Nothing on the kitchen table... but there, on the counter by the sink, lay a piece of paper. 

Greene snatched it up and read it rapidly. He read it again slowly, trying to understand the message, then read it a third time disbelievingly. He sat down hard in one of the chairs and put his head between his knees until the dizziness passed. 

The note didn’t say where Charla had gone, but it did give a reason.

There was one other person who might know where Charla was. Greene stood up, note clenched in one hand, stumbled to the door, and ran toward the castle. He didn’t notice the surprised faces that turned to watch him speed past, didn’t hear the murmurs of concern. 

He ran through the castle gates, straight up the hill to the castle, bursting through the closest door and up the stairs to the third floor. 

He was breathing hard when he finally came to a stop and pounded on an ornately carved door. After a moment, the door opened to show the surprised face of a tall man with a mop of dark curly hair and gray eyes.  Prince Phillip Martin had married Princess Aurora just two days previously. The prince was the former Captain of the King’s Guards, so, like Greene and the other guards, he was known simply by his last name. 

“Is Princess Aurora here?” Greene gasped, looking over Martin’s shoulder. He saw the red hair and startled green eyes of the princess peeking around the door of the dressing room.

Pulling him into the room, Aurora insisted that Greene take a seat before he told them what was wrong. Greene opened his mouth, but the concern on their faces undid him. He buried his face in his hands as sobs wracked him. 

“Greene, what in the world happened?” Aurora murmured, her hand stroking his wavy brown hair. Her worried eyes met Martin’s, which reflected her concern. She turned back to Greene and noticed the note he was still clutching in one hand. 

“What’s this?” she asked, tugging on the paper. 

Greene’s sobs lessened for a moment and his hand gripped the paper tighter, then he let go and began to rock back and forth, moaning in pain. 

Terrified, Aurora opened the note and scanned it quickly. “What is this?” she asked. “Where did you get it?” She read it again, frowning, then handed it to Martin. 

Greene just continued moaning.

Martin read the note, but like Aurora, he didn’t know what to make of it. He surveyed Greene for a moment, then said sternly, “Greene! Stop that noise and tell us what happened.” The voice he used wasn’t Martin’s kind voice, but the stern voice of the captain who’d once ruled over the King’s Guards. Aurora started to protest such unfeeling treatment, but then realized it was having the desired effect. 

Greene stopped rocking in his chair and slowly straightened, his blue eyes full of tears. Silently taking the handkerchief Martin offered him, he said, voice breaking, “Charla and her family have disappeared, and all I could find was that note.” The pain in his voice made Aurora’s stomach clench. “She’s left me. She’s called off the wedding and left me.”

Shocked, Aurora said, “Greene! Surely not! She loves you so much!”

Martin was re-reading the note. “What makes you think it’s a note for you? It’s addressed ‘Dear friend.’ Surely that’s not the way she addresses you.”

Greene said dully, “It’s how she used to start our letters when we were first courting, before we said we loved each other. It makes sense that she’d use that now, when she’s breaking off our engagement.”

Aurora reached for the note in Martin’s hand and read it again, slowly.

Dear friend, 

I am so sorry, but it’s just not working. Everything we do seems to make it worse instead of better!  I need to take a break, put it aside for a while, so I can clear my mind. 

Just let me think it over for a while, see if I can come up with something that works. 

C 

Aurora shook her head. “There’s absolutely no way Charla wrote this note to you, certainly not to break off your engagement! She would never do that in a note! It doesn’t even sound like that’s what she’s talking about!” 

But as she read the letter for the third time, she could almost see how Greene was interpreting it. Charla wouldn’t have left without letting someone know, so this note must be a reference to her absence. What else could she be talking about, if not her engagement?

Aurora couldn’t make sense of the note, no matter how she read it. 

Greene looked at her with dead eyes. “I was never good enough for Charla. I was sure one day she’d realize that, and decide she wanted nothing to do with me.” 

Martin studied him a moment and said, “Forget the note for a moment. Tell us exactly what you saw at Charla’s house.” 

Greene said dully, staring at the floor, “Their clothes were missing along with their traveling bags. I looked for a note and I found that by the sink.” He pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes, stood up and turned to leave, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, but I just want to be alone right now. I need to think everything over.”

Aurora reached out to stop him, opening her mouth to argue, but Martin pulled her back. Shaking his head, he gently reached out to close the door behind Greene. 

He said, “Greene can’t hear you right now. He needs time to calm down. I agree with you about the note, though. It makes no sense the way Greene is interpreting it.” He pondered a moment. “I think we need to go to Charla’s house and see if there’s anything Greene missed. Surely she wouldn’t have just left without a word to you, even if she was upset with him.”

Aurora and Martin searched the house and found clothes missing, but there were no signs of why the family had left so abruptly. 

“Where in the world could they have gone? Especially just before the wedding?” Aurora asked in exasperation.

Martin shook his head and shrugged, frowning.

Sighing, Aurora said, “Well, I can send word to all the villages and guard outposts to let us know if they see Charla.” 

“Good idea,” Martin said, pulling her close and kissing her forehead. 

It’s better that she left you now, when you still have good memories. 

Greene could still faintly remember a time when his parents had been happy. In his childhood, there had been times of laughter in his family instead of the miasma of fear that filled the house in the later years. 

He had once been surprised to see a look of immense sadness on his mother’s face as she watched her husband rage through the house, breaking furniture and throwing beloved books in the fire. It was the first time Greene had considered that his mother must have once loved his father very much. 

As much as he loved Charla. 

So maybe it was better that she’d gone now, before the love turned to hate.

Cathy Greene looked up with a smile when her son walked in the door of her small house. She was surprised when Greene fell to his knees with a groan, his head dropping into her lap. “Mum,” he whispered. “Mum...”

“What in the world, Timothy?” She stroked his hair, smoothing the waves down absentmindedly. 

Greene only shook his head, but his whole body was shivering as if he were ill. 

After a few moments, Cathy instinctively began to hum a lullaby, one that had soothed the young Timothy many times. Gradually, the shivers ceased and Greene lay quietly in her lap as her hand continued the gentle movement across his hair and down his back, the wordless hum bringing him a measure of peace.

Cathy stopped humming but continued stroking his hair. After a few moments, Greene said dully, “Charla left me.”

The movement of her hand paused, then resumed. “What happened?” Cathy asked gently. 

“I went to her house this morning but they were all gone. Charla, Old Dan and David. Bags packed, food missing, and a note in the kitchen saying she needed to take a ‘break.’ A break from us.”

The most frightening thing to Cathy was the complete lack of tone in Timothy’s voice, as if all his emotions had shut down. Timothy had always been so full of life, his laughter ringing through the house and almost banishing the shadows of his violent father.  

Cathy remembered the joy and relief she’d felt when Greene introduced them to Charla, and later on shyly told her that Charla had agreed to marry him. From the very beginning, Cathy had felt a deep affection for Timothy’s beloved. The girl’s long-lashed eyes, the braided black hair falling down her back, the curve of her sweet mouth and her lovely figure made Cathy worry that her son had merely fallen for the girl’s beauty. The warmth in the honey-colored eyes and the peace and strength in Charla’s low voice had drawn Cathy to her, though, and they had become fast friends in the following weeks. 

She just couldn’t imagine the girl leaving Timothy with only a note. It made no sense, but her son was absolutely convinced it had happened, so right now all she could do was try to comfort him. 

Greene stayed with his mother and younger sister Deirdre for lunch, but as soon as he was finished, he kissed his mother and walked out the door without a backward glance. He felt a sudden urge to run away from all this pain, but there was nowhere in Kingham Village that wouldn’t remind him of Charla. 

​
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Later that day, Anderson, the new Captain of the King’s Guards, saw Greene go by the window of his office and called out, “Greene! C’mere a minute.”

Greene appeared in the doorway, his body oddly stiff. 

“Greene, we’re looking for some guards to go to Arlesland on a special mission. You did some covert work on Princess Aurora’s village tour, so I thought you might have some insight into the guards who accompanied you. Which would you recommend to go disguised into another kingdom?”

Greene asked, his lips as stiff as the rest of his body, “When would they have to leave?”

Anderson replied, “As soon as possible.”

Greene stared at him for a moment, then mumbled something.

Anderson asked, “What?”

Greene stared at the ground, then looked up and said, “I can go.”

Anderson frowned. “But the men will be leaving in just a few days. Charla surely won’t want you to leave so soon after the wedding...”

Greene cleared his throat, shook his head and sighed. “The wedding’s off.” He paused, then went on. “Charla called it off.” 

Anderson sat back in his chair, speechless. 

Martin looked up from the papers he was perusing when Anderson knocked on the door of his study. He’d recently turned his duties as Captain of the Guards over to Anderson, but the new captain valued his input. 

He sat back in his chair and grinned as Anderson gave a bow and entered the room. 

“I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to being treated like a prince,” he admitted with a light chuckle. 

“Well, I’m sure there’s at least one person who doesn’t treat you like royalty,” Anderson teased. 

Martin laughed at the reference to his new wife. “Very true. In fact, she’s been at pains to remind me she’ll always outrank me!” He shook his head in mock frustration, then said, “So... what can I do for you, Anderson?” 

“I just had an interesting conversation with Greene,” Anderson said, taking a seat by Martin’s desk. “He told me about Charla calling the wedding off, and he volunteered to go on the Arlesland mission.

Martin raised his eyebrows and whistled. “Really?” 

Anderson continued, “I’m not sure he’s in the right mental state, but I’m having a hard time finding the right guards for this mission. I need two, so if Greene could go, I’d only have to find one more.”

Martin pondered a moment, then leaned back in his chair and called down the short hallway at the back of the room. “Aurora?”

A faint reply was heard. Martin raised his voice. “Would you come in here a minute?”

The princess walked into the room and made her way to Martin’s chair, settling on the arm and leaning against her husband. 

Martin told Aurora that Greene had volunteered for the Arlesland mission and she immediately began shaking her head. “No. Absolutely not. I’ve sent out messages via carrier pigeon to all the villages as well as the guard outposts about Charla and her family, and until we hear back from them, Greene isn’t going anywhere.”

Martin watched as she spoke, the determination on her face making him smile internally. Once Aurora got that look, it was hard to change her mind. 

Personally, Martin wasn’t as sanguine as she was about Charla’s disappearance. It seemed clear to him that the family had been under no duress from outside forces when they packed up. Martin had the highest regard for Charla’s grandfather Old Dan. His intellect hadn’t suffered one bit from his advancing age, and although his lack of teeth made his speech hard to understand, Martin had carried on many highly detailed and complicated conversations with the old man over the years. If Old Dan had gone with Charla and David, Martin had no doubt they had a good reason for leaving. 

He asked Anderson, “When are you planning for the guards to head to Arlesland?”

“King Richard wants to send them with King Alexander’s entourage when they head back to Bagginsland so they can be disguised as King Alexander’s guards. There’s no evidence that King Uriah is watching the comings and goings between the kingdoms, but it makes sense to take precautions.”

Martin was nodding. “That’s good thinking.” 

Anderson continued, “King Alexander is planning to leave in a couple of days, probably on Thursday.” 

Aurora said, “That’s when Charla and Greene are getting married.” Her tone brooked no argument. “That gives us two days to find Charla. I know she’ll be back.” 

She was quiet a moment, then turned back to Martin and searched his face. Ever since she’d been a child, she’d trusted his judgment absolutely. Now she saw patience and love on his face... and regret that she was probably going to be proven wrong about Charla’s wedding. She took a shaky breath. “You don’t think she’s coming back.” 

Martin took her hand and rubbed it gently. “I think she and Old Dan and David left for a good reason. I think it’s doubtful they’ll be back in time for the wedding. I don’t understand that note Greene found... but the king said time is of the essence in this mission to Arlesland.” 

Squeezing her hand, Martin turned to Anderson. “As far as another guard to send with Greene... What about Jacobson?”

Anderson’s eyebrows shot up and Aurora said in disbelief, “Jacobson? But he’s such a chucklehead! He’d never be able to do a mission like that!”

Martin said slowly, “I disagree. I know Jacobson comes across as a bit lacking in brains, but I think he plays up the chucklehead persona to keep people from looking too closely at him. He doesn’t like being the center of attention.” He looked up at Aurora. “And you have to admit that he and Greene have become very close.”

Greene and Jacobson both had violent fathers, and had inherited that anger. They’d bonded when Jacobson taught Greene some techniques to control his anger. 

“And,” Anderson added thoughtfully, “Greene and Jacobson are some of our strongest guards, so they can take care of themselves pretty easily.”

“And when he forgets himself,” Martin reminded him, “Jacobson is one of our best fighters.”

It was true. Jacobson lost a lot of fights, but it seemed to be because he didn’t like hurting the other men, not because he was a bad fighter. 

Martin looked at Aurora, who grudgingly admitted, “King Alexander would probably be willing to leave Friday instead of Thursday, so if Charla isn’t back by then...” She shrugged. 

Anderson smiled, relieved to finally have a good plan. “Alright, I’ll let Jacobson know he’s definitely going, and I’ll make a decision Thursday about Greene.” 

Martin nodded in agreement, and Aurora nodded in reluctance.

Greene, waking in his mother’s house Wednesday, surveyed the blue sky outside the window with dull eyes. Part of him wanted to hope, along with Aurora, that Charla would return today in plenty of time for their wedding tomorrow, but it was a part that was easily silenced. Greene had had years of believing himself to be irreversibly broken, and the two months of joy he’d had with Charla couldn’t overcome the ingrained belief that he wasn’t worthy of love.

Greene heard his mother and sister Deirdre moving around in the other bedroom, and knew that soon they would be getting up to draw water from the well and begin their day. The least he could do was get the water for them. 

He forced himself to sit up, get dressed and go out into the bright sunlight, trying to ignore the dark clouds in his heart.

By late that afternoon, Aurora had gone to the tower where the messenger pigeons were kept no fewer than five times, hoping to hear word about Charla. As soon as the pigeon keeper saw her coming the last three times, he’d shaken his head before she got all the way up the stairs, and she’d turned, defeated, and made her way back down.

It was getting too late to send out pigeons now, and of course the pigeon keeper already knew to alert her immediately if any word came of Charla. Her trips to the pigeon coop had just been a way to work off some of her nervous energy. 

With tears in her heart, Aurora acknowledged that Charla wasn’t coming back in time for the wedding.

Aurora knocked softly on Cathy Greene’s door and raised her eyebrows inquiringly when Deirdre answered. The girl shook her head sadly, and stood back to let the princess in. 

Nodding to Cathy Greene, who was preparing supper, Aurora went to the backyard and made her way to the darkest corner, where Greene had hidden himself away. He sat on a bench tucked under a heavy flowering vine, head down and shoulders slumped. Aurora had never seen anything so pitiful in her life. A small thought flitted through her mind, wondering if that was what she’d looked like years ago when a misunderstanding with Martin had broken her heart. Remembering the desolation she’d felt, Aurora sat down beside Greene and pulled him into her arms, rocking him like a child. He laid his head against hers and leaned into her, seeming too exhausted to hold himself up.  

Aurora had no idea how long they sat that way, but the evening was darkening when Greene’s mother called him into supper. Cathy invited Aurora to stay for supper, but she shook her head and said, “I need to get back, but thank you.” She motioned for the older woman to follow her to the door, where she said in a low voice, “Let me know at once if he needs anything during the night. That’s an order,” she said, looking firmly into Cathy’s eyes. The woman nodded and closed the door behind her. 

Aurora made her way to the castle, up the stairs to the third-floor suite she shared with Martin, and dissolved in tears in his arms.
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Thursday. The day Greene and Charla had planned to marry. 

The sun was fully up when Aurora found Greene sitting in the pavilion by the stream where he and Charla had planned to say their vows. The birds were singing, and butterflies and dragonflies flitted through the tent. 

It was the most beautiful autumn day. 

As Aurora walked up the aisle, Greene turned in his chair to face her. To her surprise, the misery, the shock, the blankness of the previous two days was gone. His face was calm, his eyes clear. He was even able to give her a small smile, although it was more a matter of muscle memory than an actual smile. 

“How are you?” Aurora asked softly, sitting down beside him and taking his hand. 

“Alright,” he responded and turned back to look at the front of the tent where the arch that Charla had planned to cover in white roses and pink sweet peas stood bare, a shaft of sunlight making the wood gleam like gold. 

Aurora’s eyes followed his and she murmured, “It would’ve been so beautiful...” She glanced at Greene in time to see a tear slip down his cheek. Turning away to give him privacy, she said softly, “I’m glad to see you looking better.”

Greene nodded. “I couldn’t seem to help myself the past couple of days. It felt like I was drowning. But a few minutes ago, when the sun came over the top of the trees and shone into the pavilion, it was like I’d finally managed to reach the surface.” 

His eyes slid to the side of the pavilion, where an old apple tree with a deeply gnarled trunk leaned its branches over the creek, some of the leaves touching the water.

“That tree has seen so much,” he mused. “It’s survived all these years, through storms and lightning. It’s twisted, and the trunk is covered in burls so you almost can’t see the original shape. And yet, somehow, it’s so beautiful... hard times have made it so.”

He was silent a moment, then he turned to Aurora and said, “Charla’s note said she needed to think things over. She didn’t say she’d definitely made up her mind that we couldn’t be together.” He took a deep breath and said, “I love her too much to let her go without a fight. I have to become the man she wanted me to be, the man I wanted to be for her. I thought I had done everything I could, but I realize now that I didn’t dig deep enough. I don’t know how long it will take, but I can do it, and when I do, I’ll find her and beg her to give me another chance. I won’t give up. I’ll become a better man.” 

Aurora felt tears start to her eyes. She remembered the night he’d tried to protect her and had almost killed a man. That had been the first time Greene had tried to change himself drastically.

“I know you can,” she whispered, cupping his cheek in her hand. Her throat was too tight to do more than whisper, but she said, “You’ve come so far in just a few months, Greene. You’re already more in control of your emotions. I know how much you love Charla, and I know that if you set your mind to it, you can become the man you want to be.”

Greene smiled and turned his head to kiss her palm. Then he turned back toward the front of the pavilion. “I need to get right away in order to do this. I need something to take my mind off missing Charla, something to challenge me. I want to do the Arlesland mission.” He turned toward her again. “Will you support me?”

Aurora sighed and nodded. “Let’s go talk to Anderson.”
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​​Meeting with Princess Morgana
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A few hours later, Greene and his fellow guard Jacobson were walking toward the king’s weapons room. This meeting with the king would give Greene and Jacobson the information about Arlesland that made the mission imperative. 

When Greene walked into the room behind Jacobson, he was surprised to see a woman chatting quietly with the king and Captain Anderson. She turned toward them and Greene recognized her as a woman he’d seen at Aurora and Martin’s wedding. She’d been with the royal family of Vallenland, the kingdom southwest of Archenland. 

He’d only gotten a glimpse of her that night, but now he could see that her hair was dark brown and her eyes a warm golden. She seemed to be a few years older than him, in her late twenties or early thirties.

King Richard said, “Princess Morgana, allow me to introduce you to King’s Guards Greene and Jacobson.” To Greene and Jacobson he said, “Princess Morgana is the adopted daughter of King Rudolph and Queen Valeria of Vallenland.” 

Greene and Jacobson bowed to the princess and murmured greetings as the king motioned for them to take their seats. 

The king continued, “Did either of you meet Morgana’s adopted brother Prince John at Aurora’s wedding?”

Greene nodded. “I met him just for a moment, when Princess Aurora introduced Charla and me to Prince John and his wife.” Greene’s voice hitched a moment when he said Charla’s name, but he managed to keep talking.

Princess Morgana asked, “Did you hear how my brother John and his wife Ceci came to fall in love?”

Puzzled, Greene shook his head. 

Morgana smiled. “It’s rather a long story, so I’ll just tell you that Ceci was kidnapped and grew up as a commoner in Arlesland. My brother John went to Arlesland to find her, and had to pay a visit to King Uriah while he was there. He said Uriah was incredibly rude, and almost seemed to be trying to force a fight with him.”

King Richard interjected, “Which doesn’t surprise me. Uriah is a slippery one. He promises things and then acts like he doesn’t remember. Acts like you’ve insulted him grievously on every concession he has to make, that sort of thing.” King Richard shook his head. “But please continue, Morgana.”

She took a deep breath. “Another important thing for you to know about John’s trip to Arlesland is that he deeply offended King Uriah, and Uriah later attempted to kill him.” 

Jacobson’s mouth dropped open as Greene exclaimed, “The man must be mad!” 

King Richard nodded. “Exactly. Something is terribly wrong with Uriah’s judgment and he seems to be trying to force a war, so we want to be as prepared as possible. Your goal in Arlesland is to gather all the information you can about the state of the kingdom in general, but especially about Uriah’s military strength. We certainly have no desire to start a war with him, but he’s giving every indication that he has no such qualms. 

“Uriah is notorious for how horribly he treats his subjects, but one of the most troubling rumors we’ve heard is that he tells his people that their hardships are the direct result of the northern kingdoms’ refusal to trade with him. We believe he may be using these lies to foment hatred for the north that will lead his people to die for him in a war.”

The king looked sternly at Greene and Jacobson and said, “Do not mention what I’m about to tell you to Aurora or Martin. I will tell them in a few days, but I want them to have another day or two as newlyweds before they’re thrown back into the intrigues of royal life.”

Surprised, Greene and Jacobson nodded, faces serious.

King Richard continued, “I won’t go into all the details, but on the evening of Aurora and Martin’s wedding, I received information that Uriah was involved in attacks on Aurora and Martin which were meant to put a puppet of Uriah’s in succession for the thrones of both my kingdom and Bagginsland.”

Greene and Jacobson were stunned into silence. 

King Richard said, “That’s why this mission to Arlesland is so important. We have to find out what else Uriah may be planning, and we must find out how powerful his position is for open war.”

King Richard continued, “Morgana, tell us what John told you about the general conditions in Arlesland.”

“It was like something you’d expect to see in Sutherne,” Morgana said. 

The kingdoms of Bryten didn’t have much communication with the southern continent of Sutherne because the Ocean of Faer between the continents was prone to violent storms and dangerous currents, making travel treacherous. What was known was that for many centuries Sutherne had been far behind Bryten in terms of civilization. The kingdoms of Sutherne were engaged in constant internal strife, rarely coming together long enough to choose leaders who would work to make their lives better. There were constant wars, burning of villages, pillaging, rape and killing. 

So comparing Uriah’s kingdom to Sutherne was a serious insult. 

Morgana continued, “John said the people of Arlesland were suspicious of strangers, dirty, terribly thin, and seemed unused to kindness. But it was the information we learned from John’s wife Ceci that gave us real insight into Uriah and Arlesland. 

“Ceci said Uriah is mercurial. He’ll have a favorite noble one week, and the next week they’re locked in his dungeon. That kind of giving and taking of approval makes his subjects constantly on edge, never knowing whether what they do will bring his approbation or punishment, or even when the punishment will come. Uriah is known to hold grudges for decades before he finally takes revenge.”

Greene asked King Richard, “Has he always been that way?”

The king shook his head. “No. I remember my father telling me about a visit he’d made to Arlesland when Uriah was a teenager. He said young Uriah was thoughtful, not at all hotheaded like his father.” 

King Richard shrugged. “From what I’ve heard, that all changed when Uriah was about nineteen or twenty. By the time I met Uriah five years later, he was unrecognizable as the thoughtful young man my father had met. I don’t think anyone knows for sure what happened, but it had something to do with a friend of Uriah’s getting killed.”

Morgana was nodding. “The story John uncovered while he was in Arlesland was that Uriah was at a local tavern one night when a man with an ax burst into the room and killed one of Uriah’s good friends in front of him. The madman cut off his friend’s head, which must have been horrific to witness. That’s apparently what changed Uriah, making him distrustful and wary of everyone.”

King Richard said, “Something certainly wrought a terrible change in him. So,” he turned to Greene and Jacobson, “you must be on your guard at all times when you’re in Arlesland. A paranoid king makes for paranoid subjects. Find out what you can, but don’t put yourselves in deadly danger. We’re depending on your report.”
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​​A Worthy King
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As his valet dressed him, King Uriah unrolled the letter he’d received some weeks ago and re-read it. 

If you want my help, you must prove you deserve it. No more of your prevarications and delays. You say you want to conquer the northern kingdoms, to rule all of Bryten as I rule Sutherne. But you’ve done nothing to achieve that goal. 

You say you’re capable of leading this war. Where is your army? What horses, armor and battle gear do you have?

I refuse to commit my men until you prove your worth. 

-R-

Uriah scowled. How did she expect him to get those things when his kingdom was full of hungry mouths and farms that barely produced enough to pay his taxes?

He stalked to the window and looked out at the market in the square below. Scrawny cattle, puny vegetables, dirty people. That’s what his kingdom consisted of. 

He frowned down at the letter. Did he really want to abase himself in order to win her support? Did he really need her to conquer the north?

Yes. He did. 

Furious, the king slapped away the hand of his valet, who was attempting to fasten a silk cloak around his neck. “Enough!” he barked, screwing up the note from the Sutherne queen and throwing it into the fire as he left the room. 

As he strode down the hall, anger and humiliation in every step, he barely saw the castle servants bowing and curtsying to him, barely noticed the fearful love in their eyes before they dropped their gaze respectfully to the floor. 

He stopped in front of double doors covered in carvings inlaid with gold and silver, and waited impatiently for the guard to unlock the doors. As they were thrown open, light spilled out. 

Sunlight from windows too narrow to admit a thief fell on heaps of gold spilling from sacks on the floor, caskets full of jewels, golden suits of armor inlaid with jewels, ropes of pearls. Uriah’s father’s treasure room had been impressive, but Uriah’s was three times its size. The guards in charge of it had initially attempted to keep the gold coins in their chests, the jewels in their caskets, but one day the chests would no longer close. In frustration, the guards simply dumped the bags of coins on the floor, and since then organization of the treasure had given way to simple expedience. It was all they could do to record the steady stream of contributions that came in from commoners and nobles alike. 

Uriah stood in the doorway, looking around in satisfaction. He felt no love for his people, no love for the nobles who professed to be his friends, no love for his army, and certainly no love for a woman. But he was sure the warmth in his heart as he gazed at his treasure was true love. 

With a snap of his fingers, he demanded the latest record of contributions. He frowned down at the list, noting that the amount given in the past month had fallen significantly from the previous month’s.

His people had been squeezed until they were almost dry. That was the main reason he wanted to control the northern kingdoms. The thought of all the gold waiting for him in the treasure rooms of the north made his heart race and his mouth water. Those kings could never appreciate their bounty the way he could. It was only right that he take it. 

He left the room, the doors slamming behind him, and set off for his audience chamber. He had to convince his people to somehow dredge up the capital he needed to outfit his army.

The audience chamber was full. There were no commoners, because of course Uriah wouldn’t let any of his filthy, starving people near him. Being surrounded by noble sycophants was bad enough. 

Uriah climbed the steps to his throne as a phalanx of guards, led by their captain, surrounded the platform.

A servant intoned, “Hear ye now. Our gracious and loving King Uriah has come to listen. Approach him in supplication.” 

And they came, nobles dressed in velvet and silk, all bowing and cringing, ready to bore him with their whining requests. Inwardly scowling, Uriah thought that if he had to listen to them, he’d be sick. 

But as they raised their eyes, he showed them only the benevolent face of their beloved king. Leaning forward with a smile, he motioned for the court scribe to take down his words and said, “My dear children. I know you chafe under the burdens I have placed on you, but our goal is very near. This morning I received a note from the Queen of Sutherne, pledging her support for our war against the north. We must make one more push for the capital we need in order to raise our army. To this end, I am increasing your taxes, but by only a small amount. I assure you that the end is near, and that all your sacrifice will be rewarded. Bear with me a little longer, give everything you can, and I assure you we will be successful.”

As he looked around the room, he saw confident nods from his most loyal nobles. They trusted him completely. There were one or two, however, with frowns on their faces. Uriah signaled to his captain, who nodded and quietly ordered his men to delay those nobles for questioning. 

While the nobles were still focused on his words, Uriah left the room, ignoring the protests from those alert enough to realize he had no intention of hearing their supplications that day. Uriah motioned the court scribe to follow him to a balcony that overlooked the marketplace, below which commoners gathered each day, hoping the king would grace them with a wave. He had something more important than a wave in mind that day, though.

As he walked onto the
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