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always positives, even when 
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Author’s Note
Wait! Before you enter my universe, I wanted a quick word—mainly because I don’t want you to get lost and confused. It’s not a nice place. Well, some parts are nice, but there are also some really fucked-up people. I guess there are fucked-up people everywhere, but they crop up quite often in this story. 
This is a totally different world to ours with its own history, cultures and morals. This means there are some differences in the way things work. Let’s start with kings, for example. Kings are kings but probably not quite like the kings from the histories that you or I would be familiar with. They have queens that serve under them but they are not the kings’ wives, and instead hold a purely political position. The kings have wives to be their wives. If you get stressed out by it all, there’s an appendix at the end of the book that details the current royal courts of all ten of the kingdoms and their religion of the Ten. 
But that’s just the Ten Kingdoms! You’ll have to find your own way with the other lands weaved in and around the kingdoms. Much like everywhere in our world, many have some kind of spirit or deity to worship—some because they actually have faith in it, others simply twist things and brainwash for their own personal gain and selfish desires. The kingdoms have the Ten, the Mister’s flock of young brothers have the Mother, Arland has its ‘one true god’, Jahanar—the list is quite extensive.
The calendar of this land is based around a terrible event that happened nearly one thousand years previous to the storyline that you’re about to jump into. It’s referred to across the entire Known World as the Great Poison. It saw the vast majority of the population wiped out…or those with brown eyes at least. Those with blue eyes were unaffected. Now, the few brown-eyed males who survived the Great Poison are believed to be infertile. This makes blue-eyed males (at least in some parts of the Known World) very desirable. It’s not just that! Those people with blue eyes can run faster, jump higher, have more strength and, to top it all off, the buggers live longer too! In the Ten Kingdoms they believe they are direct descendants of the gods. 
Something as terrible as the Great Poison can influence a land and people even thousands of years later. It’s easy for a civilisation to forget what came before such a disaster: its past, its advancements and the truth. You are placed in the points of view of people uncovering the true nature of the poisoned land that they’ve inherited. And when I say you are placed in their point of view, it is very much the character’s point of view (although written in the third person). If the narrative refers to a woman as a ‘slut’, please feel free to dislike the point-of-view character for doing so! Same goes for when a man is referred to as a ‘rat’ and used by an alpha female simply to decorate her abode! It is not my opinion of that particular woman nor do I feel it is right for a man to be treated in such a way. And while reading these derogatory words please also bear in mind that there are far more disturbing things to be disgusted and shocked at than a simple word in the thoughts of a character. 
There are quite a few point-of-view characters—the main ones being Londenia, Baskie, Owin and Stewart (I’ve snuck their names in at the start of each chapter to keep things simple!). As well as the prologue and epilogue, ‘guest’ point-of-view characters pop up who I felt were necessary in the telling of the story but also because they are interesting weirdos in their own special way too! Go with it—I promise they are not simply random additions.
I don’t want to give too much away but I felt you needed an introduction into this fucked-up place! The world is not as it seems. Expect anything. But know that everything is logical and will make sense. The world has the mystery of fantasy, with the logic of science fiction but all that goes out the window when you add in people and their desires. 
One last warning: There are graphic scenes of a sexual nature throughout! Many of these scenes are not necessarily meant to come across as ‘sexy’. The aim is to shock, show abuses of power, and even repulse (with the same objective as that of a cruel murder scene, for example). Some, however, you can feel free to enjoy! 
Welcome to ‘A Poisoned Land’.
 
 
 
 
 
 



Prologue
You are being lied to and you are in danger. Everybody in the Mortal Realm is in danger. The words from the message echoed through Leon’s mind.
He had lived on the Mother’s Island for as long as he could remember. The Mister brought all the brothers here, away from the lies and corruption of the mainland, but Leon was about to go against the Mister’s teachings. He would surely join the ranks of the fallen brothers if he was caught.
Leon weaved his way through the large trunks of the forest. Dim white light from the broken moon shone through the leaves above. Although the night was calm and warm, and he had run and walked this very track countless times, Leon still felt a shiver cut through him. The hairs on the back of his neck pricked up. The gloom on either side of him hid things conjured by his mind—things he knew couldn’t be there but every muscle in his body tightened nonetheless. His face twitched.
The trunks creaked and the leaves rustled more than usual and there wasn’t a creature to be heard. He may have been alone physically but the strength of the Mother flowed through his body and protected him. But does She still care for me at this time if I am going against the Mister’s words? Doubt clouded his mind and with it came fear.
He had slept soundly every single night for all nineteen of his years. However, last night, he woke with a start in his bedchamber in the pod. He felt a presence outside of the round window above his head as he lay under the covers. Saul (one of the elder brothers, same age as Leon), was snoring quietly in the bed opposite…quietly for him anyway. Leon wanted to look through the window but his body resisted. Part of him was convinced there would be a twisted face with black eyes staring back at him, separated only by the round sheet of glass.
A quick glance. His heart skipped. A square of white parchment was tucked into the outside of the circular frame of the window, flickering in the gentle breeze. He flipped around on his bed and knelt to face the tempting fold of paper. Reaching for the latch, he paused with a shallow breath. Leon groped the cold metal handle before snapping the lock open. His hand slipped out into the cool breeze, snatched the fold of paper and was back in before some evil paw could grab him. Saul was still deep in sleep on the other side of the small wooden room. Leon carefully unfolded the crisp parchment to reveal neatly written words.
 
Leon, 
I have searched for you ever since you were taken from me. I do not know if you are even aware of my existence but there are truths you must know. Truths I am sure others on this island will not want you to hear. You are being lied to and you are in danger. Everybody in the Mortal Realm is in danger. I will be in the forest, in the clearing with the water, from when the broken moon starts to shine, until the sun rises. I beg you to meet with me there. Do not speak of my presence. I fear if you did and they were to find me, my life would be forfeit.
 
The words on that page ran through his mind as he lay awake for the remainder of the night. They were there when he rose to eat breakfast in the House of the Mother and as he trained and sparred in the ring. They echoed in his head as he pretended to settle to sleep only hours ago.
The message weighed heavier on his mind as he continued to stride through the dark woods. His blue eyes allowed him to see in the immediate area around him. His face still twitched at every crack of twigs coming from the looming dark between the trunks further ahead and either side of him. He didn’t dare turn around to look behind.
As he neared the clearing where the pool was, his heart skipped. In his haste, he had left the message behind on his bed. It felt as if his body were split in two—one side willing him back to his pod to hide the note, the other pushing him ahead. I just hope Saul is as restful as he always is and doesn’t wake early to find it.
The glow from the broken moon flooded his eyes as he entered the clearing to the small lake, barely more than thirty paces across. His jaw tightened when he spotted a ghostly figure standing at the opposite side of the water’s edge. A goddess…here? He had only ever seen goddesses depicted in the hangings in the House of the Mother and, of course, in the vision chamber too.
As the elegant figure raised a slender hand, Leon panicked, this could be a false goddess. All of the goddesses were taken from the world by the Mother. All that was left were false goddesses who tempted the brothers inside them bringing sickness and death. Leon froze, but the gentle wave from the feminine arm made his balled-up hands relax. As she moved to walk around the pool, Leon sidestepped and backed off to keep the body of water between him and the fake.
She stopped, tilted her head and her jaw quivered. “No, Leon,” she uttered in a soft shaking voice, “please, I beg you to listen to me.” Her open palms outstretched, trembling.
He stayed as she rounded the pool’s edge, coming to within ten paces of him. “That’s close enough,” he warned, trying to steady his voice as his face gave another quick tick.
“It really is you,” she whispered to herself with a sniff. “You still have the same nose, eyes and even that little twitch.” Her lips curled into a smile through another sniff. “Your brother has it too…well, he has more than a twitch.” She broke into a short nervous laugh mixed with the blubbering that she fought back. “My beautiful baby boy.” She reached out a hand. Leon recoiled from it. The fake’s eyes dropped to the ground. She fumbled with her hands and shuffled her feet. “What has that bastard done to you?” She sobbed, her jaw tightening and fists clenching. Her eyes met Leon’s again and her face softened.
Leon’s face twitched. “Who are you?” he asked, feeling a lump forming in his throat. Her blubbering was infectious and tore at his heart.
“I’m your M—” She swallowed hard. A point of metal appeared through her chest with a thud. Her eyes wandered down slowly to the arrowhead sprouting through her body. Swaying, her eyes widened. She gulped and began to fall forward. Without thinking, Leon sprang towards her and caught her body. He felt her warmth as he helped her onto her back. He knelt and cradled her. The thudding of her heart was felt on his thighs, through her back.
Saul’s found the note and told the Mister.

“None of it is true,” the poor, dying thing whispered as she lay there in his arms. The forest around them hid the brother who had shot the arrow. The broken moon reflected off her bright blue eyes and her long silky brown hair.
“What isn’t true?” Leon asked, his ears locked onto her every word while still trying to scan the forest for approaching footsteps. A goddess surely can’t bleed, she must be a fake.
She feels so much like one of us. She’s just flesh.
She looked up at him and smiled. Small wrinkles appeared around her eyes. “My child…my beautiful—” She coughed, reaching up, touching his cheek. When her warm hand touched his skin, Leon felt something he had not felt before: a warmth and comfort like no other. It wasn’t what he expected to feel from the touch of a fake. It wasn’t what he had been told. She really is a goddess!

“Please tell me, what isn’t true?” As the words came out of Leon’s mouth, he saw life slip from the goddess’s eyes. The hand slid from his cheek and he wanted nothing more than to feel the same comforting warmth he just felt. Now her eyes, although looking straight at him, were staring through him. They were glassy and her jaw was stiff and awkward. He wanted her to come back to life. His chest throbbed and the air around him cooled. What did she mean, it’s not true?
Footsteps in the distance! His stomach twisted. “What isn’t true?” he shouted at the lifeless goddess in his arms. As he shook her body, he realized she could no longer answer him. A sense of guilt coursed through him for shaking one of the divine, and shouting at somebody who made him feel such warmth in only a small touch. Tears trickled down his face. They were shed for the life he didn’t know. He took one last look at the lifeless body, wrenched himself away and ran.
The brothers on the island spent most of their days running, sparring and training, so Leon bounded through the woods effortlessly. The land was so familiar to him. Like all the brothers on the island, he had blue eyes, allowing him to see comfortably in the dim moonlight. He’d run through the forest with his brothers ever since his legs would let him. But it was them chasing him. He knew what happened to fallen brothers—the ones poisoned by the lies from the mainland. It was obvious that Saul had shown the Mister the letter. Leon being in the forest would be seen as an act of doubt, betrayal and blasphemy.
Back in the thick of the trees. He weaved. Hopped a fallen trunk. Landed. He used low-hanging branches to propel himself and change direction. Gliding over moss, mud and roots, he could feel blood pump through his neck and his teeth tingled. Shouts and voices echoed behind him. He pushed on into the thick forest. Before he knew it, he was on the ground. His foot caught under a log. The footsteps drew closer. It was just one set. They must have split up.
Leon struggled to his feet. Just as he was about to start running, a voice pierced the quiet forest. “Leon, stop. You can’t keep running.” Before he turned around, he knew it was Saul. 
He could practically feel the arrow pointing right at his back without seeing it. Steadying his breath, Leon uttered, “Saul, listen. She spoke to me.”
“Who spoke to you?”
“The goddess!”
Through gritted teeth, Saul answered, “She was a false goddess sent to test you. He said you would say things like this.” His voice was strained. “You’re infected now.”
Leon turned to face his brother. The bow and arrow quivered as Saul’s arm shook. He was short and cuts were always on his face, along with bruises, but he still had youthful features. His brown hair was cut short but scruffy.
Leon outstretched his hands. “Lower the bow. Let me explain.”
“There’s nothing to explain.” Saul was sounding more stressed by the second. “You need to come back with me.” 
“You know I can’t now. She said it was all a lie.”
“Where will you go? And what’s all a lie?” Saul’s fingers were turning white on the drawn bowstring. His face reddened and his voice shook.
“I don’t know but we need to find out. She risked her life to warn me. She lost her life warning me.” Leon’s voice was rising. His chin shivered, bringing another twitch to his face. More footsteps were coming. Leon began to back away from his brother. “I know you won’t do it.” He turned and ran. A twang of a bow made his feet skip. Then, it was as if somebody had set fire to his left leg. Pain coursed through his body. All power went from the limb.
Leon dove down a small hill and curled up at the bottom. From above, he could hear voices. “Did you see him?” It was the Mister’s old voice sounding more panicked than usual.
“He ran off that way,” Saul answered, shaken. “I hit him. He’s wounded.” 
Bastard, Leon thought, as he heard his brother sending him to death. His mouth went dry and his head began to itch—fear gripping him.
A moment’s relief came—the footsteps were moving away. He’s sent them in the wrong direction! 
Having another chance at life shrank as blinding pain gripped his left thigh. The moonlight pierced through the trees into his eyes as he stared upwards, propped up against the small bank. He couldn’t bring himself to look down at the leg. The pain was starting to disappear but Leon knew the arrow hadn’t simply vanished. His head spun and his hands tingled. As he looked down, the pain took him again and there it was: an arrowhead stuck through his thigh. A ball of fear grew in his stomach. Leon threw his head back and let out a silent scream. It looked so unnatural. It was as if it wasn’t happening. His left foot still worked, but if he tried to straighten his leg, it was like stabbing himself with a knife. I’m going to die here. All hope drained from his thoughts and a cold sweat took him. He could call for help but would probably get an arrow through his chest instead of his leg. At least it would be quick and I could be with the goddesses. His faith was strong and if he ever transgressed, he had been cleansed straight away. He would have his bed with the goddesses.
Emotions welled up inside him and crying flooded from within. Even in his head, this was more than a normal cry. This was a wail. It was a deep, painful, wrenching cry, not from the pain in his leg, but for the hopelessness he felt. Fingers of doom curled around him. All he wanted was the goddess at the pool to comfort him again and to make everything okay. He heard her voice in his head, stirring something inside him. He reached down to the arrowhead and pulled it out. Blood began to spill from the wound. A pulling, twisting pain throbbed, sending his eyes back in his head. He ripped off a cotton sleeve from his right arm and tightened it above the wound. The blood slowed.
As the pain eased slightly, he rested his head and began to lose his thoughts. Doom edged away until he couldn’t remember what he was worried about.
His mind floated back years to his bedchamber in the pod. Saul snored (as always) in the bed across the room. It was dark but moonlight showed through the window. Even though he was naked under the thin sheet, his whole body sweated with the clammy heat of the warm-season. The warmth made the urge worse. For hours he lay awake resisting, but his need was too great. He reached a hand down and felt his hardness. His heart skipped with excitement at the thought of having the feeling. When he tried to resist the urge, he had a sinking sensation of disappointment. Leon lay there, tormenting himself, trying to make a decision. It was a sin to do what he was about to but he couldn’t resist. Slowly, he began to rub himself up and down, trying not to make a sound. The frustration of having to keep quiet was too much, so he risked going faster. As he continued, the feeling was building and his body grew tight. He held his breath through the last few seconds. As he began to throb with pleasure, his breathing turned deep and he let out a moan. He felt the warm seed on his stomach and hand. Now the embarrassment, guilt and cold white was all over him. A moment ago this was all he wanted and now he would do anything for forgiveness.
He threw back the covers then reached for the towel cloth on the floor next to his bed. As he sat up, his seed ran down the muscles on his stomach and into the dark-brown hair around his groin. Leon’s body jumped as the round door to the room started to open. Firelight from the hallway flooded in and forced him to squint his eyes. Frozen to the spot, he managed to blurt out, “It’s so hot, just wiping the sweat off me.” He forced a chuckle.
It was the Mister. “I know that is not what you were doing, Leon,” he said with a comforting but firm smile. “I see through the Mother and She sees all. You have transgressed.”
There was no way out of this, he had transgressed and the Mister knew. Surely something that feels so good cannot be a sin. They were always told the Mother wants them to be happy and that feeling made Leon feel very happy. For a short time at least, but then the dreadful guilt would come afterwards. He tried to sound as repentant as possible, saying, “I’m sorry, I couldn’t resist.” I had to do it.
“And that is why it is a test, Leon. That experience is to be with the goddesses and they will return one day but until then, you must resist and follow my teachings. There are times and places where you can do such things but you know this is not one of them.”
“But what if you’re wrong?”
The Mister leaned away, widening his old sagging eyes. “The Mother cannot be wrong,” he told Leon. “You know I do not tell lies.”
As Leon remembered hearing those words from years ago, he suddenly snapped out of memory and was back in mortal pain, lying on the dark forest floor. The agony grew in his leg until it consumed him. He fell back out of consciousness. Memories swept over him. Some crept into the forest where he lay bleeding and others were completely in the past. Reality and his dreams became mixed and he couldn’t tell the difference anymore. The cold beads of sweat clung to his face. He shivered so much that his whole body jerked and made the pain in his leg even more unbearable. The night seemed like an eternity. His dreams were full of old memories, dying goddesses and even his own death.
At last, morning came. Pale sunlight crept through the trees. The cool morning air felt like life returning to his chest as he awoke. He thought all was well in the world until he was reminded of the hole through his left thigh. I’m going to die here.
He began to pray, “Mother, give me strength. Mother, give me guidance.” His faith always got him through whatever situation he faced in the past. However, this one was the worst. From his teachings, he knew the Mother tested a brother’s strength in many ways. This was just another of Her tests. Thoughts rushed through his head. Leon was taught that false goddesses were sent to try to lure brothers inside them to take their seed. They would not bring life but bring sickness instead. Only true goddesses can bring life from a brother’s seed and give them true ecstasy but they are all gone now. The being he met last night didn’t try to tempt him inside her, so she couldn’t have been a fake. It felt as if she only wanted to care for him. If she was a true goddess, the Mister surely wouldn’t have let her be harmed.
In fact, she would surely be immune to an arrow!
Leon didn’t know who died in his arms last night or why the Mother would let him suffer alone in such a way. He could no longer feel Her strength and he doubted that he ever truly did feel it. He took control and let himself feel what he had felt building for years. None of this is true. The woman…she was trying to warn me. She died trying to warn me. Get up, he told himself. Get up!
 



 
And the prophet, Maran, said that a queen shall not lay with her king and serve him only in mind with a true heart. 
Prophecies Scripture, The Maran 
 



Londenia
A QUEEN’S DUTY
King Romarus sat next to her, picking at the arm of his high-backed wooden throne, while another of his subjects addressed him. This was the seventy-fifth one to speak in court today. Queen Londenia’s rear had gone numb from sitting on her throne—adjacent to the young king’s. She had felt on-edge all day and her nerves grew worse seeing the boy king becoming less and less attentive as afternoon turned to evening. The stifling throne room had began to cool, indicating that the blazing desert-sun outside must have dropped below the horizon.
The moisture farmer, who stood at the foot of the dais, spoke of the trouble he was having. “Your Grace, they come to my farmstead every day, offering us savior from the fire. We are one with the Ten and want nothing to do with their false god, but they are quite persistent.” 
When the old, sun-baked farmer paused, silence fell in the throne room. Queen Londenia’s heart thumped as she willed her young leader to respond correctly. After all, she was responsible for him. As queen she was chosen to advise, guide and rule in matters of state. However, the main reason for Londenia’s nervousness towards the boy’s behavior was because of her feelings towards him—wrong and inappropriate affections for a queen to have towards her king.
The boy king stared blindly ahead, still digging his nails into the grain of the throne. The quiet scrapes echoed off the unadorned, mud-covered walls. The only other sound was the occasional crack from the fire torches that lit the large room. King Romarus portrayed a strong masculinity for being a youthful-looking boy of only sixteen years. However, this childish boredom on display at present, lessened that maleness somewhat. 
The old farmer continued with a shake to his voice, “Of course we asked them to leave immediately and return to Arland where they belong, Your Grace.” His calloused hands fumbled with a tattered headscarf clutched to his chest. Silence dominated the room except for the scratching of wood. 
“His Grace praises you on your obedience to the Ten,” Queen Londenia said, rising tall from her throne next to the king’s. She wore a green silk dress that hugged her slim hips and long slender legs. An emerald hung between her shaped eyebrows. She was well known across the Ten Kingdoms for being a beauty. Sometimes she would agree with such judgments. At other times she couldn’t stand the sight of her own reflection, fussing over every tiny imperfection in her skin or stray hair out of place. 
“We will increase patrols to put a stop to this annoyance, for one as loyal as yourself,” Londenia continued, while smiling. Turning to the boy king, she cleared her throat. The sound echoed off the high, sand-colored walls.
Romarus gasped and shook his head. “Yes, I will add two more guards to the east-dune watch,” he said, forcing his trained kingly etiquette. “Is that what you want?” The king’s persona slipped at the end.
The old man stepped towards the throne, raising his voice and shaking his head, adding, “But two will likely make no difference.” 
Two of Romarus’s guards stepped forward in front of Queen Londenia and the boy king. They halted at the end of the dais—in front of the advancing farmer—and clacked their staffs on the slate floor.
The aging, desperate man raised his open palms. “Your Grace, these people are the ones who took your father away from you…away from all of us. It was they who were responsible for us losing our great King Locutus. They cannot be left to wander our lands freely.”
The audience in the throne room stirred with the rumble of voices. Londenia saw Romarus’s chin quivering at the mention of his father. The boy gazed blankly ahead.
You bring up his father’s death as a means to gain sympathy? She cursed the farmer with a piercing glare.
The death of Romarus’s father, quickly followed by the loss of his mother, played heavily on the boy’s already sporadic mind. His lack of attention was simply boredom, she was sure, but his emotions ran faster than a hunted espa. He was a kindly person and was never cruel or judgmental. The comely-faced boy king had a certain swagger about him and a confident exterior. Queen Londenia could see through the bravado though. It was simply a shield that the boy held up to protect the sensitive youth within. She pitied Romarus in some ways; forced to take up his father’s throne at a young age. Even if the majority of the kingdom was sandy wasteland, he was still responsible for the towns, villages and bazaars that scattered the land. The responsibility was challenging, on account of the settlements being spread over such a large area and in such close proximity to ungodly places.
The boy king sniffed. The murmuring court fell silent again as Romarus rose from his throne. His imperfect purple cape hung behind him, draped around his shoulders, covering the right side of his body—under it, he wore only a simple white vest. The clothes he chose to wear daily were not that of a king; soft cotton trousers, simple boots and guards’ leather gloves completing his humble outfit. He wore no crown on his neatly trimmed and groomed brown hair.
Romarus’s bare left arm reached out and tapped one of his guards on the back, as he said, “Stand down.” The guards saluted him with clashing fists in front of their chests and stepped aside. “I’m sorry,” he told the old man, “but all I can spare is maybe five men.” The king’s blue eyes were fixed unblinking on the far end of the throne room. He sat back down and went back to scraping at the arm of the throne.
You apologize, when most kings would have had him beaten for questioning your decision, Londenia thought to herself. Do not offer apologies and do not show weakness. She strode part of the way down the small dais towards the old farmer. Puffing out her chest with her head held high she said to the king, loudly for all to hear, “A wise decision, Your Grace, and I am sure this will satisfy your loyal farmer.” Holding her smile, she looked across the audience in the throne room. Its tall, sand-colored walls shimmered in the light of the fiery torches that lit the court.
“Y-yes, my lady. That will be most welcomed,” the farmer bowed as he spoke. He shuffled out of court through the large wooden door opposite the thrones.
Londenia was a maid of twenty-six years and served as queen under Romarus’s father until his death. Now she was queen to this boy. He may have been young but she still found him charming; his loveable-rogue nature could win over women—and even some men—from the simplest peasant to rich noble. As his queen, she would never lay with him. That was not her place. She had seen him take part in the guards’ training and thought he was a fine warrior. She even considered him a brutal fighter, especially when his erratic emotions came into play. Many of the guards who were twice his age, feared to be paired with the blue-eyed boy king. However, he didn’t stand much taller than the top of Londenia’s breasts.
Now in her eighth year of rule, Londenia made sure to use her experience to keep her new king on the correct path. He needed her guidance daily and she was very willing to give it.
Still smiling, Londenia addressed the court, announcing, “That will be all for today.” Her smile quickly shrank as she turned her back on the audience.
The throne room bustled. White-robed figures began to leave through various doors and corridors leading off into the rest of the keep. It sat in the middle of Deca’Herem, the capital of Last Kingdom. Smallfolk from the surrounding area, dressed in off-white dirty cloth, all left through the heavy wooden door that the old farmer had used. It was dusk and the breeze wafted in from the cooling desert town outside.
“Well,” she said to Romarus, “you’ve had a long day.” She sometimes felt as if she was talking to a child.
“Thank fuck that’s over. We helped the old man though, didn’t we? Was that the right thing to do?”
She held back a snigger. The king frustrated her with his stupidity sometimes, but she found his bashfulness, combined with his caring nature, very genuine. “Yes. It’s all we can spare and at least we are seen to be helping him.” 
“How do I know what’s right?” he asked, like a child. “I don’t want to fuck things up.” 
Londenia answered with the reasoning that her mother had once taught her: “The gods will guide you. Listen to each of the High-Ten and they will show you the path you need to follow. If you open up your mind, they will come to you. Close your eyes and picture the god of wisdom. Hold the face of Yod’Herem in your head. Feel his words flow through your body, up through your feet, your legs and your chest…What do you feel? Those are the gods’ words guiding you.”
“The only thing I feel is that I want to see some of my horde,” he replied with a breathy laugh. His eyes dropped to the floor, avoiding Londenia’s gaze. 
Typical, she thought. “If that’s what you feel, then that’s what you are being told by the Ten.” She threw her hands up in the air with a shrug and managed to force a smile. “I will fetch one of your horde.” Londenia strode towards the royal door behind the thrones to find one of Romarus’s many wenches.
“Two. Lida and Ogla,” Romarus requested before she could leave the room.
This was the last thing she needed to be doing. Her kingdom was being irritated by nuisances from Arland from one side, and bombarded with requests to help with the continuing aggressions because of tax increases on the Cotton Trail from the other. There was also a growing number of outlaw attacks in villages spread across Last Kingdom. However, these issues seemed to pale in importance to the message carried by a rider that arrived this morning from Mor. The message asked for an audience with seven of the ten kings. The purpose of the gathering was written in the message but she had not had a chance to read it before court. Queen Londenia was hoping to attend to this matter immediately but now that her king needed to warm his cock, she made that top priority.
She had the wenches ready in the royal bedchamber by the time Romarus had changed his clothing from court. Now of course she had to oversee the king’s entertainment (as expected of a queen). She watched as the two wenches took off her king’s clothes. As the boy king pressed his lips over the wenches’ bodies, Londenia watched his piercing blue eyes. For a rare moment, she saw focus and purpose behind his stare. That’s all he wants. Why can’t he be like that in court or when he’s making decisions for his kingdom? For his people? she thought longingly.
Londenia knew that his lack of conviction in matters of state did not stem from a lack of caring. He was barely a man and had what few others had at that time in their life—a horde of women who wanted nothing more than for him to put his seed inside them. Romarus was yet to put his seed in the necessary places to create life. She made it her duty to make sure the first child Romarus bore would be with his (yet to be named) wife. This was to ensure a pure blue-eyed first prince for Last Kingdom. It was one of the few kingdoms left that could trace its line of kings, unbroken, back to the gods, with no direct brown-eyed influence.
Before his clothes were fully off, the king was already pleasuring himself inside his trousers. The wenches giggled. Queen Londenia felt a shiver run down her backbone. They are women with no substance, here in this keep only because they have pert breasts and can make a man’s cock hard.
Nobody realizes the work a queen must do for her king and people. Deep down, Londenia knew that the women simply did this to survive and to improve their lives. She knew their stories. It was her job to know their backgrounds and some were tragic. This didn’t change the fact that they were experiencing something that she never would.
The wenches ran their hands over Romarus’s hairless chest, and groped the muscles on his stomach. The blonde one knelt down. She pulled the king’s cottons down to his ankles and slapped his hand away. As the wench began to rub the king, Londenia could see the pleasure on his face, causing a stirring in her own groin. The wench took the king’s cock into her mouth. Londenia let a hand creep down to rest on her lap. She pushed against herself through the dress, massaging through the fabric, but this did not suppress her frustration or yearning.
One of the wenches made eye contact. Londenia jerked her hand away from her lap. Her gaze snapped to the corner of the room, away from the suspicious glare. She didn’t see what I was doing. I’m sure she didn’t see. What if she did? With her heart thumping, Londenia’s eyes were drawn back to the boy king.
Romarus stumbled backwards to a pile of cushions on the floor, still trying to reach the brown wench with his lips and make sure his cock stayed inside the blonde one’s mouth. He fell back onto the soft furs and velvets that covered the small hill of cushions. He lay back, hands behind his neck. The boy king threw his head back. His eyes closed. The brown wench went behind him and rubbed her breasts in his face. The other continued to suck. All the time, the king’s emotions were steady and his attention focused, for once. Londenia watched for some time as this rather repetitive scene continued. The only change was the increase of Romarus’s body movements and the sound of his moans.
The door to the chamber flew open. Londenia jumped up like a guard expecting attack. When she saw Bwick, she breathed freely again. It was ill advised to interrupt a king when he was in the middle of such an act. Anybody who did so was either of ill intent or very stupid. Bwick had no ill intent of any kind! 
“His Grace does not require your attention at this time,” she said through gritted teeth, in as kindly a manner as possible.
“It wiw onwy take a moment, my wady,” Bwick drawled, his speech handicapped by a tongue that was too large for his mouth. Being the king’s special aide, Bwick always seemed to think it gave him special rights.
Londenia’s thoughts raged: How do you not realize that Romarus only gave you that title because he felt sorry for you…and that’s coming from Romarus, who isn’t the sharpest knife in the set. She admonished him:
“His Grace is clearly—”
Bwick had already shooed Queen Londenia to the side before she could finish her sentence. He addressed the king directly, saying, “Youw Gwace, I was wondewing if you wequiwed anything else fwom me befowe I wetiwe to bed.” King Romarus’s current nakedness and cock-in-mouth situation, had clearly not registered with the shaggy blond-haired halfwit. 
The poor lad means well, she thought as she always did with Bwick, but his rudeness towards others annoyed her. Unless an order came from the boy king himself, this special aide never seemed forthcoming to obey direction from others.
“No…Brick…it’s…fine…thanks,” Romarus blurted out with his eyes still firmly fixed on Lida. The boy king had a lot of time for the simpleton. 
Bwick had brown eyes that were too close together. He was unkempt and his manner irritated most people, but Romarus accepted him as he accepted everybody. The king was the only one who used the boy’s real name, Brick. It was because of the way he spoke that he became known as Bwick. Even his own mother took to calling him that.
The halfwit stood, waiting to be dismissed. “Bwick, I think His Grace would prefer to be left alone at this time. You are dismissed,” Londenia said with hands held lightly on the young man’s shoulders, ushering him to the door. Do you even know what he’s doing right now? she wondered.
She was sure that Bwick was clueless as to the nature of the act transpiring in the room.
“Okay, but you should hewp His Gwace dwess and wash because he is sweating evewywhewe.” 
I think he would likely hit me if I tried to dress him right now. “Yes, yes! I was just about to attend to that. Thank you for your work today. It is much appreciated as always.” Londenia forced a smile. Bwick kept trying to look back, clearly hoping for final confirmation of a dismissal from his king before the door closed behind him.
“Faster,” grunted Romarus through breathless, gritted teeth. As Londenia turned back towards him and the wenches, she saw the muscles on his thighs bulge as he straightened his legs. “Ahhhh.” He let out a moan, which turned into a sigh as his body went limp.
That must have been it, she thought. He sank further into the pillows. The blonde wench’s head slowed, then lifted. As Lida turned, Londenia saw Romarus’s seed at the corner of her mouth. In some of the kingdoms, that boy and wench could be imprisoned for spilling seed out with a woman’s body. Then again, her mouth is part of her body. Although I doubt High-King Ma’leven in First Kingdom would be so liberal with his interpretation of the Ten’s teachings. Londenia didn’t feel it necessary to concern herself with exactly where Romarus spilled his seed at this time; except to ensure he didn’t plant it properly in some random wench. As he had not yet taken a wife to produce a true first prince, it was best he did not father a bastard who might one day try to claim his throne.
The wrenches’ breasts bounced out of control as they scurried out of the bedchamber. Bitterness filled her head as the two girls closed the door behind them.
The king stood up and pulled his cotton trousers back on. Topless, he walked over to the table next to her and poured wine into a wooden cup. “That was badly needed,” he said, laughing with a slight shake to his voice.
Poor boy doesn’t know how to handle himself, she thought, smiling politely back at her king.
Grabbing one of Londenia’s breasts, the king smiled, saying, “Maybe next time you’ll let me grab your tits while Lida sucks me.”
She slapped him on the cheek. Why did I just do that? she scolded herself.
“I’m sorry. I know you didn’t mean to…A queen shouldn’t strike her king.”
Looking like a scorned little boy, Romarus replied, “No, I’m sorry.” He clenched his fists and chewed on the inside of his cheek. Mixing sadness with anger was common for him.
He really doesn’t have a clue what he’s doing. She felt sorry for her young king. His lack of will repulsed her but at the same time made her want to help him even more. If he was a cruel king, she could hate him but he was just a young man learning his way in the world. He’s just a boy who wants nothing more than to get his cock into a warm hole.

“No, I’m sorry,” Londenia told him. “I’m here to guide you, not punish you. I am your counsel and…your friend.” She felt like she was talking to a child again but that thought was quickly dismissed as she remembered what had transpired just moments ago.
Romarus sat on the floor in front of her. “I don’t want to be king,” he uttered simply. His face had the blank expression she had seen earlier in court, but this time his eyes weren’t full of boredom. They were full of thought. “That moisture farmer talked about my father—” 
“He should not have done that.”
“I know but it’s his fault I have to do this now.” Romarus bit on his bottom lip. “If he hadn’t run off on some fucked up—”
Londenia held a finger to Romarus’s mouth before he could speak further ill of her former king. “He was looking for his son. I am not a mother and know nothing of what it is to lose a child but surely you cannot begrudge him the chance to find—”
Romarus pushed her hand away, his chin quivering again. “He still had a son!” His eyes were misting over. All Londenia could do was hold him.
You were never meant to be king. She held him sobbing in her arms. Romarus was the second son to King Locutus. As is tradition in the Ten Kingdoms, the first son was sent away to be raised in the court of another king. In this way, the bloodline could be preserved as the royal siblings are kept in different locations. It also functioned as a way of displaying trust between kings—or in the First, Peak and Gate Kingdoms it was more akin to voluntary hostaging. Costalus, the elder of the two brothers, was sent away to be raised in Long Kingdom. Tragically, he was abducted as an infant and had not been heard of since. That was until one day when King Locutus received a message about the possible whereabouts of his firstborn. 
Londenia remembered that night from nearly one year ago. “This parchment, which appears on your throne as if from nowhere, speaks of a young man who is supposedly your lost son?” she remembered shouting in astonishment at her former king in the empty, darkened throne room. “How can you believe such a random message that could have been written by anybody?”
King Locutus shook his head, explaining, “Londenia, you do not understand. The description is Costalus.” He waved the parchment at her as he stood up from his throne. “One eye of blue-sight and the other of brown,” he quoted from the message. “That is rare, and they say this boy is of nineteen years. Costalus would be of this age now.”
Her eyes locked onto his weather-beaten, battle-hardened hand that grasped the parchment. “My king, this could be any boy. The Mortal Realm is a large place,” she emphasized every word, trying to convince her old king it was folly. “He was lost over eighteen years past, he is surely—”
“Don’t you dare!” he shouted, and pointed a shaking finger at her face. “I should never have sent him away to your father in the first place. If I hadn’t, then I would still have both my sons! I am leaving at first light and I will bring back my boy.”
Looking back on that night, she remembered the madness in the eyes of King Locutus. Londenia agreed with him that it was a strange system of having the first prince
raised in another land. However, if it were not for this, she wouldn’t have met King Locutus, as he was raised by her own father, King Kalon of Long Kingdom. When Locutus became king after the death of his father, he returned to Last Kingdom. Years later, following the passing of Queen Vasani, he requested Londenia to serve as his new queen, and there she remained—now serving under Romarus.
Her thoughts returned to the present as Romarus, who had began to calm, stirred from her embrace. “Why did she leave me too?” he asked, referring to his mother. Dimples formed on his flustered cheeks.
“She didn’t leave through lack of love for you. She loved your father very much and still thought he lived.” Locutus’s wife had left Last Kingdom three moon-turns past. Mad with grief, in a desperate attempt to find her husband, she had never returned. Lady Brendina was the only one who believed her husband was still alive. Now it was likely that the poor creature had got herself killed too.
They sat in silence until Romarus muttered, “I can’t be a king.”
“If you were not king you wouldn’t have just experienced what you did in this bedchamber a moment ago,” she jested with a grin, trying to lighten the king’s burden.
“True.” His mouth forced a smile with his bright blue eyes still fixed on nothing. “But I have a kingdom to look after. People need me and I just fuck things up.”
“And that’s why you have me and I’m not going to leave.” She smiled and their blue eyes met. “Together we’ll make this kingdom work. I’ll make the decisions. We just need to find what you’re good at.”
He had the face he always put on when he tried to think. Londenia had seen it a thousand times. “If the kingdom needs some whores fucked then I could do that,” he joked, in his charming way.
It hit her. This king was not one who would sit in court and make decisions. This was the peoples’ king. A charming king. A caring king. “You will be the peoples’ king. You will make them love you and they will follow you,” she told him, as if she were trying to rouse a crowd, her enthusiasm for the idea mounting as she spoke. She realized that there was something about his pure heart and simple nature that could make the Ten Kingdoms a better place.
Romarus looked unnerved but showed a smile. “And you’ll make the decisions? Read all of the announcements and messages we receive? I’m shit at all that.”
“That’s why I’m here. But first, we need to select a wife for you to bear a child. The line of kings must not be broken.”
“Oh.” The king licked his lips and raised his eyebrows, as he always did when he was about to tell of mischief or anything he deemed exciting. “I’ve already chosen.” 
Romarus’s words hit her in the chest and bubbled in her stomach. She feared she might know the answer but couldn’t bring herself to hear it. 
“Bostonia,” he announced.
Ten Gods! Londenia cursed in her head. Why choose my sister?! 
Bostonia was her younger sister by four years but they could pass for twins. She came to Last Kingdom as part of Londenia’s court when she first took the throne. She had resided in the keep of Deca’Herem ever since. It was partly envy that made her hate the king’s choice, but her main objection was because Bostonia was a nasty little cunt. She will ruin him. 
“But you know fine well my sister isn’t known for her kindness,” Londenia reasoned with him.
Ever since Romarus had come of age, Londenia saw her sister tease him and tempt him. Then, like a common whore, withdraw. Bostonia would even, on occasion, turn nasty towards him, like a spoiled little lady. Romarus seemed blind to her faults and it was as if her cruel nature was more tempting to him. After all, it is rare to find a woman who would play around with a king’s heart in such a risky manner.
“But she’s got a beautiful face and tits like yours.” He laughed, gripping his tongue between his teeth as his cheeks dimpled into a smile.
I have tits like mine, she wanted to scream, but realized it wouldn’t change anything. “This connection is not just for the bedchamber. She will be a representative of your court.” Londenia slowed her words. “And her nature will likely pass and be bestowed onto your first prince…the next king!”
“What does bestowed mean?”
Oh dear…His lack of intelligence worried Londenia but she reminded herself of her role. This was not his strength. His strength, she hoped, would be caring, engaging, and soon, being a leader.
“Don’t trouble yourself.” She shook her head. “But please, give me time to find you a suitable wife; one who is kind and caring…and has the most wonderful firm tits in the world!” She widened her eyes and curled her lips.
After a quick chuckle, Romarus pressed his lips to her forehead. “Night Blessings,” he said, then threw himself onto the large bed and lay peacefully.
The boy has had his fill and now just drifts off to slumber, she thought with a hint of bitterness in her mind. She looked to the pile of parchment sitting on the table next to her. It was time to find out what news the rider brought from Mor and what the magisters of the Still Cities felt was so important as to take seven of the ten kings to their gates for. A meeting of kings in this number hadn’t happened in centuries—and before that, hadn’t occurred since the very end of the Lost Age. The thought unnerved her. With her heart beating fast, she turned the first page. 
 
 
 



 
And to the brothers she spoke, “No act performed in my name will ever be in vain.” 
Scroll 1:2 of the Mother
 



Owin
IN THE NAME OF THE MOTHER
 
The bright sunlight made him squint as he drew the bowstring, his back straight and stomach muscles tight. Owin held his breath. His face flushed and he knew he held too long. He loosed the arrow at the lone, twisted old tree. It whizzed past the gnarled trunk, through the branches, into the grass field beyond. The draft from the arrow was enough to disturb a flock of tiny, bright-green coney birds. They tweeted and swarmed out of their nests from the thick crown of the tree.
“Fuck,” he muttered under his breath.
The sun was beating down overhead. The fresh grass and purple bloom meant the warm-season was well and truly here. The island was a beautiful place at this time, with its rolling hills covered in grass and heather. It was beautiful in the cold-season too but could kill you if you were unprepared.
Owin loved the warmth of the sun, the tweets of the coneys and the smell of the blooms filling the air. To him, this time of year meant freedom. He could get away from the others on the island and be by himself. Today, he wanted to escape their company more than usual. The elder brothers had left the pod last night and hadn’t returned until dawn. Nobody would say why. Before now he hadn’t seen them act in such a strange way in all of his sixteen years.
He looked at the tree again and this time, remembered what the Mister had taught him. “Don’t hold. Just pull, breathe, and loose,” he could hear him say. He said it so many times it was as if the old man was in Owin’s head. The young brother sensed the Mister’s hands on his shoulders, steadying him. He nocked the arrow and raised the bow which was slightly too large for his body. The bottom of it brushed the ankle-high grass making it look more like a longbow when he held it.
He pulled. Breathed. Let go.
“Yus!” His shout came before the arrow even reached the tree but the Mother told him it would be a good one. He’d never hit it before. The others would normally be with him, watching and laughing when he missed, but today he was completely alone in the field. This was a chance to practice without the idiots watching and a chance to show the Mister at the next training that he was good at something.
Pull. Breathe. Loose. It hit just under his other shot.
Pull. Breathe Loose. This time it twanged in between the other two. Owin felt the Mother’s strength flowing through him. Shot after shot hit the tree until a voice threw him off.
“Owin!”
As he loosed, the fletching grazed his face. The arrow sailed off into the field, disappearing in the long grass. He cursed, grabbing his face. When he looked at his hand there was blood, but not a worrying amount.
He turned to see who was shouting. A pale figure stumbled out of the forest. For a moment, it wasn’t anybody he recognized but as the figure limped forward he realized it was Leon. “What’s wrong with you? Where have you been? The elder brothers and the Mister were out all night. What were you all doing?”
“Get off the island. It’s not true, none of it’s true.” Leon’s voice rasped and cracked as he staggered closer.
He was less than fifty paces away when Owin heard the Mister calling from the field behind him. “Shoot him down! He has been infected, Owin—his mind and body! In the name of the Mother, shoot him down!”
No hesitation. Pull. Breathe. Loose.
A dull thud. Leon’s hands wrapped around the arrow shaft sticking out of his chest. He swallowed. A deep cough. As he raised his head, dark-red blood oozed from the corner of his lip. His eyes met Owin’s, silently screaming. Leon’s face grew purple with bulging veins.
Owin’s chest throbbed. Shit! I fucking killed him. His brother fell to the ground. The thought of the arrow that was in his hand just one second ago, now lodged in Leon’s chest, twisted Owin’s stomach. Owin collapsed to his knees and vomited. He felt trapped in his own skin. What happened couldn’t be taken back and now he’d have to live with it. His pulse was like thunder in his ears.
“Shhhh, Owin, you did the right thing.” A comforting arm was around Owin’s shoulder. It made the pain go away. “You had no choice. He would have infected us all. He was in contact with a false goddess. She had twisted his mind and infected his body. It is better for him this way. Stay calm, it is over now. I am proud of you for taking that shot.”
The rolling words stopped the churning in Owin’s stomach. The Mister’s proud of me! He turned and looked at the Mister’s wrinkled face through a cloud of tears. “You saw my shot?” asked the young brother.
The Mister was old with gray hair and a weathered face. He was the only one on the Mother’s Island to have brown eyes. He’d been on the island since the Mother had called him there. It was him who saved Owin and the other blue-eyed brothers from the corruption of the Ten back on the mainland. If it wasn’t for him, they’d all be worshiping false gods instead of the Mother. It was through his teachings that one day they may lay with the lost goddesses that will bring them ecstasy. Together, they will bring life.
“I did, Owin,” the Mister said with a smile. “It was a wonderful shot.”
His words made Owin forget for a moment, but as he looked back towards the woods, Leon’s body was face down in the grass. “I killed him.”
“No, Owin, you saved him.” The Mister smiled warmly. “You saved all of us. Any act done in the name of the Mother is never a sin.” His eyes were unblinking.
Owin wasn’t sure how long he sat in the grass, wrapped in those old arms but it felt like a very long time. Waves of guilt passed over him and a wrenching feeling deep inside swelled every time he thought of the life he had just taken. The Mister’s words made those waves die to a calm lake.
He lay face down on his bed, not remembering much about the long stumble through the rolling grass fields back to the pod. The brother he shared his chambers with sat on the bed opposite. Although Owin was face down on his pillow, he felt Rojames’s stare.
Rojames, or Ro as he was more commonly known, was the closest thing he had to a friend. Except for the Mister, of course. He was taller than Owin with slightly tanned skin and a long face. They were around the same age but Ro was always taller.
“Did he die straight away?” blurted Ro.
Owin didn’t answer. How the fuck am I supposed to know if he died straight away? The question made the image of Leon falling and landing on his arrow repeat in his head.
“If the Mister told you to shoot, then you had to.” Owin could hear his brother trying to comfort him. “It was done in service of the Mother,” Ro continued, unconvincingly.
Owin sat up, red faced, and looked straight at Ro. “If the Mister told you to slit my throat, would you do it?”
Ro gave him no answer. All Owin saw was his brother’s blank stare back at him. That look told him more than any words could. He wouldn’t. He thinks I’m a monster.
The Mister gave them everything. He rescued them as babies and took them away from the false teachings and the false goddesses on the mainland. If it wasn’t for him, they’d be worshiping false gods and catching sickness from the fakes, never having the chance to lay with a true goddess. He gave them shelter, food and water. They would be nothing and know nothing of the Mother if it wasn’t for his teachings. It was his love (and through him the Mother’s love) that made the Mister so important to all of the brothers on the island. 
“You need to eat, Owin,” said Ro.
There was silence.
After what could have been hours, Owin heard his brother get up, then the padding of his bare feet on the wooden floor as he left the room. Owin turned over and lay on his back. The pressure off his chest, combined with a sudden thought of the Mister’s words, made him breathe freely and easily for a moment.
Leon flashed through his mind again. He pulled his top off and reached for his Mother’s Shield. He stared at the sharp pin on the back of the round, bronze charm. The little trinket was used to fix the white wrappings the brothers wore around their waists when they attended teachings. He looked so closely that the sharp end appeared to be slightly rounded. With a shaky hand, he moved it towards his bare chest. He pressed it against his skin until a sharp stab and a bubble of blood made his arm recoil. He gasped. That was just a pin…
With a deep breath, he stabbed his chest again, dragging it down the length of a finger, leaving a thin red path on his smooth, pale skin. The pain didn’t feel bad—it was as if part of the guilt escaped.
The thin line of blood gradually turned darker and the droplets crusted over. The red on the pin turned a warm brown and the dark-blue light of dusk dimly lit the snug bedchamber.
Footsteps came from the hallway outside. Owin knew the sound of them well enough to tell it was the Mister. He moved his hand to cover the cut on his body. The door slowly creaked open and the man’s warmth filled the room.
“Leon is with the Mother now,” the Mister said in a sure, low voice as he approached the bed. He sat at the end, next to Owin’s feet.
The thought of Leon being at peace with the Mother was a relief. “And will he be with the goddesses now?” Owin asked. He began to sit up but then remembered the cut he gave himself.
“Of that I am certain, my young friend,” he said with a smile. However the smile quickly faded from the Mister’s face when his eyes fixed on the bloodstained, Mother’s Shield lying next to Owin’s bed. His eyes narrowed. “You cannot feel guilt for this act, Owin.” As he spoke, he reached for Owin’s arm and lifted it to reveal the cut on his chest. “This will not help. The Mother does not teach you to harm yourself.”
Owin gave no answer. He didn’t know what to say. And now, looking back, it didn’t feel as if it was himself who had pushed the pin into his skin.
The Mister placed his hand over the cut. “Mother who created this body, see this blood and heal.”
After the Mister’s words, a thought crept into Owin’s mind: “If Leon started to disbelieve…if he believed this false goddess, then perhaps he was not accepted by the Mother when he…died.” The words were out before he could stop them. 
He saw hesitation on the Mister’s face. “Owin, a moment’s disbelief will be forgiven by the Mother. Of that, I am certain.” The uncertainty in the Mister’s voice was something Owin had never heard before and it unsettled him.
He’s just saying this so I feel better. Leon’s gone. I killed him in his moment of doubt and now he’ll spend the rest of eternity in the abyss. It was the place the Mister spoke of where brothers, who did not follow the teachings of the Mother, spent all eternity—naked, alone, with only ice to lay their head upon. He remembered the Mister’s words: “Bitter winds will cut through your bodies. Your fingers and toes will turn black and fall off, only to re-grow and be bitten by frost again. Your member will stiffen and never will you feel the release that it calls for.” The abyss that the Mister spoke of in all teachings, and whenever a brother sinned, was where Owin had condemned Leon to spend all of eternity. The thought sickened him.
Days passed and sure enough the thin red path on Owin’s chest grew smaller. By the seventh day, it flaked away to nearly nothing and by the ninth day, the Mother had done Her work as the Mister had prayed. His spirit also healed. The Mister prayed with him daily and washed his body in the Mother’s Water. This was a small pool in the forest where the Mister took away sins that the brothers committed. In Owin’s case, it was the Mister’s way of cleansing the conscience, as no transgression had been committed in the eyes of the Mother. The cool water only came up to Owin’s knees. As he stood at the edge of the small lake, the Mister would cup handfuls and splash them onto Owin’s body. This, along with the Mister’s prayers, eased the guilt he felt from killing his brother. It was in the name of the Mother so it cannot be a bad thing.
In the weeks that followed, Owin didn’t attend the Mister’s teachings where the brothers gathered in the House of the Mother. Owin was granted absence on the basis he adhered to his physical training and did not stray or sin. It was to allow Owin time to recover from the ordeal with Leon in private. However, the young brother was feeling almost normal again. He had come to terms with what had happened. If anything, he felt he had done his brother a kindness.
He would walk in the forest while the others were in the House of the Mother. The pool was his favorite place. He took off his clothes and waded into the cold water. The moment was perfect. He had no pain. He had no worries. He felt no guilt and he could feel the Mother’s love. The chilly embrace of the pool crept up his body as he walked in deeper and deeper. Mud swallowed his feet and oozed in between his toes. It sucked at them as he lifted his legs to walk further. He paused, letting the surface of the water tickle up and down on his chest.
Breathing and shutting off his mind, as the Mister had taught him, Owin began to meditate. Through the red back of his eyelids, Leon’s face appeared and it was a happy sight. Holding that picture in his mind, he prayed to the Mother to take Leon to the goddesses and forgive him for his disbelief.
Allowing his mind to wander freely, it brought him back to a day just after Leon was set free from his physical body. Owin remembered talking to Ro in his bedchamber. “I did the right thing, didn’t I?”
“We’ve talked about this already, you had no choice,” Ro said, with a break in his voice.
“He’d gone fucking mad. He was going against everything we’ve been taught.”
Ro let out a sniffing laugh. “You can’t say Leon was mad. It takes a long time to go nuts. It wasn’t even a quarter moon-turn ago that we were sitting here talking to Leon about his visions and then how he was going to help train you for the trials. Did he seem mad to you then?”
“No but—”
“He was completely normal,” said Ro. “Did he sound like he was lying when he shouted to you?”
Owin shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t remember much.”
After a long sigh from Ro, there was silence. Everything in the pod was still. The sun went, leaving the occasional soft gust against their window.
“The Mother is all powerful, yeah? I mean, She created everything and controls everything?” Ro’s question came out of the blue but Owin instantly answered.
“She doesn’t control everything. She created us all with freedom in our hearts.”
“Why are we free to do what we want if She punishes us when we doubt Her teachings?”
Owin could feel his anger building. “Why the fuck are you asking this? It is to test who is worthy of a place with the goddesses. Only brothers who are worthy will ever get to lay with the goddesses,” Owin quoted confidently with an edge of frustration.
“Why not just create everybody worthy at the start? Then we could all get a bit of—”
“Look…We can’t begin to understand Her ways!” Owin spat his words through gritted teeth. 
He stood up from his bed and stared at Ro, lying there on top of his bedcovers with his tall groomed hair. The doubter looked into Owin’s eyes as he spoke. “The goddesses used to live among us. Well, not us but others who came before us on the mainland. The Great Poison killed thousands of them. Why?! Why didn’t the Mother just take away the poison? Actually, why the fuck did the Mother allow the Great Poison to happen in the first place?!”
Owin was getting more and more frustrated. “You know why! There was corruption, greed and the brothers took the goddesses for granted, so the Mother—”
“—So the Mother killed the goddesses too? And saved a few on an island somewhere in the world and kept the rest for us to enjoy when we die?” There was almost the sound of shaky laughter in Ro’s voice.
“Yes!” Owin shouted. “And I’m going to make sure I get my place on the Hidden Womb so I can be with them in this life and the next.” He felt a lump in his throat.
“If the Mother loves you so much, why would She make you kill Leon?” Ro asked unblinkingly, with his jaw hanging loose.
“She didn’t! I chose to kill him!” The words tasted bitter.
“He was your friend, you bastard! He was one of us!” Ro punched his pillow as he sat up in bed. Owin suspected his brother wasn’t as accepting of his actions as he first showed but now it was clear.
“I know he was, but he was mad and the Mister told me it needed to be done!” Owin’s voice shook.
“Well it must have been the right thing to do then…” Ro threw his hands up in the air. He shook his head.
“The Mother speaks through the Mister and it is he who guides the brothers,” Owin quoted in his defense.
“And what makes you think these words are true, Owin?”
“You’re beginning to sound like Leon…” With a warning look, Owin left the room and walked the narrow wooden hallway of the pod. He sat in the small communal area on the soft seating and hugged his knees close to his chest. The fire burned softly across the room. As he stared into the flames and felt the warmth, he began to feel the cold of the pool around his body again. His thoughts were brought back to the present.
The cold hit his chest and he realized he had been in the chilly water, meditating longer than planned. With stiff legs, he waded back to the pool’s edge. A brisk wind cut through his shivering body. When he wrapped the soft toweling around his shoulders it felt as if it had been warmed by a fire. He gathered his clothes and made his way on the track that led out of the forest.
As he left the shelter of the trees, he paused at the edge of the grass. He slipped his chilled legs into his blue cotton trousers and pulled on his soft blue top. The flopping hood hugged and warmed his neck.
Halfway across the grass, he heard voices ahead. They were laughing and shouting. It was the other brothers returning to their pods after their teachings. When he drew closer, he could make out Ro, Riler and Frazer. He spotted Riler first, of course, because he stood a head higher than Ro, who was quite tall himself. Frazer stood out from the two on either side of him, with his blond hair next to the two brown-haired brothers. His blond brother, Frazer, lived in the other pod but would drift between the two groups, never really fitting into either. They stood on the raised wooden path surrounding the timber pod; its arching grass-covered roof framed them. The sun glinted off the round windows.
“No, he was more like this ‘ahhhhhh.’” He could hear Riler joking with the others.
“Nah, it was like he was heavy breathing.” Ro started to make puffing sounds.
All three of them wore the white wrappings pinned around their waist, using their Mother’s Shields.
Owin was only a few steps away from them. Frazer seemed more serious than the other two. “What do you think it felt like? You think he enjoyed it?” Frazer asked, leaning in and grabbing Ro’s shoulder to get his attention.
The other two looked at each other, cracking smiles. Ro laughed. “Mate, he was obviously enjoying it. It’s the best feeling in the world.”
“You’ve done it before?!” Frazer beamed and nodded with a wide stare fixed on Ro. He always seemed to eye the other brothers up and down as he talked to them.
“Yeah, done it four or five times.” Ro shook his head and rolled his eyes. He looked at his reflection in one of the circular windows of the pod, fixing his hair after a few stray locks blew out of place in the breeze.
Owin saw through Ro’s show-off smile. “No you haven’t, you lying bastard. And if you have, then you’ve sinned and you’ll end up going to the abyss. A brother should not indulge unless in the House of the Mother.” He threw in a quote at the end.
“Fuck off,” Ro mumbled as he barged past, followed by Riler.
Frazer remained behind on the path next to the pod. “Where have you been?” he asked, inspecting Owin with his usual sweeping but friendly eyes. Frazer was the same height as Owin but wasn’t quite so skinny and had more of a muscular frame, proving to give him an advantage whenever they sparred hand-to-hand.
“At the pool,” Owin replied. What’s it to you? His blond brother unsettled him at times. When he wanted to be left alone, Frazer would often be there asking him questions, wanting to tag along. He was probably the friendliest out of every brother on the island though. Owin tolerated him and sometimes enjoyed having somebody on his side all the time.
“Well next time you’re going there, tell me and we can go together.” Frazer smiled. “Anyway, I’m going back to my pod. Saul needs me to help him with something. I’ll see you later at supper?” he asked. 
Owin had taken his meals alone in his bedchamber ever since Leon’s death. Tonight, he planned to eat with his brothers again. “Sure, yeah. Bye.” Owin tried to sound friendly but wasn’t sure it came across that way. He turned and walked to the front of the pod. Pushing open the round, heavy door, he went inside and walked down the hallway. Once in his bedchamber, he threw himself face down onto the bed. 
He had his supper in the main hall of the House of the Mother that evening in a daze. It was the first time he was with the entire host since everything had changed. Two long tables with benches on each side filled the long room. They all buzzed around him at lightning speed; arguing, laughing, sneezing, coughing, burping, farting and occasionally banging into his chair as he ate. He was managing to eat more these past few days; his stomach calling for food again after wanting very little since the death of Leon.
He was slowly returning to normal and the routine he had known his whole life was gradually slipping back into place.
In the morning, he would wake and stretch with Ro. They would walk to the House of the Mother for breakfast in the main hall. Sitting and eating, Owin would gaze up at the hangings that dropped from the high roof. Four hung over each table and each had an image of a goddess. They wore long dresses, that showed off their shape. Owin would stare at the one in the green dress. She had dark skin and big tits. Her dress revealed her stomach and down nearly to her sacred place. He always wondered what she sounded like and what it would feel like to squeeze her bosoms.
After breakfast, the brothers would head back to their pods to get dressed for training. They would wear the blue fighting jacket of the Mother and loose blue cotton trousers. Training would take place all over the island: the grass fields, the ring, the forest, and even in the House of the Mother. The Mister wanted them to be able to fight and defend themselves in any situation. Owin preferred the ring because that’s where they would actually use the techniques they were taught. It was there, at the trials, that the brothers could display their strengths to the Mother. Most trainings were a sweaty blur for Owin. The Mister would command them to do certain exercises and movements and they would perform them until they dropped. Sometimes he would stop to teach them new techniques—ways to lock somebody’s arm or to pressure point a part of the body, but then the beasting would continue. 
After washing and changing their clothes, they would return to the House of the Mother for lunch. The Mister would normally choose two brothers who had impressed him at training to sit with him at the top table in the main hall.
The older brothers would take each pod for a second training after midday. Then they were all free for the afternoon until the teachings before supper. The teachings were long, sometimes going on for hours. The Mister would speak about the goddesses and the creation of the world and how the Mother’s Island came to be. Owin respected those parts but what he most enjoyed was when the Mister would speak of how brothers could please the goddesses, and the wonderful things they do to please the brothers. Of course, most of the brothers would not experience these things until the next life. 
But Owin planned to be obedient and live by the Mother’s words so he might be chosen for the Hidden Womb. When a brother reaches a certain age, the Mister will decide—through the will of the Mother—if he is worthy enough to lay with the remaining goddesses on the Hidden Womb. Those that the Mister deems not to be worthy, serve on the watch posts that protect the Mother’s Island.
“The Hidden Womb is an island much like our own,” the Mister would teach. “However, this particular island was chosen by the Mother to hide Her most precious of goddesses—Her last to remain in this world. For it is up to the chosen few brothers to lay with these goddesses to give us more brothers, and perhaps goddesses, until the Mother sees fit to bring them all back into this world.”
The end of the teachings was the time all of the brothers looked forward to most. It meant some would experience a vision. When the Mister felt a brother was of age and earned his chance, he would take them to the vision chamber. There, they were allowed to indulge themselves in ways not allowed anywhere else on the island. Owin never had this chance but he knew it would be coming soon. He just had to wait, but the waiting tortured him every morning and night as he lay on his bed. He trusted the Mister and never disobeyed the Mother’s teachings. So waiting was all he could do.
 



 
Life is essentially meaningless. There is inherently no pattern to our lives, only ones we create. This is not a negative, it simply means we are all free. 
Lennam’s Journal
Student of the Knowledgeable Arts 
 
 
 
 



Baskie
VISITOR TO THE WEIRD ISLAND
The island’s coast was in sight as he rowed towards its white sandy beach. He hadn’t been back to the weird island in nearly a year. It was safe there; that’s why Baskie visited every so often. The old Mister and the boys acted strangely but he considered some to be friends. They made up stories like nearly everywhere else in the Known World and actually believed them; gods and ghosts, worshiping them and hoping that they would save them from their sins…fuckwits. On this island they spoke of the Mother. Just another made-up deity who seemed overly concerned about what mere mortals were up to or if they had faith. Baskie would play along in the few times he had visited. It seemed to be enough to satisfy the Mister that he was no threat to his little herd.
The old Mister let him stay in one of their pods, as they called them, the couple of times Baskie had visited the island. He liked the strangely-shaped, grass-roofed, timber pods because they were warm and away from the wind and rain. The rooms had clean, fresh air which got him away from all of the grass and seeds that made his eyes puff up and his nose run and itch throughout the warm-season.
The bit that Baskie didn’t like about the weird island were the shit lessons that he and the boys were made to sit through. The old Mister would go on for hours about goddesses and all the things that you weren’t allowed to do. “If you are to stay under the Mother’s roof on this, Her most sacred place, then you must learn Her ways,” the old man had once told him.
He liked it on the island though, because it was also the only place he went where they wouldn’t ask him where his parents were and where he came from.
The boys here had trials in the warm-season where they fought hand-to-hand and with staffs. He was never allowed to take part though. One of the island-boys told him all about it and this time he wanted to fight. His friend Kiko, the Blind-Seer, taught him many skills in the time he was away from the island. Here, he could test them in relative safety. Testing them on the streets of Narscape, or the wilds of Vostos, would likely get him killed. Only a fuckwit provokes an attack, he would hear Kiko saying in her strange broken way. Her wisdom always flowed through his head, whether he wanted to hear it or not.
He hauled his boat up onto the sand and walked up the beach towards the grass. The midday sun beat down but the wind from the salt water blew cold, making his skin pimple and messed up his already scruffy, wiry, brown hair. Baskie’s skinny arms hung out of a white cotton vest that was becoming less and less white every day. His legs (more thickset than his upper body) poked out of white shorts which came to just above his knees. Noises echoed around his stomach as it called for food. The last time he ate was yesterday at sundown, when he stole half a roast glump from Redhorn (one of the outposts he had snuck past to get to the island). He’d also been rowing his small boat for the last five hours.
All the islands around here were strange. On Lonely Watch, there are four older boys who sit there, day and night, just watching for people who might come along and invade the weird island. Why the Mister was so paranoid, Baskie didn’t understand. The boys on this island can fight like warriors. They can fire arrows. They seem to believe so much in that Mother of theirs, and that old bastard bangs on about Her and how powerful She is, they should have fuck-all to worry about. 
The watches that the Mister had set up to protect his island never impressed Baskie. He’d managed to steal food and weapons from Lonely Watch on their tiny rock of an island. He’d managed to sneak past Redhorn even in broad daylight. He’d slept in one of the chambers in Far Point to escape a storm once and he’d climbed to the fort they call the Nest to take a shit in one of their chamber pots just because he wanted to.
One person can evade an army of fuckwits, he heard the Blind-Seer’s words in his head again. And that’s how he liked it: one person. He didn’t need anybody else…just him…and he was free.
When he reached the first sparse, hardy shoots of grass after the sandy beach, he felt the puffiness growing in his nose and eyes. It was like an itch he couldn’t scratch and he would often softly punch his own nose in frustration. Moving down the gentle grass slope, he saw the roofs of the two pods, arching out of the ground. From the side, they blended almost seamlessly into the surrounding green fields on account of the arc of the roof being covered in grass. But from the front, its timber wall, round windows and circular door stood out, brown and sharp. He couldn’t wait to get into one of their warm baths and then into a soft bed. He hadn’t slept in a bed for over two moon-turns. Beds make you weak, he remembered being taught, but surely a few nights would help revitalize him. And they always have nice food on the Mother’s Island.
Away in the distance, was the big gray House of the Mother, where all the island-boys went to listen to the Mister’s ridiculous teachings. It was also where the old Mister lived. Baskie always thought it odd that the house was encircled by ten standing stones, identical to the decas that were used as places of worship in the Ten Kingdoms. Baskie had seen them wherever he traveled in the Known World but only the people of the Ten Kingdoms believed they were built by gods; supposedly to link and bind the Known World together. Of course, as the population grew again after the Great Poison, more decas were erected by the growing number of fuckwits wishing to follow the absurd faith of the Ten.
Why is there one here on the weird island? He never bothered to ask about it the last time he visited here—or anywhere else that he saw them. Why bother asking when all you’ll get is an earful of made up shite?
He made his way to the nearest pod and pressed his ear to the warm grain of the wall, listening. Silence. He looked across the grass field and then backed away from the wall. Baskie sidestepped to the lower part of the arching, grass-covered roof of the wooden dwelling. He craned his neck to see over the pod to the field behind. Nobody else was around. A last check through one of the circular windows confirmed he was alone.
He eased open the round door and went inside. All was quiet but the boards creaked underfoot. The wood was warm and smooth. The first room he walked into had soft seats and an unlit fire at one side. On the low table in the middle of the space, was a bowl full of apples. He dived over one of the chairs, grabbed a shiny red apple and crunched into it. It wasn’t as satisfying as a piece of cooked meat, but his empty stomach was thankful. Snatching another one from the bowl, he sank back into the soft chair and lay back. His aching body numbed and he felt his eyelids beginning to close.
He woke to voices around him. “Look, he’s back,” a lowered voice said. Baskie kept his eyes closed, ready to move. Let the fuckwits make the first move.
“He’s not been here in ages,” another one said as he heard footsteps closing around him. Baskie opened his eyes and jumped out of the chair into a crouch on the floor.
“You’re such a jumpy bastard,” one of them said. Baskie remembered this boy’s face. It was Saul, one of the older island-boys. This one had taught him a little about fighting the last time he was here. Saul was also the first boy Baskie had met when he initially found the island over two years ago. “Where have you been?” Saul reached out a hand which Baskie quickly jumped back from and slapped away. “Jumpy fucker.” Saul laughed.
Baskie cracked a smile, saying, in a shaky voice, “It’s just ’cause you look like a dodgy bastard.”
He meant it in jest but it was true…Saul did look like a dodgy bastard. His skin wasn’t as clear as Baskie remembered from his last visit to the island. Gray circles drooped under his eyes. His teeth weren’t as shining white as those of the other island-boys. Even Saul’s hair appeared unkempt.
Saul laughed and looked round at the other two boys who Baskie didn’t recognize. “I love this little bugger!” He reached out and punched Baskie lightly on the arm before he could dodge out of the way.
“Who is he?” asked a boy with yellow hair.
“His name’s Baskie, the Mister got me to look out for him the other times he was on the island. You were staying in the other pod last time,” Saul said, as he picked up Baskie’s apple core from the ground.
The yellow-haired boy looked at Baskie, declaring, “He can’t stay here if he’s not a chosen brother.”
“Fuck off, Frazer! I like him. He makes me laugh. Eh?” Saul looked over at Baskie still crouched on the floor.
Baskie forced a sort of smile at Saul. He felt quite safe with Saul around. Quite safe… Only fuckwits feel totally safe, the Blind-Seer’s words echoed in his mind.
“I make you laugh too though, don’t I?” piped ‘Yellow Boy’.
Who is this guy?
He sounds like a begging whore.
“You make me more than laugh, brother.” Saul laughed.
What did that mean?
Yellow Boy smiled back, almost looking proud. 
“Frazer, go back to our room. I’ll be there soon,” Saul said, winking. Yellow Boy went off, banging the door closed behind him. “So why are you here then?”
I needed to be safe for a while, he wanted to say. Never show weakness. “I came back so you could teach me to fight more. I’ve learned lots too,” Baskie said, in a less shaky voice. And I’m going to kick all of your arses in the trials. He held his tongue on that part.

“Where the fuck have you been all this time?” Saul asked.
“Everywhere. Just loads of different places.” He didn’t want to reveal all the places he’d been and things he’d learnt. He tried to get Saul onto another subject. “So can you teach me more?”
“You make me laugh so much, you weird little shit.” Saul smiled.
You’re not laughing though. “Will you?!” Baskie snapped. Saul’s piss-taking was beginning to grate.
“Alright, brother,” Saul said to Baskie, standing up. “You go back to sleep if you want. I’ve got to go do something through there.” He pointed to what Baskie assumed was his bedchamber. “Then I’ll go and let the Mister know you’re back. If you stay long enough you could watch the trials.”
I don’t just want to watch them.
The first time he saw one of the trials was more than two years ago. It was the initial thing he saw when he arrived on the island for the very first time. It was one moon-turn since he ran away from his home in the kingdoms and he came across the island by chance on his stolen boat. As he walked up the beach, he thought the island was his own, totally deserted, until he heard the cheering. He hid behind the slope leading up to the grass and popped his head over to see what was happening. A crowd, all of them wearing blue robes, gathered in a circle around fifty footfalls away. An old man in white stood still in a bustling crowd of blue. Baskie remembered his eyes puffing up and his nose getting itchy. The crowd gave a roaring cheer. Then silence fell. He sneezed. It just came out. Ducking below the slope again, he felt another coming. Aaachooo! He buried his face in his arms, trying to stop the noise getting out. He heard the crowd again, cheering and laughing. The pressure went from his nose and he decided to have another look.
What he saw was like a slap in the face. The old man in white and one of the boys in blue were halfway between the crowd and the slope. They were coming his way. All of a sudden their eyes were locked onto him. He froze. The boy ran towards him but the old man raised his hand and shouted, “Hold, Saul.” The boy stopped instantly. The gray-haired man crouched, staring at Baskie. “Fear not, my friend. We mean you no harm.”
The last person to say that did mean me harm, Baskie thought as his heartbeat thumped through his body.
The man in white and the boy in blue were walking towards him, no more than ten footfalls away.
“What is your name, my friend?” The old man stretched out an arm in a long white sleeve.
“Baskie,” he whispered.
“Blue eyes…” the elderly man said quietly, as if to nobody. That’s when Baskie noticed the pair of old brown eyes staring back at him. “Saul, take Baskie to your pod and let him have some of our roast gogor from last night. He looks hungry.” The smile on the aged man’s face seemed friendly and the sound of roast gogor made Baskie’s mouth water. They were ugly, mud-dwelling, snorting beasts but produced the tastiest, salty meat in the Known World.
The boy in blue bowed to the old man. “Yes, Mister.” He walked faster towards Baskie who was frozen to the spot. A firm hand grabbed his wrist and gave him little choice but to follow.
The old man in white started walking back over to the crowd. “Best take him along the shore so he is not seen. I will need to decide how to proceed. Can you fill him in on the ways while I make my excuses? I will join you shortly.”
“Yes, Mister.” The boy in blue started walking with Baskie along the sand, keeping below the ridge. “Where are you from? We don’t get many visitors.” The boy in blue stared ahead. He’d occasionally check over the ridge to make sure others from the crowd hadn’t wandered to see what was happening.
“I ran away.”
“Ran away from what?”
Baskie didn’t answer.
“Look, the Mister will help you. You look like one of us.” He pointed at Baskie’s eyes. “All the brothers have blue eyes. You can be one of us and the Mister will protect you. The Mother will protect you,” the boy said, still checking over the slope.
Baskie kept quiet. Does he mean his mother will protect me? The Mister is the old man…How will he be able to protect me? And it’s strange to see an island of boys with blue sight following a common brown-eyed man. That wouldn’t fucking happen back home! He remembered so many questions and thoughts running through his mind.
The boy in blue stopped and crouched. Baskie did the same, taking the opportunity to check out the boy’s face. He had short scruffy hair. Back home, he would be described as a bit of a peasant, but the kind that girls would probably chase. The boy looked like he could fight and get angry when he wanted to. The thing that struck Baskie most was the boy’s eyes: one was blue and the other was brown. He’d never seen anything like it before.
“Okay, see that pod?” The boy pointed over the ridge. Baskie popped his head up over the bank and saw a strange wooden dwelling. Its roof was curved and seemed to arch straight out of the ground at either end. Grass covered the curve which made it look even more like it sprouted from the ground. 
Baskie nodded.
“We’re going to run towards that and then you’ll get food, okay?”
Baskie nodded again. They both dived over the ridge and began to run to the wooden house. It was no more than thirty footfalls away now. He saw the crowd far to his left, but they were too occupied with what was going on in the middle of the big group of blue to take notice.
They arrived at the door. It opened onto a room with soft chairs and a table with a platter of roast gogor. “Help yourself,” said the boy in blue. Baskie didn’t hesitate and ran to the low table in the middle of the room, hunkered onto his knees and ate like a wild animal. The boy laughed from behind him, asking, “When did you last eat?” 
He was too busy eating to answer.
Later, the old man came into the wooden house and said that Baskie would be allowed to stay with them as long as he wanted but he must follow the ways of the Mother. The thing that stuck in Baskie’s head was the Mister asking, “Baskie, have you ever lain with false goddesses?”
“No, Mister,” he replied, not really knowing at the time its meaning. But now, two years later, he realized what he meant that day. They called all women, goddesses. He hadn’t lain with a woman before then. And to this day, nearly two years later, he had still not lain with one.
Even though he hadn’t see the actual fighting on his first visit two years ago, he still remembered the sound of the crowd and how much he wanted to be in the middle of it. And now, knowing what he knows and having been trained by the Blind-Seer, he knew he could take every single one of the fuckwits.
 
 



 
Hal gave His forest as a gift to all mortals to sustain them, heal them and nurture them.
The Gods’ Age Scripture, The Maran 
 



Londenia
FROM DESERT TO FOREST
The thirty-strong party traveled on dunebacks through the desert of Last Kingdom, stopping only during the hottest hours of the day and for a short time each night. Londenia found the dunebacks to be crude creatures. Foul smelling, sandy-colored-fur covered their body and large wobbly hump. As mounts, they swayed from side to side as they made their steady plod over the hot sands—their lippy mouths constantly chewing.
She had most of the comforts that were needed—shelter, warm bedding, food, water, company, protection, but lacked enough water for a bath. She would kill tenfold to sink into hot water and let the sand float from in between her toes.
They were making their way to the Watch Kingdom where they would meet King Stewart of the Wetlands and her father, King Kalon of Long Kingdom. The thought of seeing her father after so many years, filled her with joy but that was still weeks away.
One moon-turn had passed since they received the message from the Still City of Mor. Londenia was frustrated by what she had read. The lack of information contained in Magister Caline’s words was troubling. It spoke of the urgency of their meeting, yes, but did it talk of what the urgency involved? No! That would be too simple. Instead, the magister wrote in riddles of why this must be shown, in person, to the seven kings of reason, as he referred to them. It sounded as if the Still Cities had given up hope of a relationship with the other three kingdoms. 
Magister Caline spoke in his message of a group of ambassadors they had sent to the Beast’s Eye as the first point of contact to warn the kingdoms of this threat. The Beast’s Eye was an island in the middle of a lake and was home to the High Council of the Ten Kingdoms. It was where all the decisions were made and only the selected avatars and the ten kings set foot on its soil. Due to the High Council’s location, nestled in the middle of First Kingdom, which was closest to the Gate Kingdom and Peak Kingdom, it tended to favor them. This was a sore point for the other seven kingdoms.
In the message, it said their ambassadors were attacked by guards from First Kingdom, led by Prince Luxáran. Therefore, they felt it best to bypass High-King Ma’leven, King Zi, King Sáran and the High Council. Instead, they attempted to bring the seven kings of reason to Still City soil—Mor. They need to have a little more faith, instead of running scared at the first threat, Londenia thought, as she bumped up  and down on her duneback. The creature’s long curving neck swayed as it trundled along in the late afternoon blaze of the desert sun. The Still Cities may be godless for the most part but they have never lied to the Ten Kingdoms. They didn’t seem to have any desire for lands other than their own. From what Londenia had heard, the people of the Still Cities were kind and generous. It was for this reason that King Romarus, under Queen Londenia’s advice, decided to make the journey across a large part of the Mortal Realm to meet with them.
That evening, three days of their journey were behind them. The sun disappeared below the horizon and the orange-yellow that had flooded her eyes for the last ten hours was now a cool blue-gray. The world took a breath of cold air. They continued to push on for four more dark hours before stopping to set up camp next to a rocky hill surrounded by the sands of Last Kingdom. Small tents encircled the larger royal dwelling in the middle. Their dunebacks were tied to a hefty stake driven deep into the sands and several fires burned. A smell of meaty stew wafted through the air. Sparkling overhead, the Yod Belt of stars streaked across the clear night sky.
The broken moon—known as Scarred Nahar—hung in the blackness, glowing white. It was once home to the gods. The High-Ten created the lower-gods in their own image and lived among them on Nahar (as it was then known). But the lower-gods sinned and displeased the Ten, so Nahar was destroyed as punishment. Its destruction was felt even in the Mortal Realm. The ground shook and the seas rose and battered the land. Now, one-thousand years on, Scarred Nahar brightened the nights, it marked the passing of time and it served as a reminder of the lower-gods’ penalty for displeasing the High-Ten. This night, the three great craters in the smashed orb were sharp and vivid in the darkness above.
Londenia felt quite homely, even out here, so far from anywhere.
Before they left the main keep of Last Kingdom, her fear turned out to be justified: King Romarus took her sister, Bostonia, as his wife. She still remembered the sights, smells and sounds from that day—an event that should be a joy to watch, but instead filled her with, perhaps unneeded, dread as her sister took her king.
Londenia remembered the two of them standing in front of her as she conducted the joining ceremony in the middle of the deca outside the capital of Last Kingdom. The ten standing stones of the deca encircled the crowd, of near two hundred, come to witness the joining of King Romarus and Bostonia. Romarus wore the traditional white cotton rapping around his waist. The rest of his bare skin glowed in the red light of sunrise. Bostonia also wore a white cotton wrapping around her waist and Londenia was very aware that Romarus’s attention focused on her sister’s bare breasts.
She remembered the ten claps from the crowd. In almost perfect sync, the two hundred clapped their hands together rapidly ten times, followed with the words, So’Chor see them, another ten claps, So’Chor empower them. The wife-to-be unraveled her wrapping from around her waist, while Londenia unraveled the king’s. As she pulled off the layers, many in the crowd were watching intently to see Romarus’s manhood. There were also a few staring at her sister’s lowers too, and although she hated her sister, she found herself being angered at them for dishonoring her on her joining day.
Londenia guided the king forward, pressing the two naked bodies together, face to face and then bound them using Romarus’s white wrapping. “By the power of the Ten Kingdoms and the will of So’Chor, I now join these two bodies within the holy stones of the High-Ten,” she chimed with great strain in her voice. Romarus pressed his lips against Bostonia’s and the crowd chanted the words, they are joined, let the king’s seed flow.
As was tradition, they consummated the arrangement there and then upon the sands in the center of the ten columns of stone. Most of the crowd departed but as was custom, any were welcome to stay and watch the ending of the ceremony. Around a quarter of them did exactly that. Much to the disappointment of the onlookers, Romarus lasted only a few moments before unloading his seed. There were many repeats of this act in the days after their joining of course—five times a day in the royal bedchambers by Londenia’s reckoning. The boy king’s lust was almost constant. 
The whole arrangement had happened so fast but the boy’s mind seemed to work that way; jumping from one thing to the next, never still.
Londenia felt her sister’s presence on this journey would not put the king’s mind in the best place. Therefore she used her close relationship with Celóndas, Last Kingdom’s healer, to work the situation in her favor. “If she is with child, the journey will be very strenuous for her, and you would not want to put your first prince at risk, would you?” she remembered Celóndas prompting Romarus before they left. It wasn’t a complete lie. Her sister could very well be with child. The number of times he was inside her, how could the bitch not be carrying his little prince or princess!
Her twisted sister being so far away from them and the night being so still, calmed her mind as she lay on a blanket in the sand. She heard Romarus wrestling with his personal guard Grey’Gon. “Fuck off! You threw sand.” The king laughed. 
He gets too close to his guards. Especially that one. They are there to protect him, not to be his friends. 
“I’m getting old!” Grey’Gon shouted in jest at the king. “Your Grace is half my age. I need something to give me an advantage.”
Londenia strained around from where she lay. The wrestling two were lit by a smaller campfire next to one of the guard tents. Bwick was (of course) on hand, brushing sand off the king’s cape. Romarus laughed along with the guard. “Half my age? Try four times, you old fuck! What are you…sixty or something?” He slapped Grey’Gon’s face playfully then jumped to lock the guard’s head under his arm. The king let go and flicked him in the balls with a backhand.
Grey’Gon grunted and grabbed himself. “I’ve only had thirty-five years, you bastard,” he rasped and wheezed in jest.
“Nope… No bastard here! Royal blue-eyed blood, mate. Direct bloodline from the gods!” Romarus joked back, flashing nine fingers behind him as insult, then laughed. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Grey’Gon. You can sleep now.”
Londenia saw the guard salute his king with clashing fists in front of his chest even though Romarus had his back to him and was walking to where she lay. At least he keeps some of his formalities, she thought, watching the guard duck into his tent. Bwick trotted after the king as he walked towards her spot next to the fire.
“You can go to sleep for tonight too, Brick,” he said to the shaggy haired halfwit. Bwick bowed and shuffled through the sand towards his tent. Romarus joined her next to the fire. “Do you think Bostonia will be alright just now?” he asked, immediately forcing the conversation as he always did to her sister.
“I’m sure she is fine. You made a wise decision to leave her in the care of the healers at the keep. We have other concerns ahead of us.”
“I just can’t get her out of my head.”
For what reason, I wonder. Are you bored of the women you’ve taken with you or do you truly feel some connection to my sister? “Why don’t you spend some time with Ogla and Lida?”
“No, they don’t talk. I’d rather talk to you for a while.” 
These words gave her a tingle. She liked being his ears and felt comforted that she was the one who likely knew most about him in the world. Even more than her bitch sister. Romarus put his hands down the front of his cotton trousers as he always did when out in the chill of the desert night. He had his thinking face on. “Who made the stars?” he asked. “What are they?”
A question about the world and the sky? This is different coming from him! “You should have listened more during your teachings,” she teased.
“I fell asleep in most of my teachings.” Romarus laughed through his nose.
She rolled onto her side next to him and pointed at his chest. “Well you will listen to Tal Londenia.”
“Teach me then Tal,” he answered, playing along as one of the dunebacks, tied outside the camp, made their manlike grunts at the patrolling guards. “What’s the blue one? I remember a bit about it. It moves around more than the others or something, doesn’t it?”
“That’s right. The Blue Wanderer.” She pointed to the light blue speck of a star directly above their heads. “It has little pattern in its movements across the sky and isn’t used for guidance. It is where Beverine stays to watch over us. She is the only one of the Ten High-Gods that remained close in physical form.”
“Where are the other nine? I sort of know, but I like it when you explain things.” He smiled.
It’s as if I’m reading a child a night-time story. “The other nine High-Gods no longer keep a physical form. They reside around us in spirit and can hear our words. The eleventh, the Fallen One, Soju, takes the form of a shadow and resides in the Soju Expanse.”
Romarus sat up. “Grey’Gon was telling me about the Expanse, how the creatures tried to attack the Ten Kingdoms hundreds of years ago when the Veil disappeared.”
Londenia was impressed that he actually retained information. Perhaps Grey’Gon should be a tal instead of one of the guard. “Grey’Gon is slightly incorrect. They were not creatures. They were the fallen souls of mortals who did not follow the teachings. It is said they staggered into the kingdoms, crossing the former line of the Veil, after Soju broke through its powers. They limped and dragged their lifeless limbs and stiff jaws into First Kingdom. They would bite and eat people alive, blood dripping from their mouths. But High-King Murnur drew them back with the help of the Peak and Gate Kingdoms.” She quoted the more flavorsome stories that her maid had told her from the histories of the Ten Kingdoms as a child.
Romarus’s eyes drifted and then locked back onto her. “So the stars… What are they?”
You really can’t focus on any one thing can you? “The people of the Still Cities say they are like our sun, but they’re so far away they look like dots. We know this to be true also and that Yod’Herem placed them far away so we didn’t get blinded by their light. He placed them in such a pattern that we can use them to find our way across the land and sea. Back in the Gods’ Age, mortals didn’t require the stars to navigate. The gods gifted them with powerful devices that could be held in the palm of your hand that would show the way. When the gods left us, they gave us the knowledge of the stars but took away their gifts. The magisters and other people of the Still Cities don’t believe the Ten put the stars in the sky.”
“Who did then?” Romarus asked.
“The Ten did!” Londenia slapped him on the shoulder with a smile. “Most of the people of the Still Cities have no faith. They don’t believe what we believe.”
“But we trust them so much that we’ve left our home and are traveling through the desert. And I’ve left Bostonia behind.”
“Yes, but they have great knowledge. My father used to speak of the many wonders they have created in the Still Cities. They too have devices much like our gods once gifted us and took away. Even their own dwellings have luxuries we do not possess in the Ten Kingdoms. But with regards to this threat—they say they have proof of what they speak of and it is imperative we see it.”
“What does imperative mean?”
Indeed… She realized why the magisters insisted on face to face contact with the kings.
Not that the other kings were as brainless as Romarus, but they had a stubbornness built into them. Words would be unlikely to sway them. It would be seeing that would get them to believe this threat spoken so gravely of. “Don’t worry yourself about such things. You go and get some sleep. I’m sure Ogla and Lida will be waiting for you.” She forced a smile.
The king removed his hands from his trousers, stood and stuck his arse out at her. “Sure you won’t join in?” he bantered.
She couldn’t help but laugh and took the opportunity to reach up and slap his arse. “I’m your queen! Now go, or you’ll be wrestling me instead of Grey’Gon, and I never lose.” Londenia winked.
“Would never happen,” he jested as he pecked her forehead and winked back. She shook her head and another laugh escaped. She watched him jog over to the royal tent. A loud bout of pants and moans proceeded for some time and then she was alone with the quiet of the desert again. Only the occasional chatter between the two guards on duty, walking around the camp with fire torches in hand, interrupted the still night. Strangely contented in that moment next to the fire, she could barely bring herself to move an arm to reach for her cup of wine. Her eyes closed and her heart beat shallowly, as she drifted off.
After facing six more days of sun, dust, sand, and creeping things crawling out from under foot, the sight of the tall trees ahead was very much welcomed. They stood at the edge of the desert; a wall of gray-blue giants. Hackle Trees, Londenia remembered her father telling her when she visited here as a child. The urge to run to their shade was overwhelming but Queen Londenia kept a steady pace with her party. After what felt like a hundred thousand more footfalls, they were under the shade of the giant trees of Hal’s Forest. The shade felt like a cool mist and a calming hand on top of her head.
From her visit as a youth, she remembered the sheer massiveness of the great woods and assumed the hackle trees seemed so large because she was but a child. However, even now the huge twisted silver trunks and canopies of blue were as large as ever. They hadn’t reached the start of the forest and were yet to stand under one of the towering beasts, but the waning afternoon sun cast shadows from the forest, over the desert, for two hundred footfalls or more.
They were close to Hal Tal, the largest place of healing in the Ten Kingdoms. It was here they would rest and stock up on food and infusions before moving on to the Watch Kingdom. Since the beginning of the Ten Kingdoms, the temple of Hal Tal was where all healers came to learn their trade.
At the edge of the forest, the party stopped and dismounted the dunebacks. Londenia hopped down onto the last bit of sand, then stepped onto the first shoots of grass she had seen in years. The oversized tree trunks stood in numbers as far as her eyes could penetrate. She reached out and touched the bark. The might of the great tree flowed through her fingertips. The air was fresh and the forest had a tranquil tone in both sound and light. Hal’s Forest had an ancient feel about it and—as with the god of healing, life and death that it was named after—it in no way felt as if its life would ever end.
From the border of the trees, Celóndas took the lead. She had spent her youth in Hal Tal learning the craft that had allowed her to become the chief healer of Last Kingdom. “It is likely we will reach Hal Tal within a few hours,” she said. The healer turned to King Romarus who was pulling on a slim-fitting burgundy overcoat. For somebody who has only ever known the heat of the desert, he was likely feeling the chill coming from the shade of Hal’s Forest. He buttoned up the snug-fitting collarless jacket all the way to his neck. Celóndas asked the boy king, “Does Your Grace wish to rest here for a while or shall we proceed?”
Romarus instinctively looked to Londenia for guidance. She smiled and turned away.
“We’ll keep going,” the king declared. “It will be dark soon and it would be best for our brown-eyed people to not have to travel by fire torch.” He spoke as if it was a speech written for him.
“It is likely they will still have to use fire for an hour but at least half of our journey will still be lit by the sun,” Celóndas answered. She had forty-two years but the way she held herself, and with the tone of her skin, her bright-blue eyes and her groomed jet-black hair, she could pass for ten years younger. She had an energy and caring nature that Londenia adored and fed off in times of need and sorrow. 
Although Celóndas was Romarus’s elder by more than twenty-five years, the boy king would jest with her about how she should become his wife. Londenia found the relationship the two had together, innocent and genuine.
Celóndas sang out to the entire party with a smile on her face, “Remember there are tribes in this forest. The ones in these parts are generally friendly but struggle with the Known Tongue. If we come across them, show them your empty hands as a gesture of peace. Do not smile until they smile at you first. Let’s go.” Her cheerful energy was that of a tal taking her learners on an expedition.
There was a clear path winding its way through the giant trunks. The trees were widely spaced, giving Hal’s Forest an open feel, with little other vegetation. The sheer size of the tree canopies roofed the landscape. The only sunlight reaching the floor was a dim blue, filtered by the wide cyan hackle leaves. Distant squawks broke the silence of the forest as the party slowly snaked in between the trunks.
King Romarus looked up at the leaves and brushed his hand over every silvery buttress-route and trunk he passed. Londenia realized this must have been the first time the boy had ever seen a tree, or anything other than sand for that matter. Looking equally as stunned and out of place, were their dunebacks. All were without their riders and being led through the forest. Their constant chewing picked up a nervous pace. She gave the one she had by the reigns, a scratch behind the ear to calm it, and received a thankful deep mortal-like groan in return.
Darkness gained on them gradually as the light began to fade. Londenia’s eyes grew used to the gloom. The hugging white cottons she wore warmed her legs but her bare arms began to prickle. She was very conscious that her nipples had become visible through her thin white bodysuit so she pulled away a warm fur that was slung over her duneback’s back and wrapped it around her shoulders and chest. Eventually, they lit five fire sticks spread throughout the worming line of near thirty guards as it weaved its way along the forest path. The fire was for the benefit of those with brown eyes who began to slow and fumble. Celóndas, Londenia and Romarus, with their blue-sight, strode along the path with little need to be close to one of the torches. Bwick stuck close to his king and seemed as startled as the dunebacks by his new surroundings and growing darkness but tried to hide his angst unconvincingly if anybody looked his way.
“We’re not far, Your Grace,” Celóndas said, turning her head to Romarus as she marched at the front of their line. “We are less than five hundred footfalls from the valley. Then you will see the temple fires.”
Romarus barely seemed to take notice. He kept looking above and all around.
The path began to climb gradually. At the point Londenia felt herself getting out of breath, it leveled out and they were overlooking a clearing below. The light from the broken moon lit the sharp lines of a massive, gray pyramid with torches running up the sloping edges. The temple of Hal Tal must have been seventy footfalls in all directions—including up. In random intervals on the stepped slopes of the great structure, trees were growing. None were hackle trees like the surrounding forest, and each looked different. Some of the trunks were gnarled and twisted, while others curved with perfect form. Around the bottom of Hal Tal, there was a black gap, making the pyramid look as if it was floating.
They descended the slope, the temple growing in front of them as they neared it. Londenia watched Celóndas. The healer beamed a proud smile as she led them to what was her home and had been her place of learning for so long. 
“So this is why you complain your chambers are too small, Celo?” Londenia shouted in jest to the front of the line.
Her friend laughed and turned her head, shouting back, “Wait until you see the size of their baths, Londi.”
A bath! How wonderful that will be in a place as tranquil as this. 
The gray stone of Hal Tal had a roughness to it and was covered in blue-green moss. Its imperfections made the slanting, floating pyramid blend into its surroundings. The temple was, of course, not floating. As she passed under it, and her eyes became used to the further darkness, Londenia saw the substantial stone pillars holding up the structure above. It was as if a square version of the forest had been created with a heavier stone roof in place of the blue leaf canopy they had come from. The pillar in the center of the structure was round—thicker than the others—and had an archway leading to a spiraling stair, lit with fire torches. A robed figure emerged from the warmly lit stairwell.
“Tal Marith, you have not aged a day,” Celóndas called to the old (but healthy looking) woman who took her hood down to reveal a pleasant, welcoming smile.
“My clever Celóndas, you are far too kind,” the tal called back in a motherly tone, her arms outstretched. All over the Ten Kingdoms, those most knowledgeable in their craft would gain the title of tal, which meant they passed on their knowledge to others. Tal Marith looked to be sixty (if she was a day) but had a healthy glow to her pale skin and brown eyes. Her silver hair was cut short like a boy’s and her teeth shone a bright white. “We were surprised to hear of your travels and are informed that seven of the ten kings travel to Mor. Is this true?”
“I will let my royal Queen Londenia and King Romarus inform you of the details but yes, this is indeed true,” Celóndas said, incorrectly introducing a queen before a king.
I doubt Romarus will mind, he seems rather distracted with his first trip through a forest and this large mass of rock above our heads.
Celóndas continued, “May I introduce His Grace, King Romarus, son of Locutus and ruler of Last Kingdom.”
The boy king stood five footfalls away from the tal, still looking up, musing at the stone, looming overhead.
When he didn’t step forward at this introduction, Tal Marith went forward and knelt in front of one of the guards. “King Romarus, it is an honor to meet you. I met your father when he was but a boy and…”
The scene was so awkward that Londenia found herself frozen, watching it unfold.
Romarus had heard his name enough times to snap out of his daydream and went forward to the kneeling tal. “They did not tell me that tals were so delightful.” He raised her to her feet with a gentle lift of her right hand and pressed his lips to the back of it.
Charmer, Londenia thought as she watched her boy king do what he does best.
Tal Marith, for all her years, seemed like a giggling girl. “Please forgive me, Your Grace. I did not expect one so youthful of face.”
“It’s fine. This place is…amazing. I’ve never seen so many trees before.” The pair began to walk towards the large round pillar that housed the staircase. “And this place…Hal Tal…it’s far bigger than anything in Last Kingdom.”
Marith walked beside Romarus. “You know that Hal Tal was raised by the god of life, healing and death to provide a place to study the infusions and healing properties of His forest.” She spoke of how Hal plucked the rock from the ground and carved it into shape. She sounded like a grandmother telling tales to her favorite grandchild. Romarus listened intently, for once.
“I suppose we follow them in?” Londenia called to Celóndas with a shrug and pursed lips after being ‘left on the doorstep’ as it were. 
“Our king has made a good impression, it seems,” Celóndas mumbled out of one side of her mouth. “I will show you to the guest quarters, assuming they haven’t changed the layout since I left.” She beckoned the thirty-strong party inside.
The staircase was only wide enough for two to stand side by side as they climbed. Their bodies moving past the torches made the orange flames dance on the walls. The stairwell opened up into a large space, which took up the entire length and breadth of Hal Tal. There were no rooms dividing it and the north-facing wall was clear. It looked out onto the wide forest beyond, bathed in soft white moonlight from Scarred Nahar. A soft carpet was underfoot. Although in such a large space with a roof three times Londenia’s height, it felt homely and comforting. A hundred fire torches in stands edged the room, lighting it dimly. 
Romarus stood at the large glass wall with Tal Marith next to him, pointing out to the forest. Her hands danced, forming shapes as her gentle voice drifted across the restful space. Londenia heard Tal Marith pass on her knowledge to the boy king: “Hal is not the most powerful of the Ten because he is the god of life… He is the most powerful because he is also the god of death; something that all mortals must face…at least once.” Tal Marith ruffled Romarus’s hair as if he were an infant, then turned to face the rest of the party, smiling. “Celóndas, perhaps you could show everybody to their living quarters. They are on the sixth platform. I wish to speak to Queen Londenia and King Romarus, to hear of their news from Mor.”
Celóndas smiled and bowed her head, turning to Londenia with wide eyes.
“This is fine, Celo,” Londenia told her. “And thank you for guiding us. Sleep well and we will speak in the morning.” She then dismissed the guards. They bowed their heads to her, then turned to Romarus, clashing their fists in front of their chest in salute to him and were led to a doorway on the east wall.
The three of them stood in the warmth of the great hall in the temple of Hal Tal, looking out on the endless forest. The blue leaves looked a dark gray in the muted light from Scarred Nahar.
“You have a most wondrous home here,” said Londenia.
“We mustn’t think of this as our home. We are guests in Hal’s home…in His forest,” Tal Marith corrected, soft and precise.
“Of course, then we are all very lucky to be guests in His home.” As Londenia spoke she felt such calmness from the old tal.
“I fear that the tidings you received from Mor were not of a good nature.” Her warm tones were directed at Londenia.
“They were…worrying, yes. They spoke of a threat to our very way of life that could rival the Great Poison.”
“If it is something potentially more terrible than the Great Poison, then this is indeed most grave. Even we who study the art of healing, still do not understand the full nature of the Great Poison that the gods brought upon those disbelievers. And we have had near one thousand years to learn of it. The poison that Hal brought, took nearly half of all women and all but a few men of blue-sight.
“It was a horrible death that killed within hours. Millions were wiped out in the space of a moon-turn. Faces blackened, nails withered, the hairs would fall from your scalp. A fever would burn through you and your own body would turn against itself until life faded. And even after the deaths, there is the matter of only those males of blue-sight being able to breed…although I am sure you are aware that, over the centuries, this seems to be changing. Villages all over the kingdoms grow in number without influence of males with blue-sight. Or so we are led to believe, but the kings and blue-eyed lords deny such rumors, of course.” When Marith finished explaining, she looked to Londenia.
As the old tal turned her back on Romarus, he took the opportunity to put his hands on the huge glass wall. Londenia found his childish exploring distracting. He began to press his lips against the surface and puff his cheeks out. Thank the Ten she can’t see this. “I cannot comprehend a thing more terrible than the Great Poison. Magister Caline was adamant in his letter that the kings should see their evidence of this new threat for themselves.”
“But not all of the kings as I understand it.”
“No, they only requested Long Kingdom, Last Kingdom, the Broken Arm, the Bay, the Dead Cities and the Wetlands. And of course your own Watch King.”
“My lady, we do not belong to any of the kingdoms. We serve them all. But yes, we do work closely with King Servin and his people,” the old tal politely corrected. “But why not the other three?” As Tal Marith asked this, Londenia suspected she already knew the answer.
Romarus continued to amuse himself by breathing on the glass and drawing pictures. She endeavored to remain focused. “They tried to speak with them first. They sent ambassadors to the Beast’s Eye but they were attacked by guards belonging to High-King Ma’leven, led by Prince Luxáran.”
“Now we mustn’t think of the High Council on the Beast’s Eye as belonging to only some of the kingdoms. Much like Hal Tal, it is for all ten.” The old tal was making correcting Londenia a habit. 
You surely cannot believe that the High Council is unbiased, Londenia wanted to say but held her tongue and simply nodded politely. She brought the subject back to the message: “The magisters spoke of keeping an open mind. They felt that High-King Ma’leven, King Zi and King Sáran wouldn’t…” she hesitated, trying to think of something tactful to say.
“Do not worry, my young queen. We know of the narrow mindedness of the First, Peak and Gate Kingdoms and of the corruptions of the High Council.” Marith’s words were a relief. “I am sure we are both aware of their…histories and, shall we say, extreme interpretations of the Ten’s teachings. A direct attack on the consulate from the Still Cities would not have helped matters.”
“Indeed. And I was glad to see that the magisters did not lump the Ten Kingdoms into one.” 
“The magisters of the Still Cities may not be believers in the Ten, but they are not fools. I wonder, however, if they have received word back from King Anthony. The King of the Dead Cities has been rather quiet of late. We have regular contact with all of the kingdoms as you well know but we have not had any communication with him in over a year. Some say he has crossed the forbidden boundaries of the Dead Cities and found new knowledge that he does not wish to share with anybody outside of his kingdom.” 
Marith spoke of the kingdom that Londenia found the most strange. It was a place where the people lived in the land between the largest cities in the Mortal Realm. But the cities themselves lay empty. Vast sprawls of structures (some far taller than Hal Tal) lay waste and nature had all but reclaimed them. Great fear surrounded the five Dead Cities that the gods and mortals once inhabited together back in the Gods’ Age. It is said death follows those who enter. But the Kingdom of the Dead Cities has never been an aggressive one. Its king was generally held in great regard by the others. After all, he was the one charged with guarding the forbidden boundaries of the five Dead Cities and entrusted never to enter them.
Trying to ignore Romarus’s breath-art on the glass, Londenia suggested, “If he has entered the cities then he is likely dead.”
“We have word that he is still alive and I hope for this to be true, as King Anthony, and his line before him, have done nothing but serve the kingdoms. It would be a great loss. But it is concerning that he has become almost reclusive towards the other kingdoms. It is said that the gods left great knowledge within those long dead cities, and great power. Devices containing unexplained sorcery—tools that you could not imagine in your wildest of dreams. King Anthony will be well aware that the Ten cursed those cities and poisoned them until the day we are ready to learn such information and wield such power. The King of the Dead Cities swears an oath mentioning such curses and secrets,” the old tal explained, still unaware of Romarus’s capers behind her.
“If King Anthony has returned from the Dead Cities alive, perhaps this means we are ready to learn,” Londenia said, wondering why Tal Marith seemed so concerned. “I look forward to meeting King Anthony on our journey.”
“Perhaps you are right. I just fear that such power and knowledge would be dangerous in the hands of just one king. Even one from such a kind and righteous line as King Anthony. Do you not agree, King Romarus?” As the tal turned, Romarus jumped back from the glass, trying to look as casual and intelligent as possible.
The boy king looked blank. “Yes, I agree.”
Fabulous performance, Romarus… Well done, Londenia mused to herself, sarcastically.
“Where do you go to…It’s just I need to…” Romarus fumbled with his hands.
“Your Grace, do you mean you must pass water? Speak true in these walls. We are healers and there is not a bodily function that we have not witnessed.” She laughed softly.
“I need to take a shit,” King Romarus blurted out.
Brilliant… Londenia was sure her face did not hide her bemusement at the king’s candidness.
The old tal had a wonderful nature about her. She simply chuckled and pointed to the doorway that the rest of the party went through earlier. “Turn left and you will find a place ten footfalls on your right.”
Once the king left the large room, they both turned to look out onto the forest again. “Does Celóndas treat him well?” Marith asked.
“Celóndas is wonderful. She has such a kind heart.” Londenia praised her good friend.
“She truly is a loving soul. I was pleased when she found a place in King Locutus’s court and that his son decided to keep her as his chief healer. Or was that under your guidance by any chance, Queen Londenia?” It was as if the old tal was trying to get to a point.
“Yes, I did recommend to Romarus that Celóndas would serve him well.”
“You guide him ably, my young queen. And you know that you will have to do this many times to come?” Marith put a calming hand on Londenia’s shoulder as if she could sense the burden she faced.
“He is just a boy.”
“A boy who must rule a kingdom and face whatever news is coming to him in the Still Cities,” the old tal pointed out sharply but gave a reassuring squeeze of the shoulder. “I do not doubt the boy’s nature. He has a pure heart and a charming way of him but his mind is still very…unpredictable. He will need you.” Without another word, just a consoling glance, Tal Marith left the room.
Londenia gazed back out into the night, across the hackle trees, wishing her father was here, longing to see his bald head and comforting wise face. King Kalon always knew the correct action to take, or perhaps it just seemed that way because he was her indestructible father. He was the man who raised Romarus’s father and this was also true of King Stewart of the Wetlands, who they would be meeting within the coming quarter moon-turn. Other kings trusted her father enough to send their firstborn to be raised under his guidance. All would be right when she looked on his wise old face again. 
“Where did she go?” The boy king’s question interrupted her thoughts.
“I don’t know. We talked and she…” Londenia lost track of her words as she watched a flock of wide-winged birds rise from the dark forest, up into the night sky, crossing in front of the broken moon. Romarus joined her again by the glass wall and stood watching them too.
He put an arm around her and leaned his head on her chest.
I don’t know if he is comforting me, or if he is in need of my comfort. Perhaps we need each other’s comfort in such uncertain times, Londenia thought. “Did you find the place to do your business then?”
“I fucking hope so, or some tal’s going to get a surprise when they open their cupboard.”
Neither of them laughed, they just took a deep breath and tried to forget their troubles, even if it was just for that night.
As the evening drew late, there was the usual performance from Romarus and one of his horde. This time, it was a little thing with blonde hair, called Reeri. The screaming seemed to be louder since Romarus took to entering his wenches. Londenia busied herself with some letters at the far side of the warm, stone bedchamber they were given. Much like the great hall before, one side was fully open to the forest, separated only with a sheet of glass. If there are tribes close by, they will be getting quite the show, she mused. The room was well lit with three torches on each of the stone walls. When the king was finished, the wench left. Londenia barred the door, before they received the usual visit from Bwick. A knock came after the king and queen laid down ready for sleep but after a few attempts, they heard footsteps move away.
“I feel really bad we didn’t answer him,” Romarus said with a nervous laugh, turning over on his side to face Londenia.
“He’ll have just thought he got the wrong room. Don’t trouble yourself.”
“You always know how to make me feel better about things. How do you do that?” 
His words made her feel a tingling inside. It was a happy feeling that she could serve her king with such simple words and help a friend.
“I never help you though, or make you feel good,” he said.
She turned onto her side to look Romarus in the eye. “That is not your concern. I am here to serve you and your people.”
Romarus didn’t respond. His blue eyes stared at her as he slid closer. The warm hand of her sister’s husband moved up her leg to the place where no one had ever touched. Moving away would have been what a queen (and a loyal sister) should have done but the sensations wouldn’t let her. Turning onto her back, she widened her legs. Her boy king knelt next to her on the bed with his eyes focused on her groin. His arms and torso looked smooth and flawless, with the torchlight casting perfect shadows on his skin. If he was only slightly further up the bed, she could reach out and embrace him. 
Londenia looked down her chest and stomach to Romarus’s fingers. As they toyed lightly with her lower lips, she threw her head back. Tickles rolled like waves over her whole body. She stretched forward to pull her boy king back to lie next to her and wrapped an arm around his strong shoulders. She blurted without thought, “Don’t stop.”
Fingers still teased and the waves grew stronger. Her grip on Romarus’s body tightened. His face focused on his working hand. The teasing pattern was broken when she felt a finger enter her and for a moment her body buzzed and skin pimpled. Yearning to press her lips against his, Londenia leaned towards the boy king’s focused face but his gaze remained fixed on his gift to her. His fingers inside her moved in ways she couldn’t understand. The feelings they created made her ache for him. The waves were becoming a fire warming throughout her body. She ran her nails down his contoured hairless chest as the flame inside her became violent and every worry left her mind. A wetness grew as she let her king take complete control of her body and fully occupy her thoughts. She caught a glimpse of Romarus’s lips curling. Then the feeling took her. Londenia felt herself throb with pleasure around his fingers. Her very core rumbled and the boy king’s gift rippled over her skin.
She felt a calm like no other. Romarus leaned over her and pressed his lips to her forehead, and whispered, “Night Blessings.” She could smell his comforting musk as his head lifted. A hand brushed her breast, making her skin tingle. 
As she watched Romarus lay next to her and slowly drift off to sleep, she would have given the world to embrace him. But she did not want to be the one to initiate another inappropriate act. His warm thigh rested against her leg under the covers. That small piece of contact was all she had as she drifted off into a dreamless sleep.
She woke to the dawn flooding through the glass wall behind the oversized bed. Romarus was still asleep as she slid out from under the covers. Her body felt like long grass blowing in a gentle breeze. She slipped on her white silk robe and turned to glance at Romarus, who was lying peacefully. For a moment, she allowed herself to remember his fingers inside her but the realization that
he was her king, made her come to her senses. I should not have let him do that. I should have refused! It is my place to guide him. If anybody were to ever find out… 
She thought for a moment, trying to form a list of consequences for her actions, but this turned out to be a struggle. It was frowned upon for a king and queen to pleasure each other in such ways, but there were no laws against it. However, if the act became known, her sister would kill her and Romarus would lose respect from his people. There is no telling how some of the kingdoms would react either. Cretins, she thought, as she pictured the First, Peak and Gate kings outraged at such a pathetic, unimportant act. They would likely have the High Council make up some new law to make it punishable. Nobody will ever find out, and even if they did, it is unlikely her rather bleak and pessimistic predictions would ever actually happen.
Londenia despised how she worried about every situation and tried to extrapolate all possible outcomes before they happened. But at the same time, she felt this was what gave her an edge. It allowed her to have a plan for any situation. This is perhaps why the message from Mor frustrated her so much as it was impossible to predict, even vaguely, what the situation might be. There were so many elements to take into consideration, that plans could not be made.
Romarus stirred. Londenia turned away quickly, avoiding eye contact, busying herself at the dressing table by the foot of the bed. She brushed her hair, looking into the large mirror. Two stretching arms popped up at the bottom of the reflection, and then a head. “Did you sleep well?” Romarus asked, mid-stretch.
“Yes,” she chirped, avoiding his eyes in the mirror. Why can’t I look at him?
“Are you okay?” the boy king asked, propping himself up against the glass wall with sleepy eyes and ‘pillow-face’. “Did I not do it right for you last night?”
I don’t really have anything to compare it with, she thought, remembering the intense feelings. “It was…very good…but we should not speak of these things again.” Londenia continued to brush her hair and didn’t look to see the reaction to her words. She heard Romarus slump back into the pillows. I do want to speak of it again. “I did sleep well though…Your Grace.” She gave a quick reassuring smile into the mirror but there was nobody to receive it.
They broke their fast outside on a wooden decked area risen ten footfalls above the forest floor. The sunlight slanted through the blue leaves of the hackle trees and glared off the glass side of Hal Tal. The circular deck, joined by a wooden walkway on the second floor of the pyramid, held all of Last Kingdom’s party, along with five tals playing host. Tal Marith sat at the royal table along with a jolly, plump tal who went by the name of Golba. She had an infectious squawking laugh and a habit of playfully hitting anybody who made her chortle. Londenia sat opposite Romarus. The two short-haired women were between them, around the circular table.
“We heard you last night, you scamp!” Golba jested, with a roaring cackling.
Londenia felt her heart skip. I don’t remember making any noises when Romarus—
Golba let out another roaring laugh and slapped Romarus on the arm.
I have to stop being so paranoid, Londenia thought, as she realized the plump tal was referring to the boy king. His session was rather vocal last night and Reeri wasn’t shy with her screaming. Panic over, her thoughts turned to this woman’s lack of etiquette. How can I put this diplomatically? “A king’s actions in the bedchamber should not be discussed around the serving table,” she warned, then leaned in and whispered lightly, “However you will sleep easier after our leaving, I’m sure.” This was not meant to cause hilarity, just an attempt to lighten her etiquette lesson, but Golba let out a rip-roaring cackle again. This one has definitely felt Lomber’s touch!  
Tal Marith stepped in, saying, “So…do tell us what your plans are. Does Your Grace mean to leave us quickly or are you staying to eat with us at midday?” The old tal looked to Romarus expecting an answer but his head was lowered next to his bowl. He shoveled blueberries mixed with yogurt into his mouth.
Londenia quickly jumped in: “We mean to leave as early as possible. We are hoping to make it far enough today that we only need spend perhaps two nights at camp in the forest.”
Tal Marith tightened her lips and nodded. “We would enjoy your company for longer, but I do feel that would be best. Some of the tribes have been wandering outwith their usual territories and we have heard of clashes in parts. They do not restrict their use of bladed weapons and will use them unashamedly. There have even been rumors of beheadings. But this could be fanciful stories from travelers wishing to make their journeys sound more adventurous.”
“I’m sure a strapping king like you will keep them at bay, Romarus,” Golba squawked, followed with a loud, lingering guffaw and jolly slap on the boy king’s back.
Londenia received a blueberry stuffed glare from him. Don’t lose it, Romarus. The boy king was never angered with the big issues. However, little irritants like this would send him into a fury. As Londenia offered a smile, a juicy-blue-flash of a grin was returned, reassuring her an eruption wasn’t imminent.
Breakfast passed with more details of their journey, warnings of hangings and decapitations in the forest, more cackling, and Romarus’s right arm receiving plenty of slaps and punches. Tal Marith informed them the forest trail was in good condition, but in some places the dirt path was overgrown. She warned of fallen trees and other obstacles that may cause delays.
The tals provided six broncos to carry their essentials through the forest in place of the dunebacks, which would be left at the temple. The white steeds, with their long faces, crowned with two arm-length horns, were loaded up and ready to leave by midday. The muggy heat of Hal’s Forest began to build. Londenia remembered the forests back home in Long Kingdom, where she grew up, as being noisy places filled with the calls of animals. This place was nearly as quiet as the desert of her current home in Last Kingdom. The only sounds were the occasional call of a bird, the creaking of the massive hackle trees and their blue leaves rustling in the soft breeze. The quiet, coupled with the filtered light from the sun, made their travels somewhat relaxing. 
Their party walked along the dirt track, winding through the sleepy forest. The white broncos’ fur-covered hooves trundled along laden with their tents and supplies. Londenia walked ahead of the broncos along with Romarus and Celóndas. Two guards flanked the three of them, forced to walk with one foot off the track for the past hour as it began to narrow. An unusual call brought the party to a standstill. Caoow caoow caoow followed with some clicks. 
“That is no bird,” said the guard, Trae’Gon, assuming a shield position in front of Londenia, drawing his long-staff from behind his back. She slowed her breath to hear the sound more clearly.
Caoow caoow…more clicks.
“These calls...they are of the Meeren tribe,” Celóndas whispered with wide eyes and a tight jaw. “They used to dwell close to Hal Tal when I was a student there.”
“Are they friendly?” Londenia asked with her gaze fixed on Romarus, reading his reactions. How can you be so calm? 
The king stood bolt upright in the middle of the track, looking up at the trees and all around. His chief guard, Grey’Gon, drew his long-staff then grabbed Romarus’s arm, pulling him down to a crouch. The rest of the party followed suit. Crouching isn’t going to make much difference when we are so exposed.
“They were friendly until one of their leader’s wives joined the horde of King Servin. After that, they turned against anything remotely linked to the Ten Kingdoms…including Hal Tal.” Celóndas’s usual smile was no longer present as she spoke.
Londenia’s heart sank as she looked out from the track. A dark figure stood in the midst of the tree trunks. He wore nothing but a cloth wrapping around his waist and a bow over his shoulder. The whites of his black eyes pierced through the forest. He made no threat or sudden move, only stood and stared, then turned without any haste and vanished into the trees. For a moment, Londenia breathed easy and it seemed as if everybody’s rear ends unclenched for a moment.
Londenia gasped. Brown figures slunk from behind nearly every tree within forty footfalls. They carried staffs with blades attached on the ends. Their faces were punctured with bones and colored sticks. Countless bodies wore only cloth around their waists; skin inked with strange patterns. The points of their bladed-staffs were all angled at Londenia and the rest of the party.
“Come on then, you bastards,” she heard Romarus say under his breath. He grasped the staff he carried across his back.
Celóndas laid a hand on the boy’s back and warned, “Your Grace, aggression will not help our situation. You must speak to them with—”
Before the healer could finish her sentence, Londenia took control. “We mean you no harm. We are travelers from the desert and we seek safe passage through the forest.” She held her hands open in front of her.
A thin brown figure walked towards her with bladed-staff in hand. The others, well outnumbering Londenia’s party by three-to-one, stood still. As he drew close, the whites of his eyes shone next to his black pupils and dark skin. His ears had two bones sticking through the lobes with another pushed through the lower part of his nose, like a straight pointed moustache. He flashed his yellowing uneven teeth and clicked. Noises spouted from his heavy dark lips.
She knelt and signaled for the rest of her party to kneel. “We do not mean any harm. We only request safe passage through your land.” Her heart was beating fast. She felt a cold touch under her chin, lifting her head. As she looked up, the long bladed-staff was all that separated her and the tall, thin, near-naked, brown-skinned man. Please don’t cut me, she begged inside her head as the attached blade rested on her skin.
“Get the fuck away from her!” she heard Romarus shout from behind and felt his arms grasp her and pull her backwards away from the blade. The brown man simply stepped forward and the sharp metal was back at her throat. She could feel her hands tingle and a cold sweat on her palms.
Lots of unknown words rumbled all around them as the tribesmen began to chant, shaking their weapons. Then suddenly, there were some familiar words: “Stop! Stand down,” followed by clicks and other strange noises from the same mouth. 
A figure approached, shorter than the others, with slightly lighter skin. This boy looked to be a few years younger than Romarus—perhaps just come of age at fourteen years—and had startlingly bright blue eyes to rival any king in the Ten Kingdoms. His clicks seemed to mean something to all the dark-brown men and they began to lower their weapons. This boy had no markings on his clear, smooth, light-brown skin and did not decorate his face with bones like the others. “Show them your teeth,” he said to Romarus, as his own perfectly even and shiny white teeth beamed from his mouth. “Show them your teeth,” he addressed the whole party this time.
Something about the boy’s confidence and clear control over the tribe made Londenia follow his strange instructions. They all flashed their teeth as if their lives depended on it. All the bladed-staffs altered in angle, so that they were stood upright. All the men dispersed and faded back into the trees except for the leader and the boy. “Who are you?” His bright blue eyes fixed onto Romarus, who stood up.
“I am King Romarus of Last Kingdom.”
Londenia was impressed with how confident her king sounded.
“We seek a…way through to the Watch King.”
‘Passage’ was the word you were looking for but good attempt, she corrected in her head.
“I am Taigo,” said the boy, “and I can assure you, you will not find the Watch King.” His blue eyes dropped to the dirt track.
Londenia couldn’t let Romarus handle this, so jumped in, asking, “And why are you so certain we will not find King Servin?”
“Because King Servin is dead.” The boy’s chin quivered as he spoke.
Romarus’s fists clenched as he approached the boy. “Did you and your fucking naked bastards do this?” By the time he had asked the question, the tribesman held a blade to his neck.
“Control your words, Your Grace,” Taigo barked, but still kept proper etiquette. “King Servin was my father! And no, it was not these people who killed him.”
That explains the blue eyes, Londenia reasoned to herself.
“I am sorry for your loss but tell me, why is the prince of the Watch wandering through Hal’s Forest captaining a tribe?” She hoped to sound sympathetic because the boy had lost his father, but her curiosity was getting the better of her.
“King Servin was my father but I am no prince. The Watch is not a safe place anymore. And neither is the forest. There are strange people moving through these parts. The same people who killed my father and massacred most of Deca’Point. I came here to find my mother’s tribe.”
And that explains the brown skin. His father was a king and his mother was a Meeren. We’re talking to the reason this tribe is no longer friendly to outsiders, but he seems to have earned their trust and respect.
“Massacred?” Celóndas exclaimed. Her reaction was as if she had just been told that her own children had been murdered.
“Massacred, butchered, tortured! They were ruthless.” It was as if the whole event played itself out behind Taigo’s bright blue eyes. “I will take you to the Watch but there will be nothing you wish to find there. Only ash and dust.”
This is not the time to ask the poor boy more questions, Londenia thought as her heart sank for Taigo’s clear sense of loss. She looked the boy up and down. He reminded her of a skinnier version of Romarus but with slightly thicker lips and jet-black, short, woolly, hair. His mouth hung open slightly and his eyes had a blank expression, as if he was holding up a shield to his mind. 
“It’s getting dark. We are only an hour away from the Meeren village,” Taigo said, turning to walk the dirt track with his taller inked and pierced companion falling into line.
They followed the two brown bodies for some time before turning off the path and into the thick of the forest as the light shining through the leaves began to fade. The glow from the broken moon sufficed as their eyes adjusted, although the tribesman and Londenia’s brown-eyed people struggled in the dimness. It was only around two hundred footfalls from the forest path before they were surrounded by fire-torches, jutting from the trees. One giant hackle tree stood out from the rest. All of them were massive, but this one’s trunk was so thick that six mortals could live happily on one level inside its girth. Around it, wound spiral steps jutting out like perfectly straight branches. 
They began to climb and as she neared thirty steps high, Londenia had to force herself not to look down. She kept close to the trunk as there was nothing but air to the outside of the steps. It was impossible not to let eyes wander down and through the gaps.
They were in the canopy and above their heads was a wooden roof. Thank the Ten we’re nearly there, she praised, as she neared an opening. As she raised her head above the roof she realized it was actually a floor. She stepped onto the landing, which opened up twenty footfalls in all directions with a wooden barrier around the edge. Outwith the barrier was a sea of dimly lit hackle leaves, as far as the eye could see. Taigo pointed to eight animal-skin tents that dotted the platform. “These are yours for the night. This is the safest place we can offer you to sleep. The rest of us will sleep on the lower platforms.”
“I thank you for your hospitality. We are most grateful,” she said, sincerely.
With a bow, Taigo and the brown man took their leave down the spiral stairs. Londenia’s party dispersed into the tents. She and Romarus took the tent nearest the edge of the platform. The other seven were occupied equally between the rest of the group.
Londenia crawled into the warm skin tent with Romarus. A tray of dried meat and berries lay on the floor next to the soft bedding. Polite as ever, Romarus began to stuff his face. After a few mouthfuls he offered Londenia some. The meat was salty, making her mouth water. A skin lay next to the food. As she popped the cork, she hoped for water. I couldn’t stomach wine right now, she thought, as the first drops hit her mouth. Cool clear water coated her tongue. She gulped half the skin. The chilled liquid moved down her throat, flooding through her chest.
The threat they were to find out in Mor hung over her like a dark cloud. Now there was more looming. In the morning, they would head towards a more immediate darkness in the Watch Kingdom. If what Taigo spoke of is the same threat that the magisters wished to warn us of, then I do not think I am ready yet to handle something they say will be more devastating than the Great Poison. But if this were not the threat they spoke of, and was an entirely different one, then it has just added to our burden.
Londenia tried to ease her mind before sleeping. She focused her attention on the here and now, in their comfortable and safe tent. Romarus polished off most of the food and began to disrobe. She wriggled out of her own clothes and lay naked on the soft bedding. Her king knelt naked, facing away from her, finishing off the last of the forest berries. There was a yearning inside her to be satisfied as she had the night before in Hal Tal. I cannot ask him to do that again for me, she told herself. He did it of his own free will. It wasn’t as if it was some desperate queen begging her king to pleasure her. I was serving him like his horde does. He was enjoying it. The other part of her was trying to reassure the resistant part. If he chooses then surely there is no dishonor.

She lay back and opened her legs with a stretch and a slight moan. As Romarus turned around, she smiled at him and rubbed one of her nipples. He smiled back and lay down beside her. The night air was warm and they lay without blankets. Facing each other, Londenia smiled again and ran her hands over her body. Romarus scratched himself, leaned in close to her face and pressed his lips to her forehead. “Night Blessings,” he said, smiling. He flipped over and was silent.
The frustration kept her awake for a few hours. She lay there staring at the muscles on his back, lit by the fading candle. His soft snoring confirmed he would not be pleasuring her tonight. The level of her disappointment surprised her. She turned over to face away from him. As she got comfortable again, Romarus stirred and turned. He wrapped his arm around her, fitting his body to hers like a big spoon around a little spoon. He almost immediately began to snore again. Londenia felt his stiff cock behind her rear. She reached down and tried to copy what Romarus had done the night before.
 



 
To you I give the title of “Mister” and it is you who will guide the chosen brothers in this dark time. You will guide them until I see fit to bring the goddesses back to the world.
Scroll 4:3 of the Mother
 
 



Owin
A BOOM AND A BLOODY SKY
 
He sat in the darkened room wearing only his white toweling around his waist. This was the moment he had waited for all his life. Already, he felt the throbbing down below in anticipation. It was a warm place but still, he shivered. Owin’s jaw chattered but he wasn’t cold. With a gentle spark, the fire spread in front of him in a square no bigger than half a normal bed. It was a placid steady fire, with no sparks. The unbroken noise calmed his mind…but not his quivering jaw, which still rattled his teeth.
The light from the fire revealed the plain wooden walls of the small vision chamber. The room was so narrow there was only a slight gap at either side of the fire pit that even Owin would struggle to fit through. Squinting his eyes, he tried to see the far away wall. It was surely only around five paces away from him but it was clouded in darkness. He looked down to the soft leather seat hugging his body. It extended back nearly to the door behind him, making a giant curve. His towel was pointing up and, for the first time in his life, he was allowed to pleasure himself. A brother will not soil his own body by laying hands upon his own. It is the goddesses who will bring him ecstasy, if he is worthy. These were the words he was taught, but the Mister also spoke of this room. It was a reward for brothers who had faithfully served. And a chance to taste even a small part of what awaited them in the next life or, for the chosen few, on the Hidden Womb in this life.
As he opened his white toweling and let both ends fall to either side of his thighs, it revealed his cock standing upright. He grabbed it with his right hand tightly and slowly pulled up and down. The young brother threw his head back. Teeth grinding. His hand moved rapidly. Up and down. It was like an itch he was never able to reach before.
Suddenly, an image on the far wall beyond the flames came to him. Within seconds, it was gone. She was…her skin…her…breasts…I want to rub her. Thoughts flew through his mind as the vision of the tantalizing goddess stuck in his head. He had seen the hangings in the House of the Mother but in those, they were covered. This goddess was naked.
His hand never moved so fast. The speed nearly tore his skin but he didn’t care. Frustration of years of waiting came out all in one. He stood up, waddling, knock-kneed a few steps closer to the fire, begging in his mind for the goddess’s image to return. Come on, for fuck sake! Come back. With his back hunched over and his face screwed up in frustrated twists and gasps, he was glad he was alone.
Another flash! This time she moved. The goddess ran her hands up and down her smooth olive skin. “Yes! Please stay!” Owin begged, his voice shaking at the same speed as his rapid right hand. His left hand didn’t know what to do. He put it on his lower back for support but it just wanted to curl up and rest on his chest. She’s looking right at me.
His eyes wandered down the vision of the goddess to her sacred place; where a brother would enter her and give his seed. She just kept staring at Owin, looking deep into his eyes. She wants me to lay with her. Fuck, is she even really here? “Come through the flames,” he moaned through gritted teeth, not really expecting any kind of reply. His forearm throbbed and his legs shook from standing in the strange position. But something stirred below. He thrust his hips in a way that just felt like it had to be done. Everything was getting tighter and tighter and then…
“Fuck, fuck, fuck, ahhhhhhhh!” 
His body relaxed and when he looked down at his hand he saw his white seed shoot, hitting his chest. He tilted it forward with a steady hand as the next pulse shot into the fire, towards the image of the goddess. “Yeahhhhh,” he gasped and breathed in as the pulses began to slow. The image of the goddess faded but after that moment, it didn’t bother him. The itch had been scratched. He stepped back and sank into the leather chair. All of the waiting had been worth it. If this was just part of what would come to him after death, he was happy to give his life in service to the Mother.
He lay on his bed still satisfied with what he had experienced hours earlier. A cool night breeze whistled gently through the window. Swinging his feet around out of bed, he got up and walked out of the room. His body felt light and he wanted to skip down the hall. As he arrived at the main door to the pod, he ran. The broken moon lit the grass field enough for him to sprint without worrying about tripping or banging into anything. And like all the brothers on the island, he could see very well in the dimly moonlit night. 
The wind blew his hair as he raced across the field with his arms outstretched to the side. The Mother drove his legs with limitless power. He didn’t need to stop but he did anyway. The knee-high grass broke his fall as he threw himself backwards. He looked up at the sky. The thick band of stars arched overhead. The rest of the blackness was dotted with thousands of other twinkling dots. As he savored the fresh air, he started to count the many stars that the Mother had created. He looked at the broken moon which seemed so close he could clearly see the sharp edges of the three large chunks missing from its otherwise round shape.
“Mother, thank you for delivering me to your island. Thank you, Mother, for letting me stay on this place that you protect over and above all others,” he whispered.
BOOM… A dull, heavy, distant rumble. Owin sprang up. His heart thumped in his chest. Everything went eerily quiet. The sound was distant but Owin could tell it was loud wherever it had actually happened. He turned around slowly. A faint red glow washed the dark horizon, far off the island, out into the Horned Sea. It rippled like a pool of blood over the sky. As soon as it caught his eye, it began to fade.
He walked towards the general direction of where the red glow came from…not really expecting to get any closer to it, as it must have been many leagues away. He froze when the glow completely disappeared. Rubbing his eyes and squinting through the darkness, he stood still, trying not to make a sound that might stop him from hearing it again. What the fuck was that?
The next day he sat at the long breakfast table in the House of the Mother with all the other brothers. They were bustling around him, going up to the table where the food was, helping themselves to boiled eggs, sizzling fish and bowls of fresh berries from the forest. He had his head down staring into his bowl of cold porridge, twirling a spoon through it slowly in random patterns.
If it was a sign from the Mother last night, it surely wouldn’t have been so unsettling. He couldn’t get the power of that deep far away boom out of his head, nor could he forget the shimmery red glow.
“Is something troubling you, Owin?” the Mister spoke softly, appearing over the young brother’s shoulder.
“No, I’m just not hungry at the moment.” He tried to sound upbeat so as not to cause more worry.
With a pat on the shoulder, the Mister left the dining hall and the rabble seemed to fill the room and Owin’s ears.
He looked up at the serving table and saw his friend Baskie, who had come back to the island nearly half a moon-turn ago. He picked up every bit of food and sniffed it before piling it onto the plate. It was as if he was stocking up for some kind of famine. He’s like a wild animal. He’d only visited the island a couple of times and hadn’t been seen in over a year.
There was something that drew the two of them together. They both liked to be away from others and were quite happy to sit in the same room and say nothing. All the brothers on the island were always shouting—needing to fill every bit of silence. 
There was something different about Baskie this time. It was as if he had grown up since the last occasion when he visited the island. Grown up in his head that is, for he was still younger than Owin, but his mind seemed to be clearer and more stubborn.
Baskie took his plate over and sat next to Owin. “Have you seen? They’ve got this black stuff on the fish. I smelt it and it made me sneeze. Tastes so good though,” Baskie said as he chomped into the fish.
“It’s pepper…” Owin said bluntly.
“It’s great, you should try it,” Baskie said, then swallowed a mouthful of water from a wooden cup.
Owin didn’t answer. Now all he could hear was chewing and plate noises with the occasional over enthusiastic glug glug of water.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong,” mumbled Owin.
Baskie stabbed a whole fillet of the fish, taking big bites out of it and spat when he spoke. “Something happened when you ran out of the pod last night. You just took off and ran. You disappeared for a while, then came running back in and were all quiet. I saw you. I was sitting up on the roof of your pod. I see a lot of things.” He rambled on. “Just tell me, it’ll help. I’ve seen a lot of things. Whatever you saw won’t scare me. I’ve been everywhere. I saw a bird fall out of the sky once.” He slammed his hand on the table. “Heard three people fucking in a barn. Three of them! I’ve seen a bronco with no horns with a neck eight times longer than it should be and seen them with black and white spots too! I’ve seen the tallest buildings you could ever imagine in the Dead Cities. I’ve seen—”
“I heard a noise, okay…” Owin snapped to stop Baskie from chirping on.
“I’ve heard lots of noises too. What kind of noise?”
“Like a boom, far off in the distance and then there was—”
“—A red thing?”
“Yes!” Owin looked up from his porridge, suddenly interested in what Baskie had to say. “You saw it last night too?”
“Yup,” Baskie confirmed, “and I’ve seen it once before that as well. It was about two moon-turns ago when I was on this island called Jarju, east of here. It’s the closest piece of land to Beverine’s Shield. I think that’s where the glows are coming from.”
Bev-what Shield? Baskie’s ramblings confused him. Well at least I’m not going crazy, Owin thought. It felt a relief that somebody else knew about the strange experience in that field. This was probably the most Owin had ever spoken to Baskie but he still considered him a friend. Owin knew almost nothing about him. They just did stuff together whenever he was on the island. They’d fish, hunt cottontails and fire arrows.
“You want to spar later?” Owin asked, trying give himself something to do to take his mind off that deathly boom from the night before.
“After breakfast in the ring? We could do long-staff,” Baskie answered quickly.
Frazer popped up between Owin and Baskie’s heads. “I can help. Or you could teach me. I’ve not really done long-staff much.”
“You’ll just get hurt!” Baskie said sharply.
“You can come and watch,” offered Owin. The boy always tagged along with other people, never really fitting in, so Owin felt sorry for him. But his blond brother could hold his own in the ring. In fact, without a weapon, he was one of the best of the younger brothers on the island.
“Okay, I’ll watch. Then I might learn more and could join in another time,” he suggested but didn’t get an answer from either Baskie or Owin.
After breakfast, Owin walked with Baskie to the ring where the sparring trials took place on the island. Whenever he stepped into the sandy circle, he felt a tingle and the strength of the Mother flowing through him. He stretched his arms out, breathed in deep and looked around. The sea was about two hundred paces away. In the distance was the House of the Mother, with its ten tall standing stones surrounding it. The arcs of the grass roofs of the two timber pods hid in the midst of the green fields.
The long-staff he held in his right hand was made of light bendy wood and stood taller than he was. Owin wore loose-fitting trousers and a tighter cotton top. The young brother preferred to fight bare footed. Baskie, all in black, stood at the side of the ring. Owin began to spin the long-staff. Dropping it effortlessly to his left side and spinning it back to the right, then overhead. As he looked up at the staff, it strobed the sunlight. Snatching it in two hands, he went into a violent and sharp figure of eight. Then back to his right hand, spinning it to his left side, snapping it to a stop behind his right shoulder.
He heard clapping. When he turned towards the sea, Frazer was smiling, watching him.
“Thanks.” Owin laughed awkwardly, partially enjoying the fact that somebody had seen his skill.
Owin started spinning again. He breathed easily and his mind relaxed whenever the staff moved effortlessly around him—spinning so fast it felt like he had a giant shield protecting him. It cut through the wind with a dull buzz. Spinning in his right hand again, he snapped it to a stop behind his shoulder and turned to Baskie.
His friend stepped into the ring with the staff also tucked behind his right shoulder. Owin spun the staff out from his ready position and started spinning a complicated pattern all around his body. It must have looked impressive. He must have looked invincible. Before Owin knew what was happening, Baskie threw his staff up in the air, caught it at the very end, dropped to a squat and swiped Owin’s legs from underneath him. With one move, the young brother was in the dust. Both staffs went flying in opposite directions.
“Fuck!” Owin cursed. Frazer came running.
“You lifted your eyes to look at your staff when you went overhead,” Baskie said, in a dull voice. “You didn’t need to take it overhead anyway. I was in front of you. I think you spin too much. You just—”
“Okay, fine! I’ll spin less… Fuck!” Owin rubbed the back of his leg where Baskie’s staff had smashed into it.
“It looked good though,” Frazer chirped in. “It was so fast. You could hardly see the staff. It might intimidate people.” He crouched over Owin. “Here…” Frazer tucked his arm under Owin’s, lifting him to his feet.
Sand was engrained on his face and one side of his blue top had the light orange dust on it, which Frazer quickly brushed off.
“Fuck the staffs, let’s just spar normally,” Owin said, wiping snot from his nose. He staggered his feet wide and bent his knees, bringing his fists level with his belt.
Baskie didn’t say anything, he just stood upright with his skinny arms by his side. Owin ran at him, throwing a roundhouse kick high to Baskie’s head who just swayed to avoid it, quickly planting a kick in exactly the same place his staff had hit moments ago. Owin was on the ground again, looking back up at the skinny silhouette of his opponent framed by the glaring sun.
Frazer helped him up again. Rising, Owin ran at Baskie and shot a jab to his face—parried. A cross to the face—slapped away. A hook to the ear, which Baskie grabbed and joint-locked behind Owin’s back and twisted him to his knees.
“Ahhhh okay!” Owin submitted, tapping his chest. “When the fuck did you get so good?!” Owin blurted as he stood up, brushing the sand off his trousers.
“It didn’t just happen. You learn to protect yourself when you have to.” Baskie’s eyes narrowed and his face tightened. “When a man comes at you to take your food, or worse, you can’t just spin a staff! You throw sand in the fuckwit’s eyes and kick him in the balls and run.”
Frazer stared, wide-eyed and asked, “Where do you go where these things happen?”
“He’s been everywhere,” Owin said, studying Baskie as he stood in front of them—not looking in any way shaken or tired by what had just happened.
“And everywhere is the same, if people want something, they take it. If you’re not ready to stop them, then you’re fucked. Strong and powerful people out there take what they want,” Baskie said, walking away to pick up his staff. 
“It’s different here though. Nobody takes anything from anybody,” Frazer piped up.
Baskie smiled. “Not by force. But everybody takes something. We use each other for whatever we want. I’ve seen it everywhere I go. You’re being controlled and you don’t even know it. I’m the only free person in the world.”
I’m free, Owin wanted to say but saw Baskie was being deadly serious and he didn’t want another blow to his already tender left leg. “Well, can you teach me to kick people in the balls then?”
Baskie cracked a smile, and this time his eyes smiled too. He laughed. 
So he does actually laugh.
They started walking back to Owin’s pod. He waited for Frazer to separate away from them to go back to his own pod before speaking to Baskie again. “So did Saul teach you all that?”
“No, he taught me a bit last time I was here but you can’t just get taught that. I learned the hard way.”
“What’s the hard way?”
Baskie grabbed him, threw him to the ground and flipped him onto his stomach. An arm closed around his neck.
“Stop me…” Baskie said, calmly. “I’m going to take the only food you’ve had all day and then fuck you up the arse. So stop me…”
Owin couldn’t breathe, let alone speak. Every part of him just wanted to get rid of the horrible bruising, invading arm bone crushing his throat. Fuck! Please! Owin’s thoughts drifted away from him. 
Then, air! Baskie dropped him, face down to the ground. He sucked in and filled his chest.
After a few minutes Baskie spoke. “Sorry.”
Owin was still busy filling his chest with the best air he’d ever tasted. As he gathered himself, he didn’t feel any anger towards the person who nearly choked the life out of him. He understood him now. “You had to fight or you’d die.”
Baskie nodded and pressed his lips tight together, blowing air through them.
“Then just stay here. You’d be safe here. Everybody’s free and you don’t have to worry about people attacking you and steeling your shit.” 
Owin couldn’t imagine the world his friend came from. 
There was never crime of any kind on the Mother’s Island. The outposts protected them from any outsiders and every brother on the island followed the rules, never harming one another. It was freedom and it was all Owin had ever known.
“I’ve told you already. You’re not free! People are attacking you all the time and are taking things from each other. You just don’t know it.” The boy who’d just choked him spoke with such certainty that Owin struggled to disbelieve anything he said. 
“Okay,” Baskie went on, “so let’s say I stay. But I wanted my friend, a woman called Kiko, to stay with me in my bedchambers. She works hard and would follow all the rules and never harm anyone. Would the Mister let me?”
“A woman?” Owin asked. “You mean a false goddess?” Baskie’s words sometimes confused him. People that were not part of the Mother’s Island would strangely call false goddesses (and even real ones) girls or women. “The Mister protects us! Why would he let you take somebody onto the Island that would harm us?”
“She wouldn’t harm you,” Baskie snapped back. “She makes nice soup and she stitches your clothes when they rip. She’s a great fighter and would help protect everybody. She taught me how to protect myself. She’s blind but can sense everything around her better than anybody. That’s why they call her the Blind-Seer. She’s amazing!”
“Yes, and she’ll try to take your seed and then infect you.” He couldn’t believe that Baskie didn’t know all of this.
“One, she’s never tried to take my seed and two, she’s not diseased. I come here to be safe for a while but when I’m here, I’m not truly free. And neither are you! Look what happened when Leon said that he didn’t believe what the Mister teaches. That’s why you shot him, wasn’t it?”
Owin felt a throbbing in his chest when he heard his deceased brother’s name. How does he know about Leon? Who told him? The memory came flooding back. His eyes darted from side to side.
Before words would come out, Baskie spoke again. “Or did you kill him just because the Mister said to? So either you were free and decided to fire, or Leon was free and you were controlled into letting that arrow go.”
Owin punched the ground. He watched the long grass blowing gently in the wind, thinking back to the moment when he spun around with his bow, instantly drew and then fired. “I wasn’t the only one that shot him. Saul did too.”
“What’s that got to do with anything? I’m talking about you, Owin. I’m trying to make you see the truth.”
I just thought it might make you shut the fuck up for a moment. 
But it didn’t. Baskie continued, “Saul’s free…or at least the most free one on this island.”
“But Saul shot him too!”
Baskie looked him right in the eyes, this time sounding more like a friend again. “Owin, have you ever spoken to Saul about what happened that night?”
The air felt so fresh and the sun was warm. The world around him felt calm but inside his head was a violent storm of arrows, Leon, Baskie, a red glow and a deathly boom. He shook his head.
Baskie’s blue eyes widened as he spoke. “Maybe you should…”
 



 
To spill blood with a blade, even blood of one’s enemies, is folly. For the Great Poison still remains, trapped within the bodies of all mortals.
New Scripture, Meltane 3.1 The Maran 
 



Stewart
WIT IN A ROTTING VESSEL
 
His fat bloated hands were starting to wrinkle. Not from age, but from the bath water he had been stuck in for the last hour. King Stewart of the Wetlands had seen thirty-eight years but was less able than a crippled old man. The water was now tepid and beginning to give him a chill. He had sent his servants away earlier to give himself some privacy and now required their help to get his rotund body out of the bath. Using a slippery hand, he grasped at the side of the smooth wooden edge, trying one last time to haul himself out.
“So’Chor’s Cock,” he cursed under his breath.
“Lorne, your mighty king is finished!” Come see his flabbiness as he wobbles to bed, he amused himself with self-loathing. Lying back, looking at the high stone ceiling of his wash chambers, he tried to remember what his own cock looked like. It had been years since he had seen it on account of his ever-growing belly.
A knock at the door snapped him out of his self-pity. “Come.”
Lorne walked in along with another of his horde, Shell. “Do you require assistance, Your Grace?”
“Yes I do, my sweet Shell. What does my cock look like? Please remind me,” he said for fun.
He was met with silence.
“My wonderful kingly cock…What does it look like again?”
“Your Grace, I—” Shell’s eyes darted around the room as she rubbed her hands together with a shake.
You would have thought she would be used to my hilarious self-pitying by now. It was his only way of getting past the horrible and cruel joke the gods were playing on him. King of the Wetlands…a horde of women…a beautiful wife…the man with the responsibility (as one of the ten kings) to lead the spread of life—yet they make his muscles fail slowly and his body grow fat. Perhaps they were punishing him for taking a brown-eyed woman as his wife. And Stewart’s transgressions didn’t stop there: years later he elevated a woman with brown eyes to the status of queen to serve in his court and aid in ruling his kingdom. However these things were becoming more acceptable in most of the kingdoms. Maybe the High-Ten aren’t so accepting of my actions and that is why I am slowly being disallowed the dignity of being able to wipe my own arse.
“I would like to get out now.” Stewart forced a smile that was meant to comfort the two doting women.
Splashing, slopping and heaviness followed. Along with lots of sharp grasping nails, splashing and grunting. All of this just to get out of a bath. I’m looking forward to seeing them haul me up hills and roll me down the other side, he jested in his head, thinking forward to their long journey starting at dawn the next day.
They had him standing up, one under each arm, with his legs still half submerged in the bath water. Now all that was left was to get the oversized, hairy, dripping mess over the edge of the bath and into its chair. With all the will in the world, King Stewart looked at his right leg and yearned for it to lift, up and over. It took its time but the leg did indeed raise then landed on the cold slate floor. Aren’t I clever? Lorne worked her way around the bath to join Shell, ready for the next perilous lifting of the left leg.
“Well ladies, here goes nothing.”
They smiled politely at his attempt to lighten the situation. The two women shook, faces straining under King Stewart’s immense body. Both shaking legs had made it over the edge of the bath and he now stood on the slate floor. At last, his women put him out of his misery and covered his grotesque body with a robe large enough to be a tent.
As he tied the front together to hide his dripping wobbly man-breasts, he jested, “Sorry, my beauties, the wonderful show is over.” With their help, he shuffled over to his wooden chair, made with wheels to allow him to be rolled to wherever need be…as long as there were no stairs of course. Stairs would usually bring another wonderful display of wobbling, grabbing and flopping. Lorne stood behind King Stewart and eased the chair towards the door. The wooden contraption creaked and swayed.
Later that night, he lay in bed with his wife on his right, and his queen on his left. He listened to himself breathing. The wheezy short breaths were like a cage. He looked at Tanya, his queen. She was fiercely intelligent but not pleasant to look at. The brown-eyed Queen Tanya was the only person who could outwit King Stewart…and the only one with enough balls to make a fool of him too.
Then there was Pauline, his beautiful wife. She had twenty-seven years and Stewart was quite sure she was the most stunning creature he had ever seen—even her brown eyes appeared almost magical to him. Most mortals would see weakness in those hazel-colored pools but Stewart saw the beauty within. The gods have been good to her, blessing her with such a specimen of a king to jiggle underneath her as he plants his seed, he mocked himself, feeling guilty that she felt she must stay with him.
The words of the rider, who arrived just over one moon-turn ago, still ran through his head. The message was sent from the Still City of Mor. It spoke of a growing danger, which they tried to bring up with the High Council of the Ten Kingdoms. However, the ambassadors they had sent to the Beast’s Eye—where the High Council is located—were attacked. They were warned by Prince Luxáran not to return and not to meddle in the affairs of the kingdoms.
The Still Cities rejected the teachings of the Ten and their leaders had no gods to speak of. Most of the kingdoms respected their way of life, but the First, Peak and Gate—known as the most extreme of the Ten Kingdoms—would attack any of their citizens who strayed into their lands. Attack them even if they were trying to help them it would seem. These three kingdoms were renowned for imprisonment of both outsiders and their own citizens. Thank all Ten that the magisters of Mor aren’t thinking of us all in the same boat, King Stewart thought as he felt the embarrassment of the possibility of being associated with those corrupt and selfish kingdoms.
The more he tried to sleep, the more he thought about the way this could end. The journey they would begin in the morning was also playing on his mind to a lesser extent. They were to travel to the Watch King, Servin. There he would also meet with King Romarus of Last Kingdom and King Kalon of Long Kingdom. Then their four parties would journey by boat to Hardol, the King of the Bay and then to the Still Cities. There, they would be joined by the King of the Broken Arm and the King of the Dead Cities. For the first time in two centuries, seven of the ten kings would be in the same place at the same time.
Troubling his mind most of all, were the last few sentences in the Rider’s message:
 
We ask that you come with an open mind as we have discovered a truth which threatens us all. It is a truth, which could see a danger far outweighing even that of the Great Poison. It threatens your very way of life, and ours in the Still Cities. This is our reason for asking for your attendance.
 
The words churned through his mind. Although the Great Poison divested the Mortal Realm near one thousand years ago, many in the Ten Kingdoms recognize it as the birth of their way of life. King Stewart grew up with the teachings of the Ten from his father and also the stories of the Ten Kingdoms. They had thrived for over nine hundred years, growing strong after the Great Poison. In what is now First Kingdom, ten great men—the only men retaining the power to give life—set out across the land to spread their seed and rebuild. One to the peaks, one to the wetlands, one to the long island in the north, one to guard the last gate of the Veil, one to the broken arm in the south, one to the island in the bay and one to keep watch. Another was sent to the desert before the foothills of the Land of the Old Ways to guard the gap and form Last Kingdom. And one remained in First Kingdom, eventually raised to High-King to rule over the others.
At this time (the Lost Age), many forgot or rejected the gods that lived among them during the Gods’ Age, before the Great Poison. That was until High-King Maran of First Kingdom saw ten black spots on his fingers and ten on his toes: a sign from the gods. They came to him, telling him to pass on the ways. There were tens of thousands of lower-gods but the Ten High-Gods (depicted on the standing stones along the former line of the Veil) spoke through him…the Prophet Maran.
As a child, Stewart learned of the Ten High-Gods that His Highness Maran first spoke of, nearly one millennia ago. The Ten created and continued to sustain everything: land, sea, sky, air, beast, fish, bird, crawling creature, the lower-gods (who they created in their own image) and every mortal living, dead or yet to be. Ideas, wisdom, health, comfort, happiness, thunder, rain, battle, war, peace, lust, love, loyalty and honor—all influenced and guided by the Ten. Thousands of lower-gods were granted powers in minor roles by the Ten but few mortals worshiped them. Instead, sprites (as the lower-gods are often referred to) received passing mention, but rarely did a mortal bend their knee or sacrifice to them.
High-King Maran summoned the other nine kings to the Beast’s Eye, an island in the middle of a lake, in the heart of First Kingdom. He talked of the Ten High-Gods. He spoke that each king will choose a queen to act as council. Even after that king’s reign comes to an end, the queen he chooses continues to serve the next king. Only when she steps down, or in the event of her death, would a king select a new queen. Each king will join with a wife of pure blue-sight that he will maintain the line of kings with. And he will have a horde of women to grow his kingdom.
The Beast’s Eye (where the kings were first summoned), was where the Ten Kingdoms’ laws were made and where their taxes were counted and divided. It was also where the First, Peak and Gate Kingdoms were favored, while the other seven kingdoms were practically forgotten about. They called it the High Council of the Ten Kingdoms. To Stewart, it was more like a secret gathering of arse lickers for the three dominant kingdoms surrounding it. Those nameless arse-licking avatars, chosen by the High-King of First Kingdom himself—supposedly through the will of the gods—had the true power in the Ten Kingdoms. That is the reason it was the first place the magisters of the Still Cities tried to warn of this danger they had discovered. But as usual the numskulls of the First, Peak and Gate would rather attack somebody who aims to help them, rather than listen!
Those three kingdoms were allies from near the beginning of the Ten Kingdoms. When High-King Maran died, his son, Meltane, took the throne and the first conflict in the Ten Kingdoms came to pass. Meltane’s younger brother, Jarod, wished to set up his own kingdom. But an eleventh kingdom would go against the teachings of the Ten. It is said he claimed the Ten said nothing of just ten kingdoms. This was madness of course, as there were ten High-Gods and therefore, there must only be ten kingdoms, surely. There was Soju, the eleventh, the fallen High-God. But his domain was the Soju Expanse where the souls of evil mortals spend eternity burning in the sun. An eleventh kingdom would surely be cursed.
Prince Jarod’s rebel army was crushed and peace restored to the Ten Kingdoms. But from that day, High-King Meltane declared that each of the kingdoms may only have one thousand guards in their armies. All guards were to receive their training in Yarth Tal and Tromon Tal. They had to swear an oath to First Kingdom before being posted to their serving kingdoms. It was the will of the gods to maintain peace in the Ten Kingdoms, as none would have an advantage over the other…save First Kingdom of course. And First Kingdom, Gate Kingdom and Peak Kingdom, have always had a strong bond. To this very day, that alliance has allowed them dominance over the others by means of strength in guards but also control over the High Council.
With such history and strength, King Stewart feared what news the magisters of Mor could have that would make all he has ever known come under threat.
King Stewart of the Wetlands awoke at dawn with his wife and queen on either side of him in his immense bed. It was as if a craftsman had joined two beds side by side. His throat was sore, most likely from snoring all night. Do I have to move from this wonderful warmth?
I don’t think even Sen’Sal’s tits could lure me from this bed. The effort was made worse with the thought of the long journey ahead of them, which would begin in a few hours.
After much flopping, grabbing and wobbling, King Stewart sat at the table next to his bed to eat breakfast and read the morning messages that had been received overnight. He was fascinated how he would always eat the same size of meal as his wife and queen enjoyed, yet they remained trim, while he gained more and more fat. 
“Has my minister been briefed on the next court?” he enquired. He was sure he had asked this already, but his mind was wandering ahead to the many things that had to be done by his council while he was away.
“You’ve asked this already,” said Queen Tanya. Stewart went to speak again but she quickly jumped in as he drew breath, saying, “They know they have a review of stores to do too.” She paused, pouting and looking at him with wide, cheeky eyes. Words sprouted again before King Stewart could speak: “And yes, they have also been briefed on the sightings from out on the Horned Sea, as you specified.” Queen Tanya flashed him a toothy smile.
What would I do without you, my mouthy queen? “Ah yes, our ‘impending doom’ as seen by two mad fishermen.” King Stewart was skeptical of these fishermen’s tales of ‘a fiery red light on the horizon that arched overhead like a wave’ and loud thundering booms from leagues off-shore to the north. A second report from the trading ship, Big Jamgan, did prompt him to at least brief his ministers. However, a third that they had received before dawn made him dismiss the stories as madness.
“There was another message sent from World’s End that arrived this morning,” King Stewart continued. “It spoke of sightings of ships on the other side of Beverine’s Shield!” Stewart laughed. Beverine’s Shield surrounded the Mortal Realm; a protective, invisible, impassable barrier. It was Beverine’s gift to mortals and why She is known as the goddess of protection. “Have you ever heard of such a thing? There can be nothing outside of Beverine’s Shield, save water around us and the Yod Belt above us.”
“Then are they simply all mad?” Queen Tanya asked, with a skeptical look, dismissing Stewart’s rant at the fantastical reports.
“Nothing is on the other side of Beverine’s Shield,” Stewart repeated firmly.
Queen Tanya’s lips curled. “If there can be nothing outside of a shield…then why have a shield?”
Stewart huffed. “Reassure the people that these glows are simply a sign from Beverine that She still protects us,” he commanded, waving a fat hand in the air towards where he assumed the
Blue Wanderer would be in the sky.
Queen Tanya sighed and nodded, turning to one of the servants as he passed her chair, “Bryden, have all supplies been loaded onto the wagons?”
“Yes, m’lady,” the bumbling, graying servant replied, dutifully.
“Actually Bryden, the largest item is not packed yet and loaded onto the wagons,” King Stewart said, patting his bloated stomach.
“Your Grace, we have checked your list and—”
“And why would I include myself on a list?” Stewart smiled at his servant.
“Yes, quite, Your Grace, quite,” was the older man’s dry response.
Why does nobody understand my sense of humor in this place anymore? 
Later, the big round package was loaded onto the foremost wagon and strapped into position. The dark gray stone walls of the keep of Deca’Grace lurched high beside him. The random pattern of windows on the reaching sprawl of wall always annoyed Stewart. The windows were dotted in awkward places and none had the same shape as the next. If he had designed the keep, it would have been a much more logical affair, but unfortunately, he was not alive seven hundred years ago to slap King Jamgan over the head when he decided to build such an ugly, depressing structure.
King Stewart craned his neck around. Behind, was the line of ten wagons that would trundle behind him as they journeyed south to the harbor at Beacon Shore. Queen Tanya and the beautiful jewel that was his wife, Pauline, sat behind him. Next to him was Sandunion, his chief healer, who did her best to tend to the growing physical needs of his failing body. She was an old woman with gray hair and a sagging pair of tits, but her knowledge of Hal’s teachings was the best outside of Hal Tal.
The wagons also carried their provisions. Two of them had large covers over them and would house the royals when they had to stop on the paths overnight. Their entourage, made up of five servants and twenty guards (who walked), would sleep in tents.
He picked the finest of his white bears to pull the wagons. The Wetlands was the only kingdom that preferred bears to broncos. They were numerous on the islands in the north and Stewart’s royal line had learned to tame them over five generations ago. They were strong and more useful in a fight than a startled bronco. Not only could one ride them into battle, if it came to it the bear would stand up and kick the shit out of anybody trying to attack its fallen rider.
True to their name, the Wetlands’ sky poured on the first day of the journey south but the people of the two islands did not shy away from the rain. Wetlanders found a heavy sky comforting, often relaxing to the patter of drops falling on a roof. The rain gave the rolling grassy hills a purple-blue tint that felt homely.
King Stewart’s lead wagon was uncovered and the rain pelted down on him. He felt alive with the rain soaking through his clothes, as did many in the Wetlands. The coolness gradually getting warmed by his body just felt right. Then the drying effect from the hot sun, which usually followed a downpour, made his skin tingle.
On the evening of their second day of travel, they arrived at Kintail Hall and were hosted by one of King Stewart’s lords. Lord Bushell was a man of fifty and almost round in stature. At least I’m not the only fat one, King Stewart thought, as his lord came to the gates of his village to welcome them.
Bushell’s two wives cared for the large royal party’s needs in the village hall. That night, they dined on spit-roasted gogor and roast potatoes drizzled in some sweet sauce that King Stewart found himself eating to the point of bursting. He rested his hands on his bloated stomach. I would willingly shove my fingers down my throat to make room for more.
The king sat next to Lord Bushell at the same round table as Queen Tanya and his beauty, Pauline. Both of Lord Bushell’s wives joined them at the royal table as well.
“Your Grace, I have been meaning to speak to you in private about a matter. I feel it would be best for your ears only,” Lord Bushell said, giving a serious look to both his wives. They took the hint, leaving the table with a smile. Stewart nodded to Queen Tanya, who flared her nostrils and widened her eyes at the king. She held her ground.
“My dear queen, if it concerns you, then I will of course pass on all of the information,” Stewart offered to the stone wall, which was Tanya’s face.
“That is if you remember all of the information, Your Grace.” She smiled with her lips only and turned to Pauline, “Come, Pauline, let us see if we can find dessert. I think I saw them laying out some trays of cakes earlier.” The two ladies departed from the table, leaving the king and his lord alone. It was true that King Stewart had become forgetful of late and relied heavily on his queen to keep him following the correct path. She also had a habit of always being right too.
“I am assuming this is not good news you are bringing me,” Stewart said, struggling to hold in a hiccup and a burp. As a result, he ended up with a painful little air bubble trapped in his chest.
“I am worried that it may just be hearsay, but two fishermen returned from the mainland five days ago claiming they saw burning from the Watch King’s keep in Deca’Point. They heard screams of battle and when they turned to look, they were chased away by men with pointed teeth, wielding…bladed weapons.” Lord Bushell spoke in a hushed voice as he leaned closer to King Stewart. The lord’s fat round face had stubble all around his two chins. Bits of food crusted in the corners of his lips.
“By So’Chor’s Cock! Bladed weapons in the Ten Kingdoms!?” Stewart spat. “Nobody in the kingdoms has used bladed weapons ever since the Great Poison.”
For a thousand years suspicions around spilling blood made the practice undesirable, even against one’s mortal enemies. The Great Poison had changed the very way people lived and, in turn, the way they went to war. Throughout the Ten Kingdoms, Still Cities and even into the Land of the Old Ways, the weapons of choice were blunt impact long-arm forms—which, of course, were honed and practised to lethal capacity. “Could it have been the Vostos?” Stewart asked. “They are renowned for their sword-play. Disgusting cannibals! Or perhaps the Green Islanders? They are the only ones on the mainland foolish enough still to wield a bladed weapon against another mortal.”
Bushell shook his head, wobbling his chins. “Doubtful. The Vostos haven’t made an attempt on any kingdom stronghold in centuries. They know they are too well watched! And as for the Green Islanders…it is said that the blades were large and wide and held in the palm of the hand. The tribes that live in Hal’s Forest do not use such weapons and I doubt they would have the skills to forge them. Not that it rules them out completely!”
King Stewart rocked his head in a thoughtful nod. “And pointed teeth, you say? Were they beasts they mistook for men?”
“They were quite sure they were mortals like you and I, Your Grace.”
“Were they bearing any symbols?”
“No, Your Grace, but they spoke the Known Tongue. I fear that if you travel to the mainland as planned, you may also be attacked.”
King Stewart sat in silence, thinking. When Bushell breathed to speak, he raised a hand to silence him while he gathered his thoughts. “My lord, I thank you for your discretion in this matter, but I feel our need to get to the Still Cities outweighs this danger. We are committed to meeting with Last Kingdom and Long Kingdom. Our absence is not acceptable.”
“But, Your Grace, I beg you to—”
“I am not going in blindly, my friend. I plan to dream on this matter and ask the gods for guidance.”
King Stewart used his skill of lucid dreaming most nights. It is a skill taught to every king by their father before them. Looks like my many maids will have to go without their young virile king tonight as I must walk with the gods on a more serious subject, he mused to himself as he recalled his many lucid dreams in which he was young, fit and virile in a bath filled with every woman he ever desired.
He lay in bed. His queen and wife lay on either side of him. The bed they were provided with was not equipped to hold a king so large, let alone the two women who had to cling onto the edge for dear life. With the high wooden sealing of Kintail Hall shimmering in the fading firelight, he closed his eyes.
His feet picked up pace. His heart raced as the wind blew through his hair. The rain slapped against his face, refreshing the mind and soul. Dark clouds hung overhead but these were welcome in the Wetlands. The land came to an end in front of him as he jumped to a stop. The huge wide sea crashed noisily only ten footfalls away, smashing against the rocks just below him. King Stewart walked forward and stood at the very edge of the coast, looking out across to the faint line of the mainland. He stretched his muscular legs and arms and breathed in the salty wet air. The blue haze of dusk crept across the land and sea. Everything around him darkened but a break in the clouds highlighted the waves and grass. The full, perfectly formed moon, shone down brightly. 
The full
moon!
I am in a dream. He thought of his father as he saw the smooth moon that should, of course, be the broken surface of Scarred Nahar. It glared unnaturally round, full and perfect. The full moon was his father’s lucid cue that he had passed on to Stewart. 
He sat down at the edge of the land and hung his fully able legs off the side, swinging them in a carefree way, purely because he could. With a wave of his hands, the clouds parted further. The winds calmed.
Then he took control of his dream as his father had taught him so long ago. He reached for the mainland and drew it closer. To his right, across the sea, he saw two large faces stretching all the way to the sky. They smiled at him menacingly, showing pointed teeth. The gods were confirming Bushell’s warnings of the pointed-toothed assassins waiting for them at their planned destination. As he scanned the mainland, he saw his old friend King Locutus of Last Kingdom walking towards the two masks. Locutus was dead so Stewart did not know why the gods would be showing him this. 
He looks younger than when I last saw him. It was as if this was an image of the former king from when they were young men. Romarus! This must represent his son, the new king, he decided, as he remembered what his father had once taught him: “In a lucid dream, the gods can only show what is already known.” 
Stewart had never met this boy, King Romarus. So the image of the boy’s father was the closest thing in his memories. Lucid dreaming was not a vision of the future, but instead it was the gods guiding one through one’s own path and knowledge.
We must still rendezvous with Last Kingdom as planned but we have no way of getting a message to them, to warn them of the danger. And there could be a shitload of them. I am seeing two but who is to say there are not thousands. He needed to relax. A click of his fingers brought a young naked wench to his side, who slid behind him and rubbed his shoulders. Her firm touch cleared his thoughts. If fishermen were able to escape from the attacks happening on the mainland, then the threat mustn’t be so great any longer as to threaten the strength of those traveling from Last Kingdom and my own. Whatever has supposedly happened to the Watch King has surely passed.
He opened his eyes again to look at the coast and saw the two masks with their eyes still fixed on him. He looked south-east to where the coast was much closer and his mind was made up. A quicker crossing in smaller boats will draw less attention.
We will row across the narrow part of the channel, making the landing safer for ourselves. It will also allow us to outflank any attack befalling Last Kingdom as they wait for our arrival. 
The wench’s hands were wandering lower and reaching around his body. Well, I might as well enjoy myself while asleep, as it is looking like waking isn’t going to be particularly enjoyable.
 



 
Each kingdom has a duty to the other. Under the wing of First Kingdom, the other nine will prosper in the light of the High-Ten. Together, as one, they are strong. As a divided ten, they will fall.
Prophecies 4, The Maran
 
 



Londenia
THE STENCH OF DEATH
 
They had left Hal’s Forest behind two days past and stood on a ridge overlooking the desolation of the capital of the Watch Kingdom, Deca’Point.
Taigo had agreed to guide them through the forest. Londenia was grateful as they had passed another two tribes, wielding spears (as they called them), and Taigo’s words and clicks were much appreciated. Without that boy, we would likely have had our heads removed simply through a lack of understanding of their strange tongue. Taigo was a wonder—a boy who had his home ripped away from him in such a brutal manner, to then wander through a hostile forest to find his mother’s tribe and become respected as a leader. He has achieved much through adversity and yet, he is still willing to help those in need. Even though he was what they called a hybrid—a blue-eyed child, born of the seed of a king in the belly of a woman of brown eyes—he had the air of a first prince. He was raised as such by King Servin. Taigo was his only son to speak of, because, apart from him, the king’s wife had borne only girls.
As the party looked over the ridge, the sight brought a tear to Londenia’s eyes. The land was scorched black and structures smoked. Even now, one small dwelling was still ablaze. The interior smoldered red hot through the skeleton wood of the crumbling roof. Dark clouds of gray smoke hung over the larger structures. 
Squinting through the light of the waning sun, Londenia saw burned bones and unburied bodies scattered through the fields and streets of the outlying villages. One wretched soul had made it to the outskirts of the capital. It lay stiff at the foot of the hill, with a blackened, charred arm clawing for freedom. Its life likely ended by the stake impaled in its back.
“Welcome to the home of the Watch King,” Taigo said, his eyes fixed, unblinking, on the scene below. The young boy led the group down a hidden path that wound its way to the valley floor. He was silent, as he had been through most of their journey, but a certain darkness seemed to come over him as they walked towards the ashen ruins. “I cannot come any further, Your Grace.” He turned to King Romarus.
“Are you okay?” Romarus asked, clearly not understanding the impact of the devastation on Taigo’s heart.
Of course he’s not okay. Londenia turned to Taigo. “We are eternally grateful for your help and you are always welcome in the keep of Deca’Herem.”
“I fear this could be the fate of all the kingdoms if we do not stop the people who did this,” Taigo answered. “You must be safe and ensure the wellbeing of your people, or Last Kingdom may end up a pile of ash like this,” he drawled in a monotone.
Celóndas, who was standing next to Londenia, grabbed Taigo and hugged him tight. The boy’s body was rigid with his hands pinned to his sides. One by one, he wrapped his arms around her. The healer’s shoulders shook as she sobbed onto the boy’s shoulder. Londenia went forward, laying a hand on her friend’s back and said, “Celo, he can look after himself. It is us I fear for now.”
“You make sure you get yourself back to the Meeren safely.” Celóndas pointed at the boy’s bare chest like an overbearing mother.
“I will, but I agree with Queen Londenia, it is you I fear for. Be careful, and may the Ten protect you.” He raised both palms in Ten Blessings and turned to climb the hill again.
They continued towards the blackness of what was once the capital of the Watch Kingdom. As they reached the outlying farmsteads and little clusters of houses, many still smoldered and smoked. No matter how many twisted dead bodies she saw, Londenia’s heart thumped painfully in her chest. She wanted to help every one of the black, charred, dead bodies reaching out to her, that looked as if they were screaming for help. The less burnt the bodies were, the worst it seemed. Skeletons with no flesh, paled in comparison to the bodies with half a mortal face still hanging onto the bone. One healthy eye begging for the pain that brought death, to end. 
You can’t do anything for the poor souls now. They are with the Ten. “I pray for you,” she whispered to them as she shuffled by, followed by the rest of her company and their six faithful white broncos. Her stomach felt tender.
It was all too much for Romarus’s small horde. They walked, huddled together like spooked glumps, jumping away from the death around them whenever they neared a blackened hand, charred leg or cooked swaddled baby. Ogla stumbled and ended face to face with a stiff-jawed head with no body. A squawking black-caw perched on the scalp, that was covered with long tufts of straw-like hair. The bird pecked at the eye sockets. Ogla’s scream set the rest of the horde into a frenzy.
For a healer, Celóndas was taking the sight of so many dead bodies harder than Londenia would have expected. The normally lighthearted healer walked stiffly with her eyes fixed on the sky ahead, breathing deeply as if in another world. Celo, you have too kind a heart to see such times, she thought, wishing she could help her friend in some way.
They neared the high walls of Deca’Point’s main keep. Smoke still puffed from the high broken towers. The main gates, made from huge hackle trunks, were barred and the outer wall remained un-breached. However, the black smoke billowing from the upper windows confirmed Taigo’s accounts of the attack. There was no movement on the battlements. Remembering his dark words of what had happened, Londenia was glad not to have seen inside. The windows in the highest tower were smashed. In the lower towers, the holes had been blocked up with planks of wood. The dry smell of burning hung in the air. Creaking sounds came from within the defensive walls of the keep. A crash in the distance, of a roof finally giving up the fight, sent a gasp through the traveling party. The noise stirred a bluster of black-caws. Their squawking echoed from the black cluster of flapping wings rising from behind the gray walls of the keep.
Romarus crept up to the outer defenses and looked through a crack in the gate. He immediately sprung back, fell to his knees and vomited. The sound made Londenia’s own stomach turn. Celóndas ran over and knelt next to him with a hand on his back. 
“Who the fuck would do that?” the boy king exclaimed with chunks of sick clinging to the corners of his mouth. “Their bodies are…” He swallowed. “They have no skin. They’re just hanging there like meat.” He then vomited into the puddle of stomach contents that was already in front of him.
“We must move on to the coast to meet King Stewart. There is nothing for us here,” Londenia shouted to the whole party. She was unsure how to respond to Romarus. A sort of morbid curiosity took her. She wanted to see what lay behind the main gate, but knew it would not help her sleep at night if she did. The sun was dropping below the horizon. After all the dreadful things I have seen today, I wish I had longer before I had to shut my eyes to sleep.
They made camp over one thousand footfalls from the outermost dwelling of Deca’Point. None of them could bear sleeping under the few remaining unbroken buildings surrounded by the dead. The stench still occasionally drifted from the town full of corpses.
Londenia sat outside the large royal tent, watching her campfire dying down, the world fading away into darkness around her. When she looked up, the night sky twinkled above like the one in the desert where her cares seemed so far away. But now, that sea of twinkling lights roofed a land of death. The
Blue Wanderer glimmered, giving her strength to know Beverine still watched over her and protected them.
She crawled into her tent where Romarus was already lying under the fur covers. He stared blankly upwards, chewing the inside of his cheek. At this time, he would normally be with a member of his horde or finishing pleasuring himself. Tonight, his face was blank and his eyes were troubled.
Londenia buttoned the tent flap and felt sealed off from the troubles of the world for a while. For being so far away from home and so close to death and destruction, she felt warm and safe. It may have been because of the five guards they had posted around the camp, or the way Romarus recently took to wrapping her up tight at night, with his arms and strong body.
The next morning, they set off early with a sense of relief as they left the scorched fields and buildings behind. Twisted corpses were replaced with the occasional tree or hopping espa—with their long gangly legs and tiny heads—bounding gracefully into the distance. By midday, a smell of salt cut the air and a cool breeze blew from the north. If Londenia shut her eyes, she could have sworn she was back home as a child in Long Kingdom. The sea air was something she hadn’t experienced in a great many years, in fact since becoming queen in the desert of Last Kingdom. 
They continued north, towards the coast over grass hills and little woods until a gentle slope led down the stony coast. For the first time, they saw the wide open sea. As the others looked out in amazement, Londenia focused on Romarus and saw the sense of wonder on his face. He would never have seen so much water in his life, having grown up only to know vast seas of sand.
This was the fifth day after the new broken moon and it was on the sixth day that they planned to rendezvous with the party from the Wetlands. Camp was built two hundred footfalls from the sea—just on the other side of the ridge—for shelter from the winds off the coast.
As the sun rose the following day, there was still no sign of King Stewart’s party and by the evening, they feared they had been lost.
The seventh day of the new broken moon came and was uneventful, until sunset. An evening fog closed in. To the east, figures appeared on the land—a fast-moving party, no more than thirty-strong.
Romarus’s chief guard, Grey’Gon, shouted to the others, “Stand ready!” The guards all readied their staffs with a wild flurry of spinning, halting them behind their arms. Londenia watched from behind their backs, straining to see through the shroud of mist. The boy king walked to his guard, reaching a hand behind to the staff he carried across his back. He spun it in front of him and stopped it behind his right arm. He pushed past the middle two guards and looked out on the approaching party, now less than one hundred footfalls away.
Through the gray dusk, a voice shouted, in an almost drunken manner, “We come in peace. Lower your weapons. We mean you no harm.”
Stewart, Londenia recognized the voice, even if it had aged since she last heard it. She stepped through the guards and watched as the party approached. King Stewart led the striding group. He was not leading on foot, for he sat on a platform carried by six of his guards.
“Queen Londenia, it is good to look upon you again. You have blossomed into a fine woman from that teary-eyed little girl that I waved farewell to…how many years ago was that now?” The fat king shouted with his slurred voice from his platform, that was being laid to rest in the grass. As his platform sank heavily into the ground, his guards rubbed their aching shoulders and flexed their stiff hands.
“Stewart!” she blurted out with a laugh and ran to meet her childhood friend. She saw a version of the young man she knew, sitting on a strange chair with wheels like a wagon. It sat aboard the carrying platform, locked in place with planks of wood to stop it from rolling off during transport. It was as if somebody had blown air inside him. His face was bloated, and his body was round. She tried to hide her shock with a smile. “Or should I say, King Stewart? And I believe it has been over sixteen years since we last met.” When she last saw him, he was a hearty young prince being raised by her own father in Long Kingdom and was due to leave to be crowned after his father’s death.
“King indeed, Loni! Now bow to my wondrous fat kingly body.” He belly-laughed, which sent him into a coughing fit. “It’s okay to stare, my dear. Many do. For you see the gods have decided to play a cruel joke on me and let my muscles waste and my belly grow.” He slapped said belly.
“I see you still have your sense of humor though, Stew.” She remembered the songs King Stewart used to make up about the fat old cook and the drunken mizer who used to wander around outside the main keep of Deca’Rise.
“It’s about the only thing I have left, my dear. Now, we should go to your camp. We have much to discuss and I feel we should be making our way to King Servin’s keep as quickly as possible. We’ve heard strange tales of men with pointed teeth running around, carving people with bladed weapons! Can you believe it?! Bladed weapons! I’ve never heard of such a thing used in the kingdoms on mortals—on the mainland at least—in my lifetime.” As Stewart spoke, his eyes read her face. “Does something trouble you, Loni?” 
Her feelings must have been plain. “Stew…They’re all dead…all of them. The land is burnt and the buildings, destroyed.”
His bloated face remained unchanged, but his eyes flicked and scanned uncontrollably from side to side. It was comforting to have a leader in their midst and somebody who looked like they were ready to take control…even if he looked as if he was unable to carry his own weight. “And what of King Servin? Have you seen him or…his body?”
“The main keep was destroyed. Its gates remained barred but Romarus saw inside and—” Romarus! I’ve ignored him! “King Stewart, allow me to introduce King Romarus of Last Kingdom.” As she spoke louder, the boy king came jogging over.
Stewart watched him approach, gave a brief nod, then raised both hands in Ten Blessings. “Forgive my shortness, King Romarus, but I have just been informed of the situation. What did you see in Deca’Point, in the main keep?”
“It’s fine,” Romarus answered as if he was talking to one of his court. In that moment, Londenia realized this was the first time the boy had met another king. “I just saw them all with no skin. It was like their bodies were…the wrong way around.”
Stewart looked at the boy from his rolling chair and watched his face as if he was reading a book. “You are much like your father,” he said out of the blue. He quickly returned to the pressing matter. “We must go back to Deca’Point and find out who is responsible. The people of this kingdom will need guidance. We must fortify what is left and ensure the security of the outlying farmsteads and villages. Deca’Point lies along our path anyway as I still plan to hold to our arrangement to meet the Bay King at the Dilly.”
“Can we not take your ship direct from here to the Bay Kingdom?” asked Romarus.
Londenia was impressed with the sensible question from the boy king and was about to ask the same thing herself. Anything to avoid going back to that place filled with death.
“For one, my boy, we do not have a ship. We rowed across the narrow passing in small boats. And secondly, the King of the Bay will only accept passengers traveling on his own ships. Judging from what has happened here, that is a wise choice, indeed. And most importantly, as kings of the Ten Kingdoms we owe it to His Grace, King Servin, and his people to draw out this enemy and bring some kind of justice!”
The party from the Wetlands added their camp to the same site Londenia’s people set up two days ago on their arrival at the coast. It had been dark for hours before all tents were fully erected but Last Kingdom’s guards had already prepared a dinner of roast gogor and some vegetable broth made from a root plant they found growing further inland. Queen Londenia and the queen from the Wetlands, Tanya, sat next to each other, opposite the oddest looking pair of kings. The large oversized King Stewart, sat in his rolling chair contraption that he used to move around when not on a carrying platform or being hoisted by his horde. Then, there was the small, able-bodied, young King Romarus. The two were as different in mind as they were in body. King Stewart’s wife, Pauline, sat in between Londenia and Romarus.
“Tell me of this boy of Servin’s who guided you through Hal’s Forest. I will need to speak with him if he is to take up his father’s throne.” Stewart spat half-chewed gogor meat across the table as he spoke.
And what throne is that? The burnt one? Londenia thought to herself. “There is nothing left of Deca’Point and the boy returned to his mother’s people in Hal’s Forest.”
King Stewart’s eyes widened, his jaw quivering. “By
So’Chor’s Cock! You let the first prince of the Watch Kingdom wander back into that blue forest to run around with those Green Islanders?” he said sharply, gripping his fork tighter.
She forgot how argumentative Stewart could be but admitted she had perhaps not realized the importance of Taigo to the rebuilding of the Watch Kingdom. “I understand your concerns but was I supposed to hold a first prince against his will?”
Stewart puffed sharply, then looked as if he were about to try to stand. Tanya put a hand on his and shot him a glare from her sharp brown eyes. He took a breath and spoke, “Forgive me. I am tired from my journey. You of course could not have stopped the boy. It would not have been right. But I intend to send two of my guard to properly explain the situation to him and see if he would be willing to claim his throne and help to rebuild his lands.” He nodded to his wife, Pauline, who returned the nod and left the tent, most likely to fetch one of the guards. Looking at Londenia, Stewart smiled. “I would have chased after him myself but I doubt my rolling chair would cope with Hal’s Forest.”
She didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry. What has happened to you, my dear Stewart? His wit, stubbornness and intelligence had not waned but the vessel that held them had.
A guard entered the tent and Stewart whispered in the burly man’s ear. The king’s awkward, yet stunningly beautiful, wife stayed by the entrance. Her face was round and pale with lips which seemed to always be in a cute, happy pout.
“Londi, your healer, Celóndas, knows the lay of Hal’s Forest, does she not?” asked King Stewart, as Pauline slinked away from the tent out into the darkness of the camp.
You should be asking Romarus, he’s right next to you, she nearly said. “Yes, she will be most obliged to give you the information you need.” She addressed the guard directly.
To Londenia’s surprise, Romarus popped his head up from his usual low eating position. “I’ll show you where to find her.” He led the guard out of the tent, leaving his half eaten plate of food on the table.
Before the tent flap closed, King Stewart spoke, saying, “He is much like his father.”
Londenia smiled. “He really is. He’s a—”
“—damned fool,” Stewart finished and belly-laughed.
“I was going to say kind hearted,” she replied, giving a mouthy smile back to the coughing blob in front of her.
Stewart’s coughing subsided. “Come, Londi. You know I loved Locutus as a brother and I can see the boy has no ill intent, but he’s a fool nonetheless.”
To be fair, he’s right, she let herself think for a moment.
Queen Tanya slapped her king on his fat shoulder from across the table. “From what I have heard, you and Locutus were both fools when you were younger.” She smirked and flared her squashy nostrils. “And I could tell Queen Londenia many a tale of a foolish king from the Wetlands of late. Perhaps I should tell her about the incident with the white bear that—”
King Stewart threw up his hands and smiled. “I yield. I yield,” he jested with his queen, who returned a playful smile.
I like you, Londenia thought as she watched Queen Tanya club the king over the head with her words. When Londenia first heard that Stewart had selected a brown-eyed woman to rule as queen, she questioned his decision. But now, seeing the smile on Stewart’s face, she realized this formidable, yet unattractive, woman brought out the best in him and without question had the strength to rule. King Stewart looked more like the young man she remembered from childhood—always joking, and with a wit as sharp as a meat knife.
The three royals talked for what must have been hours around the table in King Stewart’s tent. Tanya seemed fascinated with the stories from Stewart’s younger days, when he was growing up under the charge of Londenia’s father, King Kalon of Long Kingdom. It was as if she were stowing away each story like a piece of rotten vegetable so that she could sling them back at her king in their next battle of words, which they both seemed to enjoy. They also discussed more serious matters and what their next move would be. 
“In the morning, we will return to Deca’Point.” King Stewart slurred in his usual way.
“Once you see what has happened there, you will immediately want to leave,” Londenia replied with the images in her head of those twisted charred remains, stretching their hands out to her in the burnt fields.
“I do not plan to linger there, but we must try to find answers.”
“Answers to what?”
Stewart looked taken aback. “Do you not wonder who did these things? Do you not wonder if the threat still remains? If it does, then information will perhaps help us to prevent it from happening to the other kingdoms.” Spit seemed to be flying out of his mouth at every t and p. 
Londenia paused for a moment. It hadn’t crossed her mind that it was their responsibility to find out who had caused this tragedy. Last Kingdom was so far away from most barbaric acts. This sort of thing always seemed like news from a faraway land. However, the use of bladed weapons within a populated area of the kingdoms was extreme beyond anything she ever heard of, let alone the fact that she had witnessed the aftermath. “Forgive me. I am not accustomed to these sorts of happenings.”
“And you think I am?” King Stewart dug further.
“Stewart,” Queen Tanya jumped in. Her dark eyes glared and seemed to have control over his mind. “We are all on the same side here.”
Stewart huffed. “Forgive me again, Londi. I have become a bitter old man.” His words were addressed to Londenia but he stared at his queen throughout.
Queen Tanya smiled. “Here, enough of the old! You are only two years my elder.”
King Stewart gave a slight chuckle.
The Queen of the Wetlands was brilliant at getting her point across, then somehow defusing the quick-to-anger King Stewart.
“So we are decided then. In the morning, we return to Deca’Point.” King Stewart stated the fact and in no way asked the opinion of the two queens. All Londenia could do was nod and bid the royals Night Blessings. 
Queen Tanya gave her an encouraging nod. She’s trying to tell me everything will be alright. Although not having yet seen forty years, Tanya had the bearing and airs of an older woman. She seemed wise beyond her years, and witty too.
As Scarred Nahar rose higher in the night sky, Londenia lay under her covers in the royal tent, wondering where Romarus was. The boy king had a habit of wandering but no harm ever came to him. She was well aware he was capable of looking after himself, but she still felt a worry in her belly whenever his whereabouts were unknown. “Grey’Gon!” she shouted.
The guard appeared at the tent flap moments later. “Yes, m’lady?”
“Where is His Grace?”
“King Romarus asked for solitude while he went for a walk along the coast,” Grey’Gon replied in the monotonous tones of a guard.
I somehow doubt Romarus stretched himself to use the word solitude. “His Grace should not be unguarded in such times. And, are you not his chief guard? You should be with him. Find him at once.”
The guard’s brown eyes widened and his mouth hung open. He sharply bowed his head, clashed his fists in salute and hurried out of the tent.
Her nerves grew as more time passed, and so did her anger. How can he be so selfish, wandering with no word to anybody, knowing what transpired in Deca’Point? A king does not need permission for anything, of course, but common courteously to a friend would have been appreciated. 
As always, the worst situations played through her mind. Perhaps Romarus had gotten too close to the sea and drowned, or the bladed attackers had returned and killed him, or—
The tent flap opened and there was the welcome sight of Romarus ducking in, smiling. “Hello,” he said coyly, with a cheeky grin.
She couldn’t help but grin back as her anger flowed away as if on a warm-season breeze. “Hello,” Londenia replied in an equally mischievous voice. Why am I playing along with this? He had the look on his face that was typical after he had just lain with somebody. “Did you enjoy your walk?”
“I did.” He smiled, pressed his lips to her forehead with Ten Blessings and lay next to her. For a while, as they lay in silence for sleep, her nerves calmed, but as her mind went to work in its usual way, the worries crept back. He’s hiding something, she suspected, as her thoughts began to list every single possible thing the boy king could be hiding from her.
By sunset the next day, they had built their camp on the outskirts of Deca’Point. Queen Tanya had convinced King Stewart to heed Londenia’s instructions of setting up camp further away from the capital than he had first suggested. He has not experienced the stench of death and burning yet. If he insisted on setting up the camp closer, he would be alone.
Londenia dared not go with the scouting parties to Deca’Point. King Stewart sent in guards to inspect the area and report back to him with their findings. On the first day of their investigations, one of the hairy-faced guards from the Wetlands came back to camp, white as a joining wrap, unable to speak. He and one other had been tasked with breaking into the main keep. “They were all flayed like cottontails on a bazaar meat stall,” said the shaken guard, who was known as H’Gon. “They even hung them upside down.”
Her days in camp were busy but not as busy as they would have been back in the keep of Deca’Herem. She and Queen Tanya busied themselves writing messages to be sent to Hal’Tal, where they would be divided up and delivered to towns and villages across Last Kingdom, the Watch Kingdom (what was left of it) and the Wetlands. It spoke of what had happened and gave warning to prepare for what might befall them. I do not know if we are doing the right thing by spreading fear throughout the people, she worried, as her hand ached from the twentieth piece of parchment she had filled with ink that morning. 
Londenia looked forward to her time lying next to Romarus in the royal tent before sleep. It was a chance to have simple conversation without the worry of these big issues. However, the first night at camp outside Deca’Point, was another of unrest, as once again, Romarus had not returned as expected. Another happy late coming followed.
There was a repeat of this the following night and she also felt Romarus’s presence wasn’t sufficient during the day either.
Late on the third day at camp outside Deca’Point, as the sun was getting low in the sky, Londenia decided to visit King Stewart in his headquarters, as he called the place. It was simply a tent set up with a writing desk in it. When Londenia entered, King Stewart was busy noting down accounts from a scruffy looking man standing before his desk. He had received many visits from surrounding farmers and some blue-eyed lords from further afield in the Watch Kingdom. It was his attempt at trying to give instruction and bring stability to what remained of the late King Servin’s land—which happened to be a very large proportion. The capital, along with its royal family, was destroyed, but like any animal, it was going to be in desperate need, having just lost its head.
The raggedly-dressed peasant spoke in his common dialect, telling tales of what had transpired, telling King Stewart, “Your Grace, we barely escaped with our lives.”
Londenia stood eavesdropping at the threshold of the tent, holding her silence, not wanting to interrupt Stewart’s note taking.
“We saw them enter Deca’Point in the dead of night. They carried knives like you have never seen. Knives the size of my arm, Your Grace. I tell you no lie.”
“Swords. They are called swords,” King Stewart told the man, then continued to scribble with ink and quill.
“Yes, Your Grace.” The peasant paused. “Pointed teeth!” he then exclaimed. “They had pointed teeth, Your Grace. I never saw them with my own eyes, but others that ran from the capital told us they had pointed teeth.”
King Stewart’s hand frantically worked its way across the page, his face hardly acknowledging the old man’s account. “Did you happen to take note of how strong the group of attackers were?” he asked, pausing his quill.
The peasant cleared his throat. “Hundreds, Your Grace. The capital was overrun with them. There were cries of…” he paused.
“Continue,” King Stewart encouraged with a flick of a quill.
“They cried out: ‘For the Ten’.”
They claimed to be followers of the Ten? These were dark tidings. Londenia shuffled uncomfortably. The old man heard her movements and turned sharply.
“My lady,” he bowed deeply, not rising.
“Rise,” she said, lifting the man’s chin gently.
He quickly snapped his gaze away, lowering his head. His hands fumbled.
“Thank you for your assistance. You are dismissed, but are required to report to my lead guard, who will fully brief you on our plans,” King Stewart, told him, still writing notes.
“It was my honor, Your Grace.” He gave Ten Blessings to King Stewart. “My lady.” The old peasant bowed to her, backing out of the tent.  
She stood before the desk as King Stewart intently read pieces of parchment and made scribbles on others. They were scribbles indeed! It looked as if a small child learning his letters had scrawled all over the yellowed paper. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I can come back later.”
“Londi, if you were not such a beauty I would throw my quill at you and tell you to leave. Come, sit. I have time to spare for you, of course.” He smiled.
She sat on the opposite side of the desk to his rolling chair. “I hear you plan to delay our departure for another day, perhaps two?” Londenia’s purpose of being there was to ask King Stewart to take an active role in guiding Romarus, and even get him involved in the investigation and the defense of what remained, but she felt she needed to make conversation first.
“Indeed, I feel we would be best to wait for your father’s arrival. A skip came to tell me words, or should I say ‘sell me words’, that your father’s party from Long Kingdom draws near. I see no need to hurry our departure for him to trail behind us by a day. There is power in numbers, don’t you agree?”
Her heart sang when she heard the news of her father, King Kalon, drawing near. “Indeed, I am pleased.” There was silence for a time as Stewart began adding notes. “And of course we have some time before we meet King Hardol at the Dilly, so you are—”
King Stewart interrupted without lifting his head, saying, “Londi, why have you come to see me? If it is about involving that boy king of yours, you can stop.”
Am I that obvious? “I just feel it would do him good to learn from you in these matters.”
Stewart laughed, setting off a cough. “I’m sure it would do him good but right now I require a clear mind and speed. We do not have long before we must continue on our journey. Before we leave, I wish to make sure the Watch Kingdom is in a more stable state than when I found it.”
“It is just that he draws restless and—”
“—Oh, the boy king is bored is he? Tired of his horde he took with him?” King Stewart’s angry rambles were almost comical in some ways. “Listen Londi, he’s a boy. A boy who is a king, yes, but just let him be a boy for now. Let him explore, and make mistakes, and fuck, and whatever else it is that young people do with legs that work these days.” He tapped his useless legs with his quill. “And let me worry about trying to get this kingdom back into some kind of working order in the little time I have left.”
And then when we return, if we return, to Last Kingdom—I am left with a king that is still a boy and only wants to explore, fuck and whatever else, while I must rule alone! She knew she wouldn’t win an argument with Stewart—not without Queen Tanya to back her up. The stress from travel and trying to stabilize the Watch Kingdom made Stewart’s sense of humor rot somewhat. “Very well. Queen Tanya and I have prepared letters for every village and town we felt necessary to inform of what has happened here. We included warnings and such, but wait on your final approval.”
“Thank you. We may need to add in further findings but I think we can finalize these by midday tomorrow.”
You can bloody add in these extras your-bloody-self then, she scorned, grabbing her aching hand and thinking how her new friend, Tanya, would likely make him pay if they had to add to their workload needlessly.
That night, Romarus was once again not to be found next to her as she was falling asleep. For the first time since Romarus had become king, Londenia did not wait for his return. She fell into a frustrated, restless slumber. There was a brief memory of stirring, the smell of Romarus’s musk and the pressing of his lips on her forehead. “Night Blessings,” she heard him whisper and everything seemed right as she drifted off to sleep.
 



 
Only a fool thinks there are rules to fighting. Fighting is life, and life has no rules.
Ancient Lixus Proverb
 



Baskie
STRENGTH OF THE MOTHER
 
The yellow-haired boy jumped in the air and landed a downward punch on his tall, brown-haired opponent as he tried to stagger to his feet. The crowd of robed boys surrounding the sand fighting-ring cheered as the loser fell onto his side into the dirt again.
Instead of just walking back from his opponent, ‘Yellow Boy’ flipped backwards. Mid-flip, he was entirely upside down in the air, looking up at the ground. Yellow-haired Frazer landed in a fighting stance, facing his opponent lying in the white powdery sand. Both boys’ chests and arms were covered with sand, which sparkled in the afternoon sun. Yellow Boy’s right shoulder had been grazed by the area of the fighting ring where less sand covered the hard surface. For a boy who looked quite unthreatening when fully clothed, Baskie saw that Frazer was well trained. When he eventually lifted his fists in victory to the cheering crowd, his arms were that of a grown man, but with a boy’s smiling face in between them.
Two boys with drums beat a victory rhythm for Yellow Boy, who clearly loved every moment. Frazer, Frazer, Frazer, the crowd of blue robes cheered. Frazer walked to the side where the Mister stood, directly opposite Baskie’s position on the outside of the ring. The old man outstretched a blue robe and wrapped it around the winner’s shoulders. The boy bowed and stood next to the Mister.
“A fabulous display of strength to the Mother,” the Mister said, clasping his hands together as he walked into the ring. “And commiserations to our Brother Rojames. You fought well and the Mother will heal you for your efforts.” The loser he spoke of was getting helped up by Saul and another island-boy whose name Baskie couldn’t remember.
Ro turned and managed a painful looking bow to the Mister. “For the Mother,” he said, enduring the pain of tender ribs.
“Now! Who feels the power of the Mother flow through them and wishes to show their strength next?” the Mister shouted, addressing all the boys around the circle.
“Yes, Mister!” shouted one of the older boys, already removing his robe, throwing it behind him, slapping his bare chest. This boy lived in the same pod as Saul. Baskie was sure he heard him being called Mior. The muscles in his thighs were clear, even through the blue cottons he wore. His chest and stomach had muscles but his arms were not as large as those of Yellow Boy. That might have been because this boy was taller. He had the sort of face all of the girls back home swooned over, except for his slightly squint nose. It looked as if he had injured it in a fight and never had it fixed properly.
“And who shall challenge Brother Mior? Who here, feels the strength of the Mother?” the Mister boomed out, with a smile and flapping arms.
I don’t feel, or need, the Mother’s strength but what the fuck… “I do, Mister!” Baskie felt great that day as he always did when the winds blew from the sea. When the wind came from across the grass of the rolling fields on the island, his head would feel twice its size, his nose would pour and his eyes would water. Today was a perfect day, with the clean salty air blowing from the sea, filling his lungs.
The crowd turned and looked at him in silence. Saul cocked an eyebrow and his mouth slanted. Owin looked shocked. More and more silent blue eyes locked onto him. Frazer was looking around to see what everybody else was doing.
The Mister raised his arms and said, “My dear Brother Baskie.” He paused, observing the scene with skeptical eyes.
I’m not a brother, Baskie silently corrected the old man.
“Perhaps one day you will take on the likes of Mior but not today, I fear.”
“But I want to fight.” Baskie stepped forward, removing his blue robe. All of a sudden he felt skinny and puny. None of the boys laughed but he could feel their mocking eyes. Those who only look with their eyes, don’t truly see you.
“You will do as I say, young brother,” the Mister said forcefully. “The Mother has not yet given you the strength to fight somebody older than yourself.”
Baskie went to interrupt the old man but a small shake of Saul’s head warned him not to. 
“Robe yourself, step back and we will find you a closer match,” the Mister went on.
I’ve already counted five ways to break his wrists and two to knock him out and we haven’t even started, he raged inside his head. Baskie was determined to show how much this situation pissed him off so he stared at the Mister with as much hatred as he could muster. I probably look like a spoilt child but I don’t give ten fucks!
Docháran, he heard muttered by random boys in the crowd around the ring. The chant spread. “Yes! Docháran!” one shouted. “Come on, Docháran,” another said, pushing one of the robed boys forward into the ring.
The boy they called Docháran didn’t speak. He stepped into the ring, letting his robe drop to the ground, revealing the ubiquitous blue trousers. A dark blue vest hugged his chest, which was thicker set than Mior’s. His right arm had ten inked lines starting from his shoulder, running to his elbow, contouring over clearly visible muscles. The ink lines were faded as if stretched over time, or else somebody had tried to wash them off. He must be from the Ten Kingdoms, Baskie thought as he looked at the traditional ink markings given to princes as infants in the Peak Kingdom. He had seen Docháran in the main hall during mealtimes but had never before seen his uncovered arms.
The inked boy began to stretch. With his legs apart, he bent forward, placing his face onto his left shin, then did the same on the other side. He crouched from side to side then did the splits. Docháran sprung up to his feet, unleashing a flurry of practice kicks, high and low, spinning and jumping. His fists were flying. Then he came to a dead stop and walked to the center of the ring.
Only hands that hit you, hurt. Baskie wasn’t impressed with the bravado.
Mior, meanwhile, stood with his arms out to his side, his palms and face pointing at the sky, mumbling some shit Baskie couldn’t make out.
Is he crying or something? Baskie wondered. 
A few tears ran down Mior’s face and dripped into the sand. He clenched his fists and walked to the center of the circle, taking up a high guard position with a narrow stance, in front of Docháran, who stood like a strange insect, ready to pounce. His hands were locked forward, looking like pincers. Baskie recognized this style: it was a form sometimes practised by those that follow the way of Lixus. The Blind-Seer, Kiko, followed this way of life. It was first developed by ancient Lixian tribes that dwelled in the land that is now the Peak Kingdom, before the Great Poison. The Peak Kingdom still taught its ways, long after the Lixians were forced south into the marshes. This form mimicked the movements of the red lantar insect.
“Let the Mother’s strength flow in both of you,” the Mister shouted with his arms outstretched, much like Mior had just done. “Ready… Engage,” he sang, sharply dropping his arms to the side. And a silence fell around the ring as the two opponents waited, swaying slightly in their very different stances.
Mior was the first to move, throwing a quick jab at Docháran’s face. The crouching insect-boy hooked and deflected the blow with a pincer-like hand, spun and kicked Mior’s jaw, knocking him to the ground. The bent-nosed boy sprang to his feet and walked away from his opponent with his arms outstretched again. He walked near to where Baskie stood. Now his mutterings were clear: “Oh Mother, fill my fists with strength. Mother who watches from above, give me strength.”
Docháran, on the other hand, was silent, breathing, swaying low in his insect-like stance again. His sharp blue eyes were locked on his opponent’s every move, waiting calmly.
Mior turned and ran towards his opponent, throwing another jab, which was parried, a cross, which was blocked and then a hook, which the inked boy ducked and then unleashed a combination of fast kicks. The crowd grew louder. Mior backed off, avoiding and blocking the flying feet, until they became too fast for his hands. His face was back in the sand again. Clapping enveloped the ring.
As the fight continued, Baskie heard the boys behind him talking. “Docháran’s going to fuck him over. I bet you Mior shit himself when he saw him step forward.” A group laughed behind him. “You ever been punched by him?” another asked. “In the stomach! I couldn’t breathe for about an hour!” Another piped up, “The Mister says that the ten marks were given to him by the Mother to mark him as a warrior.”
Well you’re a fuckwit, Baskie thought at the last comment. The Mister could say anything and the boys here would believe it. They are all so desperate to tug themselves off in that vision room or get inside a woman on that hidden island,
that they would believe the Mister if he told them the sky was pink and he could fart fire.
Mior managed to land a solid punch to Docháran’s face. The bent-nosed boy leapt onto his inked opponent, knocking him to the ground, and started pounding his fists into his face. The watching boys gasped with every blow that landed. Docháran calmly, with insect-sharp precision, hooked around Mior’s wrist and twisted. Mior screamed, cursed and rolled onto his side. Docháran knelt next to him and raised his fist for a finishing blow. Mior submitted by tapping his chest. His opponent sprang up, releasing the lock, bowed and walked away. The crowd cheered all around the ring. Mior struggled to his feet, brushing off the sand clinging to his back, chest and arms.
Two raised arms from the Mister brought silence to the world. “A wonderful variety of styles. The Mother is proud of both of you. Let Her love enter your bodies and souls. Congratulations, Docháran!”
Docháran looked as if he was ignoring the Mister’s words. He bent down to pick up his robe and cloaked himself, then rejoined the crowd. Mior, on the other hand, knelt before the Mister, looking as if he was having some kind of fit. His sweating body and flustered face rocked backwards and forwards. He spoke in a tongue Baskie had never heard before. 
“Be calm, Brother Mior. The Mother has not deserted you. She just chose to give strength to Docháran. You will stand to fight for Her again.” The Mister spoke kindly, and then leaned forward to whisper in the kneeling boy’s ear.
Whatever he said, that fuckwit just ate it up, Baskie thought as Mior came out of his trance and strode surprisingly steadily back to his robe that was lying somewhere around the outside of the ring.
“Now, Brother Baskie.” The Mister’s booming voice hit his ears. “Do you still wish to fight?”
“Yes, Mister!” He stepped into the ring and removed his robe again. He pulled off the blue trousers too, as he preferred to move in just shorts. They were the traditional red of his home kingdom and the Mister didn’t look too pleased at the sight of them. His old eyes stared at the long strips of red material that Baskie wrapped around his feet and up his lower legs to support his ankles.
The Mister’s eyes narrowed. “Do you feel the Mother’s strength flow through you, Brother Baskie?”
He hesitated. Use your words to block, as if they were arms blocking punches. “I feel a strength flow through me, yes.”
Through a coy smile, the old man uttered, “That is not what I asked.”
“I wish to feel the strength you speak of.” Can we just get on with the fight? I’m not going to say what you want me to say just so you can put on a show for these mindless fuckwits.
“You have a clever way with words, Brother Baskie.” The Mister raised his arms and prayed, declaring, “Mother above, give Brother Baskie the strength to answer my words truthfully.”
For the tenth fucking time, I’m not a brother, so stop this fucking ridiculous show! “No, I don’t feel the Mother’s strength but I have my own strength and I know I can take anybody you pair me with.”
The Blind-Seer had been brutal when she trained him and she had made him strong in the process. He hoped his cocky words wouldn’t come back and bite him on the arse as he pictured the Mister sending in somebody like Saul, who fought like a crazed thug. Or bringing out Docháran again and he’d get twenty kicks to the face before he could blink. 
“Corus,” the Mister sang out.
Corus?! Corus is practically a girl! This will be a piece of piss, Baskie thought as he saw the boy walk out from the crowd, a quarter of the way around the ring from where he stood. As Corus took off his robe, his body trembled. He wore shorts and had only a sparse covering of thin hairs on his legs, being a boy of around thirteen years. Corus was the youngest on the island and easily the most timid. Their trainings were full of moments of him crying when he twisted his ankle or feigning retching when he got tired. Is the Mister hoping I’ll feel sorry for him and let him win, so he can claim it was the Mother’s strength that brought victory to the little creature?
The Mister walked over and put a hand on the bare shoulder of the skinny but well-trained boy. “Brother Corus, you are the youngest here and you feel the strength of the Mother, do you not?”
“Yes, Mister,” Corus blurted nervously in his surprisingly deep voice. 
“Then let us show the Mother your strength close up. We will fight outside the House of the Mother.” The Mister leaned forward and whispered in Corus’s ear. The boy nodded then locked blue eyes with Baskie. His stare looked like one of guilt, as if he had just taken a shit in Baskie’s bed.
Why the House of the Mother? All fights take place here! Baskie had traveled and seen enough places and met enough people to suspect something was wrong—but he didn’t know what. Do not just see with your eyes, feel everything, hear everything, smell everything, taste everything. And something most definitely tasted off and smelled like shit.
The crowd walked towards the big gray house. They stopped on the freshly cut grass just inside the wide circle of towering standing stones that encompassed the House of the Mother. The boys formed a ring, much like a green version of the sand one they had just come from. At least Corus will have a soft landing, Baskie thought, as he felt an itch in his nose. Corus knelt and put his hands on the ground. Mumblings and the usual recognizable words could be heard: Mother and strength and other bullshit. His opponent stood with balled, shaking fists. 
The Mister signaled the fight to begin and the crowd fell silent.
Baskie didn’t take up any kind of fighting stance. Fighting is life, stand like you’re living. He just watched the younger boy’s back and clenched fists. From behind, the boy’s shoulders shook and shuddered. Walking forward cautiously, Baskie felt another tickle in his nose and his eyes dripped like they frequently did. He was close enough now to see the neatly trimmed, short, dark-brown hair on Corus’s head and the slightly longer hairs on the top blowing in the wind. Only fuckwits make the first move. 
Baskie waited.
The boy turned. Baskie’s face was hit with a mound of grass that filled his nose and blinded his vision. Each breath was like sucking through a thin tube. Another handful of the grass trimmings came flying at his face, then a punch, albeit a weak one, hit his stomach. He couldn’t breathe. There was a second punch, then a kick to his shin. All the time, his eyes streamed and his nose failed him. Baskie collapsed to the ground, face first. The throbbing in his nose and eyes overwhelmed him. He felt a foot on his back and heard the roaring crowd.
Through clouded, tear-filled eyes, an old hand with a white sleeve appeared, offering help. Baskie didn’t take the Mister’s hand. Instead he sneezed and punched his own nose over and over. He lay on the ground, refusing to move through embarrassment, frustration and the overwhelming need to stay still to make sure he didn’t interrupt a much-needed sneeze.
“Brothers, it is true that Corus is the youngest out of all of you. Brother Baskie may have traveled far but he does not feel the Mother’s strength. Our young Corus is not known for his fighting prowess, but look. He is triumphant!” The Mister pointed to the cheating shit. “He was the first to be born on the Hidden Womb, he feels the Mother’s strength and it has indeed, made him strong.” The Mister’s voice boomed through an endless cloud of grass, tears and snot. “Let us pray to the Mother and thank Her for Her strength and ask that one day you will all lie with the goddesses.”
The ring of boys dropped to their knees along with the Mister, who knelt in front of the cheating little cunt, Corus, with their heads resting together. They all murmured the same words as if in one low droning voice.
Baskie could hear his friend and teacher, Kiko, the Blind-Seer in his head, only a fuckwit thinks there are rules to fighting. Fighting is life, and life has no rules.
 
 



The Guard Who Watched
This was the third time today he had snuck them into his tent. The boy king and King Stewart’s slut were paying him well and it was a pleasant show to behold, but Grey’Gon knew this was dangerous business.
The temptress’s small tits were what he liked to focus on the most. He imagined what they must feel like in the boy king’s hands as he squeezed them and licked the nipples. Three days ago, when this arrangement first came about, he felt awkward watching the pair, but now after many meetings it felt normal.
Greytis was King Romarus’s chief personal guard and was in his eleventh year of service to Last Kingdom. He grew up on the sandy market streets of Loren Tan. As soon as he came of age, he left for Tromon Tal to train in the noble service of the Ten Kingdom guards. After years of training, he swore his oath to First Kingdom and was given his guard’s name of Grey’Gon. After gaining their title, guards are assigned to various kingdoms. Grey’Gon remembered the reluctance of those not assigned to the three more powerful kingdoms. However, he welcomed his posting to his former homeland of Last Kingdom. His brown eyes meant women rarely desired him and because of his line of work as the king’s protection, it was unlikely that he would ever lie with a woman.
As the boy king continued to fuck the piece of tail from the Wetlands, not one footfall away from where he sat, he remembered the time King Romarus tried to explain what it felt like to be inside a woman, just days before they left on this journey. His mind drifted back.
“It just feels right,” King Romarus told him one night when it was just the two of them left in the throne room after a day of court.
“That doesn’t really help me picture it.” Grey’Gon laughed as he sat on the top step of the dais leading to the throne, on which King Romarus sprawled, casually. They had just opened another bottle of red wine, traded from the Land of the Old Ways. It was from the northern province: Arland. They produced the sweetest of all wines and it was getting him and the king pissed as two fish that just had their heads bashed against a rock.
“Well, when I first went with Bostonia, last quarter-moon-turn, I hadn’t been in a woman before.” The boy king waved his hand around, his voice echoing off the mud walls of the empty throne room.
“Wait…You have a horde of women. How the fuck—” He paused. “Forgive my language, Your Grace.”
“Fucking forget the fuck about it. I don’t give a fuck how you speak. You’re a fucking friend…Go. Continue.” The intoxicated words rolled out of the boy king’s mouth.
“Okay, so how the fuck had you not been inside a woman when you have a horde of them to fuck whenever you want?”
King Romarus let out another laugh. “They do other things to me.” The boy king sat up, trying to look official. “And some of my horde have brown eyes or we don’t know how pure their blood is. Some have blue-sight but you don’t know where they’ve come from. So Londenia wants to make sure the first one I put my seed into properly has briny, shight blue eyes…I mean, shiny brrrrright,” he corrected, as two poorly aimed fingers moved perilously close to the king’s eyeballs, “and know that their father and mother were blue-sight and theirs before them and theirs before them and theirs before them and theirs before them…right back to the gods, like my bloodline.”
The Ten Kingdoms had strict rules that Grey’Gon never fully understood regarding who could fuck whom and who must not attempt to shoot their seed and who’s allowed to shit in what room. The whole thing must seem ridiculous to anybody not of the Ten Kingdoms. In fact, the rules seemed ridiculous from anybody’s standpoint, unless of course, you were lucky enough to be a blue-sighted king! 
“So you never went inside them?” asked Grey’Gon.
“I go inside them all the time now that Bostonia has taken my seed—but fuck knows if she is actually properly with child yet. But no! Never went inside them before that.” A drunken arm swung around close to Grey’Gon’s face. “They let me do it in their mouths…and they did so many things with their hands.” He waved his hands to Grey’Gon, likely in an attempt to make sure he knew what hands were. “And there are other places you can put your cock.” Everything seemed hilarious to the boy king that night.
Grey’Gon laughed along but was more interested in the dirty details. “So, tell me about the first time with Bostonia…If it pleases you, of course.” The wine was making him forget his place, and he had a desperate desire to find out what Bostonia’s cunt was like.
“Well if you promise not to tell another soul…” The king sat up, swaying slightly.
“I swear, Your Grace. It is my duty to protect you but also to hold my silence on any matters relating to the King of—”
“—Okay shhhh.” The boy king interrupted and raised a finger to his drunken lips. “Fine…shhhhh. I believe you. The first time we fucked was in front of all of the people at our joining ceremony in the sand…that sand gets fucking everywhere by the way. Everywhere! But, at first I nearly put it in the wrong hole.” He laughed.
Grey’Gon feigned laughter but was more excited to hear the rest of what happened. “What did Bostonia say?”
“She just smiled and guided it to the right place. Nobody saw. I pushed in and it just felt right. It was wet and warm and tight and you could tell she liked it too.”
Stories from that night warmed Grey’Gon’s evenings in his lonely tent many times—sometimes more than once in a night. The thought of Bostonia was a treat. Her sister, Queen Londenia, was also arousing but now this live performance (although it was not Bostonia or the queen) was even more captivating.
The two were naked, lit by the warm candlelight. It was dark outside and the camp was silent. King Romarus was on top. Sweat dripped off his body as he worked the girl from the Wetlands, hard. The king’s smaller body meant Grey’Gon saw more of those wonderful tits and smooth skin. The two made no sound but he could see from their faces they were desperate to moan and scream. The cheater held the boy king’s face on either side, looking deep into his eyes. The two pressed their lips together. King Romarus was on both knees over her, leaning forward so his lips could reach. His thrusting stopped so she took over, lifting her hips up and down underneath him. This excited Grey’Gon—seeing the curve in her lower back leading to her peachy arse, which jiggled ever so slightly.
King Romarus whispered through gritted teeth, “Don’t stop.” Over and over the boy king whispered it between pressing his lips to hers. He took over the thrusting again. His jaw was tight. He looked down and gasped as his hips slowed.
The dirty girl dug her nails into the boy king’s thighs and her mouth hung open.
Afterwards, the two young bodies lay entwined together in a sweaty embrace for a few moments. Then King Romarus lifted his head and pressed his lips to the slut’s nose. Sitting up, he gave her tits one last squeeze together and stood. Grey’Gon looked between the woman’s legs and saw the boy king’s seed ooze out. 
I would give anything to be in his place, he thought. King Romarus’s blue eyes, his white seed and of course his kingly status meant he could have any woman he desired, mainly because they all desired him. But this little arrangement showed that even a young king, as desirable as King Romarus, couldn’t easily have all he wanted. Otherwise, why would he and this cheating woman from the Wetlands have to pay a lowborn guard to use his tent to rub together while said guard watches? And the fact they ignored that I may have pleasured myself once or twice during the act meant they must be quite desperate for me to keep silent, he amused himself.
The boy king pulled his clothes back on, while the naked girl still lay on the ground, her smooth curvy legs wide apart. That tantalizing sight makes a man think things he never should, things that he knows are not right or possible. I could just knock the boy king out cold and have my way with her here and now, then run away to the Green Islands and live my life in the jungle, fucking the wild brown women every day. They’d probably worship me like a god there, he continued to amuse himself until…
King Romarus’s laugh snapped him out of his wandering thoughts. “You want some of that too? You’ve been a friend to me with all this,” the boy king said, “and I’ll repay you one day, I promise.”
“You are too kind, sir,” Grey’Gon bantered back with the young king but wanted to know more of what his reward might be. The little bastard better not be winding me up!
“Take my lady back to her tent,” commanded the king.
Still staring at the nakedness on the floor, Grey’Gon answered, “Yes, Your Grace.” He gave a Gon’Gon Salute to his leash, clashing his fists together in front of his chest.
Once the temptress was clothed, he led her from the tent, checking for spying eyes. King Romarus remained in Grey’Gon’s tent as he always did, so they could relive and discuss what just happened. He reveled in listening to how the act felt. It was just a shame they didn’t have any of the Arlandish wine. The boy king was more detailed when his mind was influenced by the drink and it made for more interesting and flowing conversation about such matters.
As they drew more than ten footfalls away from the tent, Grey’Gon’s heart rested slightly. If we were spied here, nobody would suspect we had come secretly from my tent, he would reassure himself every night at this stage of the return sneak. The slut was simply out for a walk in the evening and a noble guard would, of course, escort her after dark.
The royal dwelling of the Wetlands was not more than twenty footfalls away when shouting could be heard from inside. “The whole thing is pointless!” The drunken ramblings were muffled by the thick skins of the tent. “You pray every night for my strength to return. I live my life properly but still, I’m like a fucking fat fish flopping at the side of a river.”
Grey’Gon lifted the tent flap to the large bedchamber within and saw the wailing mound of King Stewart lying on his low travel-bed. “Perfect timing…Look at this,” he shouted to Queen Tanya, pointing at the dirty cheater who Grey’Gon escorted into the royal tent. “My beautiful wife, Pauline, has returned from her walk. Another fucking irony sent by the gods. One so beautiful and fertile forced to lay with the broken jelly-like king, who has only ever managed to create one fucking child. And where is he now? Gone!” Grey’Gon could never quite tell if King Stewart was drunk or if this was how he normally spoke. His words rolled out of his mouth, flopping around much like his failing body. It was hard to imagine the slut with him after seeing the mastery of King Romarus at work on her.
The cheater spoke to him, with her arms outstretched. “Be calm, Your Grace. I am honored to have a king to lie with.”
I’m sure you are, but not this king, Grey’Gon thought. The temptress, Pauline, was beautiful and the things he wished to do to her would make King Romarus’s performance look tame but at the same time, he despised her dishonesty to this poor wretched creature who lay complaining on the bed. From what he saw of King Stewart, in more public settings, the man was a great leader: sensible and knowledgeable. He seemed to care for the common folk and did what was right. This self-pitying, however, showed him in a different light.
King Stewart looked as if he was forcing a polite smile, saying, “Your loyalty is your strength, my love,” his smile shrank, “but I am useless, and even my faith has faded.”
Loyalty? Check between her legs! There’s her loyalty!
The fat king hadn’t noticed his wife’s escort standing at the entrance to their tent as he continued to ramble. “Do you want to know why I approved this ridiculous trek across the land?”
Sounds like you’re going to tell us all anyway…
King Stewart continued, “Because I hoped the magisters would have something to tell us that made sense!” The queen and his slut-wife looked at each other with wide eyes and wrinkled their noses with a shrug. “They said we had to see this to believe it. I hope it proves that what is happening to me isn’t some kind of test, it’s just shit.” He punched the bed. “It’s just fucking shit that happened! Why would fucking gods who are all knowing need to test me?! Look inside my mind!” Stewart slapped the side of his head, hard.
Queen Tanya and his slut-wife shuffled their feet awkwardly. Normally the mouthy queen would jump in at this point, Grey’Gon thought.
“Do not make my muscles wither away! Do not make me conceive a child who then rejects me and my teachings! And do not give me a wife I can no longer be inside because you’ve given me a cock that no longer works!” King Stewart’s eyes strayed to where Grey’Gon was standing. His fat body took a deep breath. “Apologies for my outburst and thank you for escorting my Pauline on her walk tonight. You may go now.”
Grey’Gon bowed and ducked out of the tent. You poor creature. He just thanked me for taking his wife off to be fucked by a young king.
When Grey’Gon returned to his tent, the king was still there. He was sitting on Grey’Gon’s bedroll eating some dried meat from their travel store. “You want some?” the boy king offered, holding a strip of dried dark meat.
Grey’Gon sat in his viewing chair. “I would, but I have had my ration for the day.”
“Fuck off! You’ve helped me. It’s a bit of dried meat. Just eat it if you’re hungry.” The boy king threw a strip of the meat onto Grey’Gon’s lap.
Well I guess I can’t refuse, he thought, as he accepted the boy king’s offer, biting on the chewy, salty meat. Why is he still waiting in my tent? “Are you retiring to bed soon, Your Grace?” he asked, in the correct etiquette. It was always easier for informal conversation to flow when the two of them were drunk.
“Why are you talking so weird…like everybody else?” King Romarus said, shaking his head, laughing; he always did whenever Grey’Gon tried to maintain the correct conversation that should be held between a king and his guard. “So do you think she enjoyed it more tonight? You saw how she was biting her bottom lip? I think that means they really like it.”
Grey’Gon tried to relax. “I am almost certain she was enjoying it!” I was enjoying looking at her tits, he wanted to say, but wasn’t sure if that was appropriate in this setting.
“What do you think of her? I see you watching her and I’ve seen you do stuff while you’re watching. She’s pretty fuckable!”
The thought that the king definitely knew he was intently watching and didn’t seem to mind, was a relief. Grey’Gon could feel his tongue loosening and confessed, “If I had a chance with her, there are a lot of things I would like to do.”
The boy king laughed and leaned forward to slap his hand with Grey’Gon’s. “There you go! I thought I’d lost you.” King Romarus’s smile faded as he sat back down. “Do you think it’s right, what I’m doing?”
You clearly know it’s not or you wouldn’t be asking me to hide you. “I think you know the answer to that,” he said cautiously. When there was no answer, he continued, “But as I understand it, it is against no laws in the Ten Kingdoms. Although sometimes the customs of kings confuse me.”
“It confuses the fuck out of me too. All I know is that what happened in here feels good and I want more of it.”
Grey’Gon smiled. “And I am glad to assist.”
 



 
To the Mister, I will speak. And through the Mister, you will be bathed in my light.
Scroll 4:6 of the Mother
 



Owin
FOR THE RIGHT REASONS
 
Laughter filled the communal area of the pod as the waning sun’s red beams slanted through the four circular windows. 
Why do they always have to shout? Owin listened, from his cross-legged position on the floor,
to the brothers reenacting parts of the trials from earlier that day. He only had the chance to fight once and was knocked out of the competition when Calar grappled with him on the ground, locking his knee, forcing him to submit.
Ro sat quietly at the end of the long soft seat, nursing his sore ribs. Mior sat leaning forward on one of the chairs opposite the long seat, with his hands flapping around, trying to defend his shitty performance to Cally, Mattespin, Riler and Yogin. “No, look, if he didn’t use his fucking lantar-bug shit on me, it would’ve been fine. It’s not even fighting. If some big-fuck comes up to you with a staff, are you really going to balance on one leg and act like a fucking arsehole? He can fuck off to the abyss!” Spit flew from his mouth as he shouted—his face screwed up like a spoiled little brother. 
Docháran had avoided this pod ever since his victory that afternoon. Owin was glad. The tension between winners and losers was never easy after the trials.
The cunt who beat Owin was sitting a few paces away. “It’s true,” Calar said, speaking to the group but glancing at Owin with a smile. “I managed to kick the shit out of Owin with just a few punches and then…what was it, Owin? What made you tap out?” Calar probed in his strangely squeaky voice.
You already fucking know, you squeaky bastard, Owin thought to himself. He put on a—hopefully convincing—fake smile and laughed, playing along. “Not sure, think it was a knee lock, but I’m pretty certain you did it just so you could get your face closer to my arse.”
Calar was a funny one when he made fun of others but when it was thrown back at him, things changed. He stared back at Owin with his screwed up eyes. “You wish! Maybe you should fight Frazer if you want that kind of shit!”
Owin couldn’t be bothered with the arguments, so he rose from the floor and began to walk through to his bedchamber. Before he went around the corner to the hallway he heard Calar shout with a clenched jaw, “Fucking Mother, I hate those things.” The squeaky brother jumped up from his seat, eyes fixed on a scuttler running along the wooden floorboards. The black insect did a fantastic job of parting the group of well-trained warriors with its spindly orange legs. Those brave enough, took a swing at the harmless tiny creature with hand and foot.
“Don’t kill it, you fucks! The Mother does not teach us to kill,” Owin shouted, fetching a cup from the table in the middle of the room and trapping the insect under it.
“Yeah, we don’t kill scuttlers but it’s fine to kill each other…” the squeaky voice mumbled, bringing silence to the room. Owin felt numb.
“Too far, Calar. Too fucking far,” Mior said, coming to Owin’s defense.
Owin, trying to remain calm, slid a piece of parchment under the cup and lifted the scuttler away. He hurried to his bedchamber, feeling a lump in his throat, making it hard to swallow. He kicked the door to his bedchamber closed. As it slammed, he sniffed at the same time so the others wouldn’t hear. “Fucking cunt,” he whispered to himself with a shaking voice.
He placed the cup and parchment on the drawers next to his bed, with the rescued scuttler still inside. He eased the window open and climbed through to the small plot of grass surrounded by thick bushes, just high enough to block the view. This was his private place where he and Ro looked after four laying glumps. Each brother had a duty like this. Some cared for gogors, others tended vegetables, but Owin had four birds that laid.
They ran up to him manically with scaly legs and stubby wings flailing, knowing he always brought them food to peck at. He reached back inside the window, picked up the cup and flicked the scuttler to the four pecking beaks. They moved so fast that Owin couldn’t see which one managed to snap up the creepy little black-and-orange prize. 
He slumped into the grass, sitting cross-legged as four white fluffy feathered faces looked at him expecting more, each making their own unique and pointless little squawks.
Why am I letting that little cunt bother me so much?! Everybody knows he’s an arsehole, Owin thought as he pictured Calar’s squashy screwed up eyes. And he’s just a little child. He’s not even had a vision yet. “Probably doesn’t even have any pubes,” Owin said to Bertha, the biggest glump, as she took a suspicious side-on look at him with a quiet squawk.
Ever since he came of age and experienced his visions with the goddesses, Owin felt slightly above the younger brothers on the island. They had no idea the sort of pleasure the goddesses could bring by following the Mister’s teachings.
The glumps became bored waiting for more pickings. They wandered around the small grass area, scratching with their feet and pecking at the ground. If only I just had to peck and scratch all day, Owin thought, envying the glumps going about their simple business as they did every day. He needed to clear his mind after Calar’s words brought Leon’s death plummeting back into his life. Everything swirled around in his head as he sat in the growing dark. The green of the grass turned to gray and the glumps clucked off into their little shed that butted up against the wall of the pod. He locked them up to keep them safe overnight, then went to find Saul.
The common room was empty as he made his way to the main door of the pod. Warm embers were all that was left in the hearth. He pulled at the thick, round door. The fresh outside-air mingled with the sweaty clamminess left by the rowdy brothers earlier. Owin followed the raised wooden path to the other pod. Off in the distance to his left, the sea crashed. Insects chirped all around him. He approached the other pod, which was identical to his but because it was in a different location it felt totally different.
He opened the heavy round door. Smoke, accompanied by a strange smell, hit him. It smelled as if somebody had farted and then burnt a lump of soil. Either that, or somebody was charring some mixed herbs and had found a rather pungent combination. The place was quiet. Most brothers had gone to their bedchambers, except for Saul and Docháran. They sat slumped next to each other on the large soft seat. They each had a small piece of wood coming out of their mouths, a straight twig with a tiny cup on the end. Smoke billowed from their mouths as they puffed.
“Ohhh shiiiiiit,” Saul said, as if somebody had made time go slower. His eyes looked like he was squinting in sunlight, even though it was late evening. The room was only lit by the fire and two small burning torches. Saul took the stick out of his mouth and puffed smoke. “Brother Owin,” he drawled, holding back a cough. Saul threw his arms up in the air, then floated them in front of his own face as if it was the first time he had ever seen them. “Brrrrooootheeerrrr Owwwwwwwinnnn.” He rolled the words around his mouth—his tongue playing with every sound. “Come sit with us. Have you ever stopped and really felt how fucking comfortable these seats are?” His hands rubbed circles on the long soft seat he was slouching on.
Has he been dropped on his head or something? Owin went to sit down where Saul started patting with a flopping hand. The three sat in a row; Docháran slouched next to sprawled-out Saul, next to upright-and-confused Owin.
“So, what are you doing?”
“We’re talking about the world,” said Saul, half to the roof and half to the hand he still held in front of his face. “Do you know where Docháran’s from?”
“You mean: where he was saved from by the Mister,” Owin corrected.
“Whatever, yyyyes. But have you heard about the place? He only had five years there when he was saved but the place sounds…placccey.” Saul chuckled.
Placey? He’s definitely been dropped on his head, Owin thought. Both his brothers put the smoking sticks in their mouths again and took a puff.
“He was from the Peak Kingdom. They lived high up on mountains…Mount Capperhorn or some shit…But it was so high in some places that it snowed all the time and even the air was hard to breathe.” Saul’s arms flailed around as he spoke while Docháran just bobbed his head up and down to everything his brother said. “When you have twelve years there, you get to catch a baby Talon. They’re these big red birds with beaks the size of your fist.” He presented a limp fist to Owin. “And claws the size of your face. Then you train it and it hunts for you. Can you imagine that shit?”
Owin pushed the example beak away. “But did he also tell you that kings have hordes of false goddesses? They lay with them and they get sicknesses and they worship false gods!” His heartbeat quickened.
Docháran snapped out of his trance, nodding. “Capehorn…Mount Capehorn,” he corrected Saul from before, then turned to Owin and said, “I don’t remember much from when I was there because I was still wetting the bed and shitting my pants. But I know our king was never sick. I remember him being strong and practising forms on mountain peaks and teaching me how to fight.” His voice seemed more with-it than Saul’s. He came across as more relaxed than his usual brash self.
Saul’s eyes opened wide, looking to Owin. “How do you know they were false gods though?” Saul asked, only now catching up with his brother’s previous question.
“Because the Mother is the only deity. You know that. You’ve seen Her visions and the Mister has taught us all about Her.”
“That’s not what Leon said to me before he—”
Owin interrupted the slurs, asking, “What happened that night in the forest?”
“I’ll let you both talk,” Docháran said as he stood. “I’m heading back to my pod. Tomorrow…we do more of this…” He smiled at Saul and pointed to the smoking stick. He took one last puff before dropping it into a wooden cup on the table. It hissed as it hit the water.
Owin thought he better say something. “Em, bye. I’ll be right behind you.” Docháran had already staggered through the round door and closed it before Owin had finished his sentence. He turned back to Saul, who took another breath of the smoking stick, puffing rings and staring at them as they drifted, fading away into nothing. “Can I ask you anything?” Owin blurted out.
Saul smiled and laughed, which set off a couple of coughs, then gave a long sniff. “Yyyyyessss,” he said, with his lips still moving randomly after he spoke. Cough. Cough. Long sniff.
It must be that smoking thing that’s messing with his head, Owin thought, watching Saul stare off into the distance of the room. “What happened that night?”
“What night?”
“With Leon…”
“I’ve spent many nights with Leon.” Saul laughed.
It’s not funny, you idiotic fuck! “You know what I—”
Saul interrupted, putting a finger on Owin’s lips, “Shhhh, okay, okay, I know. Cool your pan, Owin.” He stared at Owin with mis-matched blue eye and brown eye. “Leon was infected, so I had to fire, and so did you. The Mister commanded it, so it had to be done.” His eyes still stared. Owin felt like Saul was trying to read him like a scroll, but a laugh, a cough and a sniff broke the silence.
“We had no choice.”
“We had no choice,” Saul agreed, staring at the far wall again. The fire crackled in the background, gently filling the silence.
“Did you see her?”
“See who?”
Obviously the goddess, you thick shit! “The goddess!” Owin tried to stay calm but Saul’s lack of mind was beginning to frustrate him.
“She was a false goddess though. That’s what you meant, right?” Saul winked.
What are you getting at? “Did you see her?”
“Yes, she was dead though. Mior’s arrow went right through her back and chest. She bled out. Leon said she spoke to him.” With every word Saul said, he stared at Owin with narrow, unblinking eyes. “She told him it was all a lie and he believed her. That’s why I shot him…” It was as if there was bait set for Owin, and Saul was waiting at the end of the line to reel him in. Owin felt like he was being tested and he didn’t know the right answers.
Owin paused, staring at his brother as he puffed rings of smoke in front of his face. At least I know I did the right thing then. Leon was clearly infected. “Then we both did the right thing.” As Owin said those words, Saul sank back into his chair as if the conversation was of no interest anymore.
“You can believe that if you want to, little brother. You keep telling yourself that.”
Saul’s mutterings hurt. “You shot him too!” Owin raised his voice.
A breathy laugh came from Saul. “I was ten steps away from him and shot him in the leg. If I wanted to kill him, I would have.”
He missed on purpose! “You disobeyed the Mister! You believed Leon’s lies!”
“Then let the Mother strike me down where I sit!” Saul hailed to the roof with his arms outstretched. “Come on, Mother. Kill me right now where I’m sitting.”
He’s gone fucking mad too, Owin thought, as he watched his brother slur to the ceiling. “Shouting at the Mother isn’t a sin, so She won’t just strike you down, you fucktard!”
“Well here’s my sins for you, Mother: I’m smoking the green leaf, I’ve touched myself nearly every night for the last six years, I’ve skipped your teachings twelve times and your mind would be blown to find out what Frazer has been doing for me since the last moon-turn!” he shouted at the wooden roof again. “Oh, and one other thing, I don’t think you’re real…That’s probably the main sin, really!”
“What the fuck are you talking about?! And what does Frazer do to you? Actually, don’t fucking tell me. I don’t give a fuck!” Owin stood up and left his brother sitting on the soft seating, staring at nothing, with his smoking stick hanging out of his mouth.
Owin took a shortcut back to his pod, feet storming across the field through the long grass. When he got back to his bedchamber, Ro was already in bed. He lay on his side with his arms wrapped around himself, facing the wall.
No greeting was offered from his brother. “You alright, Ro?” Owin asked.
Silence. If it wasn’t for Ro’s thumb, tapping out a rhythm on his shoulder, Owin would have assumed his brother was asleep. He went over and sat on the bed, putting a hand on his brother’s elbow. “Ro, what’s wrong? Are your ribs sore still?”
“Don’t fucking touch me!” Ro yanked his arm away as if Owin’s touch scalded him. He winced in pain, grabbed his ribs and strained to sit up, pushing Owin off the bed.
Owin walked back over to his own sleeping place and sat opposite his troubled brother. “Could the Mister not do anything for your ribs?”
“He did the usual healing prayer but that was it. Nothing else,” Ro said, as he stared at the floor.
“Aw well, that worked for me with the cut I had on my chest,” Owin chirped, trying to cheer up his brother who was acting so strangely.
“Well it’s done fuck all for me!” The two sat opposite each other on their beds for a while, staring at the same point on the floor.
I don’t know what to say to him. What the fuck’s wrong? Owin tried to apply reason. “Did Frazer take the piss after beating you or something?”
Ro laughed a skeptical breathy laugh and shook his head. He went to lie down, painfully edging himself lower. Owin rushed over to help and this time was allowed to assist. Ro’s head reached the pillow. “Thanks,” he said, followed with a mindful look on his face. “Last night, did you hear me…hear me do stuff?”
“Do stuff?” Owin racked his brains, trying to figure out what Ro was talking about.
“When the Mister was giving me the healing prayer, he said he saw me do stuff last night.”
“In this room? What do you mean? What stuff? Just tell me what he said and I’ll help you.”
“Right, if I tell you, you’ve got to shut the fuck up with your ‘oh you’ve sinned’ shit, okay?”
If you’ve sinned then it’s not me you have to worry about. “Fine, just tell me.”
Ro paused, staring at the roof. “Last night, and other nights too, I’ve…” He took his right hand above his pants and made a sign like he was pleasuring himself.
“You can’t do that here. The Mother teaches us not—”
Ro punched his bed with both fists. “Fucking Mother, Owin! Shut the fuck up and just listen to me!” His voice was breaking up.
Forgive him, Mother, for using your name in vain, Owin prayed for his distressed friend. “I’m sorry,” he lied, “just tell me what happened.”
“The Mister said he saw me through the Mother’s eyes and that he must cleanse me and take away that sin.” Ro might have been in tears; it was hard to tell because Owin could only see the side of his face.
“Well that’s good. Why are you crying then?”
“It doesn’t matter. You’ll just say something to piss me off.” Two more punches from each fist, pounded the bed.
What the fuck is up with him? “You’re already pissed off, just tell me. I want to help!”
“The Mister made me do it in front of him.”
“Do what?”
“Fuck sake…” Ro’s voice was shaking. “He told me to do what I did here in my bed ‘in his presence’ so he could ‘cleanse me and save me from my sins’. He said it was the only way to save me from the abyss.” 
Owin lost count of the punches that followed.
If he’s forgiven in the Mother’s eyes, then why is he so upset? “The Mister saved you from your sin, so you don’t need to worry about going to the abyss. He’s here to guide us away from that fate.”
“I don’t give a Mother’s fuck about sinning, you thick shit! It had fuck all to do with helping me! That old fucker made me do it just so he could watch. He was enjoying it, I could tell. It was like he was watching some goddess in his visions but it was me he was…” He paused.
Owin couldn’t believe Ro could be so ungrateful. “The Mister wouldn’t do that for himself. If it needed to be done to cleanse you for your sins, then he was doing it for you. How can you doubt him?”
Ro flipped and began to scream and shout, telling Owin to get out of the room. The punches fell. Curses spat from his mouth like venom. Owin ran out of the bedchamber leaving his brother’s twisted, red, spit-covered face, wincing in pain.
The Mister only does things to help us, you ungrateful shit, Owin thought, as he slammed the door and walked to the communal area, throwing himself onto the large soft seat. He pulled a cover over himself. Obviously it would be awkward doing that in front of the Mister but if it wipes clean his sin, then it has to be done. The Mister probably didn’t want to do it either, but if he’s sinned then he had to be cleansed!
The pod creaked more than usual at this time of night, probably because Ro’s screaming woke every brother within fifty leagues. I’ll talk to the Mister tomorrow about it. He always manages to explain things to me so they make sense. Then I can make Ro feel better about it.
Early the next morning, Owin knocked on the Mister’s chamber door before most of the other brothers were out of bed. 
When the young brother went in, he found the Mister at his desk, writing. He lifted his head with a smile, saying, “Ah the young Owin! Do take a seat.” The Mister studied Owin’s face for a moment. “What troubles your heart?”
“Ro was really upset last night about what happened and I was just—”
The Mister interrupted and his eyes narrowed, asking, “What did he say to you?” His hands fumbled with each other on the desk.
“He told me how you helped him cleanse his sins and I couldn’t get through to him that if you said it must be done, then it must be done. You see through the Mother and She speaks through you. He was just so…ungrateful.”
The Mister’s hands slowed the more Owin spoke. He smiled. “You are strong, Owin. The Mother has clearly put great strength in you. Rojames is weak and does not see things clearly as you do.”
“I’ll help him become stronger. I swear to you and the Mother.”
“You are a good soul, Owin. A good soul.” The Mister stood and walked around his desk with pursed lips, clearly thinking. “What Rojames did was sinful and the act that I had to perform with him will wipe away his sin. I rarely perform it. The only other situation I would use it, is with the chosen brothers. I wish you to have this honor, Owin. It will bring you further into the light of the Mother and it will show Her that your seed is pure.”
I could be on the Hidden Womb and lying with goddesses! I need to show my strength! “Yes Mister, please tell me what I must do.”
The Mister instructed him to disrobe and turn around. Owin did this without question. He asked the young brother to prepare himself for cleansing.
He must mean to get myself hard, Owin thought, feeling some awkwardness building as this was not the vision chamber. This goes against everything I’ve been taught, but I trust the Mister. He did as he was told. As he let his clothes drop to the floor he suddenly became aware of every bare piece of skin on show. The Mister commanded him to turn back and kneel. He’s looking at it. Owin’s cock began to go soft. He touched himself to bring himself back up again.
“Good, Owin, now finish the deed. Look into my eyes throughout and you will be one of the chosen.” The Mister towered over the kneeling brother. Owin looked up at him and did the deed as he was told. He wanted to close his eyes to picture a goddess but he knew the test was to keep his eyes open and fixed on the Mister. “Do not look down or break your gaze, brother,” the Mister said, putting a hand on Owin’s face. He said a silent prayer with his lips.
He looks angry, Owin thought and got thrown off. “Am I doing it wrong?” he asked, not breaking his rhythm or interrupting his stare into the Mister’s eyes.
“No, Owin. You are showing your want for the goddesses well. Finish the deed.” The Mister seemed confused or distracted; Owin couldn’t tell which, but did as he was told.
When he reached the point of unleashing his seed, the drive to look away was strong. He forced himself to stare into the Mister’s eyes so he could be one of the chosen. “Ahhhh thank you,” Owin blurted as he shot. He noticed he stained the Mister’s black robes. As the feeling calmed, he whispered, “I’m sorry.”
“Stand and turn away, Owin.” As he turned to face the desk again the Mister spoke with a hand laid on his back. “Mother bless this brother and see him as one of your chosen. He has proven his worth with this act and wishes to teach others.” The prayer finished. Owin felt hands running softly over his body. “I am very proud of your achievement today but we mustn’t speak of this to the others as they will be jealous of your assent to being chosen.”
“I promise I will not speak of this,” he vowed to the back wall. There was silence as the hands blessed his back and rear. Why isn’t he speaking? I want to put my clothes back on. “Thank you again, Mister. Do you know when I will leave for the Hidden Womb?”
The hands stopped moving against his body. The Mister told him to cover himself again and to sit.
It’s bound to be soon, he hoped, as he pulled his clothes back on.
The Mister didn’t seem to be troubled by the stain that Owin had made on his robes. He sat back down behind his desk. “Owin, you are not ready yet to go to the Hidden Womb. It will be three, perhaps four years before that can come to pass.” The Mister spoke as if the idea was of no importance.
It was like a cage had shut around Owin where he sat. “But you said I was chosen. If I’m chosen, then I don’t need to do anymore. I’m ready now, you said so yourself!” His voice was rising.
“You are chosen, yes. Chosen to be watched more closely by the Mother. It will take more sacrifice from you and more acts of testing like the one you have just completed. We will not speak of this anymore.”
As he raged back to his pod, Owin felt a hatred for the Mister he had never felt before. He said I was chosen but he won’t let me leave for the Hidden Womb! The Mother has chosen me, not him! She is the one with ultimate control. She’s the one who gave me the strength to save Leon. She’s the one who came to me in that red glow. It must have been a sign from Her! She’s the one who shows me the visions and gives me the power to experience that pleasure. The Mister just talks! He continued to stomp along the winding raised walkway that cut through the grass and heather fields. 
When he reached the top of the gradual slope, on his right, he saw the pod, and on his left, the coast. Baskie’s boat will be down there on the beach. For the first time in his life, he thought about leaving the island. The Mother would guide me to the Hidden Womb if I’m truly chosen.
Without any further thought, he walked down the slope, cutting through grass and purple heather, towards the beach.
Baskie’s small wooden boat lay beached halfway between the ridge and the water. While pushing the boat towards the water, his feet kept slipping in the sand, causing his face to plummet dangerously close to the wooden sides. After many near face-plants, the weight of the boat subsided and it began to bob up and down in front of him. He hopped in and sat facing out to sea. With his back to his old home, he pulled the oars in, lifting them over the edge of the boat and swinging the wide ends out over the water. He clipped the shafts into the grips which stopped them from sliding. The hard wooden plank was barely suitable to sit on, causing him to shuffle around uncomfortably.
His heart skipped as he heard a voice. “You know you’re facing the wrong way…” Baskie shouted from behind him, back on the beach. “You could have asked before trying to steal my boat,” he continued with a slight quiver in his voice.
He must have seen me and followed. Owin didn’t move, he just looked up to the sky. Mother, please don’t let him go back and tell the others about this, he prayed, silently.
“What was the plan anyway? Row to Narscape, get raped, then come back once you run out of food?”
“What’s Narscape? And what is raped? And…I don’t have any food,” Owin admitted.
“You can’t leave. You don’t have a clue what’s out there!” Baskie said, through a breathy quivering laugh.
“I’ve been chosen. The Mother will guide me.” Owin tried to stand to turn to face Baskie but felt himself losing his balance, so he settled for spinning around on his arse.
“Well at least She’s guided you to sit the right way now…oh wait…that was me…”
Owin didn’t know how to respond. Who gives a fuck what you think?! He knew the Mother would guide him and keep him safe. He just had to have faith in Her.
“I’ll help you find what you are looking for. I was leaving soon anyway, but you have to listen to everything I say because it’s not the same out there—away from this island.”
Maybe the Mother has sent him to guide me. It is a bit weird why the Mister let’s him come and go while the rest of us must stay, or go and never return. The Mister must have realized Baskie would help me. His spirits began to lift. The Mister has planned this all along!
Baskie waded out to the boat and climbed in.
As the pair sat in the small wooden boat, Owin watched his green home grow smaller as the still water grew wider around him. He turned away from the island, mainly to hide his cloudy eyes from Baskie. He looked across the endless expanse of crystal-clear water. It looked as if the world curved ever so slightly. Of course he knew it didn’t, but his eyes were being tricked by the horizon stretching across his entire view.
“Are you okay?” Owin heard over his shoulder. “It’s not like you’re never going to see the place again. I mean, I come back all the time. I’ll look after you and we’ll find the place with the women that you’re looking for. I know lots of places.”
I don’t need looking after, the Mother will protect me, Owin thought, but didn’t want to snap at him because without Baskie, he wouldn’t be able to follow the Mother’s call. “Stop calling them women. They’re goddesses,” he corrected his friend.
“When we get to other places you’re going to have to keep an open mind. You know the island is the only place that believes in the Mother?” Baskie’s question was obviously leading somewhere.
“Of course I do. That’s why we’re there. We are the only ones that know the truth and our true beginnings and purpose. The Mister, through the will of the Mother, saved each of us and brought us there.”
Baskie looked like he was ignoring his words. “Most of you came from the Ten Kingdoms, yes?”
“I think so. A few from other places I can’t remember but most were rescued from the false teachings of the Ten and chosen by the Mother for their pure seed,” Owin said, pointing at his blue eyes as he turned to face the questions. “But you know Corus? He’s the first boy to come from the Hidden Womb. He was born there and is the first of the New Order that will come from the true goddesses and the chosen brothers. You felt his strength from the day he beat you.” Owin didn’t mean his words as a dig at Baskie, more just as a point to prove what the Mother’s strength could achieve.
Baskie shook his head. “Well the grass had something to do with that,” he mumbled then continued on with his point. “If you were left to be raised in the Ten Kingdoms, you would believe in their teachings—without any doubt in your mind. In the Land of the Old Ways, Arland and Dorland, you would believe in Jahanar, ‘the one true god’, that created the ball we live on and saves our souls from the fire.”
“We don’t live on a ball though. The Mother holds us in Her hand.”
“Are you serious?” Baskie burst out laughing. “I’ve never heard this one before! That Mister actually tells you that you’re in the hand of some giant woman…sorry…goddess?” It looked as if he couldn’t stop shaking his head and his lips were fixed in a curl.
“She isn’t a goddess,” Owin corrected again. “She has no form.”
“And yet you are sitting in Her hand?” Baskie raised an eyebrow with a coy smile on his face, mocking. “Most of the people in the Still Cities keep open minds. I traveled to New Haven once. I learned so much there…more there in ten days than I have in my entire life! They don’t believe we have a purpose, or that we were created by ten gods, Jahanar or a mother with invisible hands cradling the entire world. They test things. They come up with an idea and then test it, even if it proves they are wrong.”
The boat bobbed up and down even though the water seemed still. Owin realized he had been clinging on tightly to the side of the craft ever since they got on. Now that he was growing used to its movements, he braved letting go. “How can you look at us and just think that we appeared?”
“I don’t know, you’d need to ask them, but it makes sense and they don’t know all the answers yet. That’s what I love about it!”
“About what?”
“They call it the Knowledgeable Arts. The things they’ve found out are amazing! Right, how old do you think the Known World is?”
“The Mother created the world and the first goddess four thousand years ago and then came the first brothers, one hundred years after,” Owin went on, “but they were just called males then because the Mother had not yet chosen the brothers and—”
Baskie’s head continued to shake in disagreement. “When I was in New Haven they told me they found out that the Known World has been around for millions of years…maybe even billions.” Baskie went on about how ‘the globe’, as he put it, was formed from dust and that the animals all started small and, over millions of years, grew and became more intelligent and stronger. He even blabbered on about how brothers and goddesses used be hairy creatures that dragged their knuckles along the ground.
And he thinks I talk shit! Owin thought angrily. “So one day we just lost our hair from our bodies and stood up? Don’t fill my head with your shit!”
“Everywhere, people fill their heads with shit. Do you know what the people of the Green Islands believe? They worship the sun, which is actually more believable than your ‘Mother’, because at least it’s actually there! They worship the sun and the broken moon as their gods and believe that clouds are evil sky spirits trying to sever their connection to their two gods, which bring them light.”
“That’s ridiculous. Clouds aren’t alive.”
“Exactly!” Baskie looked relieved.
Owin finally thought he was getting somewhere with Baskie. “They are the Mother’s breath, bringing us rain for the land.”
Baskie shook his head and laughed. “Yeah, those crazy forest tribes, eh.” The scorn in his voice made Owin bristle. “Sky Spirits…Mother’s breath is much more likely—”
“Shut the fuck up! If you don’t believe what I believe then why the fuck are you helping me find the Hidden Womb?” Owin wanted to get off the boat and away from the disbeliever but leagues of salt water hindered that plan. He couldn’t stop his body from fidgeting.
“Maybe I’m not helping you. Maybe I’m testing my theory!” Baskie added with a smug smile.
Fuck off, you want the goddesses as much as I do. “Well, we’ll see when we find it then—won’t we?”
They rowed for hours, taking turns. The sun was nearing the horizon, with still no sight of land. Baskie did most of the work. When Owin attempted to take a turn, he would get frustrated within a few minutes because ‘his technique was all wrong’—as Baskie kept pointing out.
Owin sat with his back to Baskie, who steadily sliced through the water with the oars. He stared at the unfamiliar mass of land getting bigger and more real by the minute. It stretched as wide as Owin could see, as if there were no end in sight. The Mother’s Island is like a dot compared to this place, he thought, as he marveled at the stretch of land they called the
Mother’s Arm.
The Mister talked of how this wide island stretched around the smaller Mother’s Island, to protect it from the corruption of the lands beyond. The Mister set up watch posts where older brothers (who weren’t chosen for a place on the Hidden Womb) stood watch and guarded the island. There was Redhorn (which Baskie told Owin they would be close to once they hit land), Far Point and the Nest. There was also Lonely Watch, which was on a smaller island to the south of the Mother’s Arm.
After another hour, their boat lurched onto the sand of a strange new land. The pair hopped out into the cold lapping sea, pulling the boat further inland. Owin felt the sand between his toes and realized he hadn’t brought shoes with him. Baskie never wears shoes, so I’ll be fine. They climbed a small ridge leading from sand onto grass. Around a hundred steps away from them, was a round stone tower.
“That’s Redhorn. I’ve snuck around it so many times I’ve lost count. There are only four men standing guard and normally only two of them are awake.”
“Four brothers, you mean,” Owin corrected. “And it doesn’t matter how many of them there are because the Mother watches over us.”
“Then why does the Mister bother having people stationed here? And how have I managed to sneak past them?” Baskie questioned, shaking his head with a smirk across his face.
“Probably because the Mother wanted you to get past them. Without you, I wouldn’t have made it here.” Owin spoke with his eyes fixed firmly on the tall gray tower in the distance. He still sensed a scornful grin on Baskie’s face even though he wasn’t looking at him.
“That must be it…” Baskie nodded with wide eyes and pursed lips. “She wanted me to get past. There was also that time She must have wanted me to get into the Nest to take a shit in one of their chamber pots…”
His words were like water running over a rock. Ignoring him, Owin said, “I know one of the brothers posted here. His name is Airon. He shared my pod two years ago and I’m sure he’ll let us stay the night and tell us where the Hidden Womb is.”
Baskie protested through the short walk to the gray tower but Owin ignored him. The Mother was guiding him and everything was falling into place for his journey to the Hidden Womb: Baskie found him and got him across the water and now Airon would let him stay and help him on the next part of his mission from the Mother. He knocked on the large wooden door. The tower looked as if it had six stories—the tallest structure Owin had ever seen. The House of the Mother, back home, only had four stories. Laughter came from inside: four, perhaps five voices. The door creaked open and Owin felt his spirits lift as he saw his old friend, Airon, standing with a lamp. Owin pushed the door open further and grabbed his older brother and hugged him tightly.
“Fuck the Mother, you grew up fast,” Airon said, using the Mother’s name in vain. His words made Owin pull out of the embrace and step backwards. “Have you been sent here from the island? I always thought the Mister would have sent you to his breeding place.”
“Breeding? What do you mean? I’ve been sent on a journey by the Mother. I’m going to find the Hidden Womb. This is my friend Baskie. He’s helping me.”
A grin grew across Airon’s face. “Fuck, your voice has gone deep too!” He turned to Baskie with a childlike smile that Owin remembered well from years ago. “Aw you’re the little shit who tries to sneak past us.” He laughed.
“Told you they always see you.” Owin punched Baskie on the arm, noticing that his friend was staring down at the floor. “Can we stay tonight, please?”
“You’re always welcome under my roof, little brother.” Airon smiled, placing a hand on Owin’s back, guiding him inside. The bottom floor was one large room and it reminded Owin of the communal areas in the pods. It had large soft seats around the outside walls. The fire was in the middle of the room and a twisting staircase wrapped itself around the hearth. Laughter and voices echoed from the floor above. Airon shouted up the stairs, “Janko, Seb, Peter, Lysa! Come down a second.”
Lysa?! That’s a goddess’s name! Owin’s chest thudded. His fingers tingled. The Mister spoke of the three brothers who Airon had just called to. They left the island when Owin was very young and he had no memory of them. Surely there isn’t a brother called Lysa. He racked his brains, trying to remember if the Mister had ever mentioned a Lysa before.
The laughing continued. Different creaks made it clear people were heading down towards the big round room. Owin stared at Airon while they waited. His face looked exactly the same as the day he left the island two years ago. Airon would have twenty years now, but still had a cheeky look on his face and the same short black hair. His body looked more filled out but he was still short. Owin was certain when he hugged him that he perhaps equaled him in height.
Feet appeared around the coiling timber stairs. They belonged to three brothers, who must have seen twenty-five years each. One had a large face with stubbly black hair all over it. The next one looked the same but with lighter stubble and unkempt blond hair. The other had no hair on his head at all. Flames from the central fire reflected off the bald brother’s shiny scalp. Following them was one of the most fantastic sights. A goddess!

Owin’s eyes nearly popped. But she has brown eyes, she must be a false goddess. Owin scrambled behind Airon, who stood facing the stairs as the four took their last few steps down into the round room. The false goddess had a round, pooching stomach but her face and legs didn’t look fat at all. She stood with her hands propped against her lower back. The three brothers walked over to Airon. They mumbled and pointed at Owin and Baskie. Although Owin wanted to hear what they were saying, he had to step back as the false goddess was getting closer. He shuffled towards the heavy wooden door, ready to make a quick escape if needed. She smiled at him like he was a helpless little furry creature. This is exactly what the Mister warned me of, he reminded himself. The false goddesses will try to tempt you, he would say.
Airon popped his head out of their little group discussion to say, “Lysa, he’s from the island. So right now, you’re his worst nightmare, remember.” He chuckled and went back to talking to his brothers.
“Aw they’re so cute,” the big-bellied fake said as she moved some of her long black hair away from her face. Her hands moved to hold her bloated stomach. Her voice sounded so sweet and her face was young and innocent. Owin placed her age to be similar to that of Airon.
Just keep away from me, bitch, Owin thought, as he looked at the fake’s smooth legs slinking out of the bottom of the white silk robe. He could hear the mumbling of the brothers but only made out the odd phrase. “You can’t rip away his dreams like that. You need to break it to him gently,” he heard the fat blond one say.
“You should do it,” said Airon, with a snort. “You helped me with all that shit. I’d still be scared to touch my own cock if you hadn’t explained everything to me.” 
Explain what? Owin wondered. What the fuck are they on about? There’s a fucking false goddess standing right there, probably planning to infect us all. His brain struggled to listen to the conversation and keep an eye on the cretin in front of him.
The small huddle broke up and the three brothers and the fake stood in a line in front of the two new arrivals. Airon spoke with a blunt tone, saying, “Look, there’s a lot you’ve been told that isn’t true, okay? Basically, this is Lysa and we’ve been fucking for nearly a year now and I don’t have a disease and she’s got my child inside her. And I’m not going to end up in that fucking abyss place that the old cunt made up to scare us, just because I stuck my cock inside her.”
Owin couldn’t believe what he was hearing. One of his brothers had lain with a false goddess. But if she is false, then how can she be with child? He argued with himself. That must be what the bump is in her stomach.
“So you just need to get on with your life and don’t listen to the shit you’ve been taught.”
The fat blond brother interrupted. “Well done with the ‘breaking it gently’, Airon,” he said, as he shook his head and bit his fingernails.
“It’s better they just learn,” Airon continued, lifting up the false goddess’s silk robe. “So this is fine to touch. Nothing bad will happen to you,” he said, as he put his fingers inside her sacred place. She bit her bottom lip. “But Lysa is only for me. You have to get your own.” Airon winked. The other two brothers shook their heads and walked around to the other side of the hearth. The fat black-haired one nodded his head. Baskie and Owin followed him. Before they rounded the hearth, Owin saw that Airon still had his fingers inside the false goddess, pressing his lips against hers, as if he was trying to eat her face. She was doing the same back to him.
Once they were around the other side of the large stone center of the tower that contained the hearth, they were guided up the spiral staircase. Down below, Airon was still rubbing his lips against the false goddess’s face and neck. At the first landing, they were shown into a bedchamber. A small hole at the far end gave heat from the fire running through the middle of the tower. Owin sat on the bed next to Baskie and the three brothers sat on the floor, speaking in turn in lowered voices. Baskie’s constant nodding and smiling at their false words was beginning to piss Owin off.
“I don’t really give a shit what you have to say. You serve the Mother and I am on a mission from the Mother. All I need from you is a bed for the night and food for our onward journey.” Owin spoke sharply to the two fat ones and the shiny-headed one who was sitting on the floor in front of them.
“Owin, I remember when you were first brought to the island and I saw you grow for two years.” The one with the shiny head spoke so calmly it was hard not to be comforted by him. “I don’t know what mission you think you are on but I promise, you will not find what you are looking for.”
Baskie jumped in. “I fucking told you, Owin. Just—”
Owin ignored his so-called friend, saying, “Are you going to help me or not?” He looked at the brother with the shiny head and tried to remember his face. I must have been very young when he was sent away.
“Like I said, I consider you my brother, whether the Mother is true or not. You are welcome here and we will provide you with anything you need. However, I urge you to stay here where it is safe.” The bald one turned to Baskie. “Where are you planning on guiding him to if you say you don’t believe in what he speaks of?”
Although Baskie had been nodding and agreeing with everything the liars were saying, it was as if they were suddenly against him. “He wanted to find this made-up island so I was going to take him to Narscape,” Baskie told them. “If he sees everything that’s there, it will make him see sense. I want to free him from this shit he’s been brainwashed with.”
The fat blond brother grabbed Baskie by the neck. “You’re taking him to fucking Narscape?”
Owin dove across the bed and grabbed the fat man’s arm, pulling it away from his friend’s neck. He shouted, “Everybody just shut the fuck up! What is Narscape?”
The fat blond brother stood up and walked to the far wall, shaking his arms. “It’s a place where people steal food from your plate, pay to drink poison, kick sick mutts in the gutter and fuck pretty little things like you up the arse!” he shouted, his words interspersed with short, sharp breaths.
Baskie stood up with tight fists and said, through gritted teeth, “It’s a place where he’ll see what a load of shit he’s been taught his whole life! I’ll protect him! I have a friend there who’ll help us.”
The shiny-headed brother brought some calm back into the room. “We can’t stop them, Seb. If we did, we’d be as bad as that cunt back on the island.”
The Mister isn’t a cunt, you bald shit! “Exactly! You can’t stop us. It’s just up to you if you’re going to help us or not.” Owin’s hands were shaking. He stared at Baskie, wondering where it was he was going to take him. I don’t want to go to Narscape. I just want to find the Hidden Womb!
The three brothers glanced at each other. The bald one said, “Owin, we’ll help you. Like I said, you have a bed here and perhaps by the morning you will have had time to think.”
I don’t need to think! “Do you know where the Hidden Womb is?”
The brother with the black hair spoke next. “No. Its name is accurate. It’s hidden and only the boys that have been sent there by the Mister have ever found their way. But listen, it’s not some divine place, it’s just another fucked up island that the Mister—”
Owin raised a hand and interrupted, yelling, “Then it looks like I’ll just have to keep searching.” Owin stared at the three older brothers and his words were the last ones spoken that night. He lay in the big warm bed with Baskie, wearing the same clothes he wore when he left the island that morning—which seemed like a lifetime away. He made sure the door was jammed shut so the false goddess wouldn’t enter their room in the middle of the night. His thoughts wandered, and he ruminated about false goddesses, the home he’d left behind and what lay ahead of him in his search.
 



 
And to the ten kings, So’Chor gave a holy duty. To them, He gave back the gift of the white seed with which they will grow the kingdoms after the Great Poison. A king will lie with any woman of his choosing.
Prophecies 7, The Maran
 



Stewart
A HOUSE TO SCATTERED BRICKS
 
As Stewart sat in secret in the shadows of the entrance to his royal tent, it was as if he was watching himself fuck Pauline, back in a time when his body was younger, toned and moved in the places his mind told it to. But this wasn’t him. This was another king with his cock inside his beautiful wife in his own bed.
Stewart’s mind wandered as he saw the two bodies bang together in the dim candlelight. Pauline lay on her back with her head hanging off the end of the low travel-bed while Romarus had her legs raised over his shoulders as he knelt, thrusting his small muscular hips against her. Stewart looked to see if the boy’s hands grasped her tightly. Is he forcing her? His hands lightly grasped her smooth long perfect legs, occasionally groping up and down. 
Stewart looked at her face to see if she was distressed. She’s biting her lip like she used to when I entered her. His eyes were drawn to her small firm tits as they slid up and down slightly over her chest with every thrust of the boy king’s body. Then he looked at Romarus. The little scrote’s face was determined—determined to squirt his rancid seed in my beautiful wife! 
Stewart suddenly realized, as he watched the boy’s masterful performance, that he was jealous of him. Not jealous that he was with his wife—that just angered him to his very soul—but jealous that this king still had the strength of youth; that his body was toned and powerful. Pauline grasped at the boy king’s muscles on his stomach, and her nails dug into his meaty arse. Cunt! He remembered himself in that position once.
As Romarus’s grunts grew louder, Stewart snapped out of his self-pity. You are not offloading in my wife, you fucking scrote! 
From somewhere deep inside him, or perhaps from the gods, Stewart felt strength in his legs. He launched himself out of his rolling chair from the darkness, into the candlelight and onto the bed, grasping at Romarus’s thrusting body on his way past. His hands grasped, then slipped from a sweat-moist shoulder.
“You fucking dirty cunt!” he screamed at the boy king, who managed to stay in his position, trying to finish the deed.
“Fucking Ten! Fuck, I’m sorry!” The disgusting scrote’s voice went high pitched while his body tried to fight against the point of no return.
“Stewart!” Pauline screamed, lifting her head. “Romarus, stop!” Her hands lifted, pushing at the boy’s hips, but it was clear that Romarus was refusing to stop.
“She told you to stop, cunt!” Stewart grabbed Romarus around the stomach and pulled back on his hard, sweating body. The king’s cock slipped out. Romarus grabbed the stiff organ and rubbed it up and down. 
Stewart felt a slight comfort as the seed shot outside of his wife’s body. You missed this time, you evil scrote! Shot after shot of white seed spouted onto Pauline’s breasts. The velocity of his flying seed began to die down as it spurted onto her stomach, with the last load running down the bastard’s disgusting, deceitful right hand.
Romarus tried to speak but seemed to be overcome with the feeling. “I’m sorry, I actually am. I never meant for you to—”
“—find you doing this?” Stewart snapped. “No, I’m sure you didn’t want me to find you doing this. It was all fine when the fat fuck didn’t know you were fucking his wife.” His eyes dropped to Pauline’s perfect silky body lying on the bed. “Clean up your disgusting rancid filth from my wife.” He exaggerated every word.
Romarus mopped up his load using the sheets on the bed and threw them to the side. He stood, covering his shame, close to tears. 
So you fucking should be, thought Stewart.
“L’Gon! H’Gon!” He called for his two guards.
“What the fuck are you doing?” the creature protested, scrambling to find his clothes in the darkened tent.
“Don’t you fucking move!” Stewart was surprised his words actually made Romarus stop. The boy king stood, naked, shifting from side to side, grinding his teeth. Pauline just lay on her side, curled up, unwilling to look at anyone. Stewart lay on his back, unable to move.
The two guards came running into the tent with their eyes darting around as they tried to work out what had transpired. 
Romarus’s little guard dog, Grey’Gon, came running in after them, out of breath. “King Romarus, they pulled me away on urgent—”
“Grey’Gon, go find Londenia! Quickly!” Romarus shouted in a panic. The boy’s breathing quickened as if he were about to collapse to the floor. Grey’Gon ran out of the tent.
“Bind his hands,” Stewart told his guards.
Romarus was so busy trying to breathe that he gave no resistance to H’Gon and L’Gon approaching him with rope. They tied his hands behind his back and made him kneel. Both guards were large, fat men. H’Gon, the heavier, beardier of the two, stayed behind the kneeling piece of shit while L’Gon, who only had a light covering of black stubble on his jaw, helped Stewart to sit at the end of the bed. Pauline scurried to the other end and hugged some pillows, sobbing.
Stewart was face-to-face with the dirty, naked scrote. “Do you not have anything to say?” Stewart was quite aware there was spit flying out of his mouth as he spoke but he didn’t care.
“I’ve already said I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt anybody!” Romarus’s expression looked so different from his determined face moments ago, as he pumped the beautiful Pauline. His chest heaved.
“Your Grace, perhaps I should do the same to him as he did to your royal wife,” said H’Gon, who was already loosening his belt.
“Fix your tongue, H’Gon…and your belt!” Stewart hissed through a clenched jaw.
Romarus looked into Stewart’s face and gave a pathetic ‘thank you’ through misty blue eyes.
Stewart lost all control of the spit coming out of his mouth and was sure he strained a stomach muscle as he shouted, “Don’t you ever thank me for anything, you insolent fuck!” He enjoyed the fact that the fucker, with his hands bound, couldn’t wipe the spittle from his face. Perhaps I should just let H’Gon fuck him up the arse…
Londenia came bursting into the tent, followed shortly by Grey’Gon. “King Stewart, I demand to know why the King of Last Kingdom has been bound,” she said through gritted teeth, acting more formally than she normally did.
“Oh don’t worry, Loni. There’s nothing going on between us. I’m not into tying my bed partners up and I prefer my lovers to be…taller…” He wasn’t in a jesting mood but felt a little playfulness might calm his nerves slightly and let him gain some kind of control. “Your precious king has just finished unloading his seed on my beautiful wife.”
“I am aware of that, Your Grace, but my question remains the same. Why is the King of Last Kingdom bound and kneeling?”
“And my answer remains the same, my lady,” he snapped back.
Londenia looked to Romarus. “Why didn’t you tell me what was going on?” She had the look of a disappointed mother and her voice wobbled as she spoke.
“That is your question to him?!” Stewart wished he could stand. “You ask him why he didn’t confide in you?” He wasn’t sure why, but he found himself laughing hysterically after every sentence. “How about asking instead, why the fuck did you fuck another king’s wife, followed with the words ‘you insolent, dirty, scheming shit’?!”
Londenia looked to Stewart then back to Romarus and said, “Well, answer him!” It looked as if she was stuck between protecting the kneeling creature and helping a longtime friend.
“’Cause she was nice to me and had nice tits.” Romarus said, clearly not fully understanding the answer that everybody in the room was looking for.
“Ten Gods, Romarus…” Londenia cursed, holding her head in her hands with eyes wide open and jaw hanging.
Stewart sat still on the edge of the bed, eyeing Romarus up and down. The boy panted like a wench on the birthing bed, sweat glistening on his flustered face. If only we could trade minds. The things I could do in that body that are wasted on a halfwit like you. “Arrest him and take him to the lower cells in Deca’Point.”
Londenia snapped out of her state of shock. “Stewart, this is—”
“—unfair? Yes, it is extremely unfair! Unfair that I should have to watch this boy with my wife in my bed.” Stewart hated the sound of his own voice when he got angry in recent times. He heard it as others likely did: a drunken slur as the gods had found it only fitting to weaken his throat and tongue as well as the rest of his body.
Londenia was in Stewart’s face and grasped him by the collar. “Unfair, yes…but not against our laws. Punch him in the face, ask him to leave your sight, challenge him to combat but you will release him as he has committed no crime.”
The crippled king looked down at the queen’s grip on his collar. “Perhaps you should remove your hand before you commit a crime, my lady. It is punishable by death to strike a king.” To that, she stepped back with a look of disgust on her face. Perhaps that was too far, he thought, as he watched his longtime friend look at him as if she was gazing upon a monster. “Loni, forgive my idle threat. I am your friend. But this cretin is not. H’Gon, chain him in the lower cells.”
“At least let me clothe him,” said Londenia, not waiting for approval. She walked over to the boy king and lifted him to his feet. She helped him step into his brown cottons and pulled them up to his waist, then slipped a burgundy robe with a large hood over his head. She leaned into him and whispered something into his ear that Stewart couldn’t make out. He nodded to H’Gon, who quickly broke the pair up. The creature was taken away. 
As the tent flap closed, Londenia rounded on Stewart. “He is a stupid boy that just wants a warm place for his cock. Yes, he has done wrong but you cannot chain a king in a cell for this!”
“That’s strange, because, I’m pretty sure I just did.” How can she defend him? 
“What’s happened to you?” Londenia had that same look of disgust on her face.
“Well let’s see…I’ve just found a boy, less than half my age, pleasuring my wife.” He suddenly remembered that she was still on the bed behind him. “Her! And doing a better job of it than I’ve been able to manage in the past fourteen years.”
“It was wrong, no doubt. But why is she not in chains also? Why is she still lying there on a nice comfortable bed?”
Stewart had no answer for this.
“You will release him or I swear, when my father arrives, I will have you thrown in a cell because, unlike Romarus, you have committed a crime—wrongly imprisoning a king!” With those words she stormed out of the tent.
Stewart nodded to L’Gon, who followed her to make sure she did not pay Romarus a visit. That is what he himself planned to do after he gave his nerves a chance to calm.
Hours later, when his hands returned to their normal shaking levels, he summoned two of his guard to escort him to the cells in Deca’Point. They pushed his rolling chair along the dirt path with relative ease. He had heard descriptions of the death and destruction, but nothing prepared Stewart for what he witnessed as they made their way to Romarus’s cell.
Most of the bodies lay at the side of the path. Judging by the way they were neatly stacked, Stewart assumed they were moved by his guards to clear the way. Some, however, had been dragged from the neatly stacked piles and wild animals had feasted on their flesh. Stewart caught sight of one body where only a bone and rags remained below the elbow.
A crunch under one of his wheels made him wince. He looked back to see what caused the bump: a lone broken and burned hand—its grasping fingers curled into a stiff claw. Stewart felt his dinner move up his throat. He was used to feeling sick and would breathe deeply to settle himself. As he sucked air in through his nose to calm his troubled stomach, his chest filled with the smell of rotting mortals. He stared ahead, trying to avoid looking at the tortured men, women…and children. The occasional flapping of a black-caw’s wings would catch the corner of his eye but he dared not look at where they landed to peck and feast.
They reached the opening in the ground leading down to the cells of Deca’Point. The gloomy stairs were lit dimly by Scarred Nahar from above in the night sky. Stewart’s guards bumped his rolling chair down into the gloom, step by step. The stale dampness of the cells was a relief when compared to the doom of Deca’Point above ground.
Once at the bottom of the stairs, Stewart took control of his rolling chair by turning the wheels himself. “Leave us,” he told his guards, who saluted him with clashing fists. He heard their boots tap the stone steps leading back up to the surface behind him.
King Stewart’s rolling chair came to a halt at the entrance to Romarus’s underground cell. The boy king sat on the stone floor leaning against a wooden support, staring blankly. King Stewart’s eyes flashed down to the floor, then back up to the insolent blue eyes of the boy sitting in front of him. “You know with that look on your face, no woman will ever fall for you,” King Stewart said, trying to break the boy’s stare. There was silence in the cold dripping stone cell. “You cried that you were sorry back in my tent, after you soiled my Pauline.”
“I am sorry!” The boy king’s voice shook. “I’m just pissed off at these cuffs. They hurt.” He held up his wrists, bound in iron.
In that moment, King Stewart saw the boy, not the young king that broke his trust. They stared again for some time. If I speak I will just end up wanting to hit him…and I somehow doubt even in iron cuffs I’d come out very well from that encounter. And what pleasure is there beating up a boy of sixteen…even if he has fucked my wife… So he continued to hold his tongue.
“Why don’t your legs work?” Romarus broke the silence, the echo of his voice lingering in the dank cell.
A belly-laugh took King Stewart, sending him into a fit of coughs that bounced off the walls, deafeningly. “If I knew that, I would probably not have come on this ridiculous crusade across Ten-Gods-only-know how many footfalls!”
“What does crusade mean?” Romarus asked with a sniff. The look of insolence disappeared from his face.
King Stewart shook his head. “What world do we live in when a man that has been one with the Ten all his life and followed every teaching, falls apart slowly day and night? And a world that a dim-witted child can rule, simply because his father was a king before him? And why was his father a king before him and his father before that? Because the gods told us that this line of blue-eyed men will forever lead this particular piece of land,” Stewart drawled, staring at the moist dark wall at the back of the cell.
“I’m not dim-witted.” The look of insolence returned.
“Yes you are, my boy, but it is not your fault. Your father died before he could teach you fully. Do you know of the Ten? Do you know what they teach us? Do you even know their names?” What does it matter anyway?
“I know some of their names,” Romarus snapped.
“By
So’Chor’s Cock! Some? Some?!” Stewart felt a mocking smile stretch across his face. He wasn’t happy; it was as if bewilderment had twisted and stretched his lips. “There’s only fucking ten!” He paused and sighed. “Actually, you are probably one of the smartest in this camp. You care nothing for the Ten, you just live life for what feels right. You do what is best for you and what feels good. Selfish cunt!”
“I’m not selfish, you fat shit!”
I’d be angrier if I wasn’t actually a fat shit. “Well this fat shit believes you are a selfish little narcissistic fuck!”
“What does narciss—”
“—Shut the fuck up!” Stewart snarled in a fury then descended into manic laughter. Our exalted leader everybody, he announced in his head to an imaginary crowd. Just having an argument with a half-witted boy king in a holding cell.
“Stop fucking laughing at me!” Romarus said, clenching his fists, trying to stand—restrained by the iron cuffs fixing him in position. The metal chains rang in the stone holding cell.
“You fucked my wife, so I will laugh at you all I want!” It’ll make up for all the laughing you did at me while you slipped your cock inside her, behind my back. “How did you make her lie with you? Did you have that guard of yours hold her down? Did you do it yourself? I’ve heard you are quite the little warrior, you could have pinned her and fucked her as she struggled to get back to me!”
Romarus shook his head with a defiant look on his face as if he was holding back the truth.
Stewart continued, “Did you offer her a sunny new existence in Last Kingdom in place of her current moist existence with me? And I swear, on Sen’Sal’s tits, if you fucking ask me what existence means I’ll chop that kingly cock of yours off right now—”
“She fucking wanted me! There’s your truth!” The words flew out of the boy king’s filthy cheating lips.
Stewart shook his head. “You’re just a boy; a dim-witted selfish little cunt of a boy.” The cunt was clearly deluded to think Pauline—who had mothered Stewart’s child and slept beside him since before the little scrote, Romarus, came crawling and crying into the world—would ever desire him.
“A boy who can stand up all by himself after taking a shit and then wipe his own arse!” Romarus yelled. “A boy who can bathe himself without needing two of his horde to drag his fat arse out of the water! And a boy who can make her cum in a way that you haven’t in fourteen fucking years!” His shouts strained out of his mouth. Romarus then lowered his tone and his voice shook as if he was close to tears. “A boy who listened to her, and held her in his arms and could actually protect her. A boy who could one day give her a child again.” He broke into tears, ironically, like a little boy, with his head hung in his own arms, using the folds of his hooded robe to cover his flustered wet face. “Where is she now? What have you done with her?” Romarus spat through tears.
King Stewart was taken aback. “I have not hurt her if that is what you mean.” He felt something for her, or pitied her or… “What did she feel for you?”
“I don’t know! Ask her!” Romarus lifted his screwed up, frustrated wet face. “She said she loved me. She said she loved you too though. I just want Londenia to talk to or to hold Bostonia again. I just want everybody to be happy—even you!” He was wailing almost like a baby now.
Stewart sighed. It was easy to hate him when I saw a selfish little rapist sitting hunched on the floor but now there’s just a confused mess. “The Ten will forgive you…” The words were out before King Stewart could stop them; anything to comfort the down-beaten creature curled up on the floor. Romarus took a deep breath as if to calm himself. Is it that simple to put a young man’s mind at rest? “Not that their forgiveness means much. I have never once crossed them, and look how they have rewarded me; a fat broken body and a wife that—”
“They are testing you,” the boy king chipped in, as if to make Stewart feel better.
“Oh are they fucking testing me, indeed?” King Stewart threw his arms into the moist stale air of the cell, shouting so that his voice rang off the hard moldy walls. “Well at least now I can soldier on through my wondrous test that has lasted for as long as you have lived. Perhaps that means you are part of their test too! If I choke you to death right now, does that mean I’ve passed or failed?”
The boy’s cold stare surprised Stewart. A selfish person would have begged for his life, but in their entire conversation in the dark dripping cell, Romarus had only asked for the well-being of another. The boy just doesn’t know himself yet. “I knew your father well, you know.” Stewart’s tone changed.
“I know you did…”
“When we were young boys we were raised in Long Kingdom by King Kalon, Londenia’s father. It was King Kalon who both of our fathers trusted out of all the other kings at that time and Long Kingdom was where they sent their sons who would one day be king.”
“I know about all that. All first princes are sent to other kingdoms. My brother was sent to Long Kingdom too and never came back!” Romarus snapped.
“Your brother’s disappearance was not King Kalon’s fault. A member of his own court betrayed him. But that is another matter. Let me tell you of your father.” Stewart chuckled. “Your father would fuck anything that had a hole.” Stewart’s belly-laugh sent him into fits of coughing again. “I was the same you know…back when it worked.” As he spoke, he could almost feel the strength of his youth back in his legs and filling his lungs.
“Why are you telling me this?” Romarus looked as if he had just sipped some curdled milk.
“Just listen and you might learn something. Your father would lie with brown women from Hal’s Forest, he’d fuck wenches from Narscape and there were even some particularly extreme stories involving a woman who also had the parts of a man…However, I digress.” He cleared his throat. “But never once did he lie with another king’s wife. He never broke the honor of a royal woman.”
“Why the fuck are you telling me this?”
Stewart sensed childish boredom and frustration in the boy king’s words. “I am trying to teach you a value that your father clearly did not get the chance to.”
“My father got himself killed and left me behind to rule his kingdom! I’ll follow the Ten like Londenia taught me. And I’ll do what I feel is right! And I’ve said I’m sorry for what I’ve done.” He tried to stand up again.
You really haven’t figured out that chain yet, have you? “You should have been sent to another kingdom after your brother was taken. It is not only to preserve the line of kings that this is done but also to educate and broaden a first prince’s mind. Your mother was a fool to keep you at her breast for so long! She was a fool thinking she had any chance of finding your father! Look where it got her! Dead!”
“Don’t you fucking talk about my mother!” Romarus’s voice cracked. “She’s not dead! I still know she’s out there! And look where your life has got you!” He nodded to the rolling chair and Stewart’s useless limbs. The King of the Wetlands had never felt such hurt from the words of a boy, but they confirmed a truth he had mulled over for years.
The sobbing that followed from Romarus made him regret his words about the Lady Brendina. She was a kindly young woman, with a loud mouth (much like Queen Tanya in some ways), who had lost one son and feared to lose another. 
Could you blame her for wanting to keep him close, even if it meant breaking traditions? But it was a foolish act, thinking she could find her lover alone. It was a foolish act to think he was even still alive. The poor creature had clearly gone mad with grief, he thought, as he tried to picture the only memory of Romarus’s mother that he had from so long ago. His own wife, Pauline, chose the same course of action with their son, Prince Baskerville. She could not bear to let her only son be taken and raised by another. Generally, in the Ten Kingdoms the first prince would only be sent away after a second son was born anyway. And I could only give her one son, he thought, feeling the useless years of his failing body hanging over him.
He banged his fat hand on the bars twice and a guard came behind him to role him up the cold dark stairway. The twenty steps in front of him looked steeper than they had on the way down. It was a different guard that came for him. He realized that he must have been in this cell longer than he thought if his guards had changed duty. He didn’t recognize this one. Perhaps this is one of Romarus’s guards? I do not like the fact my staff have left me in the care of somebody serving that cretin…especially since I have him in chains.

He hated being tilted all the way back as he entrusted his life to some guard he did not even know the name of. “Where do you call home?” he asked, making conversation with the guard who had the unenviable task of pushing the blubbery mass up the stairs. 
There was silence. Surely I am not such a task that he is straining to speak, Stewart thought. “Do you not have a tongue, my friend? Where do you come from?”
“I hail originally from Long Kingdom, Your Grathe,” the guard said, with a hissy-lisp as he struggled and strained to push the rolling chair up the stairs.
“I spent much of my younger…more able-bodied years there. Wonderful place. We should call for another guard to assist you,” King Stewart suggested, as the guard stopped pushing and tilted his chair forward to rest on the larger stair halfway up the set. “A sensible idea to stop, I think.” Stewart reassured the probably already exhausted guardsman.
The guard walked around to stand in front of the chair. Behind the guard’s black-cloaked body, at the top of the stone steps, a lifeless arm hung over the edge. Stewart’s eyes scanned up the guard to his long, drawn, pale face. The guard grimaced. 
Stewart’s heart thumped as he saw a mouth full of pointed sharp teeth. “Who the fuck are you? Guards!” he called, hoping there was somebody alive up there who could help his useless body.
A hand slipped inside the man’s black cloak and drew out a shining sharp piece of metal.
Surely this madman will not use this as a weapon! Stewart panicked, remembering the tales of the pointed-toothed assassins that used bladed weapons. “ROMARUS! Romarus! Help!” he called, hoping the boy would come to his rescue. He’s in chains, you fool, Stewart thought with despair. There were keys in his pocket. He fumbled around his fat thighs searching, hoping to be able to throw them behind him.
From the cell, Romarus shouted, “Why the fuck should I help you get up the fucking stairs—” But suddenly his tone changed, and he yelled, “Get away from him!” Iron chains rattled, banged and echoed up the stairs from the cell below as Romarus tried hopelessly to come to his rescue. “What the fuck?! Somebody help him!”
The knife plunged towards Stewart and suddenly it was as if he was watching from behind himself. There was little pain, just a feeling of numbness through his body and a sense of doom. His insides felt cold where the blade sliced into him. The black cloak flapped as the madman’s teeth flashed in front of his eyes with stab after stab of shining sharp blade. 
The warmth of red blood splattered onto King Stewart’s arms and face as he helplessly watched his life being poked away piece by piece. A leg lifted. His rolling chair flew down the stairwell with him floating narrowly behind it. 
One last pointed grimace and the guard ran away into the night.
King Stewart didn’t remember landing back in the cell, just the boy king sitting next to him, still in cuffs, cradling his head. “Don’t die, please. I want you to teach me now. I want you to tell me things my father should have.” Romarus’s tears dropped onto the dying king’s face.
Trying to speak was much more of an effort than previously, even by his standards. “My boy, I believe you are the most knowledgeable of all of us here. You follow your gut. Do not trouble yourself with the Ten.” He coughed and the pain caught up with him. His stomach twisted and no matter how he wriggled or breathed, it was still there, overpowering everything. His vision faded in and out. “Just promise me…you have my forgiveness, if you just promise me, you will find my son. And tell him…” he coughed again. “Tell him, he was right.”
“How will I find him? I will, I’ll do it. But tell him he was right about what?” Romarus spewed words and questions so fast it was hard to take in.
“Do what you do well. Follow your gut. Mine seems to be a bit broken now.” He laughed…although he didn’t know why he laughed.
“But what was he right about?” The boy’s flustered face darted around the room. “Help! I don’t know what to do!” he muttered to nobody as he broke into tears. His chest was filling and emptying rapidly under his cloak.
“Listen to me, tell my son…tell Baskerville that he was right. There is no Ten. How can there be? Look at what they have let happen to me. Somebody who has followed them all his life. There is so much more. So much more he used to say that makes sense to me now. He was so clever for one so young. He ran away because of—” He coughed. “Because of me and what I became.”
“There is a Ten and you’re going to be with them and you will have ten wives to look after you forever.” Romarus’s attempt at comfort didn’t convince Stewart to believe in the fairy stories any longer.
He found himself laughing uncontrollably again, followed by the gut-wrenching coughs. “My boy, I have been fading out of this world since that knife was plunged into me and I can tell you now, the Ten are not waiting for us.”
“What is waiting for us?” The boy looked wide-eyed as his crying instantly halted.
“Nothing.”
“Aren’t you scared?”
“Why should I be scared of nothing? Nothing, is just…nothing.” Even in death I can still be profound. Well done, Stewart, he amused himself.
“You’re saying we all become nothing? But what is the point in all this? You can’t just become nothing,” Romarus murmured.
Stewart felt sorry for the boy, even though he was the one who had just been cut like a juicy piece of meat. “When you were a child, you built houses with toy bricks, yes? When you knocked that down, what were you left with?”
“Nothing?” Romarus ventured.
“No, you fool.” He laughed and coughed. “You’re left with bricks! I’ll still be here, I’ll just be a little less…orderly.”
“What does orderly mean?”
Stewart couldn’t help but belly-laugh. “Oh, my dear boy.” His face turned serious as he pulled Romarus close to him by the iron cuffs. “Find my son. Do not say goodbye to the others, they will only force you to continue on this ridiculous journey. You must leave while you have the chance. You must go and not look back. I forgive you for what you have done and I believe you have a true heart. Go! You do not need the Ten to guide you. Go!”
Romarus’s eyes drifted down to his hands. Stewart had undone his cuffs. “Thank you. I’ll find him. I promise.” He stood and ran for the stairway.
Stewart felt the world slip away from him and soon he would be a pile of bricks. I wonder if somebody will make a nice house out of me, he mused. 
As his eyes faded, he heard Romarus shout from up the stairwell, “You killed him! You fucking killed him!” Another set of footsteps came running down the stairs.
Alone, King Stewart thought of Pauline. “I forgive you,” he whispered. 
His last thought turned to his son, Prince Baskerville. “Baskie…my dear sweet boy…you were right.”
And then…nothing.
 



 
For a king to spill his seed in the body of a woman of brown eyes, is folly. For him to spill his seed outside of the body of a woman all together is an abomination.
Prophecies 9, The Maran
 



Londenia
THE UNEXPECTED SOUND OF EVIL
 
Her eyes were sore and dry from all the tears shed, and she couldn’t remember the last time she ate. Londenia mourned for King Stewart whom she had spent much of her childhood with. However, although it made her feel disgust in herself, it was the hurt Romarus had caused, that weighed heaviest on her heart. 
Romarus, why did you feel you had to keep this from me? I would have helped you. I would have supported you like I always do, she said to the boy king in her head. You used to tell me every little problem you had. What’s changed now? She would have done anything to be able to talk to him for five minutes. She wondered if she would ever see him again or how long it would be before she could have the answers she needed.
They were unsure of the events that took place in the cells of Deca’Point. Two guards lay dead, along with King Stewart. Every possibility played out in Londenia’s head. Did Stewart’s killers also kidnap Romarus? Or was Romarus’s body lying somewhere, unfound? Was he responsible for the guards’ deaths and Stewart’s? Part of her couldn’t believe Romarus would be capable of such an act but she had seen his temper and strength, and if driven to it… 
Did you do it, Romarus? Could you really be that vicious and betray me in such a cruel way?
The previous day they had held a grounding for the life of King Stewart, in a small country deca, in one of the unspoilt outlying villages near their camp. Stewart’s large body lay face down on a cocoon—a black square of cotton—in the center of the ten standing stones of the deca. Stewart’s final guests walked in a slow circle around the inside of the pillars of rock with his lifeless body in the middle. They all turned inward to face the dead king, my old friend. Queen Tanya stood next to Londenia, showing no sign of emotion on the outside. However when Londenia reached out to hold Tanya’s hand, she felt a storm inside the strong woman’s body.
Looking at the sun, feeling the warm air, it was hard to imagine the sorrow of that day. Londenia remembered thinking at the time, when she closed her eyes, it is as if everything is right in the world—as long as I don’t open my eyes and see Stewart’s empty body or walk one hundred footfalls south and see the devastation in Deca’Point.
Queen Tanya stepped forward along with Londenia and eight others for the covering. They each picked up a share of the black cocoon. Pauline stood opposite Londenia. I still do not know if it is right, or if Stewart would have wanted you to be one of us sending him into the next life. She stared at the sly wife who had abused Stewart’s trust. Sandunion and Celóndas looked visibly shaken as they held their pinch of black material. Celóndas barely knew King Stewart but her caring nature made her hand shake and jaw quiver as she likely felt the same pain as everybody else who stood within the columns of the deca.
Queen Tanya recited the grounding words. “Hal, who sustained Stewart’s life, we now ask that you accept him into the next. To all Ten we pray that Stewart can now rest in your light. To all Ten we call.” She managed to hold back tears but the words squeezed out from behind quivering lips. Stewart’s final guests repeated, “To all Ten we call.”
They brought their pinches of black material together over Stewart’s body until all ten hands met above the small of his back. Pauline seemed reluctant to let go of her section. Queen Tanya bound it in a bunch using a thin white rap. Stewart’s body then embarked on one last journey as it was placed onto a wagon and escorted by two of his guard back to the Wetlands. There, he would be buried face down, as was tradition for a king.
A voice interrupted her thoughts and brought her back to the present as she sat on (what was) King Stewart’s bed in his royal tent. Celóndas addressed Londenia as she entered, saying, “My lady, there is still no sign of Romarus or his aide.” Bwick had also gone missing two nights ago. “But I feel I have at last brought some good news for you.”
What good news could ever outweigh the bad that has come of late? Londenia nodded, with her back still to the healer.
“Your father’s party has arrived.” Celóndas’s words made Londenia turn and her faithful friend’s smile confirmed it was true. She would soon have the comfort of King Kalon of Long Kingdom, once again.
Before Londenia had time to prepare for her father’s arrival, he was at the entrance to the large, royal tent. We’re safe, she thought, as she saw the sharp silhouette of King Kalon’s noble, clean-shaven face and bald head.
“Father,” she shouted, feeling like his little princess again as he rounded the entrance to the tent and walked in.
He didn’t speak. His two ministers stood on either side of him. King Kalon outstretched his arms and pulled her in close, squeezing the air out of her. His embrace took away all of her fears. As he released her, fear came back. 
“My sweet Broken-Moon,” he said, “I wish we could sit and speak after so long but we must take control of this situation.”
Londenia explained everything from the beginning—about meeting the tribes in Hal’s Forest and Taigo leading them to the devastation in the Watch Kingdom, to King Stewart being butchered and the disappearance of Romarus. “Surely it could not have been him. I know he had a temper but it was just the frustrations of a young man. It couldn’t have driven him to this, could it?” she clawed for reassurances from her wise father.
“I do not feel that the son of Locutus could be capable of such an act. And you said that King Stewart was stabbed. Where would Romarus have got such a weapon in a cell? Is it not more likely that these were the same attackers that left Deca’Point in ruin?”
Her father always made sense of things. And this was true, there was no evidence to (without doubt), blame Romarus for King Stewart’s death but it was still a possibility. Or at least it was the worst explanation, and Londenia’s overactive mind tended to fall on the most terrible outcome.
But if King Stewart and the two guards were murdered by unknown attackers, then Romarus must have been kidnapped. He would surely not have fled without first coming to me. His body must be lying dead somewhere. Her overactive thoughts were interrupted by her father’s voice.
“And why are you camped so close to a town filled with death?” He turned to one of his ministers who Londenia remembered from her childhood; his face seemed to sag more than when she had last laid eyes upon him. “Haager, start the relocation of the camp, five hundred footfalls to the north, next to the caves.”
“Yes, Your Grace.” Haager bowed and left the tent.
“Have you sent a rider ahead to the coast to inform King Hardol of our late arrival? It is likely his ship will arrive in the morning. You and your party will not arrive for another two days at least.” King Kalon was in full flow, saving the day.
Londenia noticed her father stated, very specifically, you and not we. “Yes, we sent a rider this morning.” Londenia paused. “Father,” she said, lowering her voice so that the other minister couldn’t hear, “why did you say ‘your’ party?”
“My sweet Broken-Moon,” he said, resting his hands on her shoulders, looking down into her eyes, “this is your journey now. I must go back and see that the same fate that happened here does not befall Last Kingdom. And no one has heard from King Retziz on the Broken Arm for over two moon-turns.”
“I’ll come with you. We all will.” She could almost feel her feet moving into a stomp like those of a spoiled child.
“My sweet girl, you can do this and you must do this. I trust the magisters in the Still Cities and there is much wisdom there. If they felt it necessary to take us there, then we should listen.”
“Exactly… Us! You must come too. I can’t go on alone any longer.” The pressure of—for all practical purposes—single handedly leading her people, had caught up with her.
He wiped away a tear from her face. “We must find out what is so important. I will send Minister Eeliro with you.”
The man he spoke of bowed as his name was mentioned. He must have seen at least fifty years—he was of an age with her father.
King Kalon continued, “And I must go to defend what is left of the kingdoms.”
She embraced him again, pulled in tight and let out an ocean of emotions, built up over many moon-turns, if not years. He soaked them up like a bathing sponge and as she stepped back, she felt strength and lightness in her body. “It is good to have you here, Father. Even if it is for such a short time.”
“We will see you safely to King Hardol’s ship at the harbor and from there you will be safe. I would trust King Hardol with my life,” her father said with a warm smile.
Londenia filled her lungs and sat down on the royal bed. King Kalon sat next to her and asked his minister to leave. The thin man with graying hair bowed his head and left the tent. After a short silence, Kalon spoke again. “And tell me, how is my other sweet? Tell of my Bostonia.”
She had forgotten all about her sister in the past few days. She realized how little her father knew of her recently. It was before Bostonia’s joining to Romarus that she had last sent a letter. “There is much you do not know and I regret not taking the time to inform you but this situation, and its urgency, overshadowed everything else.”
Her face must have been more serious than it needed to be as her father’s jaw dropped.
“Ten Gods! Please tell me she is well!”
“Yes, Father. Don’t worry. When we left Last Kingdom she was well. We suspected she could be with child.”
King Kalon breathed deep and looked up, saying, “Thank the Ten! But who gave her this child?”
“Her husband gave it to her before he left. But like I said, we don’t know if she actually was with child. They had only—”
Her father’s brow wrinkled. “Her husband?”
“She was joined to Romarus, before our leaving.” Londenia put a hand on her father’s shoulder as if she had just told him somebody had died. “I did not know that he was capable of what has happened when I allowed this to go ahead…in fact, it was Romarus I was more worried for because you know what Bos—”
King Kalon pressed a finger to his daughter’s lips. “My Broken-Moon, it seems unlikely the boy was responsible and I know you would not have willingly joined your little sister to some kind of murderer.” He took a deep breath and his voice went strangely high pitched and shaky as a tear ran down his face. “Did he treat her well?” He bit his fingernails.
“He treated her better than she treated him.” Londenia gave a slight laugh to calm the lump forming in her throat.
King Kalon let out a laugh and a whimper. “Yes, she always did have a sharp tongue on her. Remember the time you snuck into her chambers and put on her dress? The purple silk one? And you tore the neck? I have never heard such words come from a lady.” He laughed louder this time and leaned over to embrace his little princess as his shoulders shook and emotion took him. “I wish you didn’t have to live through such times.”
It was a strange sight to see her strong father, who was respected by so many, crying on her shoulder. She attempted to reassure him, saying, “We will make it better, Father. You are going to save the kingdoms and I am going to find out more about the threat the magisters speak of.”
“My brave Broken-Moon,” he said with a smile, brushing her hair away from her tear-wet face.
She slept soundly that night, knowing her father and his men were close by, ready to protect them at a moment’s notice. It was perhaps not only the protection that allowed such restful sleep. It was also the thought that if a decision needed to be made, she would not be solely responsible. When a situation had arisen over the last moon-turn, all eyes had turned to her; the blues and browns of those eyes screaming, what will you have us do? King Kalon would shield her from these questions—even if it was for just a few days.
She woke in her lonely bedroll on the floor of the royal tent that she had shared for so many nights with Romarus. If she half shut her eyes, she was sure she could still see the boy king’s shape in the covers and furs.
The tent glowed from outside more than normal. Judging by the blurry round ball of the sun through the skin of her dwelling, it must have been near midday. I can’t remember the last time I slept this long, Queen Londenia thought as a wave of guilt rushed over her, as she thought of everybody else already hard at work—planning, packing and cooking.
Within an hour of waking, she was on the back of a bronco and the party was making its way, with haste, east to Dilly by the coast, where they would board the ship to the Bay Kingdom. Having the strength of her father’s near fifty-strong royal guard, added to her own and Queen Tanya’s, allowed her nerves to rest easier than they had for quite some time. Relief also came from finally leaving the stench and devastation of the Watch Kingdom behind. The air had never smelt so fresh. The line of broncos, guards and servants, led by royalty from the Wetlands, Last Kingdom and Long Kingdom, wound its way down a dirt track that weaved through rolling fields and small woods. The trees were far smaller than the hackle trees of Hal’s Forest. They were more like the great oak trees she grew up surrounded by in Long Kingdom. Their leaves had started to turn orange-and-brown and a slight chill cut the air—the turning-season had come.
As they passed by, smallfolk, working the land, would dip their straw hats without a hint of a smile and continue about their business. They’re scared, Londenia thought. These were all King Servin’s people and now he’s dead. I wonder if our messages reached them and if they helped in any way. What do they do now? Who do they follow? Then a thought struck her, do they even care? Royals always believe the people following them want their leadership. If somebody were to come and take over a kingdom, it was thought that the smallfolk would surely rise up against it to protect their royals. Why should they care? As long as their lands are fertile and they are happy, then why should they bother about who they pay their taxes to and who they must salute?
Only the very young children playing by the dirt track gave them any hint of a smile. That evening, a little girl with golden hair was playing on the path, with a child that must have been her brother. She fell face first into the mud. Londenia immediately halted the party and dismounted her white bronco to help the crying child. The golden-haired girl, not knowing how to behave in the presence of a queen, ran off after her brother and disappeared into the cornfield. Londenia mounted her bronco again and their party pushed on towards the Dilly.
The yellow of the cornfields were replaced by woods of oak. It wasn’t until late into the night that they stopped and made camp at the edge of a small wooded area overlooking the valley leading to the Bay of Blue.
As they continued their hurried journey towards the coast the next day, Londenia realized she was almost constantly thinking about Romarus. It was as if he had three faces. His first face was the bashful, dim-witted, even comical one that Londenia found it hard to be annoyed at. The second of his faces was the charming, manly and, even in some ways, heroic leader who stood up for her against the forest tribes, and who had pleasured her in her bed on that one magical night. 
The final face was that of an insolent young boy, or angry vengeful child, that would snap at the strangest of things. That was the face she pictured most, of late. The one she imagined he had on when he murdered King Stewart…if he murdered King Stewart. He couldn’t have. But then again, if he didn’t, where is he now? Why would he leave me with no hint of a goodbye if he hadn’t committed some evil? Whenever she saw the third nasty mask, she tried to keep in her head the words her father spoke when he first arrived at their camp: “I do not feel that the son of Locutus could be capable of such things.”
As well as Romarus’s many faces, she just simply wondered where he was and if he was safe. If he had told her of what he did, she was sure, deep down, she would have helped him somehow. In some ways, it was his secretiveness about everything that was more hurtful than the actual acts. It is as if he has cheated me, or scorned my honor when he lay with Pauline. But this was of course not true. It was Stewart, and to a certain extent, Pauline, whom he had dishonored. His only failing to Londenia was that he did not confide in her. I am his queen and therefore should not be jealous of those he chooses to lie with. But the hurt of not being the first to know, or the one he confided in, cut her deeply.
She was leading the party for some time after they broke for lunch. Her father rode alongside her on his large black bronco with horns the length of a mortal’s arms. Her mount looked a striking white next to her father’s. She watched him in his flowing red cloak and brown leather gloves on the reins. Londenia prayed to Beverine that King Kalon could stay to protect her and her people on their onward journey.
“Broken-Moon, you do realize you are very obvious when you stare,” her father said, with his eyes locked straight ahead on the dirt track.
She snapped her eyes forward. “I wasn’t staring.”
“No, you were wishing. I could hear you.”
“I was praying, actually,” she said, in the same way that she would have done when she didn’t get her own way as a child.
“Praying that I would stay with you, no doubt. My sweet Broken-Moon, if the gods wished me to stay to protect you, they would not have allowed the other kingdoms to fall into ruin. I feel they have plans for you yet, and your path veers away from mine. Once you are with King Hardol you will be as safe as you are with me.”
I’ll never feel as safe as I am with you, she thought, but didn’t want the others who rode close to hear her weakness.
“And last I heard King Anthony was sighted sailing the Bay of Blue with a host and plans to go in convoy for the remainder of the journey too. So there will be two kings with half their royal guard with them to shield you. I have never met King Anthony but I hear, like all the previous Kings of the Dead Cities, that he is a very wise man—if not a little reclusive.”
It was true that all kings who rule the Dead Cities had wisdom. It was in these ruined cities, that the gods once lived among mortals before the Great Poison. There were five cities: Raydem, Haven, Claminton, Ver’eir and Camptal. And all five had now lain abandoned and ruined for nearly one thousand years. All people feared to enter them, as it was suspected that they were where the Great Poison began. It is said that the knowledge and power of the gods are contained within these places, and that mortals should not hold such knowledge.
“King Anthony, and his father before him, and his father before him, have guarded the vast dead cities for centuries,” Londenia’s father continued. “So I do not doubt his capability to look after a small party of travelers.”
She smiled. “But two kings cannot compare to my father though.”
He laughed. “Are you expecting a treat for being so nice? I’m afraid I left my sweets’ chest back in Deca’Rise.” His whole face lit up with a smile.
Londenia had forgotten all about the wooden chest her father kept in the throne room. It had sweet-balls wrapped in silver foil that he had shipped in from Narscape. She, her brother and Bostonia would receive one if they behaved during court.
“But seriously, my daughter, I have said before that I would trust King Hardol with my life. It was he that I entrusted to raise your brother, Lestaron, who returned to us a noble young man. Also, I know our Queen Tanya there is very much on your side.” He flicked a glance to the Queen of the Wetlands who rode a few rows behind them. “I think even the mighty Tromonor would drop his great staff and run, if faced with her wrath.” King Kalon winked. 
Queen Tanya by her side gave Londenia strength. The Wetlander’s friendship and spirit were like a windbreak against the storm that seemed to be getting stronger with every day that passed.
Her father’s words and reassurances helped ease her anxiety somewhat but as they arrived at the Bay of Blue, her nerves prickled further. The rider that Londenia had sent ahead was waiting for them at the small deserted harbor, known as the Dilly. 
“It seems my trip was un-needed, m’lady,” her rider said as he bowed. “I have seen no sign of King Hardol’s ship. However, there was a storm last night out at sea, which may have delayed them.”
They made their camp around an old crumbling building that used to be the main office for the, once thriving, harbor of the Dilly. Londenia’s heart weighed heavy as she slept alone in her tent. Her stomach was twisted in discomfort as the sun rose without sign of King Hardol’s flagship, the Fair Blue Maiden. Part of her was glad, as it meant she could be close to her father’s protection for longer. This was of course, just delaying the inevitable.
That evening, as Scarred Nahar lit the water of the Bay of Blue, there was a call from Grey’Gon from outside her royal tent. “M’lady,” he said, lifting the flap of the tent, “King Hardol’s ship approaches.”
“Thank you, Grey’Gon. Please signal the dismantling of camp. I wish to be ready to leave by the time King Hardol’s boats come ashore.”
“Yes, m’lady.” Grey’Gon bowed and left. She heard his shouts to the camp.
It was time to say goodbye to her shield and protector. She left her tent and walked through the dark bustling camp as everything was being packed, ready for transport. She found her father speaking with Minister Eeliro. As he saw her approach, he made his excuses to the old minister and took Londenia aside.
The moment they were out of sight from the rest of the camp, behind the old ruined office, Londenia grabbed him, embracing him tightly. She desperately tried to take in his smell so she could remember it as a comfort in the hard times to come.
“Broken-Moon,” he told her, “do not let your people see you cry. You must be brave and lead as you were born to. King Hardol is here and soon you will be eating heartily on the Fair Blue Maiden.”
With a deep breath and a sly wipe of her eyes on his red cloak, she stepped back, holding her head up. “I wish you well and may you return home safely.”
Within minutes, her father and his party (over one hundred strong), were riding and walking off into the distance. Nearly all were guards from his own party but there were also some from the Wetlands and Last Kingdom. It was agreed that he would need the extra strength if he was to be taking on the dangers that destroyed the Watch Kingdom. In tow, was Romarus’s horde. Londenia’s father saw no need for them to continue on this journey and promised he would see them safe to Last Kingdom.
As her father’s small army marched back east, she turned to see King Hardol’s three large rowing boats approach from the west. These would take them to the Fair Blue Maiden, which floated proudly some four hundred footfalls from the coast. The carrack’s four giant sails were lowered. Its rear end faced the coast, it stood tall and square, towering out of the Bay of Blue. Lettering arced across its stern but Londenia couldn’t make out the words from this distance. The lettering glinted gold in the faint light of the broken moon.
Three long rowing boats approached from the Fair Blue Maiden and drew alongside the wooden dock of the Dilly. The oarsmen didn’t utter a word. Instead, they would bow their heads politely whenever spoken to. Londenia stepped into the foremost boat and sat next to Minister Eeliro. Behind them, Celóndas and King Stewart’s healer, Sandunion, sat next to each other. Queen Tanya was behind the healers next to Pauline, who still seemed to be in a state of constant shock ever since the death of her husband, or perhaps it is her guilt that paralyzes her, thought Londenia.
The other two boats were filled with what remained of Londenia’s guard—ten strong in total, five from Last Kingdom and five from the Wetlands. She watched the moonlit coast grow smaller as their boats cut through the calm waters of the Bay of Blue.
“My ladies,” Minister Eeliro addressed both Queen Londenia and Queen Tanya, “I must warn you that King Hardol does not see women on the same level as men. When you speak, you must speak firmly to him and command his respect. I will front for you as much as I can but I fear if I take the lead too much, it will only make you seem weak in his eyes.”
Tanya shook her head and laughed. “I am used to battles of wits with kings, minister. I have had over fourteen years of it with King Stewart!” Her words had clearly upset Pauline, so Queen Tanya added a prayer, softly saying, “May Hal let his soul rest.” 
“I have no doubt in both of your abilities as diplomats and I also do not doubt King Hardol’s honor and nobility,” the minister went on. “However, he will be expecting to meet four kings and instead, he is to meet with two of their queens and…” He hesitated, looking towards Pauline, who was hugging her own knees tightly. “…some fragile creatures, shall we say?”
I am sure Romarus’s never ending intelligence would have impressed King Hardol, of course, Londenia wanted to say. “Minister, King Hardol will have no choice but to listen to us, as two of the kings are dead, another is missing and another is off on a crusade to save our dying world.” She didn’t mean to snap but her words definitely came across as snappy.
The old man huffed and turned to watch their approach to the ship. The Fair Blue Maiden loomed over them—her four tall masts lit by Scarred Nahar. As the rowing boats approached the hull, it towered above them. Londenia’s boat edged closer. She wanted to reach out and touch the massive lengths of wood of the great carrack but three oars stretched out, bracing against the hull, stopping the boat’s approach. Water lapped and splashed in the gap between the long rowing boats and the huge mass.
On the other side of the boat, the sea was silk and still. Above, the night sky was bright with stars. Ropes thrown down from the deck were attached and pulled taught. With some aching creaking, the rowing boats began to rise out of the water. The salty smell of damp rope and wood filled her senses. Londenia’s stomach flipped whenever the boat swayed or halted on its journey up the side of the Fair Blue Maiden. With her eyes fixed on the hull, it was as if the ship was sinking down into the Bay of Blue.
As their boats crept up the side of the hull, Londenia saw three figures above, waiting at an opening in the bulwark. A tall, thin, hooded figure was flanked by a small woman and man on either side. She didn’t know how to formally greet other royals whilst seated in a rowing boat suspended from the side of a ship. She thought it best to stare straight ahead, not making eye contact, until they were at a stop. They edged past a row of small portholes framed with circles of brass. None of these, along the entire length of the ship, had any light glowing from inside. They were just still circles of black. There were shouts, the sounds of heaving and the grinding of metal, wood and rope, as they drew level with the people. They came to a stop, level with the deck. The boat gave a small but gut-churning jolt as it settled.
Minister Eeliro spoke, making his introductions as the boat was secured and tied. “Queens Londenia and Tanya, may I introduce Queen Se’rel of the Bay, and King Anthony of the Dead Cities.”
“Minister Eeliro, it has been too long,” said the small woman that must have been Se’rel. She leaned into the boat and held both of the minister’s hands. The Queen of the Bay had a slight shake in both her arms as she reached out.
Londenia went to steady herself on the ship’s bulwark but her hand was intercepted by King Anthony’s long, dry fingers. He helped steady her and his lips curled into a polite, closed smile. “Thank you, Your Grace,” she said, “you are most kind.”
She expected the usual pleasantries in return. However, none came.
Minister Eeliro whispered in her ear. “My dear, remember that the Kings of the Dead Cities take a vow of silence when they are crowned.”
The stresses of her journey had made her forget her history lessons. This was all part of their tradition of never speaking the secrets of the gods. It is strange why they must take such a vow, when they do not enter the cities, which contain the knowledge of the gods. If they do not have the knowledge, then why must they take a vow to never speak?
She stepped onto the deck and was confronted with Queen Se’rel, who welcomed her, saying, “What a beauty you are, Queen Londenia.” Her hands were gripped with a warm, yet clammy, embrace from the mature queen’s hands, and the lady then turned to Tanya. “And how are the Wetlands treating you, Queen Tanya?”
Tanya froze. There was indeed, much to explain on their part. Londenia was surprised at the lack of curiosity and questioning from their hosts. Why do they not ask of our kings? And where is King Hardol? Her thought was soon voiced by Minister Eeliro.
“Pardon the interruption, my lady. Might I enquire to the whereabouts of His Grace, King Hardol?” Minister Eeliro studied the unknown man standing to the right of King Anthony as he spoke.
Londenia’s attention wandered and she found herself gazing at the fascinating, tall, slender King Anthony. The King of the Dead Cities had a ghostly and wise feel to him. A clean, sweet smell radiated from the man. He stood two heads higher than most on the deck and his long face was pale in the light of the broken moon. He was unshaven with black stubble on his jaw. His high cheekbones gave him an almost feminine look. It was his chin that drew Londenia’s attention, as it reminded her of a miniature arse. As that thought entered her head, she must have let a slight smile loose, because King Anthony began to grin too.
She felt the color drain from her face. First, two sharp points were revealed from behind his thin lips. They were joined by another pair, until a full set of pointed teeth were grimaced at her. Londenia’s eyes burned and her chest tightened.
“Ten Gods! It was you!” Londenia screamed and threw a punch to the king’s gut, which was quickly snatched by the man next to him. He too, flashed his pointed whites from behind his cold lips. “You murdered them all!” she shouted, her voice shrill and broken.
King Anthony’s thin arm locked around her neck, pinning her to his body. Her nose was filled with his sweet-smelling musk. His heart beat in her right ear, turning her cold from the toes upwards.
As she peered along the deck, Queen Se’rel cried out to Queen Tanya, “I’m sorry, we had no choice! He killed so many and threatened to kill more.”
Londenia’s guards, one by one, were seized and held at knifepoint by countless hooded figures.
The King of the Dead Cities took a breath as if calming himself from nerves. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Queen Londenia,” he said, ignoring the other two royals, Tanya and Pauline. The nervousness of his voice surprised her. It was softer than she imagined evil to sound like, but had all the remoteness and detachment she expected.
Londenia’s fingers tingled and her head felt cold. It was as if the whole world spun around the horror happening on the deck.
“King Anthony, I must protest—” Minister Eeliro’s pathetic attempt at calming the situation was quickly stopped by a blade through the throat. His eyes fixed on nothing as he collapsed to the floor.
The tingling in her fingers moved up her arms. Londenia did not scream—Pauline took care of the screaming. A heavy weight hung in her chest and her neck throbbed as she watched the life fade from her father’s trusted aide. Dark red pulsed from Minister Eeliro’s neck like a heartbeat. There was little sound—just a gentle gushing.
“Look at me.” King Anthony’s skeleton-like hands held her head by either cheek. “Wonderful true blue eyes.” A pointed smile followed. “I am glad that I must not take your life. I detest bleeding those of blue-sight but sometimes that must be done.”
“Why must you bleed anybody?” she asked, not really expecting an answer.
However, she was given one.
King Anthony spoke as if he was proud of his work. “Our world is in ruin. By this, I mean the pure ways of the Ten. We have true-blues lying with brown-eyed scrotes and runts. Then, worst of all, we allow their abominations to become high lords. And as if to shit on the face of So’Chor himself, we allow them to become kings and queens.” His fists were clenched. Veins strained on his thin neck. “Take King Stewart. He chose a scrote as his queen. Not only that, but he decided to marry one too and produced a little runt that would one day become king if he hadn’t done us all a favor and ran away. To add to it all, his body wasted and he himself could no longer function. Yet he chose to remain one of our ten kings.”
Pauline stepped forward. “Well he’s dead now, you will be happy to know!” she screamed at the top of her voice through floods of inconsolable tears.
King Anthony walked over and slapped her face. “Yes, I was pleased to hear that we were successful in ridding the kingdoms of that weakness.”
This moment should have been a dark one, but part of Londenia felt like sunlight kissed her face, even in the gloom of this horrible night. Romarus, I’m sorry. She willed her thoughts to be heard by her boy king, so far away, whom she had doubted ever since Stewart’s death. In her mind, Romarus’s face was that of the charming young man who had tried to protect her in Hal’s Forest.
“You bastard,” Londenia spat as she pointlessly slapped and punched the King of the Dead Cities. “Stewart was a good man! He never did you any wrong.”
He pushed her to the deck. “That is where you are mistaken. He did us all wrong. He did every kingdom wrong and the High-Ten wrong—when his body failed and he chose to remain king and every time he took that scrote into his bed.” He pointed at the broken mess of Pauline. “And anointing this one as his queen.” He stood in front of Tanya, who was unusually quiet. “Kill these abominations.” He nodded at Tanya and Pauline. “Take this one to my chambers.” His sharp eyes made contact with Londenia.
Londenia tasted sick at the back of her throat. Weight pressed on her lungs and her ears rang.
“No!” she screamed. She tried to reach Tanya but King Anthony’s men pulled her away. Pauline gave no fight as her and Tanya were surrounded by a cloud of black robes. Londenia was glad she couldn’t see behind that curtain of black.
 



 
If something is too good to be true, it probably is…
King Stewart of the Wetlands
 
 



Baskie
QUICKLY, BETTER START PRAYING
 
They both looked across a large valley, five days’ walk from when they left Redhorn. By walking, it meant that Baskie had to practically carry his companion through grass fields and rocky hills. Owin complained that Baskie was being cruel making him walk so far everyday but each evening, when they set up camp, he thanked his made-up-Mother for gifting him with Baskie’s guidance and knowledge of the land…fuckwit!
It truly was a beautiful sight—land completely untouched by any mortal, except for the fort ruins they currently stood in. Back in the Wetlands it seemed that no matter how far away from the cities, towns or villages, there would still be at least a stone wall or a field that some man felt the need to define so his land was clearly marked. Owin and Baskie stood on a broken square of rock with four ancient pillars at each corner. Crumbling images of the Ten Gods were carved into each of the columns. The ruined fort sat between two rock faces. Through their steep sides, the hill sloped down to the valley onto rolling green mounds, a dark lake in the distance and snowcapped hills far off in the purple haze. To their right, was the coast. Through clouds, the afternoon sun cast vast moving shadows across the land.
“If that isn’t proof of the Mother’s work then I don’t know what is,” Baskie’s idiotic companion announced, with his annoying curly hair gently blow in the wind.
“The people who built this fort would probably disagree with you.” Baskie had started putting less effort into his arguments against Owin’s ridiculous fantasies. He understood why Owin thought in such ways and in a sense pitied him. If you were told since you were young about ghosts and goblins, you would probably believe in them too.
“Who built this then? It looks over a hundred years old.” Owin looked the crumbling pillars up and down, touching the chiseled face of—what Baskie assumed was supposed to be—Beverine.
“It’s over eight-hundred years old, actually. This was one of the forts of the traitor, Jarod. He was the brother of High-King Meltane. Prince Jarod tried to form an eleventh kingdom on this island.” Baskie recited his history lessons.
Owin continued to stare at the carvings of the Ten, then asked, “So why did his kingdom fail?”
“Because the other kings thought it would be against the teachings if there were more than ten kingdoms. They see eleven as a curse, because they believe there was an eleventh High-God called Soju.” Baskie couldn’t help but feel how ridiculous it all sounded. “Soju was the Fallen One. And he keeps with him the souls of those who have gone against the teachings of the Ten, in the Soju Expanse.”
“Maybe they were right, the eleventh kingdom did fail,” Owin said, as a bit of rock crumbled off the pillar in his hands.
“It failed because the Ten Kingdoms marched against Jarod and crushed his armies. It had nothing to do with gods.”
“Thank the Mother for clearing them off this land. And thank the Mother for such a wondrous sight before us.” Owin waved his arm over the valley below. “How can you not thank the Mother for such a sight?”
“Did you thank me for the breakfast you had this morning?” Baskie asked, hoping to get the response he wanted.
“No, because you didn’t make it.”
“Exactly.”
Owin huffed. “Well, I think the Still Cities you talk about just sound like boring thankless places. It sounds like they have no faith in anything.”
And what’s wrong with that? “Actually, there are some people there that believe in higher powers: some who keep the faith of the Land of the Old Ways and I know of some streets that worship the Ten. Others are even stranger. They make paintings of people, then push nails into their faces and think they can curse the person they drew.” He didn’t believe in all that shit though.
“And you think the Still Cities are clever and better than us on the island?”
It frustrated him that Owin just wouldn’t understand the point he was trying to make. “I don’t think less of you as men. I just think that people have a right to choose what they believe and that some faiths, like what’s happening on your island, are dangerous. They fuck people up and make them do things out of fear.” He tapped one of the ruined pillars with his foot.
“Pushing nails through somebody’s face on a painting to curse them sounds dangerous to me,” his fuckwit companion replied.
“It’s a painting and, as far as I’ve heard, has never actually worked. And people there don’t push their beliefs onto others and keep them well away from politics and shit.”
“Politics?” A blank look was on Owin’s face.
The Mister’s wonderful and full teachings again…
“Yes, the people that…rule the place.” He couldn’t think of the proper word.
“Only the Mother should rule.” Owin said stubbornly.
I think I’ll peel my own skin, Baskie mused, trying to hold back his frustrations. “Great idea, I’ll tell the magisters of New Haven next time I’m there to just leave it up to the gods.” He felt a rant coming on. “Pick any of them, there’s shitloads. You could have the Mother handling all of the monies for the healing centers. One of the Ten could count all of the taxes from the cities. I’m sure Yod’Herem is great with numbers. You could get Beverine to deal with all the rapists and murderers. It makes sense. They don’t seem to have anything else to do.”
It was absurd that people could have so much faith in something but when it came to actually having to take action, they would have to act. If a murderer is so guilty, then why not let the gods deal with him?
Surely if those believers felt they had to deal with that criminal themselves, they would have doubts about these mythical beings who look like us, meddle in our affairs and answer our every beck and call.
Owin was clearly getting frustrated too. “So you are saying that the Ten rule the Ten Kingdoms?”
“No.”
“So how is faith in their…politics?” Owin mocked.
“Because the rulers do it with just their beliefs in the Ten in their heads, or bend the words of the Ten that was made up by some mad fucker called Maran nearly a thousand years ago!” Baskie was sure his voice was beginning to be raised but didn’t want to show he was getting annoyed. In the midst of a storm,
be calm as a lake on the surface as a torrent swarms inside you.
“The kings rule it then?” Owin asked.
Baskie couldn’t help but laugh, this time not at Owin but at the thought that the kings actually had any real power. “My arse they rule the Ten Kingdoms! They are merely messengers. The Ten Kingdoms are truly ruled from the Beast’s Eye by a council of rich lords chosen by the High-King of First Kingdom.” He could see he was losing his arguing partner in all the detail. “Just imagine somebody ruling your island from a thousand leagues away. They control your money—”
“What’s this money you keep talking about?” Owin interrupted.
How can you not have heard of money? “It doesn’t matter.” Baskie gave up trying to explain the workings of the real world. The island was a shelter in Baskie’s eyes; to go to when he needed to be safe for a while. But Owin had only ever known the false safety of the Mother’s Island his entire life.
By the time they reached the lake, the swollen red sun neared the horizon. They made camp using the small tent that the men from Redhorn had given them. It was just big enough for the two of them to crawl into but the smaller it was, the less space there was to have to heat up. 
They sat by the fire outside their tent by the lake. Beyond the small body of water, to the right of the hills, was the crashing sound of the waves against the coast. As the sun dropped and darkness crept across the land, removing all color, the stars filled the heavens. The one they called the Blue Wanderer back home, was a piercing blue in the clear night sky.
Baskie wanted to talk about the stars and how he thought that there had to be globes like the one they were living on, circling every one of them. He spared himself what would likely turn into an argument about how the Mother placed them there to scratch Her arse on, or something along those lines. According to his father, the Blue Wanderer was the star that Beverine sat on to watch over and protect all mortals. How can intelligent people think such things?
Far out to sea, the clouds glowed orange from the light coming from the fires, street torches and strange glowing orbs in Narscape. That was where they would head in the morning. If you lit a fire on the mainland or a nearby island, a boat would come to collect you and take you to the city island—for a price of course. 
Shit, we have no coin! Baskie bit his nails. There were other ways to pay for passage other than coin in a place like Narscape, but he wasn’t prepared to resort to that and he doubted if the prudish Owin would either.
Narscape fascinated him. The entire island was a city from coast to coast. Every part of it was covered with dwellings, bazaars, inns, whorehouses, arenas and puff dens. It had no rulers to speak of, just gangs that ran certain areas. It was a dangerous place, he knew, but it also felt that if you took risks and worked hard, you could do anything you wanted there.
Whenever he was in Narscape he was just a face in a crowd, totally alone, except for his friend Kiko, who looked after him whenever he was there. She was fearless—a brown-skinned woman with short jet-black hair cropped right back to her scalp. She was completely blind but could see—in a sense—better than any mortal he had ever known. Many called her, Blind-Seer. 
They met when Baskie had first set foot on the island city. At that time, he mustn’t have had more than thirteen years and the man who allowed him passage on his boat was asking for payment for which Baskie had no coin. The stubbly faced, hefty man suggested other methods of payment and began loosening his belt. Baskie punched him in the face. If it wasn’t for Kiko’s act of kindness of stepping in that day, he was sure that the man would have fucked him bloody. With her blank cross-eyes, she blocked the man’s punches and, with one precise clawed-strike to the ribs, he collapsed to the ground, gasping for breath. 
Afterwards she took Baskie to her home in Malrise Ring in Strand Sector and made the best soup he had ever tasted. The Blind-Seer, Kiko, was like a big sister to him and he hoped he was like a little brother to her. She trained him in the ancient Lixus—an old way of life, and he was particularly interested in the self-defense part of this teaching. 
He remembered all of the aches and pains and face-to-hard-floor moments from the Blind-Seer’s tough teachings. She must have called me a fuckwit ten-thousand times, Baskie thought as a smile stretched across his face, as he remembered his strict but caring friend and mentor. In all the time they spent together, they never asked about each other’s pasts, which pleased Baskie. “Only fuckwits ask about past. Your place is now. Now is all that matters.” Her broken words echoed in his head as they always did.
Sitting at the side of the lake with the fire burning, he stared across at the flickering orange glow of Narscape and thought about how he hadn’t seen his friend in over a year. He hoped that would change tomorrow when he and Owin made the short trip across the water. He was sure if he listened hard enough, he could almost hear the bustle of the nightlife in the island city. It’s probably just my imagination.

The water from the lake lapped around its edges twenty footfalls from where they had pitched their tent. “When we reach Narscape tomorrow, you need to stick close to me and not trust anybody,” Baskie told Owin.
 “I’m going to pray for protection tonight,” Owin said, while jabbing at the fire with a stick.
Well thank goodness for that, was on the tip of his tongue but he was tired of poking fun at his annoying friend. “Just don’t take anything that anybody gives you and—”
Owin interrupted, still staring blankly into the flames, “Why are you still taking me to Narscape? You know it’s not going to lead to the Hidden Womb. You don’t even believe in the Hidden Womb.”
“That’s not true.” He turned to face Owin sitting next to him, looking into his eyes. “After what your brothers said at Redhorn, I believe there’s an actual place where some of the boys are sent, with women they probably do breed with.”
Baskie’s words brought a smile to Owin’s face.
“But I don’t believe it is the sacred place you talk about where only the chosen ones can get to, or that the women are goddesses. It’s simply an island that’s hard to find.”
With those words, Owin’s smile faded and he shook his head. “So why Narscape then? It sounds like a shithole.”
“At first, I just wanted to open your eyes to the rest of the world but now I want to find this place too.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m curious to see if the boys there still believe all the shit they were taught, and I think if you see it, you’ll realize there’s nothing sacred or mythical about it.”
Owin’s jabs to the fire were becoming more fierce, sending embers and ash onto the grass. “You still haven’t answered me. Why are we going to Narscape?” His eyes stayed fixed on the flames.
“Because we’re not going to find it by wandering around, floating in the salt water on a boat, or—however much you think it will help—praying won’t give us any answers. You’d be as well asking a rock for guidance!”
The fire was practically getting beaten by Owin’s stick now; chunks of burning wood were breaking up, cracking and flapping around in the flames.
Baskie continued, “I’ll find a skip or somebody who knows this area. There are people who know secrets in Narscape. It’s our best shot of finding the place. Stop hitting the fire!”
A red-hot glowing piece of wood hit Owin in the face. “Fuck!” he shouted, grabbing his cheek. Baskie leapt beside his idiotic friend and tilted his head to the side, slowly pouring cold water from his drink-skin over the reddened patch. 
When it was empty, he walked to the lakeside and refilled it again, pouring the cold contents onto the burn, to numb the pain. They repeated this in silence six times and then Owin spoke. “Thanks, and I’m sorry for getting pissed off. I just wish you would have some faith.”
And I wish you’d just open your eyes to the real world, he wanted to scream. It was getting late and his eyelids were drawing together. “I suppose we don’t need to agree on things. Just please, keep an open mind and listen to me when we get to Narscape.”
Owin tilted his head up from Baskie’s arms and the cold water dripped off his chin. He wiped it dry with his sleeve. The redness had gone down. “Okay! You look after me and tell me what to do and I’ll pray to keep us safe.” He smiled as if this was a fair deal.
My part to play seems to be more practical. He thought it best not to start another argument. “Fine.” Baskie sighed. “How’s your face?”
“It feels better,” Owin said, offering Baskie another slice of dried meat from their provisions.
Baskie held up a hand and shook his head. “Thanks but I think I’m going to get some sleep. We’ll get up at first light and head to the coast. If we build a fire quickly enough, we could hail a boat by midday.”
“Good. The quicker we get there, the quicker we can find one of those skips you were talking about. I’m going to pray before bedding down. I’ll join you soon.”
Enough with the praying. Forcing a smile, Baskie reached out and gave Owin a pat on the shoulder. Stretching his arms and yawning, he made his way to the tent. Sleep took him quickly as he only had a vague recollection of Owin lying down next to him.
In the morning, it was a short walk to the coast where they gathered firewood to build their signal for a boat to collect them. Narscape tended to have lots of floating things around it from windjammers, to skiffs, to boards that men would lie on and paddle themselves around in the sea to catch fish. Some circled the island with only the intent of ferrying passengers on and off the place, for a price.
It had rained overnight, so the sun was high in the sky before they managed to light their beacon. Hours passed, along with one large carrack, three smaller ships and what looked like a giant fish. Eventually, a small rowing boat drew near, pulling up onto the shore. An old man sat in the skiff and shouted (even though they were no more than ten footfalls away), “Ye need passage to the island, yes?” He spoke in a gruff voice, from behind a shaggy gray beard.
“We do, sir, but we have little to pay or trade,” Baskie replied, realizing how pathetic and unprepared he must have sounded.
“Then I cannot give ye passage,” the weathered old man said, driving an oar into the sand to heave his skiff back.
Baskie ran over to help him push back off the sandy shore. “Sorry for wasting your time.”
“Ye have not wasted my time, young blue-eyed man. I know of some folk that would require those strong blue muscles of ye and yer friend there for a few hours. I will tell them ye require passage and they will likely pay me greatly for it. Sit tight here and I will send them to ye within the hour.”
Owin must have heard the old man’s words and ran to help too but the skiff had already begun to float back into the channel. “Thank you so much and may the Mother bless you,” he shouted and waved.
The old man shook his head, then gave a nod farewell in their general direction. 
“Don’t say things like that,” Baskie warned Owin, giving him a slap on the back of the head. Fuckwit.
“He’s going to help us though.”
“So you say ‘thank you’ and move on. And he only said he would help us. We don’t know if he’s going to actually do anything or who he’s going to send.” It does seem a bit too good to be true that the first boat that comes to us wasn’t annoyed we had no payment and also offered to find us a way over for what sounded like simple labor for a few hours.
Sure enough, an hour later a cutter drew close to their beacon on the shore. Eight pairs of oars drove it from under the deck. Its two large sails were down, so it moved purely from the manpower within its painted blue hull. Two heavyset men stood at the bow. “You require passage to the island?” the one on the left asked in a raised voice.
They were around fifty footfalls from the shore, just close enough for Baskie to see they were clean shaven and wore some kind of gray vest—both identical. “We do, but we have no coin,” Baskie shouted with his hands cupped around his mouth.
The pair standing on the cutter’s deck nodded at each other, then one shouted, “We are aware of your situation. The old mizer informed us you were here and willing to labor in return for passage. We could use a blue’s skills.” Their voices didn’t match their bodies; large, strong frames sprouted light, high tones of speech.
“What work will you require of us?” Baskie asked.
Owin stepped in front of him. “We will do anything you need. Just give us passage to the island.” His fuckwit friend swiftly received a punch on the arm.
Baskie lowered his voice so not to be heard by anybody on the approaching vessel and hissed at Owin, “What the fuck are you doing? I told you to listen to me.” He stepped forward before Owin could reply. Baskie raised his voice again and shouted to the crewmen, “Let’s agree on a price so not to waste your time.”
The crewman on the left spoke, not needing to shout as they drew closer to the shore, “We would have you remove buzcore nests from the district clock tower. We of brown eyes are not blessed with the balance and skill of those with blue.” He bowed low, holding it for a moment. The man on the right commanded a halt. Oars dug in. The cutter came to a drifting stop within fifteen footfalls of the beach.
Owin caught Baskie’s eye and nodded enthusiastically. You’re too trusting. It seems too easy, or maybe I’ve just become too suspicious. It is just a short trip and it’s likely that our side of the deal will be more difficult, and somewhat more dangerous, than theirs. “We will work until sunset tonight and no longer. Is this a fair offer?” Baskie asked.
The smooth-faced man on the left nodded and opened his arms. Owin immediately waded into the water and starting to swim the rest of the way to the ship by the time Baskie’s legs would let him un-root his body from where he stood. He bundled up the last remains of their supplies, which were likely about to get rather wet and waded in to join his naive friend.
They were thrown a rope ladder and began the short climb up to the deck of the cutter. Owin hopped over the side and disappeared. Baskie took one last look back at the calm sea and the beautiful land he had just crossed, thinking, this will be the last bit of wild that I’ll see for a while. Although, he was only moving on to a different kind of wild. 
A well-dressed man floated nearby on what was no more than a board with a sail. He glided effortlessly over the gentle ripples in the water. His formal dress-wear seemed so out of place in an area of water normally filled with wrinkled fishermen, hardened traders or the smooth-faced strangers he had just made a deal with. 
Baskie swung a leg up and over the bulwark of the ship. As he looked to the deck, he saw Owin lying face down. His heart stopped. Before he could even curse, his thoughts were knocked out of him. A club hit him round the back of the head. A horrible taste throbbed at the back of his nose. His skull felt like it was made of iron as his numb cheek squashed against the wooden deck.
He heard a woman’s voice. “And they are both of blue-sight?” she asked. The wooden boards of the deck creaked under Baskie’s heavy head as her bare feet appeared. The woman crouched, and her piercing blue eyes met his just before he could snap them shut. The fierce-looking woman had looked at him like a lantar bug locked onto its victim, readying to tear its prey apart. 
A sprinkling of tiny blue freckles patterned her otherwise flawless skin. The ocean-blue blemishes glinted. None were round; all were different and unique, like a map of minuscule islands painted onto her face with the finest of brushes. Her lips were a deep blue. “Very good! Mother will be pleased,” she praised the unknown others on the deck. “Set course back to the hive.”
A breeze across his face hinted that the woman had stood and had begun to walk away. Baskie opened his eyes but the glare of daylight was overwhelming. His whole world flipped over in a dizzying blur. Blackness took him.
 
 



The Farmer’s Daughter
The channel was starting to flow well again. The water ran over the back of her legs as she crawled through the muddy underground tunnel. It turned out the blockage was caused by a baskab that had crawled in and died, leaving its scaly body inconveniently where the water flowed its weakest. Even though she had blue-sight, she welcomed the light shining down from thirty footfalls in front of her.
Shan had just seen her fourteenth year in this world. As she was still relatively little, it was her duty to tend the smaller tunnels of her father’s vast underground network that formed his moisture farm. It was one of the largest in Last Kingdom. I don’t know what Papa is going to do when I get too big to crawl through these places. 
She neared the ladder leading back up to the desert’s surface. Her mud-covered hands kept slipping on the smooth wooden rungs of the ladder as she made her ascent. The sound of the flowing water satisfied her; it was good, knowing that she served her father well and that the surrounding villages would not go thirsty. 
Ten Gods! I forgot to fill my drink-skin, Shan cursed and began to climb back down, having nearly reached the baking hot, midday sun above.
A sound made her freeze: a duneback groan and a whistle from overhead. Slowly, she climbed, popping her head above the surface just enough to see who, or what, was approaching. The sun blared in her eyes. Through the shimmering heat-haze on the surface of the sand, she saw the shape of a duneback and a rider, still whistling. The happy nature of the song was comforting. Surely, such a happy tune cannot come from somebody looking to cause evil. She dropped her head below the surface again, just in case. The whistling and the duneback groans passed twenty footfalls away. 
She raised her head above the surface once more and saw the shaggy rear end of the duneback and the back of the rider, who wore all white clothes with a loose hood covering their head.
The area would have just been a vast sprawl of sand, were it not for the jagged rocks, jutting from the ground. Some stood as high as two mortals, others were just large enough to stub your toe on if you didn’t pay attention. The larger ones had crude faded paintings of faces drawn by mortals thousands of years ago, during the Chaos Age, when violent clans worshiped many thousands of false gods trapped in stone.
She hopped out of the hole and ran towards one of the larger rocks that had a particularly angry looking painted red face. Its roughly drawn brown eyes seemed to follow her as she approached. Shan reached the rock with her heart pounding. Her back rested against the hot surface. 
Then she peered around for another look at the traveler and beast. They had stopped. The duneback began to turn back towards her. The white-hooded rider looked back and she saw his face. He’s so handsome, she swooned, as he hopped down from the beast, pulling down his hood. His hair was brown, neatly cut, shorter at the sides than on top. His eyes are so blue. Sunlight bounced brightly off the snugly fitting white cotton trousers and hooded top covering the short figure. He dropped to the ground, putting his ear to the sand. Shan hid behind the rock again. Her heart raced, perhaps because she feared he might hurt her, or perhaps because he was the most handsome thing she had ever seen in her life. Those blue eyes! And I am sure he has a nice smile… He’s definitely got a nice smile. Her thoughts were suddenly interrupted.
“I can see your feet you know,” a young voice called from where the white figure crouched. “I’m not going to hurt you. I just need to fill with water. I can hear a channel. Is this a moisture farm tunnel under here?”
She believed his words but still something stopped her from talking. What are the right words to say? “I’m Shan,” she blurted.
“Hello, Shan,” he said with a sniffing laugh through his nose. “Can you help me fill my skins so my duneback and I can have a drink?”
The handsome face appeared around the rock. His teeth glowed as white as the cotton he wore. She wanted to reach out and touch his face, but resisted, as she was sure she would have seemed mad. 
“Y-yes, I can fill your skins for you. I forgot to fill mine anyway,” she said, as a strange bashful laugh slipped from her mouth. What was that snort for? You didn’t say anything funny, you dimwit, she told herself off in her head.
She avoided speaking as he collected his skins from the duneback and handed them to her for refilling. The climb back down into the darkness below gave her a chance to gather her thoughts. There was never normally anybody walking in the desert, never mind a handsome boy with blue eyes. 
You rude bitch, she said to herself. You didn’t even ask him his name. And that was the first thing she did after the climb back up to the surface. “I said my name was Shan, then I realized I hadn’t asked your name. So I was wondering, if you wanted to tell me, what is your—”
The boy sniggered and said, “Romarus.”
Romarus is a nice name, she thought with a smile. Wait…King Romarus? “King Romarus?” she blurted out.
“King.” He nodded, then grinned.
She knelt. What do I say to a king? “How is Queen Londenia? No, wait. Forgive my rudeness. I didn’t mean to ask…Here’s your water…Your Grace.” She handed him the three skins, bowing her head.
King Romarus’s hand lifted her chin, and he gave a smile. “As far as I know, Queen Londenia is well. And thanks for the water.”
Are all kings this friendly? Shan’s father often spoke of the cruelty in some of the other kingdoms. “In the Peak Kingdom, they stone people to death for stealing,” he told her once, after she pinched a sweet-ball from a market stall in the village. Her father also told her regularly that her blue eyes were very special. “In First Kingdom, the rest of us would have been little more than slaves, simply because of our brown eyes, my sweet blue-eyed girl.” Perhaps we are lucky in Last Kingdom to have such a kind king.
“Why are you still kneeling?” asked King Romarus.
What do I say? “Because you’re my king and I thought you would want me to,” she said, rising.
“I don’t want anybody to kneel to me.”
“I’m sorry.”
He looked annoyed. “Please don’t say sorry,” uttered the king, “I hate it when girls think they need to say sorry to me.”
“I’m sorry.” Shit, I can’t stop.
King Romarus looked at her, half smiled and shook his head. “Do you live near here? I’d quite like to have a bed to sleep in for one night. It’s been ages since I slept in a proper bed.”
“No…I mean…yes. Well, no.”
“What is it then? Yes or no?” He widened his eyes, dimples forming around his mouth as he held his toothy smile.
“No, I live far from here. Well, it would take us well into the night to walk. But there is a shelter I plan to sleep in overnight. You can share the bed with me there.”
“How many years do you have?” the king asked.
“I have fourteen years, Your Grace.” 
He shook his head. “Then I shouldn’t share a bed with you. I’ll pitch my tent outside this place and we’ll go to your home in the morning. Is that okay?”
He asks me? “My father would be honored to receive the king…you…I mean…yes, that would be…great.” Somehow, she was out of breath as if she had just sprinted a thousand footfalls. She smiled.
They both rode on King Romarus’s duneback. She wrapped her arms around him as they sloped from side to side through the sea of sand. His body felt hard through the white cotton. She counted the muscles on his stomach. Six, I think. She had never seen a boy with muscles on his stomach before. It was obvious by the way the fitted white cotton gripped his arms, that they were muscular for his size too. 
“So do you wander the desert alone a lot, Shan?” he asked.
She liked it when he said her name. “Yes…well I don’t just wander. I have a job to do. My father sends me out to clear any blockages in the channels and to check they haven’t become soiled.”
“Is it not a bit dangerous for a little girl out here?”
He thinks I’m a little girl. Her heart sank. Leaning forward, she pressed her chest against his back. I’m not a little girl. “It’s only dangerous if I’m stupid. I know how to survive and usually there’s not anybody else around. Sand can’t hurt me.”
The king didn’t seem to take any notice of her attempts at proving her womanhood to him. “Fair enough. You seem to know how to live out here. And you’ve definitely helped me.”
“If you don’t mind me asking, Your Grace…Why are you out here alone? We heard the kings had all been called to the Still Cities—”
“—You don’t have to say, ‘Your Grace’. And, we were called to the Still Cities but there were…problems when we got to the Watch Kingdom.” His head dropped for a moment and she felt him take a large sigh. “But now I’m here trying find somebody. I promised a…friend that I would find his son.”
“And how are you going to find one person in a land so big? Do you know where he is?” she asked, worried she was perhaps asking too many questions of a king.
“I have no idea where he is, but I ask everywhere I go. When I stopped again in Hal Tal on my way back from the Watch Kingdom I—”
“—You’ve been in Hal’s Forest?” she interrupted. “What are the hackle trees like? And did you see tribes?” Shut up, Shan. Now you are asking too many questions.
“Yes, I’ve seen it, they are big and blue, and yes, I saw some. Does that answer all of your questions?” he said, with what she assumed was another dimple-causing smile, but it was only a guess, since she could only see the back of his head.
“Sorry, I know I talk too much. My father says I do.”
“It’s fine. I like your voice,” said the perfect king. She admired the brown hair on the back of his head.
“It’ll be getting dark soon. We are only about an hour’s ride away from the shelter. I think we’ll make it before dark,” said Shan, as the sun began to drop low in the sky.
“I can see well in the dark. I’m guessing you do too.”
He’s noticed my eyes. She smiled. “Yes, another reason I am very good at maintaining the channels underground. Although we can see well in the dark, so can the sand cats.” She had only ever encountered a sand cat once, when she was stupid enough to stay out in the open after sunset. She didn’t intend to see her handsome new king-friend torn to pieces by one of the big black beasts.
“True! I’ve never seen one before, but my father’s father kept one as a pet. My father—”
“—Locutus,” she jumped in. Why did you say that, you idiot? He obviously knows who is father is…was.
He laughed. “You know a lot about me. But yeah, my father told me about the size of its front teeth. Two massive ones, the length of its head!”
As the sun edged the horizon, they continued to talk of the desert. Romarus told her of King Stewart and how he was now searching for his son, Prince Baskerville. He talked of how Queen Londenia did her hair and all the things she painted on her face.
She sounds so beautiful and gracious.
He also spoke of his new wife, Bostonia, who was the queen’s younger sister. She was mentioned lots. Every second thing the king said seemed to be something to do with Bostonia. “I’ve felt like shit ever since I left her behind in Deca’Herem. She shouted at me when I told her she had to stay behind. I always used to let her down…all the fucking time.” His jaw was tight. “If I had to spend time at court, she would cry all day because I was ignoring her.” The king’s grip tightened on the reigns, his knuckles turning white.
Shan tried to calm him, saying, “But surely a king can’t miss court.”
He shook his head. “No, I mean I let her down all the time though…not just with that. She’d shout at me before we went to sleep at night, telling me I didn’t pay enough attention to her, or that I didn’t listen to her. I tried though. Any time I was free I’d spend with her and we’d talk. But I still just fucked things up. I just want to see her again. She could be with child and I don’t even know.”
She didn’t know what to say. Bostonia sounds like a bitch and you deserve better, she thought.
Shan dared not speak her mind.
They saw the shelter in the distance: an orange block, in a sea of yellow sand, backlit by the red waning sky. Her father had found the ancient ruin a few years ago. He put a new wooden door on the small structure. It was now her little bubble away from the harsh desert. Pulling up next to the structure, they hopped off the duneback. Romarus stared at the many crudely painted faces on the sandy walls. “Why are there faces painted everywhere? They were on the rocks where we met too.”
Should you not know if you’re King of Last Kingdom? “My father told me that this shelter is over a thousand years old. These paintings were by the Draytians that lived here in the Chaos Age. The drawings on the rocks, where we met, were their gods…false gods. But these faces,” she explained, pointing at the ancient marks, “aren’t meant to represent their gods. They are the guardians of this dwelling. The Draytian people painted them on their houses to ward off evil spirits.”
The king ran his fingertips over the ancient brown and red paint strokes. “There’s something like fifty faces here. They all have brown eyes. None of them are blue-sighted.”
“They were painted before the true gods mixed their blood with mortals to create ones like us…before the Gods’ Age and the Great Poison. So blue eyes wouldn’t have existed then.” With Romarus distracted she attempted again to have him share the little room with her, asking, “Won’t you come and share my bed, Your Grace? I feel safe with you close. If it pleases you, of course.”
“Stop calling me ‘Your Grace’. And I can’t, sorry. It wouldn’t be right.”
Ten Gods, Shan! You have a king apologizing to you! Stop being so pushy! “Forgive me. You should not have to say sorry to the likes of me.” She bowed her head, remembering her place.
“There’s nothing to forgive. But don’t worry, I’ll pitch my tent around the door so I’ll be close,” the king said, pulling sacks off the duneback. She went inside, closing the door behind her. The room was dark until she lit the torch sticking out of the wall. Its orange flickering glow danced on the small bed in the corner and the store cupboard opposite. Shan sat on the edge of the bed, trying to take in the events of the last half-day. 
She heard Romarus building his tent through the thin wooden door. I should go out and ask if he needs help. No! I should prepare a meal. There was dried meat in the store cupboard and powders of stock to make soup. She filled a pot with water from her skin and hung it from a hook dangling from the roof above the flaming torch on the wall. As it came to a bubble, she poured some into two metal cups and added the salty powder. Her mother had ground up lots of spices and bones which added so much flavor to the water, you would think you were drinking freshly made broth.
The door to the small shelter creaked open and King Romarus slipped in. “What smells so good?”
“I’ve made soup and there’s meat if you like.” She exaggerated the status of the powdery water she had just mixed up, but the smell was inviting. “Have a seat.” You don’t have to offer him a seat! He’s a king. He can decide if he wants to sit on the bed or not, she told herself off.
He let out a groan like the sound an old man makes getting out of a chair. Strangely, he sat on the floor and leaned back against the side of the bed. She handed him a metal cup of the steaming stock. Romarus wrapped his hands around it for warmth as the desert outside began to cool in the dark of night. The king rolled his shoulders and neck.
“I can rub your shoulders for you…if you like. I can make your neck feel better. It was a long duneback ride, so you’re bound to be—”
“—That would be great, thank you.” He sighed, leaning forward.
She sat behind him and he leaned back against the bed. Her feet were on either side of his thighs. Her hands touched the cotton of his clothes and her thumbs slipped under the hood. His shoulders were solid like a rock, so she started gently. A groan from him made her giggle.
“What’s so funny?” He sniggered with her. 
“Nothing. I just thought you sounded like a happy cat.”
To this, he shook his head with what she hoped was a smile on his face.
There was silence after that, but gradually she felt his shoulders and neck loosen. She worked higher on his neck, up into his hair. Shan leaned in close and saw how well cut and groomed it was. I really hope he can’t see how close my head is right now.
Romarus broke the silence. “Tell me about your home and who you live with.” His voice sounded relaxed, as if he were about to fall asleep.
“We live just outside your village of Sal’Merel. You know where the well is just outside of the town pillars?” she asked, expecting the king to know his lands.
He laughed nervously. “Well, I’ve never been to Sal’Merel. My father had…I think. Is it nice?”
It’s weird that you rule somewhere you have never been but I suppose Last Kingdom is a very large place with lots of empty spaces! “It’s a beautiful place. My father and his father before him have created a place of green in the middle of the desert. They run their underground channels under the village, making the ground wet and trees grow there.”
“It sounds nice. So does your father use nets to catch mist as well as the underground things?”
You don’t know much about your own kingdom, do you? “No, Sal’Merel is thousands of thousands of footfalls from the coast. Only the moisture farmers around the sea use the nets you talk about. I’ve never seen them though. But my father has hundreds and hundreds of leagues of tunnels that spread out over nearly an eighth of Last Kingdom…your kingdom.” She smiled, even though he couldn’t see her as he sat on the floor. Her thumbs began to ache from rubbing the king’s shoulders.
“What is your father’s name? I must know him. I’m guessing he’s one of my lords because you’ve got…” Romarus turned his head and pointed at her blue eyes.
“His name is Polo and he is no lord. His eyes aren’t blue and neither are my mother’s.” She always knew she was different. She was the miracle mortal. A blue-sighted girl, born from two brown-eyed parents. If one of them were of blue-sight she would be called a hybrid, but there wasn’t even a word for the likes of her. Her blue eyes meant she would likely outlive everybody in her village. Most of her kind lived well into one-hundred years, compared to seventy.
Shan could run faster, jump higher and see in darker places than anybody else in the village. Her father always said, “It is a gift from So’Chor himself!” And she did consider herself blessed, but it was also a curse. Many men in the village already desired her and would barter daily with her father to take her as their wife. He always refused of course. Although he did consider a rich man of blue-sight who had traveled through their village last warm-season but in the end couldn’t bear to see his daughter leave him so young.
Romarus didn’t dig any deeper. “Your father sounds as if he is a hero of my kingdom. I will make him a lord when we arrive at your home tomorrow.”
Ten Gods! Papa will be so happy. “Thank you…Your Grace. I don’t know how my household could ever thank you for such an honor you—”
He span on his bum to face her with his legs crossed on the floor. “Stop talking.” He laughed. “It’s me thanking you and your father for the work he has done for my kingdom.” 
The king went silent for a moment and looked into her eyes as if he was reading a message that asked more questions than it answered. “Londenia told me that before the Gods’ Age, there were only brown-eyed mortals. Then somebody called Tallan or something…He got into the cities of the gods—the Dead Cities—I can’t remember which one, and had a child with one of them. That was the first blue-eyed mortal. Every blue-sighted mortal has gods’ blood in them. So where the fuck did your gods’ blood come from?” he mused quietly, not really directing the question at her. It looked as if it hurt for the king to think so deeply.
Her attention drifted as she noticed her hands had left greasy marks on his white cotton top. The tightly fitted shoulders were a light yellow compared to the white folds of the flowing hood. Shit! He’ll think I’m a dirty little wench.
Before she could say anything, the king rose to his feet, saying, “We should both sleep now.” He rolled his shoulders and neck. “Your hands are the best. I feel amazing now.”
You don’t speak like I thought a king would speak, she thought.
The king moving towards her, took her by surprise. He leaned forward and pressed his lips to her forehead. “Night Blessings,” whispered from his perfect face as he turned and opened the door directly into his tent. He wedged it open with a wooden stop and crawled under his fur covers. The king didn’t lie when he said he’d be close. He had created another room attached to her little shelter.
Shan felt her body warm and safe all of a sudden, as she slipped under her thick down. Well, for tonight at least, you are a queen, she told herself. Her thoughts of her fake life stayed with her as she drifted off to sleep.
She woke to the light from the desert (filtered through King Romarus’s tent) casting on the sand wall next to her bed. As she turned over, she was greeted by a pleasing sight. The king was cleaning the metal cups with a piece of cloth and he was bare chested. His white cotton top was tied loosely around his low hanging trousers. Shan was fascinated by the muscles on his stomach. She had correctly counted them the previous day through touch, six. And there was an upside-down triangle running from those muscles into his cotton coverings below.
“Are you okay?” The king’s words snapped her back into the small shelter in the desert.
I’ve been staring too long! “Yes, thank you, I’m just tired and haven’t woken up properly.” She smiled. “You don’t have to clean those cups. I can get that.” He is so unlike a king.
They ate a breakfast of the same dried meat from the night before and then packed up Romarus’s tent. Shan secured the little shelter and they were back on the duneback heading for home. As the beast began to move, her body reminded her how chafed she was down below, but she endured. They rode until midday and took refuge from the heat in one of her father’s underground channels. She always planned into her journey an escape from the burning heat for the three hottest hours of the day.
Shan laughed at Romarus when he set up his tent as shade for his duneback. “I wasn’t going to let Barry melt up there,” the king said, straight faced, as they both sheltered in the chilly gloom at the bottom of the long ladder; their lower legs paddling in the cool water.
“You’ve named your duneback, Barry?” she tried to hold back a laugh but failed. “And you know that he would be fine out in the sun.”
“You leave Barry alone, okay!” He smiled and pushed her on the shoulder. The sun beat down from above; its light piercing down the shaft at least halfway. It was so much cooler where they stood that Shan almost felt a wonderful chill through her body.
Before leaving their watery underworld, they refilled their skins and drank as much as they could, then climbed back up to the surface. Although it was cooler on the sand than when they escaped it earlier, it was still a sharp contrast from the gloom of the channel below. Barry seemed happy enough though, standing with his head and neck in the shade of the royal tent—his shaggy-haired bum sticking out.
Both of them, now back on Barry, trundled off once again. “Do we have much further to go?” Romarus asked.
“I would think we will make it just before sunset.”
Shan was pleased that her estimate was correct. She saw the torches of her father’s farmstead in the distance as the sky started to redden. As they drew closer, she saw the familiar shapes of her home. A large block of mud made up the largest part of the three-story building with steps cut into its side. A dome-shaped roof rose from the lower floors. On the far side, the rest of the farmstead lowered below the ground into a square courtyard. The courtyard led off into underground bedchambers and living areas that they would use when the sun was too hot.
They hopped off Barry and tied him to an iron ring on the lowest step of the stairway that ran up the side of the farmstead. 
I cannot wait for Papa to meet Romarus. She skipped up the stairs, pulling the king by the hand. They hopped up three at a time. It’s nice to have somebody as quick footed on stairs as me, for once, she thought, remembering how slow all of her friends were if they played chases.
Shan peered inside the main dome but nobody was there. Then she heard voices coming from the lower courtyard. Mother! She smiled.
“I am just saying that we should not speak to them when they come. It just seems ungodly in my book!” her mother moaned to her father, who sat at the dining table in the open-air courtyard.
“Everything is ungodly to you though, Mum,” Shan interrupted from the wall above.
Immediately her mother’s face beamed. “My Cyan Shan,” she said.
Her father turned his head from where he was sitting in his chair. “Come down here my beautiful girl and tell us how you are.” Polo went to turn back to his dinner—it looked mouth-wateringly good, steaming in front of him on the table—but quickly snapped his head back around and stood. “Who is this you have brought with you?”
Shan jumped off the high wall, landing at a crouch in the courtyard directly in front of her father.
“You’re going to hurt yourself doing that one of these days, Cyan Shan,” he warned, running a hand over her cheek as if to check if she was well. “Now you didn’t answer me. Who is this young man traveling with you?”
Shan beckoned to Romarus to jump down too and as he stepped off the two-story ledge, her mother screamed. He stayed in his crouch then rose to stand next to her.
“Don’Calon above!” her father blasphemed. “Meria, he is unhurt from the fall. Look at his eyes.” Polo held the boy’s chin and inspected him as if he were a mutt he was going to purchase. 
“My Cyan Shan, how did you become traveling companions with this dashing blue?” her mother said, looking entranced with Romarus’s blue eyes. “Have you taken him as a partner?”
I wish! “No, he is simply a friend. Let me introduce King Romarus of—”
She hadn’t finished her introduction before both her father and mother were on their knees in front of the king. “Forgive me, Your Grace, I should not have laid my hands on a king,” said Polo, clearly shaken. He didn’t lift his head.
“Why are you kneeling?” the king asked through a laugh. “Stand. I should be kneeling to you to thank you for the help Shan gave me.”
Her mother spoke first. “She is a good girl, we know, but we serve Your Grace without need of thanks.”
The two of them were now standing and Romarus spoke again as he studied the farmstead. “I would ask for another favor though.”
“Yes, anything, Your Grace,” said Meria.
“I’d really like some of that stew if there’s any going,” he said with a smile.
They sat and ate together in what was the most embarrassing time of Shan’s life. Her father said, on at least seven separate occasions, to the king, “You really do have the look of your father about you, Your Grace.” And he told the same story twice about how King Locutus helped him to finance the building of the south channels. And the final shovel of sand on her cocoon was the moment he said, “You know when Shan was a little girl she used to be as fat as one of those blubbery little chungsils that swim around in the icy Horned Sea in the north.” He made a fist in the air and continued, “Her tiny little fists used to be so chubby that when they got muddy you would swear you were holding a potato.”
Romarus laughed and looked at her face from where he sat next to her father. “Well she is clearly not fat anymore,” said the king, coming to her defense.
“Of course not, no. Our little Cyan Shan is quite the beauty now and you will have noticed her blue eyes, yes? That is why we call her Cyan. It’s just something we’ve done since she was a little girl.” Her father looked at her and smiled in his caring, yet embarrassing, way.
Cyan, yes…Yet another means you think of to humiliate me!
“A bit of meat on my women doesn’t bother me though.” Romarus’s words seemed to shock her mother, who no doubt thought the boy’s talk to be ungodly. “And yeah, we talked about her blue eyes. It is strange.”
Polo nodded, saying, “We do not understand how she can be of blue-sight. Neither of us are.” He looked at Shan and talked about her as if she were not there. “We have reason to believe that somewhere in both of our trees there has been those of gods’ blood. Perhaps that explains how she is so. I have always found it strange how my line and a lot of the village of Sal’Merel have been able to create life with little influence from those of blue-sight.”
Romarus looked up from his strange, low eating position above his plate. Shan found it funny how the king would lower his head close to the plate to lessen the distance his spoon had to travel before it reached his mouth. He spoke with a half-chewed mouthful. “Londenia is always saying that male-mortals like you with brown eyes can bring life into the world again, but a lot of the kings cover it up.”
Polo agreed, saying, “There are many who believe this, Your Grace. There are no other blues as far as we know in this village—not for a great many years. So the people must be doing fine where breeding is concerned if we are all here.” He chuckled. “But ever since our Shan came along, fourteen years past, there have been few births. People are beginning to fear that the Great Poison has returned to our village. There have been no large numbers of mysterious deaths, though—only a lack of births. And this began almost immediately after our Shan came into this world.” Her father looked at the young king as if expecting some kind of answer to the mystery.
Romarus’s eyes searched for somewhere to look away from her father as he continued to shovel food into his mouth. He eventually broke the silence, uttering, “But I still don’t get how Shan could have blue eyes if you don’t.”
Polo finished his stew and pushed his chair back from the table, holding his growing belly in a stuffed, satisfied way. “Well, we are just happy that she is here. And we thank So’Chor every day.”
Her mother chipped in, emphasizing, “Yes, this is a godly home, Your Grace. We follow the ways of the Ten.”
You don’t really, because if you did, I shouldn’t be here, she corrected her mother’s words in her head but didn’t confront her in front of Romarus.
It looked as if the king didn’t take much notice of what her parents had just said. “I was wondering if you could help me more. The village, Sal….” he hesitated, clearly forgetting the name.
“Merel,” Shan popped up to rescue him.
“Sal’Merel…I’d like to talk to the people there to ask if they have seen somebody I’m looking for.”
“For whom do you search, Your Grace? If you don’t mind me asking,” her father questioned.
Shan jumped in. “He’s looking for Prince Baskerville, the lost prince of the Wetlands. King Stewart was murdered and King Romarus promised him that—”
“Ten Gods! The King of the Wetlands is dead? And Shan, let the king speak!” Polo looked shocked at the news.
“It’s not just him. King Servin, the Watch King, was murdered too and the whole of their capital!” As Romarus spoke, it looked as if he was recounting tales that he had come to terms with, but for Shan’s parents, it was as if the king had kicked them both in the gut.
Meria hurried over and knelt in front of the family deca-shrine in the corner of the courtyard. She tapped her chest with ten fingers, mumbling a prayer to the small wooden carvings of the Ten. Polo stood behind her and squeezed his wife’s trembling shoulder to calm her. Looking across the table, he said to the king, “These are grave tidings you bring to us, Your Grace.”
“What are tidings?” Romarus asked, to which Polo and Meria looked at each other, still in shock. They did not answer his question. Shan’s father sat back in his chair looking numb. Romarus continued, “It’s important I find him. I made a promise to his father.”
Meria joined them at the table again, and offered, “Of course we will help you, Your Grace. What do you need of us?”
“Can you help me to speak to the crowds? The places I’ve been so far don’t seem to get how I speak and I can’t say what I want to say.” Romarus made frustrated fists as he spoke.
“I speak for my guild in the village and must talk publicly often,” said Meria. “I will assist you in writing some words. However, if Prince Baskerville was on the run, then surely he would not announce his name to you if he heard you talk and therefore others will not know of him either.” Her mother made a fair point, which had crossed Shan’s mind also.
Polo put a hand on his wife’s, now steadier, arm and said calmly, “But perhaps a skip will overhear and know of something. They have ways of knowing where people are and how to find them. We must try! I will write notices saying that King Romarus will speak in the village square at midday tomorrow. I’ll have them placed on all six village pillars by dawn.” He looked at his wife. “You will help His Grace write his words for tomorrow.”
Shan woke the next morning and walked to the courtyard. Her mother was already serving breakfast to King Romarus, who sat at the table with his face close to a bowl of porridge. The jam jar sat next to the bowl. Scoop of porridge. Scoop of jam. And repeat. Straight from the jar!
You would have shouted at me for doing that, she thought, watching her mother rushing around trying to impress the king.
Romarus’s eyes flicked up from the intense porridge eating and she was given a quick, toothy, porridgy grin.
“Good morning, Your Grace,” she said politely.
“Shan, dear,” Meria said, smiling, “you must be ready to escort King Romarus to the town square within the hour. Papa has promoted the news that His Grace will speak at midday. He left before dawn to make sure as many people saw the notices as possible.” Shan noticed her mother announced the last part, as if to show Romarus that they were working extra hard for him. “After he prayed of course,” she added, flashing a glance at the young king.
Okay, I’m sure he gets that we’re godly and that we’re working hard, Shan thought in irritation.
“I am ready whenever His Grace is ready.”
“Don’t rush the king,” Meria snapped, as if Shan had practically pushed him out the door.
I only said I was ready…
After Romarus’s third bowl of porridge and eating nearly an entire jar of jam, they set off on faithful Barry to the village of Sal’Merel. It was a short journey of only two thousand footfalls. The beautiful green of the village and the shape of the mud buildings could be seen from the steps of Shan’s home, separated by the wide flat sands.
The king sat in front of her as he had done on their trip through the desert on the previous day. Romarus was reading the words Meria wrote for him. The king told her he struggled to read words on a page. They would jumble in his mind. However, he had practiced his speech often enough so that now it seemed to flow. In the first attempt the previous evening, it was as if a child of six years were reading it. He sat repeating it as they swayed back and forward on the duneback’s back.
They were nearing the outer buildings of Sal’Merel when Romarus raised his head. “I can’t believe somewhere like this is possible in Last Kingdom. It’s amazing,” he said as they moved past the first palm tree. Romarus pulled Barry to a halt and they tied him up at the duneback point.
People stared as the pair of blue-eyed mortals walked through the green trees and sandy streets leading to the town square. “Perhaps you should put up your hood,” Shan suggested, as she did so herself.
They eventually met up with Polo. “My little Cyan Shan,” he said, hugging her. He bowed to King Romarus. “You are early, Your Grace. I expect the crowd to gather in little under an hour.”
The crowd assembled as the sun reached midday, just as Polo had arranged. Romarus stood in the middle of the street underneath a large palm tree and shouted, “People of Sal’Merel, I am King Romarus and it pleases me to visit your fair village.” His nerves were still noticeable in his voice but they began to disappear as he continued.
Shan thought he sounded strange in his attempt to come across as kingly and formal.
“I come to you in the gravest of circumstances. My friend and mentor, King Stewart of the Wetlands, was murdered a half moon past and now I seek to fulfill a promise to him.” There were gasps throughout the crowd as they heard the news concerning the King of the Wetlands. “I ask if you know of any information of his son. I am looking for Prince Baskerville, a boy of fifteen years, blue of sight.”
There was no answer as his voice echoed off into the desert beyond the huts and trees. Slowly, murmurs built in the crowd. At first, Shan could not make them out from where she stood, facing Romarus at the front of the village folk. Then she heard some brief phrases. “Ten Blessings to the king!” an old woman shouted. Then a man offered, “King Romarus, will you do me the honor of laying with my daughter? She has bled and would be honored to bear a king’s son.”
King Romarus attempted to answer the questions but they all came so fast.
“King Romarus, tell us of what you saw in the Watch Kingdom. We hear King Servin is dead!”
Shan couldn’t see where that last shout had come from.
“Your Grace, lie with me as your father once did. I crave to have a king’s seed in me once more,” a wench, of at least forty years, shouted.
He wouldn’t want you, you brown-eyed old crow, Shan decided.
The crowd began to advance on him and, although all seemingly friendly, their attempts to get the king’s attention were becoming more and more enthusiastic. Some grabbed at his clothes. One old wench pressed her lips to his forehead and then nearly fainted. Another man pushed a girl—who Shan assumed was his daughter—in front of the king, showing her off like some piece of furniture he was trying to sell. A fat man barged the daughter out of the way, as he held a scroll to Romarus’s face. The pushing seemed to enrage the proud father displaying his daughter to the king. They began to brawl. A group of young girls, perhaps a few years older than Shan, began to pull at Romarus’s clothes and hair. He started to back away.
Shan’s father stood in front of the king and shouted, “People, give His Grace some room. His Grace will try to answer your questions but you must—” He was knocked to the ground by the throng of people descending enthusiastically on the young king. Polo’s eyes locked onto his daughter through the bodies standing between them. “Shan, run as fast as I know you can. Show King Romarus to the safe place. I will not be able to keep up. I will meet you there once you have lost these mad creatures.” He winked at her with a smile before standing up and brushing himself off.
Shan leapt into action, bursting between the old fat man who was fighting with another, and grabbed Romarus’s hand. “Climb!” she commanded. Both blue-eyed mortals scrambled up onto a high wall and leaped onto the mud house next to it. They ran across its flat rooftop and saw the crowd follow them in the street below. They leapt across the street onto the dome-shaped rooftop of the next house. Running up to the top of the dome, Shan and Romarus paused.
As they looked for their escape route, some of the villagers began to climb the outside staircase leading to their rooftop.
“King Romarus, please bless our fields before you leave,” an old weather-beaten woman called out from the sandy street below.
Shan saw an opening down in the street which the crowd hadn’t yet reached, and pointed it out to Romarus. “Do you think we can make the jump?” she asked.
She barely finished her sentence when the king launched himself from where he stood on the rooftop, landing in the sandy street below, instantly tucking into a tight roll. She followed his lead. It was unusual for her to be with somebody who was physically capable of doing the same things that she was. 
A forward roll cushioned her landing. Romarus grabbed her hand and they ran for the empty streets ahead, with the crowd gaining on their position. Ahead, they were coming closer and closer to a wall. They leapt, placing their hands lightly on the top of the wall, their legs gliding over. King Romarus cleared the next three walls in this way, barely breaking his stride. Now he’s just showing off, she jested in her head. Shan stumbled and hopped up over the final wall, just as a common brown-eyed mortal would have done.
The crowd’s noise died down. The couple stopped to catch their breath for a second, but were startled by a group of overly excited young girls running towards them from a narrow side-street. Shan and Romarus took off again. A pool of water lay ahead and people came streaming from the alleyways, converging on the circle of water that spanned fifteen footfalls. Romarus was ahead of her, nearing the water’s edge. The king leapt, his chest leading, with his arms outstretched to the side. He landed and tucked into a tight forward roll and continued running.
Here it goes, she thought, as she copied his every move. Her landing wasn’t as graceful as the young king’s. She found herself being forced into a tumble. With sand in her mouth, crunching between her teeth, she ran again and saw there were two walls in front of Romarus and then the large mud building which housed the village records. It stood three stories high. I doubt even we could scale that. 
But her thought was quickly proved wrong as Romarus leapt onto the first wall, used it to leap onto the second, higher, wall and then, in a moment where time stood still, he launched himself at the record-storage building.
He’s not going to get his feet high enough to land, Shan panicked while her legs still worked rapidly to catch up with him. His feet were clearly going to miss the roof of the high building. His boots hit the wall but his hands grabbed the ledge, and he pulled himself up.
She held her breath as she leapt onto the first wall, stretched for the second with the big building looming ahead. Then came the leap of faith. Beverine protect me! She jumped, propelling herself forward and up to the roof. It was as if the side of the large mud building was flying towards her and the roof seemed to get higher. Her hand slipped as she grabbed the rough surface but the king’s strong hand held onto her wrist and hauled her up. As Shan’s body was fully pulled onto the roof, she flopped onto her back and lay there for a moment, squinting at the hot desert sun.
“We need to get down to the street again before they catch up with us,” Romarus said as he ran to the other side of the roof, looking down at the deserted streets. The growing noise suggested they wouldn’t be empty for long. “Where are you taking me anyway?”
She answered breathlessly, “It’s…a place…my father lets…to his workers…when they…need to…stay in the village.” 
Shan knew her blue-eyed body was capable of a great deal more than that of those with brown eyes, but what she just saw (and copied) from Romarus, had shocked and exhausted her. Gasping for air, she joined Romarus at the rooftop edge. They looked down the narrow gap to street level. There was no way down. No outdoor steps and none on the other large building, which was separated by a five footfalls’ gap from the roof they stood on. “How are we going to get down?”
Romarus just smiled at her and, before she knew it, he leapt off the side. He hurled himself towards a small ledge on the opposite building. Before he had fully landed on the tiny foothold, he launched back across to a similar ledge on the other wall of the record-storage building. 
Backwards and forwards, from wall to wall, he leapt, until he reached a soft landing on the sandy street below. She wanted to follow him down, but her feet wouldn’t let her. Her body argued with itself until…
Ten Gods be with me!
She leapt and the opposite wall hurtled towards her. She caught the ledge with her foot. Her body swayed. The soft crumbling stone ground under her feet and her nails dug into the mud wall as she tried to steady herself. Shan hurled herself back across. Her thighs burned. Another jump and she felt her ankle straining as her foot gripped the narrow ledge—which was no more than a sticking-out stone. After five jumps, she was standing next to Romarus at ground level. Her legs felt weak and her clothes were damp with sweat.
They ran fifty footfalls to a purple door. “This is it,” she said, pushing the door open into the small mud building.
It was a single room with just a bed and a washbasin. The space reminded Shan of her shelter out in the desert, where she had rubbed the king’s shoulders and spent the night as a queen…in her mind at least.
An hour passed while they waited for Polo to catch up with them. “I think I will go and look for Papa,” Shan told him. “You will be safe here. None of the town’s people would think to look here as long as you keep the door closed.” She left Romarus in the safe room.
When Shan eventually came running back with her father in tow, she opened the door to the safe room and found Romarus standing with the old brown-eyed crow who had propositioned him earlier. He was holding the woman up against the wall with a thigh in each arm and his bum was bare as he thrust backwards and forwards. The woman was shouting, “Yes, my king! Yes!”
Romarus didn’t turn to look at Shan. He grunted, “Please, just a few more minutes.”
She turned back onto the street and her father put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t interrupt a king, or any man for that matter, when they are doing that.” He then stood as if he was a royal guard at the door. “I wish to ask Romarus if he would do me the honor of laying with you. Just think, a king giving you his seed. And with your blue eyes, and his, that child could grow to be a lord.”
She suddenly remembered, Romarus promised to make him a lord! “I would gladly have that happen and I did ask him into my bed but he said he didn’t want to dishonor me. And father, he wished to make you a lord, in way of thanks for your work for the kingdom.”
He laughed and his eyes opened wide. “A lord?” He shook his head, still smiling. “I am honored that a king thinks of me in such a way but I do not wish to become a lord. I would rather that he lays with you so that you can be looked after and your children be looked after.”
“I don’t think he will allow you to swap your lordship so that he will lie with me, Papa.” She pushed him on the shoulder with a smile.
“He has not offered me a lordship yet anyway. But I still mean to ask him to lie with you. You do like him, yes? He is handsome and you both do your tricks and he seems kind. And think of the child you might bear—”
Shan held a hand up to her father’s mouth. “You don’t have to convince me. I have fallen for him. The moment I saw him, I fell for him.” Okay, Shan, keep your voice down, she told herself off in her head. He’s only on the other side of the door…but seemed distracted anyway.
“Ahh ahhhh fuck aw aw aw aw awwww,” they heard Romarus grunt from inside the mud dwelling.
“I think he’s done,” her father said, pressing his lips together as he turned to open the door.
As the two of them entered the room, Shan saw the young king pull back from the old crone, who scurried out of the door. She was shocked to see, as Romarus cleaned off his manhood, that it was standing upright as if it had a bone in it. This was the first time that she had seen one like that. He pulled up his cotton trousers and sat on a chair, downing a cup of water. “Sorry, I just had to,” King Romarus said with a laugh that sounded as if he was nervous in some way.
“Your Grace, there is no need to apologize to the likes of us. A king has the right to take whomever he chooses.” Polo bowed so low it looked as if he were going to kneel.
All three of them sat on the bed in the mud-built room. “I’m sorry you didn’t get any closer to finding your friend,” Shan offered softly to Romarus, who was sitting on the stale pillow, leaning against the wall.
“What have I told you about girls saying sorry?” He curled his lips and gave her a light punch on the arm.
“Shan, stop apologizing to the king!” Shan’s father jumped in sharply.
Ten Gods! I was just trying to make him feel better.
King Romarus added, “And he’s not my friend. In fact, I’ve never met him. I hadn’t even heard of him until King Stewart…” He paused. “But I have to find him. I made a promise and I don’t break promises.”
The serious look on the king’s face made Shan reach out to hold his hand. “You will find him, I know you will. And I will pray every night to Yod’Herem that he comes to you.”
“Thanks.” King Romarus leaned towards her and pecked her forehead, then immediately looked to her father as if he was a startled cottontail.
Polo just smiled. “King Romarus, I do not know what your plans are from here—we will of course help you in any way we can—but I suggest you do not linger in Sal’Merel.”
“You’re a clever man and I’ll listen to whatever you think is best.”
“I urge you not to return with us to the farmstead. You must leave if you are to make it out of the village in one piece.” Her father curled his lips in a warm smile. “There are reasons why a king has guards, as you have seen. Although most do not wish to harm you, nevertheless they still all want something from you.”
Romarus stared at the floor. Shan could almost hear his mind working when suddenly his eyes locked onto hers. “Shit, the woman I just fucked. She’ll tell them I’m here.”
Polo tapped his chest ten times and whispered a prayer under his breath, likely because of Romarus’s cursing. Too scared to tell a king not to curse, are you Papa? Shan thought.
Her father spoke after his silent words to the gods, saying, “I doubt she will, Your Grace. It is likely she is satisfied that she is the only one to know your location. However, I would suggest we get you out of here as fast as we can.” He turned to Shan. “Go and fetch the duneback and I will get the king some less kingly coverings.”
She immediately ran to the duneback point where they entered the village. The crowd had dispersed and there was little activity on the streets. The sun was still high in the sky and most mortals had returned to their dwellings for reepa to rest and to escape the hottest part of the day. Faithful Barry stood waiting for her where they had tied him up earlier. She led him through the streets, urging him to go faster with gentle tugs on his ropes. He didn’t seem to like being rushed, judging by the moans and groans.
By the time she reached the safe room, Romarus was wearing a black robe covering his head down to his feet. The young king held both palms up to her father in Ten Blessings. Romarus turned to her and asked, “Was Barry okay?”
She smiled and pointed out of the door. Romarus went outside to see his furry companion. Her father looked confused, mouthing the word Barry, with his face screwed up. When father and daughter were left standing alone in the small room, he asked, “Who is Barry?”
“Barry’s his duneback.” A grin crept across her face and she shrugged.
Polo simply nodded as if to say, of course he is.
Shan and Romarus climbed onto Barry and set off through the streets before the air cooled and people returned. She was to take Romarus to the edge of the village on the eastern side and see him off into the desert. The thought of him leaving felt like a wall hurtling towards her. I don’t want my king to leave, she thought, counting his stomach muscles again, perhaps for the last time.
Romarus’s voice interrupted her counting: “You know your father wants me to fuck you?”
“What?” she blurted. “Forgive me. I mean, I know he does. Well, not those words. But yes.” Stop fumbling Shan, she told herself as she struggled to find the right thing to say.
“Sorry, I mean he wants me to lie with you.”
Might as well just say it, “I want that too.” She squeezed him.
“You are the most interesting girl I have ever met and I like your face too.”
Ten Gods! He finds me interesting and likes my face! She was glad he had his back to her or he would have seen her ridiculous beaming smile.
“But I can’t lie with you. You’re barely a woman and—”
“—I have bled though!” He didn’t need to know that, Shan! She slapped herself on the head and mocked her own words, mouthing them back to herself. 
They were nearing the edge of Sal’Merel and their time together was running out. I know you should never question a king but, “Why not?” She clutched his body.
“It would do you dishonor and I’ve already done that to somebody else…” he trailed off. “And I’m not finished repaying that one.” 
His body felt warm and strong. She couldn’t bear the thought of letting it go. Romarus turned his head so that she was looking at his face side-on as Barry continued to trundle out into the desert. When the mud buildings and palm trees had turned into wide-open sand, Romarus spoke again. “I promise I’ll come back and when I do I’ll be inside you day and night.”
Shan rested her head on his warm back and squeezed him one last time. She hopped down off the duneback’s back before she found any more reason to stay. The promise from the young king’s lips was enough for her to be able to let him go. Watching him ride off, she shouted, “Kings always keep their promises, don’t they?”
“This one does!”
His words made her smile because she knew they were true.
 



The Blue Hunter
Grietum stretched her blubbery legs as she lay on her oversized bed. It was her throne and it sat in the central chamber of her hive. The vast metal structure, riddled with tunnels, was nestled under the red rocky hills separating Last Kingdom and Arland Province. Only the main entrance could be seen from the surrounding desert sands. The rest was set deep into the slopes. She answered to neither of the strange lands on either side and was subject to nobody.
A naked male knelt before her in the middle of the throne room. She had not seen one with such blue eyes in years. This hunt will be a wonderful achievement. Her daughter, Gosha, had brought her two blue-eyed males.
Grietum was much larger in stature than anybody she had ever known and her skin was blue like the sky, while everybody else’s body colors were strange shades of whitey-pink or dark brown. Skin color did not matter to her though—only the color of a male’s eyes. She was bloated with child—four by her current estimations. Her round, swollen body lay on the large bed in her throne room. It was a wide space with dark gray-brown, sweaty, metal walls. 
Two of her ‘rats’ stood on either side of the throne with spears in hand. These characters were tall men with shaved chests and muscular bodies covered in pelt waistcoats and gray leather kilts. Some were from Vostos, some hailed from Last Kingdom, others from Dorland—all were outcasts, waifs, bastards and strays. She liked to look at them but had no interest in them being inside her because of their brown eyes. 
So that they would not be tempted to soil her, or her daughters, or her daughters’ daughters, with their empty seed, she insisted that their manhoods be removed if they were to continue in her service. 
Extending Grietum’s reach into more populated, rich and fertile lands, her rats helped her to find blue-eyed males and brought food and other luxuries back to the hive. Although they held spears and stood in a position of guard around the throne and at the doors, it was her daughters who Grietum trusted to defend her and the hive. Her rats were nothing but expendable thralls on display. Some of them had names—perhaps all of them did—but she only bothered to remember a few.
Grietum had them under her spell and they served and obeyed her beyond all measure. Her spell of course was not a magic spell that the apes of the Green Islands speak of. Her power came from a black dust made from a red flower, grown in her secret garden. Grietum had the knowledge (from where, she could not remember), of how to grow the plant, extract the oil and turn it into a potent black powder which she let her rats sniff if they obeyed. It rendered them in a state of pure ecstasy. They began to crave it and, unless they served, they were not given their ‘fix’.
She could have used the same tactic on her blue-eyed males, but no! She wanted their seed, but it had to be pure. It had to be given willingly and not under the false thralldom of the Salt of the Blood Flower. They had to want to put their seed inside her—not because of the promise of some concoction. Grietum was sure she had the power within her to have a hold over males but for the life of her could not summon it. It was a locked door, existing in her mind, that she could not gain entry to, and it frustrated her to the very core. So in place of the power, she was sure she possessed but could not use, she initiated hunts.
Her new ‘Blue’, having been stripped of his clothes, knelt opposite the throne with his hands chained to the ground. Her host of daughters, and their daughters, sprawled out all over the throne room; some sitting around tables drinking, some lying on soft cushions strewn across the floor and some lurking in the shadows.
 “What do you call yourself?” Grietum asked the naked Blue who was kneeling in front of her.
“Owin, Your Greatness,” whispered the blue-eyed male.
“Your Greatness? You are off to a good start, my handsome Blue,” she replied, feeling a flutter in her chest. They never usually call me such worthy things so quickly.
“It is how I have been taught to refer to goddesses,” said Blue Owin.
“Goddess?” She smiled. “You do know how to greet a woman, don’t you?” A tingling sensation swept through her body as she listened to this obedient, polite, blue-eyed male. Perhaps I have finally managed to access my power, she hoped, unaware of doing anything differently.
“But how do I know if you are a false goddess or one sent by the Mother?” This question from the blue-eyed male’s cute mouth confused her.
“Who is this mother you speak of? I am the mother of many, as you can see.” She raised one of her mighty arms, indicating towards the many beautiful women in the throne room, then rubbed her stomach that had the unborn growing inside. “There are many who want you to plant your seed inside them but none more than I.”
“If you know nothing of the Mother, then you must be a false goddess and I will not do anything you speak of.” He looked away from her.
Bastard! Rotten scrote! It was too good to be true to have such a willing Blue. “You are a funny creature, aren’t you? Whatever you think of me, you will be like the others and eventually want to be inside me. Let the hunt begin!”
As she shouted, the throne room erupted in cheering. Grietum snapped a chubby finger and thumb together and said, “Gosha, my sweet, could you perhaps get this hunt started?”
Her daughter of twenty years, stepped out of the shadows and stood behind the kneeling Blue. Gosha’s silky black hair flowed over her naked shoulders and pert tits. Her face was pale like the shattered moon but speckled with blue flecks across her cheeks, like all of Grietum’s daughters.
A click of Grietum’s fingers signaled another of her clutch to begin playing the hornpipe. It had a haunting, tantalizing sound that Grietum was sure helped the charming process in her hunts. Blue Owin’s eyes darted around the room, looking for the place where the charmer’s music came from. Gosha slid a silky hand onto the kneeling Blue’s shoulder and began to dance. Her naked body swirled round in front of Blue Owin. He breathed in sharply. His eyes, straight away, locked onto her tits. This may be the first time he has laid eyes on such a beauty, she thought excitedly as her hunt was clearly off to a good start.
Gosha began to sing. It was a song Grietum had taught her after her coming of age and one always performed at the start of a hunt. Gosha’s pouting blue lips sang, “Blue brought death, but blue we seek, forever in this land. Blue that blinks, brings life to soil, that once was only sand.” Gosha’s soft tones were clearly enthralling the kneeling boy as she stroked his chin and snaked her hips at his eye level. Gosha continued singing as she ran a finger slowly down the male’s bare chest. 
This Blue Owin is practically drooling, Grietum thought. Her eyes moved down his body to his stiffening manhood.
The performance continued and the silky words flowed from Gosha’s mouth as the hornpipe’s tones filled the hall. Grietum saw her daughter’s hand move lower and the blue-eyed male was trying to stand to move his cock closer. Gosha placed a finger on the top of his head and with the easiest of pushes, drove him back to a kneeling position. Blue Owin’s legs shook to fight her strength but buckled under the force of Gosha’s slender but powerful arm.
“Stop!” Grietum shouted.
The music ended. Gosha scampered back into the shadows around the edge of the throne room.
“My Blue Owin, nobody will be touching that, not even you. There is only one place you will get your release.”
Grietum had sat on her throne for over two-hundred years. She had awoken in a chamber with no memory of events from before. For days, she lay with lines of liquid entering her skin, unable to move. She twitched her legs and arms and after what felt like an age, she managed to sit up straight. With great pain, her hands grabbed and pulled at the tubes that entered her body. Fluid ran out for a second and then ceased. Whom she was, she did not know. There were markings all around the room; on the walls and glowing panels. Grietum was the only marking she understood. The word was painted on the wall just above where she had slept. That must be what they call me: Grietum.
A time later, she grew the strength to stand; a pale, blue, bloated leg plodded onto the cold metal floor, followed by another. I should clothe myself, she thought with sudden shame.
Words tumbled through her head that she knew had importance but, like a dream that slips away after waking, she did not know what they meant. Maintain the cage, she heard a man’s voice in her mind. Sadness and fear came to her when she remembered these words; like an impossible task had just been set.
The small metal chamber she stood in was lit with a red light. Markings glowed on a square panel on the wall at the foot of the cold bed. These markings, she could not decipher.
To this day, almost two-hundred years from when she opened her eyes, she remembers no more and still cannot read those strange markings spread throughout, what has become, her hive.
One of her door rats came running into the throne room and whispered in her ear. She grabbed his arse as he spoke, saying, “Excellence, there is a skip come from the desert, bringing information he feels will be most welcome to your ears.”
“Send him through.” She slapped the thrall’s rear as he left to fetch the skip. Turning back to the kneeling boy, she spoke. “My Blue Owin. You will be placed in a cell until such time you wish to give me your seed. And so we are clear: those who try to escape end up like my rats. Snip, snip.” She made a snipping motion with two fingers. “Rancon, settle him in and have two of my clutch continue the hunt.”
“Right away, Excellence.” The rat named Rancon bowed then unchained the blue-eyed male and removed him from the throne room. Two of her prime daughters, Lindi and Cana, quickly followed behind. 
He will beg for me soon enough!
Her door rat returned to the throne room escorting a man dressed in black slim-fitting trousers and a tight fitted black coat that hung down to his knees, covering a crisp white shirt cut tight to his neck. She saw red flashes of material on the inside of the jacket as the tall, mature, bantam of a skip strode into her throne room in his shining black boots. He scanned every part of the place with sharp dark eyes. 
Skips always asked a price for their information. After all, that is what they did. They were a strange guild hailing from the Still City of Mor and had eyes, as they called them, in all parts of the Ten Kingdoms, Still Cities, outlying islands and even in some parts of Arland and Dorland. Eyes were simply their informants. Information was a skip’s trade; moving words of interest across the land. Some words were sent for a price and others were stolen and sold. The many skips spread throughout the world, and their network of eyes, meant they knew a great deal about a great deal.
“What do you bring me…” She paused to hear his name.
“Ah yes.” The skip came to a sudden stop, swinging his leg round, his body swaying. He smiled, displaying sharp, high cheekbones, eyes wrinkling at the corners. “I bring you information that I believe you will greatly desire,” he spouted at Grietum, using fanciful waves of his arms.
“And what is your price for this information you believe I so greatly desire?”
“For the information, I ask only to have a tour of your…hive as you call it, yes?” He smiled and stomped a foot on the cold metal floor, as if testing its strength.
Grietum leaned forward, intrigued. “And how do you know I desire this information?”
“Why, of course. You will want it because I will give you part of the information first. If you believe it is of interest, we can then agree on how to proceed! But you will be interested.” His mouth slanted to a thin line.
“Will I indeed? You are very sure of—”
The cocky skip butted in: “King Romarus of Last Kingdom, blue of sight, wanders alone, searching for something he wants dearly. Many of the kingdoms have fallen into disarray and are vulnerable. His mission could save one of the kingdoms and is very important to him.”
Grietum raised her head, pursing her lips with interest. She knew of the young king and had desired a king’s seed ever since she awoke centuries ago. She knew the bloodline of Last Kingdom’s rulers was one of the most pure blue-sighted in the Ten Kingdoms…perhaps even the entire world. It was said that its line was one of only a few remaining unbroken lines from their so called ‘gods’. “You do indeed have my attention. I assume you know his location and what he searches for?”
“Yes and yes.”
This is worth a simple tour of my hive. “You will have your tour. Continue,” Grietum urged.
“Good, good, good.” She was taken aback when the skip approached her throne and sat at the foot of the dais, looking up at her and around the room. “You know I do love the rustic, dingy dungeon look you’ve got going on here. It really gives the place a—”
“Please remain focused, my dear skip.” You are pushing it now.
She patted him on the head, as if he were a child, trying not to show her annoyance.
“Of course.” He rose, gliding back to the center of the throne room, swinging a slender, shiny, booted-foot around and faced her again. “It is said he searches for a boy. A boy I believe you have in your custody as we speak. Not the one you just tried to seduce with one of your daughters, which by the way, I have to say was very strange to witness and you should perhaps see some kind of mind healer or meditate on…or are you one who has gods to pray to? No, you’re not of the Ten Kingdoms you’re—” 
I swear I will have his tongue! “This is my hive and I decide what is the norm. Now you will tell me of this boy or you will be silent and leave!” I do not want to have to banish this piece of filth as he may hold the key to a king. “Who is this boy that King Romarus searches for?”
“A lost prince of the Wetlands. His name is Prince Baskerville. One of my eyes saw you acquire him, along with his companion, near Narscape. We have tracked him for years ever since he left his homeland as we knew one day the knowledge of his whereabouts might be of use to us.” The skip’s lips curled and his eyes wrinkled.
“The world  is a large place. You track King Romarus, I assume? You skips have your networks…you will serve as messenger to bring King Romarus to me?” she asked.
“I do have eyes on him, yes. And I can of course serve as messenger. It is what we do.” He bowed. “Wallace Ryder, at your service. But before I take my leave, what may I tell the king you require from him if he is to receive this boy from you? His kingdom is half desert, and they have little that you value to trade.”
You know exactly what I want from him, you coy creature, she thought, wishing she did not have to admit her desperation and that it was not so obvious and well known in the first place. “You will tell him that if he gives himself to me for three nights he will have his lost prince.”
“Of course.” He smiled as if to say, you desperate blue bitch. “I will prepare my conditions and have them to you within the hour. Always best to get things in writing I always say.” As he backed out of the throne room, he took a last scan around, then commented, “You know, on second thoughts, dingy is nice but you could perhaps hang a few paintings or I hear that mirrors can lighten and open a space nicely too. Oh, and congratulations.” He smiled, pointing to her blue stretch-marked belly.
She gave him no answer except a smile. I will hang you up as a painting. 
As the skip left the throne room to busy himself with his contract, Grietum spat, then commanded the other blue-eyed male, the lost prince, to be brought before her. Her rats prepared the chains and pole, which stood before Grietum’s throne, as others ran to get the boy from his cell. “No! We will not restrain this one. And he must remain unsoiled,” she shouted to the rats, who immediately stopped, bowed and returned to their positions. “Did you hear that, my daughters? This prince will not be planting seed inside any of you! Do you understand?” There was a resounding yes from all in the room.
The steel-eyed prince was walked in, hands bound with black leather. She felt no desire to start a hunt with the prince who stood before her. For one, he was promised to King Romarus (which was far too big a prize to risk) and he seemed too young and boy-like and this did not appeal to her. “What do they call you, young sir?” she asked, knowing the correct answer.
“Hannbell, is my name.” His blue eyes blinked and his face twitched.
“Why do you lie to me, Prince Baskerville?” She could not help but smile as she revealed what she knew.
His steely look remained, except for a slight twitch. His hands fumbled, still bound at the wrist.
His silence frustrated her. She wished for a reaction after her wondrous display of wit and knowledge. “Do they not teach you to speak properly in the Wetlands?”
“I’ve not been in the Wetlands for some time,” he said, straight faced but with a shake to his voice.
“So you are Prince Baskerville then? Why do you look so scared, my prince?”
“Yes, and I’m not scared of who I am. I’m scared of what you wish of me. I heard some of what you said to my friend and what you want from him,” the lost prince said through misty eyes, his chin quivering.
“I do not wish these things from you,” she said, then clicked her fat fingers. “Unbind his hands and chain him to my throne. I do not want to let this gift out of my sight.” Her rats standing next to her rushed to Prince Baskerville and cut his hands free. 
The lost prince did not try to run or fight. They took the blue-eyed male by the arm, pushed him down to sit at the foot of Grietum’s throne and attached a large metal cuff to his left ankle. She watched as the boy picked up the chain and traced it back to its attachment under her seat. Grietum rubbed a fat squashy foot on his shoulder, saying, “There, you are my pet. I look after my pets. No harm will come to you and you are free to watch my daughters dance, day and night.”
An hour later, the skip returned with terms drawn up on a piece of parchment. He requested that Prince Baskerville be removed during their final discussions of the agreement. Her pet was unchained and escorted to a side-room while she read through the contract. The skip stood in the middle of the throne room, tapping his feet, whistling an irritating melody. The contract read:
 
Standard ‘find and deliver’ contract between Wallace Ryder, Skip of the Mor Guild and Grietum, of the hive…thing:
 
I, Wallace Ryder, hereby swear to find one, King Romarus of Last Kingdom, and return with said person into the custody of one, Grietum of the hive…thing. Exchange for one, Prince Baskerville of the Wetlands, will take place immediately on arrival. Said person will be released into the custody of Wallace Ryder. Three days following the acquirement of one, King Romarus of Last Kingdom, Grietum of the hive…thing, will gift said person his freedom. Both of said releases will only apply if King Romarus agrees to bow to the strange and disturbing demands of one, Grietum of the hive…thing. 
 
Additional: upon receipt of one, King Romarus of Last Kingdom, Grietum of the hive…thing, will gift Wallace Ryder four-hundred-and-fifty soms in coin.
 
“Four-hundred-and-fifty soms?!” Grietum exclaimed. “You did not mention there was a price! I was under the impression King Romarus would be paying you for this service! After all, it is he who desires to find this lost prince. You simply wanted a tour of my hive. And do not think that I am blind to your snide remarks in this ridiculous contract of yours.”
“Okay. That was a lot to take in. Let’s see…Yes, four-hundred-and-fifty. Correct, this was the first time I mentioned my price. No, I haven’t even spoken to King Romarus as of yet but I feel the boy will be paying quite enough in the three days he spends here.” He cleared his throat as if something rotten was stuck in his pipes. “And yes, I do want a tour of your hive but, if you remember correctly, that was simply in exchange for the initial information I had—not the ‘find and deliver’ service. And yes, apologies for my snide digs.” He flashed a toothy, mocking, yet uncomfortable, smile. His blabbering stopped and he tiptoed towards her throne. “Of course, I will tear up my disrespectful and unfair contract and leave you in peace—” His hand was on the parchment.
Grietum snatched it away from him. She huffed and agreed, making a mark at the bottom of the page. Casting a glare at the skip, her mind muttered, you will get your coin but King Romarus will be mine for much longer than three days. This little prince can leave but I will be keeping my Blue Romarus for as long as is needed and then he can be neatly disposed of in the usual way.
The skip held her stare while he separated the piece of parchment into two, then handed her a faded copy of the contract she had just signed. He tucked the other into his pocket and turned to leave without a word. He stopped in his tracks, swung around and glanced at the door to the room where her pet prince had been taken. “I will give you a piece of information with no cost attached.”
“Is this a first for a skip to have no charge?” she jested.
The skip named Wallace Ryder looked at her with no hint of a smile and approached her again. He leaned in towards her head. This time, two rats shuffled in to guard her. 
She raised a hand. “Let him approach.” Her thralls stood down.
The skip whispered in her ear with soft tones, “I bring tidings that King Stewart, the father of the prince in the next room, is dead. It is said that he was murdered by an unknown attacker. The boy has a right to know his father’s fate and I ask you to break this news to him in a kindly way. We may be sellers of information but in such a delicate matter, morals overcome price.” This seemed very unlike the boastful performer who had scoffed at her hive earlier.
I shall keep this information for use at a later date, she schemed. “Of course, I will tell the boy at the appropriate time.” She smiled with forced politeness. “Now you must get to work to find me my Blue Romarus.”
“And my tour?” he enquired, standing and towering above her as she lay on her throne.
She clicked her fingers. “Gosha.”
Her daughter came running to her side. The skip stepped down the dais to let her daughter past.
“Escort our skip around the hive,” she whispered in her daughter’s pink ear, its blue speckles glinting. “You know to avoid the blood flower room. If he tries to go where he is not welcome, you have my permission to restrain him…but do not harm him. You have a habit of breaking these fragile brown-eyed people. I need this one, so be careful with him.” Grietum reached out and gently pinched Gosha’s speckled cheek.
“Yes, Mother.” She dipped her head and walked down the dais.
The skip clapped and rubbed his hands together, announcing, “I will leave as soon as we’re done.” Grietum noticed he was not distracted by her daughter’s breasts like most other males were. Nor did he seem to have eyes for her well-trained rats or treasured blue-eyed males. She watched as the tour left the throne room and the skip continued to force annoying chatter towards what seemed like nobody in particular. 
He took leave to find the king without coming to bid her farewell, which Grietum was quite happy about; she struggled to tolerate the mouthy, slithery man.
Three nights passed and the hunt of Blue Owin was into its fourth day. Grietum grew tired of waiting. Most hunts would have been over days ago and she would have freshly planted seed inside her. She only took a blue-eyed male’s seed once and then handed him to her daughters to do with as they pleased. 
There tended to be around ten serving blues in her hive at any one time and she would dispose of them after they had done their duty for two moon-turns. They of course were promised freedom if they served well but releasing them would be folly: they might then return, seeking revenge for their forced thralldom or tell secrets of things they had seen and done within her hive. It was far easier to discreetly dispose of such risks.
Two of her blue-eyed males, nearing their ‘freedom’, were working two of her daughters in the middle of the throne room on soft cushions. Grietum grew tired of the display and turned to her pet who sat by her feet on the floor in front of the throne. 
“Are you enjoying yourself, Prince Baskerville?” she asked as the boy stared at the sweaty naked bodies rubbing and banging against each other on the floor. He had been by her side nearly every moment in the last four days, still chained to her throne.
“It is…pleasurable…” He sighed.
He is just saying what he thinks I want him to say, she thought with frustration. The lost prince was a difficult book to read. For one so young, he had a rugged determination about him and the willpower of a fire-preacher. She saw him watching the displays in her throne room, from her daughters’ naked dancing, to the orgies filling the entire floor, and at no point did he seem aroused by any of it. She wanted a reaction from him. 
“Perhaps it is the males you are looking at, yes?” She waited to see if this annoyed him in any way. “I hear there are those who are that way inclined; males who do not desire the body of women and instead prefer cock.”
Prince Baskerville slowly turned his head and stared at her.
She kept digging. “I am sure that you and Blue Owin have tried things with each other, no? In the dark of night on your travels, when you lie next to each other, with nobody else for warmth…”
“You’re trying to evoke a reaction which you’re not going to get.”
This truth annoyed Grietum. With his large blue eyes staying locked with hers, Prince Baskerville continued, “I do not desire men and I find it strange that you would think that your suggesting that I do, would annoy me in some way. People desire different things and there is no right or wrong as long as they are not hurting anybody.”
I do not like how smart this one’s tongue is. “But your Ten Gods would disapprove of such things. Ten Gods that you and your people worship—”
“They are not my gods!” The blue-eyed prince jumped in. “I do not believe in such fairy-stories. And even supposing that the gods did exist, why would it bother them, in all of their infinite power, if a man wanted to touch another man’s cock?”
A prince that is not one with the Ten, this is an unusual finding. “You are such a logical little creature, aren’t you?” She narrowed her eyes.
“Thank you,” said the insolent shit with a smile, turning back blankly to the action on the floor.
The noises from her daughters, pinned on their backs under her thrusting blue-eyed males, were becoming overpowering. “I have become tired of your shrieking, Gosha! You and Hali, take your blues and let them finish elsewhere and leave me in peace.”
The determined blues kept thrusting but Gosha and Hali lifted them off with an easy, effortless push to their chests. Standing, they grabbed a wrist each and towed their blues out of the throne room.
When things settled back to the usual tones of quiet chatter and occasional laughter, Grietum turned to Prince Baskerville. “Tell me, why you are the Lost Prince?” In the days since he became Grietum’s pet, she had not taken time to question him.
“I did not know I was lost,” was the blue’s sharp reply.
“You like playing with my words, don’t you?” Grietum rephrased: “Why is it that you have wandered the world for the best part of two years?”
“It is better than staying still.”
Aren’t we clever? I only wish I did not have to keep this one un-spoiled or he would be receiving a flogging for this insolence. “If you indulge my curiosity, I will release your friend for one night and let him sleep in comfort.” She pointed to Blue Owin’s cell below.
This seemed to stir something in the prince. “I left my home because there was nothing there for me. My father’s body failed, yet he still worshiped gods who he himself thought were playing a cruel joke on him. I did not want to rule a kingdom that based its entire way of life around a lie.”
“You are indeed wise for one so young. So this father of yours, he had no other living sons?” Grietum probed further.
“I have indulged you, so now you have to provide a bed for Owin for the night.” Her pet prince’s eyes looked straight ahead, unblinking.
One answer he gave me! I might have known this little cunt would have been tight-fisted. Perhaps some truths about his father will get his attention. “Do you wish your father dead?”
“No, as it would mean either the end of our line or I would have to take his throne.”
Finally, a slip up, she thought. “So you are his only living son…”
The prince’s nose twitched and his fists clenched.
“You do not like it when I get what I want, do you?”
“I don’t like you in general,” he snapped.
“You cut me deep, young Baskerville!” she mocked. “And how could you hate somebody who feeds you, shelters you and keeps you safe?”
“You do it against my will! I was free before you did this to me.” He grabbed the chain around his ankle and widened his already large eyes.
Grietum looked her pet up and down. “You care for your friend down there.” She pointed at the floor towards Blue Owin’s cell. “If I were to unchain you, you would not run?” He is intelligent enough to realize what I am hinting at, she mused, waiting for the thought to process in the young boy’s head.
“You mean to say that if I were to try to run, you would harm my friend.”
Clever boy. She smiled. “If that is what you think, but I would not like to confirm such nasty ideas.” You will be unchained but I will still have control over you. If anything, this was more exciting and desirable than a physical chain.
Grietum would have control of him by way of his mind. 
Now a little kindness will perhaps strengthen his chain. 
She lay with her head where her feet would normally be on her bed-throne, so she could embrace the young prince. It was like trying to hug a brittle, little tree trunk as the boy sat stiffly on the edge of the throne, staring vacantly forward. She turned on the most nurturing voice she could muster, saying, “My dear child.” This tone made him turn to look at her with narrowing eyes. “I am afraid I have been told dark tidings of your father, King Stewart. It would seem that an attacker murdered him and he is no longer of this world.”
His big eyes widened and his gaze dropped to the floor, looking for answers. “He’s dead?” He swallowed.
“I am afraid so,” she said, pulling the boy’s head into her big, blue bosom.
He stayed as rigid as an iron bar. “You must let me return to the Wetlands. My mother and Queen Tanya will need me.” The prince pulled away from her embrace. The whites of his eyes were a veiny red and his face was puffy.
“My dear lost prince. I have already made arrangements for you. Your mother is not in the Wetlands. She, and other kings and queens, are on their way to the Still Cities. I do not know all the details. But—”
The boy jumped in, “Then I must go to the Still Cities and—”
Let me finish, she thought with frustration as her clever little scheme to gain control was being rudely interrupted. “You will need help. I have arranged such things for you. I have hired a skip to get word to King Romarus of Last Kingdom to come to your aid. The king was sent by your father to find you and I am keeping you safe for him.” Well done Grietum, beautifully executed, she praised her cunning. “Now let us get that chain off of you shall we? And perhaps you can help me with your friend down there.” I should probably have let him digest the information of his father’s death before pressing more, but that would be very dull.
As one of her rats removed the chain from his leg, she half expected the boy to get up and run away but his vacant stare continued, unbroken, into the dimness of the throne room.
I will give him a prod in a minute, if he does not speak. The silence was boring her. “Prince Baskerville, you will help me, will you not?”
The boy looked stunned as his eyes stayed fixed on a point of nothing. He uttered, “Baskie…I prefer to be called Baskie.”
This was very exciting. He is getting closer to me. It was a strange feeling for Grietum, as this little mini hunt of hers was, for once, not for seed. It was simply for power and control. Perhaps it was for the boy’s help in the hunt for others but partly, it was just for the sake of it. 
“Baskie…you will help me as I have helped you? For you see, once King Romarus comes, you will wish to leave with him sharply I would imagine. But what of Blue Owin if he has not yet gifted me with what I desire? You would be forced to leave him behind. He will only gain his freedom after he has done his duty.” 
It is not a complete lie that he will gain his freedom…death is freedom, is it not?
She continued, “He only refuses because he feels he will anger this diva god of his and we both know such things are nonsense.” 
The prince was like stone, still staring. 
Answer me, you miserable scrote, she wanted to scream. Instead, she lightly rubbed his shoulder and made a sad face.
“I will speak with him for you.” He paused and looked at her, adding, “Excellence.” 
That last word was worth all the frustration. She had him and soon would have a king. I will part with my little pet, Baskie, when Blue Romarus arrives, and that prancing skip will have his coin, but he can shove the rest of his contract up his arse. Once the doors to my hive close with Blue Romarus inside, that is where he will stay. An excited shiver ran through her at the thought.
 



 
Be not tempted by desires in this life. Be content in the knowledge that in the next life, if a brother has followed my teachings, he will receive every pleasure imaginable and beyond.
Scroll 2:7 of the Mother
 
 
 
 



Owin
UNDER THE THRONE ROOM
 
He couldn’t be sure how much time had passed in his cell under Grietum’s throne room. After perhaps four nights, kneeling naked with hands bound to a pole in front of him, he would wake with stiffness in his bones from lack of movement. A grill in the roof allowed him to see up into the room above, but the view tended to be the same. Looking straight up, Owin could see the beast’s fat pale-blue chin and stomach overhanging the long throne she lay on nearly all day and all night. 
Baskie, who had been chained to the throne, looked unusually small next to the big blue cretin. Her head seemed large even though it sat on top of her oversized body. He was sure he had seen her swollen stomach move—or something move from inside it. She called Baskie her pet. The same phrase would come from her bloated face frequently: “This one is not for breeding.” 
Yesterday Baskie was unchained, or so Owin assumed with his limited view from the cell, looking up through the grid.
Grietum had a lot of visitors. There were five today alone, and Owin was sure it was only midday but he had no way to be sure of the time, except roughly, judging by when they brought his meals.
Above his head, in the beast’s throne room, stood an older male wearing brown sandals and some kind of brown skirt that Owin had only ever seen a goddess wear. Grietum’s rats, as she called them, wore similar things around their waists but Owin was quite sure this was some kind of dress. “Speak, sir,” he heard Grietum shriek.
“Exalted Grietum, I come to you bearing gifts.”
From down below, Owin saw the older male kneel. It looked painful to rest a bare knee on that grid of metal.
“I bring our sweet wine from Arland Province. Its berries are true reds picked from the Brier Belt. I have brought ten cases for you and your hive to enjoy.” His head remained bowed.
“A kind thought…” She paused for him to introduce himself.
“Marthanon Potts, Excellence,” said the man with two names, rising stiffly from his kneeling position.
Why does he have two names? The young brother was sure he heard the man say two separate names. Why would somebody ever need two? 
“And what brings you away from your warm bed in Arland, Master Potts, to bring little-me, such a kind gift?” Grietum asked, with a menacing voice.
“An act of kindness, of course, and perhaps an offer of business and trade.”
Owin saw the man beckon to somebody behind him. The shafts of light beaming into his cell through the grid above were cut off further as more feet stood over it. They knelt, five of them. 
“I bring you slaves from the great city of Santé,” said Potts.
“I have no need for more daughters, Marthanon of Arland. Nor for rats either.”
Owin knew that rat was referring to the male among the four false goddesses who were kneeling above his head. He could see up their strange robes to their naked private parts. 
“Wait, look at me again,” Grietum commanded with a hint of excitement in her shrill voice.
Marthanon tapped the shoulders of the false goddesses and they all backed out of Owin’s sight. The younger male stood.
“You are interested in this one, perhaps?” Marthanon put a hand on the back of the male’s white robes, which concealed nothing from Owin, who could see everything from his cell below.
“You people of Arland do amuse me in your blindness to the power and worth…and attractiveness, of those with blue-sight. A hybrid, I assume?”
What the fuck is a hybrid? Owin had never heard such a word, but everybody not of the island spoke strangely. They would say girl instead of goddess and call brothers, boys and men. Some on the Mother’s Island called all males, ‘brothers’. Owin tended to keep that title for those chosen to live there by the Mister or when referring to all males who had existed before the time of the Great Poison.
“It is true that many in Arland fear those with blue eyes…no offense,” Potts uttered, bowing his head and clearing his throat. “There are some convinced that the very same poison that decimated the land a millennia ago, still resides within their bodies.”
“They are fools.” Grietum flapped a fat arm.
The old male cleared his throat again. “Quite, Excellence…fools, but I can assure you that this one is of true blue-birth, not hybrid. An orphan from a young age, he came from the Barkón family. The family was exiled some generations back when they began mixing with those of blue eyes from Last Kingdom. His name is Louis Barkón.” 
Potts continued, speaking of lots of things that Owin didn’t understand. What he said seemed to please Grietum, who asked him to make an offer. Whatever they agreed upon, Owin wasn’t sure, as he was distracted by the sound of padding feet coming down the corridor, towards his cell. He heard Grietum clapping up above, shrieking, “Yes! Let another hunt begin!”
The door to his cell opened and light filled the dank, dripping space. He could feel himself get hard as he knew what was coming next. Every hour without fail two false goddesses would come in and tease him. They’d rub their breasts in his face and tease his nipples. Then they would grab his cock and seemed to know the exact point of when to stop rubbing him before he could shoot his seed. They would bring strange-tasting water, which seemed to make the situation worse. After drinking it, he would feel faint but his cock would get as stiff as a board. It was all he was given to drink, so he had little choice. His prayers to the Mother asked for the strength to overcome these temptations. This was clearly part of the journey he set out on all those weeks ago, when he tried to steal Baskie’s boat.
The two naked fakes stood in front of him. He stared at their feet but even that aroused him. Their toes were perfectly formed. Their skin was much like anybody else’s, except, in places, it was sprinkled with tiny specks of blue. He scanned their legs. The smooth skin and the shape of their thighs seemed to tickle his body from the inside.
The one on the left had no hair on her sacred place, which was level with his eyes. He wondered what it would be like to slide inside it. The young brother’s eyes moved over her flat stomach. Up further to her breasts that dangled firm, as if invisible hands cupped them. Pink nipples, pointed firmly. Their blue lips were in a pout that drew Owin’s gaze. 
The other one slinked behind him. Warm hands ran across his back, reaching around, across his chest.
This time he did not pray to the Mother, instead he begged his captors, pleading, “Please, I’ll do anything. Just touch me again but this time let me finish!” I don’t care if it’s a sin. I need this. In that moment, the unending horror of the abyss escaped his mind as he pleaded for his sinful release.
Her hand dropped lower and grabbed hold of his cock. Her free arm pinned him back against her breasts with an effortless, powerful hold, squeezing the air from his chest. The smooth one knelt in front of him and pressed her dark-blue lips up against his. Losing control of his hips, he found himself rocking backwards and forwards, trying to savor every sweep of the fake’s hand. Her gripping arm shifted down, fixing his hips in place so he could no longer thrust. Willing his hips to move with every sinew, he fought against the immovable strength of the false goddess. “Please, just don’t stop. I’m begging you. I’ll do anything.” Strange how quickly a chosen brother can become a lustful animal. The Mister always spoke of how easy it is to be tempted.
A dull emptiness hit him as the wonderful fast hand movements stopped. A breathy whisper moistened his ear. “Anything? You know what you have to do then.”
Every hour for the last five days they had repeated this act. When he begged, they gave him the choice to lie with the big light-blue beast above or to continue sitting in the dark with no release. After their visit, on the very first day, he gave in.
“So you have broken already and desire me, Blue Owin,” he remembered Grietum saying in her chilling voice. He mustn’t have given a convincing enough performance of his desire for her because he was quickly whisked away, back to his cell. And that’s where he had remained.
How could anybody desire that fucking light-blue blob? “No,” he snapped at the offer made by the two fakes. “But please, I know how to satisfy goddesses. I’ll give you pleasure, I promise.” Mother, please forgive me. I know they are false but I can’t take anymore. He prayed for forgiveness for his weakness.
“We don’t need a male to give us pleasure.”
The two fakes knelt next to each other in front of his chained hands, close enough for him to touch their breasts. The smooth one started rubbing the other’s sacred place. Their dark lips pressed together and Owin could hear the noises from their mouths. Blue specks dusted their perfectly smooth cheeks. Performing for him, the two fakes pleasured each other with their fingers. The taller one moaned as the other licked her sacred place, her tongue occasionally slipping inside.
Owin felt a tightness building. He watched the smooth one throw her head back and bite her lip every time the other fake gave a flick of the tongue. And then it happened. He lost control. His cock pulsed. Seed unleashed. It hit the smooth false goddess on her side and stomach. The fakes looked terrified. They locked stares with each other, then looked up at the grid into the throne room. The feeling was beginning to subside. A cool wave washed over Owin. He hadn’t felt it since that time in the Mister’s chamber.
The smaller fake grabbed him around the neck and he felt the colossal power of her slender arm. She spoke with a tight jaw, warning, “Blue Owin, you mustn’t speak about what just happened. In the hunt, a male should not…” The older of the two fakes stared at the young brother’s dripping seed on the smooth one’s body. He was released from the strong grip. Both fakes backed away, looking regretful.
The Mother had rewarded his strength with some brief relief. The animal had gone from inside him. He was a bold, chosen brother again. “What would happen if she found out about this?” he asked the nervous-looking fakes.
“She mustn’t!” the smooth one snapped. They scurried off out of the cell, locking the door behind them.
For the first time since his arrival in his cell, Owin felt tired. He leaned forward to rest his head on the pole.
He wasn’t sure how long he slept, but he woke to a voice whispering, “Hey, are you alright?”
Owin’s head sprung up in a daze. His eyes focused on the face in front of him. He saw a pair of blue eyes looking back from a pale looking, naked male.
“I’m Louis. I thought you were fucking dead or something.”
Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, Owin teased out a yawn. “You’re the one Grietum just got, aren’t you? The one with two names…Why do you have two names?”
“I don’t have two names. I’m called Louis Barkón.” The male didn’t seem distressed by the fact he was chained up naked next to another male.
If he’s a slave then he must be used to this sort of thing, Owin thought as he eyed him up and down. His body was thin but Owin could tell he must have worked hard all his life, as his muscles were lean and clearly defined. “You do have two names! Louis and Barkon.”
“Barkón,” the male corrected, stressing the on at the end of his second name. “That’s just my name. Louis is my given name and Barkón is my family name. My father had it too and my grandfather before him.
“I’m Owin,” said Owin.
“Owin who?”
“Just Owin. I only need one name,” he stated the obvious to the stranger who was kneeling opposite him.
Louis…or Barkón…screwed up his face, “Eh? Well, what name did your father have?”
What the fuck is a father? Owin quickly changed the conversation, asking, “How old are you?”
“I’ve seen eighteen warm-seasons and been a slave for as long as I can remember.”
Slaves were used widely in the Land of the Old Ways, Owin had been told. The Mother teaches that slavery is wrong. It is one of the many travesties that the Mister saved the brothers on the island from. They used slaves for many different purposes. Some were used to plough fields and build structures, and some were made to lie in their master’s beds.
“What did you do as a slave in…where was it again?”
“Santé. It’s the capital city of Arland Province. And I was a worker in the fields until I came of age. Then I was sold as a bed slave for rich women with no husbands.” Louis looked almost proud about his work as a slave.
He says ‘women’ instead of ‘goddesses’ too. I can guess what a bed slave does but, “What is husband and rich?”
“You don’t have a fucking clue about anything, do you?” Louis laughed.
At least I don’t believe in some fucking god that you think saves you from the fire, you idiotic fuck, Owin wanted to say, but the need for a friend was too great as he knelt naked in the dripping cell. He forced a laugh and looked at his own tied hands and pole that held him in place, and joked, “Well at least I’m not naked, tied to a pole…”
Louis sniggered. “So what do they make you do here?”
Owin explained everything that had happened to him in his time in the cell. He purposefully used the word women to describe the false goddesses as he couldn’t be bothered correcting Louis’s understanding of it all. None of it seemed to bother his new friend. “Why are you smiling at all this?” Owin asked.
“It’s a warm cell.” He looked around the humid dark space. “Women come in and hand you off and you don’t have to touch another man’s cock. This is alright really. Better than ending up forced to fight under the Dome on Narscape!”
His grin annoyed Owin. “How can you be happy chained up here?! And yeah they touch you and everything, but they just do it to tease you. You never get to finish!” As he spoke, Owin was suddenly very aware he was naked and tried to hide his shame, but failed miserably.
Louis was thinking. “So they don’t ever want you inside them?”
“No, only that beast up there does.” He pointed up through the grid to the throne room. 
Louis looked as if he had just bitten sour fruit.
They sat in silence for a while. They chatted about their homes, then there was more silence, followed by a performance from two of Grietum’s daughters. This cycle repeated until evening by Owin’s estimation. 
That night, two fakes came in and unlocked the pole that restrained them. They tilted it so that it lay on the ground. This allowed (or forced) the two to lie on their sides. Owin was relieved to be off his knees. It was as if the metal floor was a fluffy cloud. The crumpled piece of toweling they threw at him felt like a plump pillow under his face. He recognized one of the fakes. It was the smooth one, upon whom his seed had landed earlier.
“Hey,” he shouted in a whisper to her, “you should undo our wrists for tonight.”
She stopped and stood over Owin, resting a foot on his chest. When she extended her leg, the massive force from the slender limb, pinned him to the ground and squeezed the air from his lungs. “Shut up, Blue. Why should I do that?”
“Because I’ll tell that thing up there what happened earlier today when I…” He flicked his eyes towards his cock and made a squirting noise with his mouth. His stare met hers again, unblinking.
She withdrew her foot from his chest and dropped to a crouch next to him—her bright-blue eyes widened, darting from Owin to the grid above. “No, you mustn’t! I will release your hands for this night. But if she looks, you must pretend to be tied. And you mustn’t pleasure yourself.”
The young brother had no intention of doing so, as it was a sin. He just wanted to be able to scratch his back and perhaps lie with his hands under his head. “I swear by the Mother I will not soil my body in such ways.”
“You speak in strange words, Blue Owin,” the smooth fake uttered as she unlocked his hands and went to leave the cell.
“And his,” Owin commanded, while rubbing his chaffed wrists.
She huffed and did as she was told, then left. 
Louis thanked Owin then went stand and stretch.
Owin grabbed him, pulling him back down. “We can’t be seen untied,” he hissed. “Stretch on the ground if you have to.”
Louis lowered his voice too. “How did you manage to get her to untie us?”
Owin explained what had happened earlier before Louis had joined him in the cell. His new friend chuckled. “Nice! Did a load hit her?”
“What do you mean?” Why are you finding all this funny? It was a sin for me to get pleasure from a fake. Owin couldn’t believe that Louis let himself be drawn in by them.
“She was a hot piece of meat and you unloaded on her…I would’ve fucking loved it if a rich bitch looking like her came into our bedding-house and requested me! I would’ve ridden her all night. Those blue lips and freckles make me hard.” Louis thrust his hips and hissed another laugh.
“Keep still, you fucking idiot, she’ll see,” Owin warned, looking up through the grid, checking that Grietum was asleep. All was silent up in the throne room. I probably shouldn’t have called him a fucking idiot, Owin thought as the cell fell silent for some time. They lay on their sides facing each other so they could quickly pretend to be chained if needed.
The silence was screaming to be broken. “What’s a bedding-house?” Owin asked. “You said something about a bedding-house earlier.”
“It was where I was a slave after I came of age. Do they not have them where you come from?” Louis looked at Owin through the darkness of the cell as if he had said something very strange. 
“No. What are they?” Owin asked.
Louis shook his head and began to explain. “It’s where rich people go to lie with anybody they want. We got all kinds of people: rich women with no husbands wishing to be given a child, men wishing to lie with other men, women wishing to lie with women, and others into strange shit. Some ask for people like me because of my blue eyes. We were kept in one of the backrooms away from everybody else.”
“Brothers lie with brothers?” Owin felt slightly disgusted. “Wait, sorry. I mean, men lie with men?” he corrected himself remembering that Louis wouldn’t know what a brother is.
“Yes, men lie with men, what’s wrong with that? And yes, we’ve had people ask to lie in the same bed with two brothers…twins once.” Louis laughed as if remembering a story from long ago.
Brothers and men are the same thing, aren’t they? He’s confusing…
“But yes, it’s common for men to come looking to lie with men, or boys younger than they are. I was a popular choice because I was young and…forbidden,” he said, pointing to his blue eyes. “I found it difficult with men as I only find girls get me hard. But my duty as a slave meant I had to perform no matter if it was a man or a woman. A buyer would come in and sit on a soft seat. We would be presented to them in a line. Normally, there would be around eight of us, a mix of male and female and the buyer would look at us and choose.”
“You said you didn’t want to lie with men…So why did you do it?”
Louis looked as if the answer was obvious. “Because I belonged to the owner of the bedding-house. It was the only way to earn my keep there. If I didn’t, I would have been out on the street. And, in Arland, somebody with blue eyes would have been chased out into the wilds if seen. I didn’t have a choice.”
Everybody has a choice! “So how did you end up here?” Owin asked.
“Bedding-houses that sell blue-eyed people are against our laws in Arland Province, so my master had to flee and is now selling off all his slaves to anybody who will have us.” He smiled as if it was a happy ending to the story.
They both lay on their sides in the dark cell, with the blue beast gently snoring in the throne room above. Owin felt himself drifting into sleep when Louis’s voice interrupted, “So what’s your story? How did you end up here?”
Owin talked for what seemed like an hour. Telling Louis of his home on the island; the trials, the Mister, the vision-chamber…even the red glow. The only information he left out was the part about putting an arrow through Leon.
“It sounds like an amazing place. You’re lucky!” Louis said, rolling onto his back. Owin couldn’t help but notice his cock was larger than his own.
“I wasn’t lucky. I was chosen to be there.”
“If you say so…But why wasn’t I chosen?”
“Because you have clearly sinned a shit-load.” How dare you question the Mother’s choices!
“I hadn’t when I was a baby though. You were chosen when you were a baby. This Mother of yours sounds a lot more powerful than my mother ever was!”
Owin didn’t know what the idiot was talking about. “She’s not my Mother. She is Mother to all of us. And what do you mean, your mother? There is only one!”
“I mean the woman who squeezed me out into the world…”
“You mean the goddess who birthed you!” I think this one has been smoking the same stuff that Saul was puffing!
“You’re a weird fucker, Owin,” he said, with an almost disappointed laugh. “But you freed my hands, and my cock will be thanking you later for that.” He reached down and started doing what should only be done in the vision chamber.
“May the Mother forgive you,” Owin prayed, rolling over onto his side, facing away from Louis. He fell asleep to the snoring of Grietum and the fast slapping of wet flesh.
The fifth day was not like the others. After morning visits from the fakes, one of them led him from his cell to a bedchamber on the same level as the throne room. His small, blonde guide shoved him into the room. The strength from her seemingly effortless push was enough to throw him off balance, nearly stumbling onto the bed. The fake stood in the doorway, and said sharply, “This is yours for the rest of the day and for tonight.” 
She left him and slid the door closed, and he noticed that it was hidden within the thickness of the wall. She locked it with a loud metal clunk. It was like a miniature, single version of the huge set of double sliding doors that he and Baskie stood at when they first arrived at Grietum’s Hive. He remembered being blinded by the desert sun after their hoods were removed. Sand had surrounded him and a dry heat had prickled his skin. Then, the two hulks of metal which must have been three stories high, split apart with no sign of anybody pulling them open. The grinding echoed off the red, rocky hills behind. The rusted metal hive jutted out of the slope with only the doors and a small section exposed to the sun.
His thoughts returned to the present moment, and to the wonderful gift he had just been given. Mother, thank you, he prayed as he threw himself face-first onto the double-sized bed. What have I done to deserve this? Are the fakes still scared I’ll tell the beast about their mistake? Or is this a trick to tempt me more? As his naked body sank down, it was hard to remember any of his worries. 
He flipped onto his back. The restful, snug room was lit by three candles. It was nice to be back in natural flame. Everywhere in Grietum’s Hive was either dark and dank, like his cell, or illuminated with strange blazing orbs. They weren’t fire. It was too well contained and steady to be a proper flame. The circular lanterns glowed with a constant even light. The sorcery that lit them buzzed like an insect.
Like everywhere else in Grietum’s Hive, his little room, which he had been gifted, had no windows. The bed hugged his bare body as he stretched out in all directions, letting himself sink into the softness.
Time was forgotten as he lay in the bed’s embrace and the warmth of the room. The door-lock clicked open. He sprung up, crouching with his legs underneath him on the bed, ready for what was coming. When Baskie was revealed, sliding the door open, he ran over and hugged him.
Owin blurted to his friend, “It’s so good to see you! Well, I’ve seen you from below sometimes but obviously couldn’t talk.”
Baskie, who normally annoyed the Mother out of him with his weird disbelieving theories, was a welcome sight. There wasn’t much in the way of a hug back. He assumed this was due to Baskie’s aversion to any kind of nakedness. Owin backed off and sat on the bed, covering his bits with a pillow.
His stubborn friend stood, rooted to the spot, staring at the floor. A quick shake of his head seemed to return him to the world. “Sorry, it’s good to see you too,” Baskie uttered in a monotone voice. He wandered and perched on the end of the bed.
Owin stared at Baskie’s slumped shoulders. “Are you okay? What’s happened?” Well that’s a stupid question. We’re stuck in some metal prison with a big blue bitch keeping us as slaves…
“I’ve just had some bad news, that’s all.” He sighed, then turned to face Owin, crossed legged on the bed. Their eyes met for the first time since they were taken prisoner. “I need to talk to you about something. It’s something I’ve thought a lot about, but I doubt you’ll like it or agree.”
“I’ve been praying all the time. We don’t need to do anything. We just need to have faith in the Mother. Just do it. I promise you, She will help us if you just believe and trust in Her.”
Baskie shook his head. “Look, we’ve got help coming. Or at least, I’ve got help coming. She,” he said, pointing to the throne room, “is only keeping me here until King Romarus comes to help me.”
“Who? And help you do what?”
“It’s a long story and I doubt you would understand most of it. My father.” He paused. “I mean, the one that brought life to me, has been killed.” Baskie’s voice shook and he swallowed hard. A breath seemed to steady him. “King Romarus is going to help me take up my throne and rule my kingdom.”
Owin could tell Baskie was going to a lot of effort to use proper words for once. “I’m sorry about your…you know…”
“Father.”
“Yes.” Owin reached out a hand, resting it on his friend’s shoulder. “But didn’t you say you ran away from your home? You keep saying you’re free and that—”
“I don’t have a choice,” he snapped, knocking Owin’s hand away. Baskie bit down hard in frustration.
You said everybody has the choice to do anything, he almost said, but held his tongue. “Okay, but what has this got to do with me?”
“King Romarus is coming for me. She will release me to him but if you haven’t fulfilled…” Baskie nodded at Owin’s crotch.
“If I’ve not lain with that fake then I’ll be stuck here.” A flickering candle caught Owin’s gaze. His eyes blurred and locked onto the flame as thoughts wandered through his head. They sat in silence until Owin broke it, declaring, “The Mother is testing me and I must not lie with her!”
Baskie rubbed his own face. “Don’t just dismiss it. Do you want to spend the rest of your life in here? And then eventually when you do break—”
“The Mother will give me strength. I won’t break. And if She sees it that I must spend the rest of my life here, then so be it. It’ll save me from the abyss and I’ll have everlasting life with the goddesses after I—”
“You will break, Owin. And then when it comes time to leave you’ll have to wander that desert out there alone and never get home and never find…” He stalled as if it were difficult to say the next few words: “the Hidden Womb. And who’s to say she actually lets people go free anyway?”
Baskie had nothing of use to say, so Owin sat quietly, praying. Mother show me the way out of here. Find it in your heart to give strength to my friend.
His prayer was interrupted. “If you do not desire her, then surely going with her is the test from the Mother,” Baskie explained, throwing his hands up in the air with palms open.
Owin wasn’t convinced by Baskie’s attempt at supposedly praising the Mother with his arms as if he suddenly believed. But his words had some sense to them. “It’s true that it’s not her I desire. It’s the others I want and they are—”
“—testing you,” Baskie jumped in. “It’s them that you want to be inside. So, surely if you lie with that beast, then walk away without so much as a look at those other women…sorry…fakes,” he corrected himself, “then you will have passed the Mother’s test.”
Why is he using the correct words all of a sudden? Owin stared at the candle on the far side of the small room again. Mother give me guidance, he prayed. He felt a stirring in his groin.
They heard a noise from the throne room. Cheering echoed through the tunnels of Grietum’s Hive. Two of Grietum’s rats came to the door and escorted them to the throne room.
Louis was standing in front of Grietum’s throne, while two of the beast’s daughters rubbed oil over his body. This was the first time Owin had seen Louis stand. He stood tall—likely a head higher than Owin. The two daughters lifted him by the hips. Effortlessly, they held his body in the air from under his rear.
“Say the words,” Grietum shrieked with a menacing smile on her face.
“I, Louis, blue of sight, give my seed to you, willingly.”
Grietum lay back on her throne, removed the brown cloak that covered her back and unraveled a piece of material to reveal her bosom. It wasn’t as disgusting as Owin had expected. There was something inside him that made him desire her: a deep instinct, rather than the same arousal he felt from the other fakes in the room. Louis was lowered to the ground and stepped up onto the dais. When he was in arms’ reach, Grietum’s large blue hand slapped and grabbed at his pale rear. 
Louis seemed to be overcome with the same urge that Owin felt when Grietum revealed her whole body. He put one leg onto the throne and hopped over with the other, straddling her. This was the first time that Owin witnessed this act, having only ever had it described to him in great detail by the Mister. He watched Louis guiding his cock into the hole and was immediately shocked by the noises coming from Grietum. She moaned and praised and gritted her teeth.
This stirred something in him. Judging by the noises Louis made—as his slim, lean body wound back and forth—he was clearly enthralled by it too. The blue queen slapped and squeezed Louis’s rear. She held his face, pulling it close to hers to press her lips against his. After only a few minutes, Louis’s thrusts slowed. His eyes screwed up tightly. He let out a groan which echoed off the dripping metal walls. Grietum held his face between two large palms, ordering, “Say the words, Blue.”
Breathless, Louis spoke. “Thank you for taking my seed, Your Greatness.” 
After those words, Grietum grabbed the boy’s hips. She lifted him up and down furiously. “Fuck, stop, it hurts.” Louis clenched his jaw as he was forced in and out of her. His face twisted in pain. 
Owin could imagine what that must have felt like after having just shot. He’ll not be able to go much longer.
He didn’t have to. Grietum let out a lingering shriek that hung in the air for minutes after she had stopped. Her big blue hands held onto Louis’s rear tightly. She held him in place for a while, then lifted him effortlessly, throwing him onto the hive floor. The skin on her bloated stomach moved from the inside. It was as if something gently stirred within her. 
“My daughters, he is yours,” Grietum exclaimed. “The hunt for Blue Louis is over!”
Cheers and chants filled the room. A rush of naked bodies ran to claim Owin’s exposed friend from Arland as he lay on the floor recovering from what should have been a disgusting experience but in some ways, looked enjoyable. The crowd of Grietum’s daughters fought to get closer and he was lost in the throng.
Baskie grabbed Owin’s arm. “We should go back to the room. I doubt she’ll be interested in you right now and this crowd…” He drifted off. Owin saw he was unnerved by the chaos. They left the throne room to the sounds of giggles from fakes. The distinctive laugh of Louis—who was now experiencing his wildest dream—echoed behind them. Mother, forgive him for his weakness, Owin thought, as he walked back to the soft warm room.
He lay on the bed hoping for a restful sleep. Before drifting off, he realized he had received a message from the Mother in his time of weakness. She made me desire that great blue blob even though it was against everything my mind was telling me.
If I desire her, then I mustn’t lie with her. She is false and even if I have to stay here for the rest of my life, I will.
 
 
 



And Beverine stayed. She remained in body, close, to protect all mortals within Her shield. And let Her light brighten your path, even in the darkest of hours.
New Scripture, The Shield 2.3 The Maran
 
 



Londenia
A CAGE FOR A QUEEN
 
She had spent five days incarcerated in King Anthony’s cabin on the Fair Blue Maiden. Londenia heard of all the hatred he spoke of to his guards who came in and out of his sleeping quarters come workspace. She was locked in a cage—made not to hold a pet but to hold a mortal—in the corner of the cabin. There was a chamber pot she also used as a chair to sit on throughout the day. They would remove it at night to allow her to curl up on the floor. What disgusted her most was that her own body odour was becoming so pungent that it overpowered the smell of the chamber pot. She felt un-mortal, like an animal.
The King of the Dead Cities had one redeeming feature in her eyes, and that was that he did not lay a hand on her. There was a sense that King Anthony truly believed in his cause and felt it was a noble one, no matter how evil and twisted it truly was.
The cabin, that had become her prison, was above deck and sat at the highest point on the ship, negating the masts. It had a large porthole facing the stern and one facing the bow. From her cage, she had clear sight of the front-facing window but struggled to see out of the rear one.
King Anthony was unlike any other king. He had no horde with him and he never once raised his voice. He is so softly spoken that I sometimes struggle to hear what he is saying. He spent his days writing letters, meeting with members of his guard and reading scroll after scroll. Most of his time was spent staring at a shining, square panel that he held in his hand. He grasped the engraved brass edges and glared into it as if it was the most interesting book he had ever read. 
Londenia remembered Tal Marith’s words back in the temple of Hal Tal: “It is said that the gods left great knowledge within those long dead cities, and great power. Devices containing unexplained sorcery—tools that you could not imagine in your wildest of dreams.” He must have taken this piece of sorcery when he entered one of the Dead Cities, Londenia thought.
In the dark of night, she would wake from her restless sleep to see him still at his writing desk, his pale face lit by the glow from the square panel. The light bounced off the strange cleft on his chin that reminded her of an arse, as well as off his pointed teeth until, without warning on the fourth night, the light went out. She couldn’t see his face in the darkness because her eyes hadn’t time to adjust, but she heard the crashes as he let his anger out on everything around him. As objects crashed around her, she was thankful she was in a cage, protected by the bars. At no point in his fury did the king raise his voice. Her eyes grew used to the dark. King Anthony spat venomous whispers of curse words, coupled with frustrated spit. His face twisted in anger on top of his strained veiny neck as emotions boiled inside him.
It was a clear morning. She sat on the floor of her cage, chewing at some dried meat they had handed to her for breakfast. The meat was salty and they hadn’t brought her water yet, but she ate regardless as they only gave food twice a day. King Anthony sat on his bed in the opposite corner of the cabin. He ate the same kind of meat that she held in her hand, but his was served on a plate, along with bread, and what looked like some kind of chunky soup in a wooden cup, sitting on the floor at his feet. 
When he had finished eating, he took out a small metal file from a drawer in the writing desk. Sitting on his chair, with his feet casually up, resting on his desktop, he leaned back and gently filed his front incisors. The sound made Londenia grit her own teeth. After he finished with a tooth, he pressed a finger against the point, checking its sharpness and pointedness, then moved on to the next one.
The caged queen had forgotten what her own voice sounded like and wondered if it still even worked after days of not being used. Celóndas was in her thoughts, as was the old healer from the Wetlands, Sandunion. She hoped their blue eyes would persuade King Anthony to spare their lives. Minister Eeliro’s last plea played in her head frequently too, along with how it ended with cold metal being pushed through his throat. The veil of black robes that engulfed Pauline and Queen Tanya haunted her most of all; the sounds like that of cutting meat on the dinner table, heard from behind the shroud.
From the little information she had gathered from short conversations overheard between King Anthony and his men, it seemed her guards were unharmed. They were being held in the lower decks and there was talk of reprogramming when they reached the Dead Cities. She was not exactly sure what was meant by ‘reprogram’ but it was surely better than a bleeding death.
What kept her spirits high was the hope that Romarus was walking free and safe, and her father’s army was marching to save what was left of the kingdoms. Perhaps one day, when the good kingdoms have been saved, he will come to rescue us all—him and Romarus.
Through the front-facing porthole, under the red early-morning sky, she saw a thin line of land in the distance. Over the course of an hour the line became cliffs and hills. Further inland was a cluster of strange shapes. It was as if some giant child had stacked her toy bricks on a tiny miniature world. The miniature world was gradually becoming a larger, real one and those bricks were transforming into what she assumed was one of the Dead Cities. Its structures towered high, looking massive, even from leagues away.
She was the first to be loaded into the long wooden boats after the ship dropped anchor. Londenia sat in the same seat she had arrived in, back when the situation only seemed dark instead of the pitch-black as it was now. The hatch to the lower decks swung up. She waited with bated breath to see who from her party had not been ‘bled’.
With every familiar face of guards that popped up from the steps below, her heart sang. All ten were accounted for. When she saw the friendly face of Celóndas, emotion overwhelmed her and she burst into tears. The healer saw and pushed past all who stood in her way, crying out, “Londi! Have they hurt you?” Celóndas jumped into the boat, making it swing on its ropes more than Londenia would have liked.
The embrace of another mortal made Londenia forget the dizzying height she was swinging from. “I am shaken,” she croaked, “but no, I have not been harmed.” Londenia grabbed Celóndas by the shoulders and pushed her to arm’s length to properly inspect her face. “Have they harmed you?” she asked.
They leaned against each other, forehead to forehead. Celóndas answered, “Londi, I am a middle-aged woman. I don’t think they would have done anything if I had paid them.” They shared an emotional tear-filled laugh together.
She is a beautiful woman and must look thirty years at most, Londenia thought. “Don’t you put yourself down! You have kept your youth and beauty and you have the soul of a youngster.” She smiled through a tear. “I am sure even our dashing young Romarus would have gladly accepted you into his bed if he had got half the chance.” They laughed again. She didn’t know why they were joking with each other, or even what point either of them was trying to make, but it felt a relief to communicate and use her voice again to connect with somebody.
“And have you seen Sandunion?” Celóndas asked, forcing a hopeful smile.
“I assumed she was being kept with you.” As Londenia finished her sentence, she saw over her friend’s shoulder a broken looking old woman, staggering towards the boat. She looked as if the life had been drained from her.
“Ten Gods! Sandunion, you need water.” Celóndas shouted and rushed to help her elderly fellow healer into the boat, and then sat next to her, behind Londenia. “She needs water,” she shouted, swinging her arms, pointing as if their captors were a bunch of children under her command. 
Celo only cares for others, that is her strength, and in some ways, it is her weakness, Londenia realized.
One of the pointed-toothed guards leaned over into the wooden boat and was within spitting distance of Celóndas’s face. “You want water for the old bitch?” He looked down to the bay. “Then push her over the edge for a swim.”
“Stop this,” a soft, ice-cold voice uttered from the deck of the ship. “Her eyes are blue, so give her water if she requires it.” King Anthony stood like a shadow, towering above the people boarding the row boats.
The guard pushed a skin of water into Celóndas’s chest. Her eyes narrowed. “Thank you,” she said through a smile that showed on her mouth only, not her eyes, and quickly faded. As Sandunion drank, Queen Se’Rel of the Bay joined them on the boat and sat next to Londenia.
“How could you have helped that monster?” Londenia muttered to Se’Rel, not daring to make eye contact with the so-called queen. 
“I am as much a prisoner here as you are. He threatened the lives of my children. What would you have done in my place? Ah yes! I forget, you have no children.” The Bay Queen’s spiteful words were quickly followed by pathetic sobbing.
She was right. Londenia was young, much younger than Queen Se’Rel, but this didn’t mean that she wasn’t capable of making hard choices. Londenia had made plenty over the past few moon-turns. But the old queen’s desperate cries made her feel the impossible situation that Se’Rel must have been placed in.
“Are they safe now, my lady?” Londenia tried to warm the tone of her voice.
“The last I saw, my eldest boy was tied to a cross in our cells and my two daughters, only eleven years and twelve years, were left in the charge of King Anthony’s minister. I dare not think what has become of them. I only hope that I may return one day to chop off that bastard’s cock.” It was strange to hear such vengeful and venomous words from an older lady who seemed otherwise warm, caring and a baker of cakes. 
A mother scorned is a vicious creature, Londenia remembered her mother saying from long ago. 
“I assume they are of blue-sight and their father was of blue-sight?” asked Londenia, hoping her question might bring reassurance.
“They are,” said Queen Se’Rel, “and yes, their father was of blue birth also. He was a good friend to our King Hardol.” A whimper slipped out as she said her king’s name. Although a queen never lays with her king, they tended to have relationships based on the deepest of friendships. Londenia could sympathize with the Bay Queen’s loss.
Londenia tried to reassure her, saying, “Then I am certain they will not have harmed them. King Anthony may be evil but from what I have observed in my time with him, he has a single goal and that is not to harm any blue-sighted mortals he sees as innocent.”
Queen Se’Rel shook her head as if she was being told some silly little tale by her eleven-year-old daughter. “My child…”
I am not a child.
“King Stewart was innocent. My king was also innocent.” The Queen of the Bay clearly did not fully understand King Anthony’s motives—although neither did Londenia, but she felt she was beginning to see the picture forming.
Londenia tried to explain what she knew. “King Stewart lay with a woman of brown eyes. What color were King Hardol’s wife’s eyes?”
“The Lady Ger’Sel had brown eyes.” The puzzle was slotting into place. Queen Se’Rel shrieked, “Ten Gods! No!” The mature queen’s face went loose and blank. “The royal children! They wouldn’t have…” She let out a carnal wail that Londenia was sure came from the very bowels of the world.
She tried to shut off her mind to everything around her as she embraced the sobbing creature, but the swaying and lowering of the rowing boat down to the Bay of Blue made her jumpy.
The water was calm on their short journey from the ship to the coast and their boat made a smooth slide onto the sandy shore. As Londenia stepped onto the beach, she saw a path where the sand turned to grass. That’s where they were led. The path ran in a perfect, straight line all the way to the strange shapes outlining the large city. The path was flawlessly flat and its edges as straight as a guard’s staff. Because of the perfect nature of the path, it was difficult to tell how long a walk they had ahead of them (if that city was their destination). 
Londenia stood still in the middle of the path staring at the buildings in the distance as the rest of the party brushed past her.
A ghostly shadow put a thin hand on her shoulder. “Is this the first time you have seen one, my lady?” King Anthony enquired softly.
“Seen what exactly?” she asked, unsure if she wanted to know the answer.
“That,” he said, pointing to the tiny shapes, “is Raydem.”
“You cannot take us there,” Londenia exclaimed. “It is forbidden!” Raydem was one of the Dead Cities and she had no desire to walk in such a cursed place.
“Forbidden by whom?” King Anthony feigned confusion.
“The gods!” she snapped, knocking the bony hand off her shoulder.
“Perhaps once, they spoke of not entering for our own protection from the Poison, but look at me.” He twirled as if he was some wench trying to impress a king to join his horde. “I am perfectly well and so are my men.”
“And has your visit to the Dead Cities given you new knowledge? New knowledge, giving you the right to use blade to kill those in power with brown eyes or those who befriend them?” Londenia felt it was time to throw a verbal punch.
But Anthony forced a soft laugh. “Ten Gods, no! I have learned little in the way of knowledge from Raydem and the other Dead Cities. The gods chose to remove and destroy all information it would seem, but they have left many powerful gifts that we are taking full advantage of. I just find it hard to believe that no king from my line decided to enter them sooner.”
“Perhaps because they weren’t mad. Perhaps they weren’t oath breakers, like you! The King of the Dead Cities is sworn to—”
That won her a slap on the face.
He finished her sentence, quoting, “‘—guard the cities where the High-Ten and lower-gods once sat. I swear by all Ten that I, King Anthony, will not let mortals pass the sacred borders, until such a time the gods give word to return’. I remember my words well. I do not need reminding. Now come. I believe you will find Raydem most interesting.” He walked on ahead, leaving her behind at the start of the path.
Clearly you do need reminding! Londenia shouted to him, “You do realize when the other kingdoms find out it was you behind the killings, they will attack you until you are crushed.” This made the black shadow of a man stop in his tracks.
King Anthony spun around sharply, his robes following as he glided towards her like a vicious storm. “I have no doubt they will attempt to take revenge, but with the gifts in the Dead Cities, my insurance,” he looked her up and down, “and my new…friends…they will not be of concern.”
“Friends?! Even the First, Peak and Gate Kingdoms would not condone such actions as you have done. They would have removed King Stewart from his throne and likely imprisoned others but what you are doing is mass murder!”
He shook his head. “Those savages are not my friends. My new friends are not of the Mortal Realm and they will help me build a new Ten Kingdoms as the High-Ten would have wanted them to be!” Before Londenia could question him further, King Anthony pushed his way to the front of the party. One of his pointed-toothed guards turned back to make sure she stayed with the group.
His allies are not of the Mortal Realm? They are out with Beverine’s Shield? There is nothing outside of Beverine’s Shield except water around us, stars above us and rock underneath us, she thought as she was ushered along the straight path by the foul-smelling guard.
Their walk was long. For most of it, the Dead City of Raydem was like some kind of giant painting that never seemed to get any closer. But as the sun passed midday, the structures drew close, reaching up and scratching the sky. Londenia felt dizzy looking up at the huge bronze-colored towers, some of which must have been hundreds of stories high. The tall structures twisted organically out of the ground as if some giant buzcore colony had weaved their massive hives up to the sky. 
There were no walls around the city, simply an ankle-high circle of stone that looked to arch out and stretch around the whole of Raydem. With nothing more than a normal step over the boundary, the straight path led directly into the heart of the towering masses. The city was indeed dead—dead of mortals at least—but nature encroached wherever she looked. Weeds and ivy grew on every wall and even halfway up the spiraling, giant, sand-colored towers. Londenia counted seven huge structures twisting up to touch the sky before she was pulled inside the largest of them.
It opened up onto a cavernous entranceway. The room where she had talked with Tal Marith, in the temple of Hal Tal, was likely larger in length and breadth but the high ceiling of this immense, earthy space she stood in now would have drowned it in height. Its walls curved ever so slightly and reminded her somewhat of the mud dwellings in Last Kingdom. At the far side of the great room, was an arch leading to a stairway. It was there she was escorted by King Anthony alone, while the rest of her party and the king’s guards remained in the vast room.
The stairwell was lit by a strange type of light. It did not flicker like the light from fire, but instead had a constant glow; more yellow than the redness of a flame. It shone from smooth raindrop shapes, the size of her head. One shone from the wall at each turn of the stairs. 
They climbed for what must have been six-hundred steps in the light of only the strange raindrop-shaped domes. When Londenia craned her neck up, she saw sunlight coming from a window above. Still climbing, the light began to strain her eyes, as she drew level with the bottom of the large round window and got her first glimpse of the outside world since starting the ascent. The sight took her breath away. As she looked across the desolate city and then down to the streets below she felt a tingling in her rear-end. A swaying sensation coursed through her body. 
She must have lingered longer than she realized because King Anthony stopped his climb and turned to say, “Queen Londenia, do you wish to rest here for a moment?”
Don’t you dare act nicely to me. “No, let’s continue,” she said, even though her thighs were burning. There was a throbbing pulse in her gums and she felt sweat rolling down her sides from under her arms. Londenia wanted to know how much more climbing she would need to endure but didn’t want to give the king the satisfaction of knowing she was tired. So instead she asked, “Where are you taking me?”
“To a safe place. Do not worry, you will not be harmed,” King Anthony said, with what she was sure was one of his hideous pointed-toothed smiles, but all she could see was the back of his climbing body as she trailed him on the seemingly never-ending staircase.
After an hour since setting foot on the stairs, they reached the top. Londenia was led into a long tunnel with rounded walls and a curving roof. They passed several doors on either side, but she assumed they were heading for the larger double door at the end of the narrow hallway. I could run and get lost in this place and he would never find me, she thought, as she imagined how many rooms must fill the structure that practically touched the sky.
She was certain it was only her and the king currently standing in the heights of the bronze-colored tower. Another plan of action came into her head when she realized they had not seen another living mortal since their long climb. I could take him now but who knows what blade he might be hiding in that cloak. All of these plans were futile while her small party remained in the hands of King Anthony’s guards. They were trapped in the middle of a city that was likely teeming with his men.
The sand color of the rounded corridor would have made the place feel warm if it were not for the rather solid, heartless feel of the raindrop-shaped lights illuminating the entire building. The skeleton-like king neared the double doors and threw them open. The light from the sun flooded the hallway.
When she stepped into the room, she felt the same dizzying sensations as earlier, but now she likely stood at twice that height. Londenia walked towards the floor-to-ceiling window which nearly took up one whole wall of the room. She saw the other huge twisting towers, the narrow streets (that nature had reclaimed over the hundreds of years since the gods and old mortals left) and the wide open land beyond the dead city of Raydem. There was so much wonder to take in that she nearly forgot all of her troubles and the devastation she had witnessed. But a bony hand on her shoulder quickly brought everything flooding back. She looked at the king’s long, pale fingers on her arm and snapped herself away.
He bared his pointed teeth and grabbed her with both hands. “I see you still require a cage,” he snapped, the words tumbling from his nasty sharp face.
She spat on him. He hurled her across a writing desk that was sitting in the middle of the space. Londenia landed in a heap on the floor. 
“Stand up!” King Anthony demanded in his dull, empty voice.
She did so and brushed herself off, standing as tall as she could to hide the throbbing in her left leg and backside. Trying to look proud and strong, all she could think about was how disgusting she felt and probably looked.
Queen Londenia was placed in a cage, much like the one on the ship that brought them to this place. From behind the bars, she stared out of the window of wonders. She wasn’t sure how much time passed as she let her mind wander over the tall buildings and hills beyond, to a place where none of this was happening.
Looking over at the king sitting at his writing desk, she finally broke the silence. “Why do you keep me with you when you have guards that could keep me? They keep the others.”
“The others do not ensure that I keep my life.”
She looked blankly back at him.
“You are my safety fall to make sure that your father does not attempt to break my back before my allies get here. Therefore, I need you unharmed and un-bedded.”
“So if I were to hurl myself through that window, you would no longer have a safety fall and my father could come and snap that skinny back of yours?” She threw him a smile. It was hard to hold such a fake gesture. Her cheeks twitched.
“You are not about to do that.”
He’s right, I’ve got a mission to complete and my people are relying on me…and, I’m in a cage, she thought as she maintained the cutting smile. “Does he know I am here?”
“No. And I intend to keep it that way for the time being—”
King Anthony was interrupted. The door to the high room swung open. An elderly pair bumbled through with smiles on their faces: a man and a woman.
“Tony, we were so happy to hear of your arrival. Are you well?” the friendly-looking old woman asked as she threw her arms out to the King of the Dead Cities. They hadn’t spotted Londenia in her cage in the corner of the room. King Anthony’s eyes darted everywhere except the cage. He didn’t answer her, and finally stared at Londenia as if to say keep quiet.
The squat, podgy, old man spoke, “We ought oo were not comin’ back.” The unfinished words made it sound as if he was talking with his mouth full.
When King Anthony finally spoke he did so in a strange manner also: over-exaggerating his mouth movements and spacing out his words. “I … am … sorry … for … my … lateness,” he said to the man with a smile, then turned to the beaming woman. “I cannot speak at this moment, but I will of course visit you this evening, for dinner perhaps?” he said, with all the politeness of a well-trained child.
He smiles with his mouth but not his eyes. Londenia looked on with suspicion from her cage.
“Dinner it shall be,” the old woman announced as if speaking to a servant. The man shook the king’s hand, smiling again and the couple turned towards the door, looking as if they had just received the most wonderful news. Their eyes met Londenia’s. Without breaking stare, the old woman asked the king, “Tony, why is there a young lady in a cage?”
Londenia thought she had nothing to lose, so she stretched a hand through the bars and introduced herself, saying, “Greetings. I am Queen Londenia of Last Kingdom, daughter of King Kalon of Long Kingdom.” My father’s name may carry some weight.
“Ten Gods, Tony! Why do you keep Kalon’s daughter in a cage?” the old woman exclaimed.
“I was wondering that as well…Tony…” Londenia took a dig at the king. The old man didn’t speak, his eyes shifted from face to face.
King Anthony’s pathetic attempt at a smile was waning. “This does not concern you, Mother. It is of high importance and I assure you she has not, and will not, be harmed.”
It’s his mother! Londenia racked her brains, trying to remember what the old woman’s name was but her lessons as a child failed her.
“King Kalon helped your father when that wretched band from the Land of the Old Ways tried to enter Haven and this is how our kingdom repays him?” The king’s mother was already opening the lock to Londenia’s cage and he did little to stop her. “Now you feed this girl and we will see no more of her in that cage!” She turned to the old man. “Come, Rigard, we will make preparations for dinner.”
King Rigard? It can’t be! He’s dead! Rigard, Anthony’s father, was the King of the Dead Cities before him but was thought to have been dead for many years.
As the king’s mother neared the door, she turned to Londenia. “You will be joining us of course, my dear?”
King Anthony’s face was that of a startled cat.
Londenia spoke before he could. “I would be delighted.”
The door closed and she was once again left alone with the King of the Dead Cities, who suddenly became more kingly again. “You will not speak of what you know to them. The task I have been given is my burden to carry, not theirs!” He slammed his hand on the table without raising his voice.
“If it is such a burden then why have you chosen this path of killing kings and innocents?”
She never received an answer. Londenia spent the next few hours sitting in the corner of the room, while King Anthony stared at his glowing panel and pieces of parchment strewn across the writing desk, which dominated the high room.
Through the window the sun was dropping below the horizon, casting large shadows across the lifeless city of Raydem. In the glow of the reddening sky, the desolate place looked warm and inviting. When she closed her eyes, Londenia could picture the streets bustling with mortals, lower-gods and perhaps even the High-Ten, all those centuries ago, back in the Gods’ Age, before the Great Poison. What it must have been like to live in such a time.
Dinner that night was a strange affair. She sat in a room with a long dining table in the center and a sizeable window. The glass in the other six large hive-like towers of Raydem, glowed with the same steady yellow light that brightened the halls of the one she sat in now. 
To the right of Londenia was King Anthony’s mother, Ilar, who had her son to the right of her. Only the king’s father sat on the other side of the table, which Londenia found strange. You are no longer king and yet you sit in the place of highest standing. He did not seem to be the dominating type of person who would feel the need to have such privilege. From what she remembered her father telling her, apparently King Rigard was a humble person. So why are you sitting there, while we all sit on the lower side?
Ilar lifted the lid on a homely oven dish and steam came rushing out to reveal an inviting, warming stew. She saw chopped onions and some kind of root vegetable through the brown meat that was moist with dark gravy. It reminded her of her mother’s cooking back home in Deca’Rise.
The kindly old woman placed two ladles of the food onto Londenia’s dinner plate first. “Now you eat as much as you like, my dear. It looks as if you haven’t had a good meal in many moon-turns.”
Londenia flashed a smile at King Anthony, past the shoulder of his caring mother. “There was little of eating on the ship, as there were so many to feed.” She chose her words carefully but the old couple seemed detached from reality anyway. She likely could have said anything and they would have simply smiled and carried on.
“And my son has treated your people well, yes?” Ilar asked, fishing for compliments about her wonderful son.
The abducted queen saw little to gain in blowing her cover yet. From what she could tell, the old couple had little power. I doubt any of those on the ground below know of their existence. “King Anthony, has outdone himself. In fact, he has done everything in his power to keep me from harm.” Her face was beginning to hurt from forcing smiles.
Londenia became frightfully aware of stares from the former king, Rigard. She was used to men gaping at her breasts but the old man seemed to be staring at her lips. He stared in this same way at his son and wife—never looking at their eyes, only their mouths. She flashed him a quick smile, which was returned.
Queen Londenia went to pick up her fork, still staring at the old man, who had now turned his attention to the stew. Mother and son were eating and talking. Londenia fumbled for her knife and in the process, dropped it onto the plate with a loud clatter, breaking the silence of the room. The two to her right jumped, as did she, but Rigard remained undisturbed. His ears don’t work, Londenia considered. A little test perhaps… “Your wife is a wonderful cook, Sir Rigard,” she said, while the old king’s eyes were still focused on the food in front of him.
There was no response until King Anthony jumped in, saying, “My father is a man who likes his food, indeed.” He smiled and laughed a horrible, forced, weak chuckle.
He didn’t hear a word, she was sure of it. The king and his mother struck up a conversation about the lack of food in her kitchen. The poor old woman continually hinted about being allowed outside again. He is practically keeping them prisoner here, Londenia realized. Or is he hiding them? A father with such a debilitating thing as useless ears would not stand well for a king who thinks he must bleed every weakness, or so called abomination in power, in the kingdoms.
This old man’s weakness was something that could be of advantage to her but she had to be certain of it. She waited for the old man to look up again. When he did, she smiled at him, took a deep breath and set her trap…
Londenia mouthed words, without any sound, “Do I have something on my face?” Her lips moved in total silence as mother and son bickered, unaware, next to her.
“No,” Rigard murmured in his strange voice.
Got you, Londenia thought as mother and son fell silent, locking their gaze on the old man.
“No what, Father?” King Anthony asked, clearly confused by the sudden random word from the old man.
Londenia raised her hand as if wiping something from her face but really using it to cover her lips as she turned to King Anthony and Ilar. “Forgive us for interrupting, I offered to serve your father more stew but it seems he is full.” Her words seemed to satisfy the two to her right and all of them went back to eating.
Later that evening, back in the high room, she sat in the corner while King Anthony stared and tapped at the glowing panel at his writing desk. Londenia strained her eyes to see the engravings on its brass surround. There were two patterns: a simple flower with perhaps ten or twelve petals, and multiple squares set within each other. These simple patterns repeated around the rim of the device.
With the strange lights illuminating the room and the darkness outside, it was sometimes difficult to see out of the window; all Londenia saw was a reflection of the room itself. If she tried hard, she could sometimes catch the light from another of the tall towers outside and focus her eyes on it to partly see the darkened city. Scarred Nahar’s glow pierced through the window, making it look as if it were sitting in the reflected room. 
With hardly any view of the outside world and only the king perched at his writing desk for company, Londenia felt more trapped than at any other time since he first flashed his pointed teeth at her on the Fair Blue Maiden.
It is the first night I have been out of a cage and yet I feel like the bars are closer than ever before. Something stirred inside her and she spoke. “Why have you not bled him?”
“What did you say?” the king snapped, looking up from the glowing panel.
“I said, why have you not killed him like the others?”
“Killed who?” His lips tightened.
“Rigard.”
The king stood abruptly and glided to where she sat, towering over her like a tall, thin shadow. “And why would I bleed my own father, may I ask?” His voice shook.
“Why did you kill King Stewart?”
The King just smirked, shook his head and picked Londenia up by the arm. He ushered her to the cage.
She didn’t resist. I have you now. She pressed him further, saying, “A simple question, isn’t it? I’m sure you told me, right before you bled his queen and wife, it’s just my memory fails me. Tell me again, why did you have King Stewart killed?” Londenia was back behind the bars and the lock was snapped shut.
King Anthony stared at her through the cold metal, then calmly spoke. “King Stewart was planting his useless seed in those abominations. He weakens the very essence of the Ten Kingdoms and the true word of the Ten High-Gods.” He turned to walk back to his writing desk.
“No, there was something else.” She twirled a finger round and round. “What was it?” she probed, knowing the answer she wanted.
“Don’t play games with me.”
“I’ve been stuck in a cage for Ten-Gods-knows how long, so you will humor me with a game once in a while.”
He turned and stormed towards her like a dark cloud, reaching through the bars, and grabbing her by the neck. “King Stewart was killed because he was a fat, useless weakness with a failing body who insisted on keeping his throne and attempting to spread his rotten seed.”
As his bony hand closed around her throat, the air was leaving her. Her thoughts edged away. 
She felt the release. Air returning. The shadow of the king turned and moved away again. Londenia dropped to her knees, trying to regain her breath. I’ve got him in a corner. I have to keep going. The gasping queen was desperate to understand the twisted man standing in the room and she was finally beginning to get somewhere, although her body might not be able to withstand another choking. “I know other kings with broken parts,” she muttered.
King Anthony stood totally still, looking out at the broken moon. “He is no longer king!”
Took the bait. “Who is no longer king?”
“You think you’re winning your little game and yet you sit in a cage.”
“I thought we weren’t playing games.” She waited for another witty reply but when it didn’t come she decided to break cover. “Your father, (the former) King Rigard’s ears don’t work. And yet here he is, still alive. But I notice he is somewhat hidden from public view.”
“He was removed from power immediately after his body started to fail and has not been allowed to breed.”
“Perhaps King Stewart would have stepped down. He wasn’t given much choice in the matter!” She leaned forward, grabbing the bars and pushed her face between them, asking slowly, “So I ask again, why did you not kill him like the others?”
“I decide who lives or dies and the fate of the Ten Kingdoms!” he said firmly, turning back to her cage.
Keep pressing him, she told herself. “That sounds awfully god-like to me, Your Grace.” Her words were meant to irritate, and they did just that.
He slammed his skinny fist on the writing desk. “Blasphemy!” he shouted, raising his voice for a rare occasion. He steadied himself, and continued, “I was chosen by the gods, I am not one!”
“It is very convenient to have been chosen by the gods for such a mission that you feel you have been set. Being able to pick and choose what you believe. I do not believe for one moment that the Ten could be so cruel as to command you to do what you have done.”
“Pah!” King Anthony gasped. “Forgive me High-Ten for what I am about to say,” he said in prayer, then eyed Londenia. “If you believe that the Ten are merciful and kind, then you are clearly not one with the Ten. After the High-Ten destroyed Nahar in punishment to the lower-gods, they all came here and built these cities. Many lower-gods perished in the destruction of Nahar.” He pointed through the window to Scarred Nahar in the night sky. “Think of all the travesties in the Mortal Realm. All the children that die. All the men that beat their women. All of the suffering. That all happened even when the High-Ten lived on this very land and still continues now as they watch over us in spirit. Unimaginable suffering which they allow…which they created! And not to mention the Great Poison which they themselves brought upon this land…killing millions! I do not question their ways for a moment. We cannot begin to understand their meaning and intent. But one would be a fool to say that they are kind and nurturing.”
His words struck meaning with her but she shook off the doubts and continued to press him. “But they taught us never to use blade, even if it were on our enemies. If you are so loyal to the Ten, why go directly against their teachings? I assume they have spoken to you,” she mocked, “and given you permission to do such things?”
“Their messengers have,” he replied, pointing to his glowing panel. “They spoke in a strange tongue but the gods’ device let me understand their words and they said to ‘bleed weakness’. They brought me this new commandment from the High-Ten. And once I rid the kingdoms of weakness, showing our strength, I will be granted an army to serve us as a gift for my obedience to the will of the Ten.”
“And these are your friends you spoke of who are not of this world?” she asked, finding herself becoming engrossed in finally getting some useful information. 
“Yes. And they will be the most powerful army…an army of guardians that will bring peace by keeping all in the light of the Ten. They are not mortals like you or I. You know very well that the High-Ten are not the only gods. There were tens of thousands of lower-gods, living in these cities, ruled by the High-Ten. But these messengers I spoke to, through the gods’ gift; they too, are powerful. They are messengers from the High-Ten…‘guardians’! Perhaps even as powerful as the lower-gods, like the ones who once lived among us.
“I have seen their faces, through the gods’ device,” he indicated to his treasured brass-trimmed panel again. “Yes, they have eyes, and a nose and a mouth, but there is something…different. The shape of their face; beautiful but terrifying. I found myself unable to look away,  and yet their black eyes chilled my blood. They looked not like us mortals, or the gods.”
It was common knowledge that there were many lower-gods who the High-Ten created in their own image and lived among them. King Anthony, however, spoke of ‘guardians’. Londenia had never heard of the Ten creating any being other than the lower-gods, mortals and the beasts of the land and sea.
“Why do these guardians not come now and help you rid the kingdoms of weakness? If the Ten will it, then surely they could bring them to you now.”
“It seems that Beverine wished me to prove my worth before lowering Her shield to let my gift through.” The king spoke of the shield that protects the Mortal Realm. It is a great cocoon made by the goddess of protection, Beverine, which surrounds everything to protect all mortals. It is invisible but ships report that it is impassable.
His tongue is loose, keep him talking. It was almost as if King Anthony was enjoying revealing his mission to her. She asked him, “Have you proven your worth?” 
“Only Beverine can say so. And I have not had contact with the messengers ever since they left their homeland on their journey to the shield.” Pausing for a moment, he flashed his pointed teeth in a smile. “Now that we are sharing, perhaps you could tell me about your King Romarus. Is he as arrogant as his father was?”
Don’t you dare speak ill of either of them, she thought but held her words, hoping to gain more information from him. “He has a kind heart and has obeyed the Ten’s teachings…even to your standards.” She flashed a smile with only her lips. That’s a lie, but I’m not giving you any excuse to hunt him down. She had seen Romarus pleasure himself, release his seed in the wrong areas and she herself had contributed to his deviations when he pleasured her in Hal Tal.
“A shame he is unable to be located. It sounds like he would be an excellent ruler for the wastelands of Last Kingdom when I build the new order.” The king stared into her eyes like he was reading words on a page.
You think that speaking well of him will make me spill my words…although, I have no words to spill. “It is a great shame and I am eager to locate him as well.” She threw him a slanted smile with a cocked eyebrow.
Bang! Bang! Bang! Metal rang. King Anthony’s fists pounding on the bars made her jump back and reminded her that she was in a cage, thousands of footfalls above the ground and well and truly alone. He glided back to his writing desk and got on with his usual busy tasks.
She dreamt of Romarus that night; a true memory from a time before the dark tidings from Mor. The boy king was yet to establish his horde so his frustrations ran deep.
Londenia poured oil into the palm of her hand. It ran thin, having been warmed next to the fire in the royal bedchamber. King Romarus lay face down on the bed with his bare arse curving up from his legs, leading to the toned muscles on his smooth back. She began by massaging his shoulders, rubbing away the knots. The aroma of the oil stirred an excitement in her. There was a comfort that lingered in the smell, she forever linked it with these wonderful moments. Londenia liked to think she was helping the boy relax and perhaps taking away some of the burdens he must bear. It was a time they spent together, in private, away from other women, the begging smallfolk, and others in the court who Romarus had befriended: those whom he shouldn’t be so familiar with.
Her hands slid over his arse muscles. When she pushed, his hips sank into the bed. She ran each hand over his cheeks in turn, building a soothing rhythm. The boy king continued to grind into the bed when she stopped to pour more oil onto her hands.
“Fuck, I’m going to need to,” he said and flipped over onto his back. His hard cock hovered stiffly over his dark-brown bush of pubic hair. “When will you have my horde sorted? I need it so bad,” Romarus asked while he began to rub his cock up and down.
He’s starting to notice my delays, Londenia worried, as a sinking feeling flopped in her chest. “I want to make sure I find the cleanest and most well-bred women I can. And I have to be extra careful with you not having chosen a wife yet.”
The king’s hand moved rapidly, without shame, as they continued to speak. A wet slapping sound dominated the otherwise quiet bedchamber. “I’ve waited so long though.” He clenched his jaw, his hand frantically jerking. “You could just get the horde together and I could make sure I pull out before I shoot. Or they could just use their hands on me or something. You could watch to make sure I didn’t do anything stupid. I trust you.”
“I know you’ve been patient. But this must be done in the right way. You can relieve yourself in this way for just now. Kings are not supposed to spill their seed out with a woman, but you know I will not speak of this to anybody.”
“Thanks! You do so much for me. But seriously, hurry with the horde.” He continued to pleasure himself. Romarus opened his legs and looked down towards his cock.
He’s getting close, she recognized the signs. Londenia wished it could be her giving him what he desired but that could never happen. “If you’re close you should stand up,” she said, grabbing a towel, holding it out as she did every night when the king was nearly ready.
He stood over her by the side of the bed and she knelt in front of him with the towel. He bent his knees and rounded his back with his hand moving as fast as a spinning staff.
Londenia looked up at his face. The boy king’s eyes were screwed shut and veins in his neck throbbed. The muscles in his chest rippled. Warmth exuded from his naked body. He cursed and gasped through gritted teeth. She inhaled his musk and locked it away in her memory. It was like a blanket. Romarus rocked as if he was willing Urenies to bring him the feeling. Londenia felt a pulsing below and a yearning to hold the boy king’s body close.
A shudder and a groan from Romarus made her look to his cock. His hand slowed and shot after shot of white seed landed on the towel she held. As he continued to shoot, he bent forward and his cheek touched hers. She leaned into it, rubbing her skin against his face.
“Ahh Bostonia,” the king muttered in her ear. It was as if he had punched her in the gut. He was quite entitled to say her sister’s name and he meant no malice towards her. It was not as if Londenia and Romarus could ever become anything more than king and queen but it still hurt to be reminded that these private moments would soon come to an end. They would inevitably be shared with somebody else. She would soon assemble his horde, he would choose a wife and from then on he would have other places to spill his seed, other than a towel held by his queen so that he didn’t soil the rugs or bedsheets. Their cozy, private connection would be ripped away forever.
She woke in her cage with Romarus’s warmth still lingering from her dream. It slowly began to dissipate as if somebody opened a door and let in a cold draft. She was moist down below and felt the same lightness she felt back in Hal Tal after Romarus gave her his gift. A lump grew in her throat as she thought of her boy king and what may have become of him.
Long shadows cast by the rising sun stretched across the Dead City. Londenia was let out of her cage and given breakfast on the writing desk, cleared of all papers. Anthony sat opposite her, staring in silence as he ate. His pointed teeth made hair-raising scrapes every so often as he chewed. King Anthony would wince when his sharp teeth failed to slot together properly on certain bites. It was becoming unbearable to listen, so she stood and took her plate to sit in the corner of the room, next to her cage.
“Something I said?” he asked, flippantly.
Her patience was wearing thin. “I can’t sit there while you eat.”
“My face then?” he offered, playing his little game.
Well that little arse on your chin does annoy me incessantly… “No, it’s the grinding of your teeth.” She shuddered at the thought of it. “It makes my spine crawl.”
As soon as she had finished her sentence, the king unleashed a torrent of teeth gnashing. Londenia rounded her shoulders and a shiver went down her back. She turned away from him to face the corner.
A long grinding sound filled the room as he scraped his chair along the floor. It went around the desk, to the middle of the room, the scraping noise growing louder, ending up right behind her. Ting ting ting, his teeth chimed. He laughed. “Lighten up.” A bony pat on the shoulder followed.
Lighten up?! She couldn’t believe what she had just heard. “Well, I’ll do my best to forget about my childhood friend being bled and losing my king and—”
He broke her chain of thought, announcing, “This was how we were meant to be.” Another gnashing of teeth came from behind her. “You have only ever seen paintings of the gods with their mouths closed. In the gallery across from this high tower, there are hundreds of paintings and even images where it is as if a moment in time has been captured, framed and hung on the wall. When the male High-Ten and lower-gods smile, they have sharp teeth coming to a point.” 
Ting ting ting, went his teeth. The chair scraped away behind her and the waft of his black cloak brushed the hairs on her neck that were already standing up on end.
She had never thought of it before: I haven’t ever seen an image of the gods with their teeth showing. But King Anthony’s reasoning was ridiculous; trying to mimic them. “So why don’t you paint yourself blue as well then?” In the paintings she had seen, the gods were always depicted with blue skin.
“That would be quite impractical,” he said, dismissively.
He likes picking and choosing what to follow. “And filing your teeth until you can barely eat is practical?”
She didn’t get the response she was expecting: “They’ve found him!” the king exclaimed in (what was for him) a loud shout.
Londenia swiveled around on the floor to face him as he stared at the glowing gods’ device. She decided to give the king the question he was clearly fishing for: “Found who?”
“That abomination spawned from the Watch King’s seed.” He laughed in an obviously forced manner, clearly only to show her his joy—or perhaps for the gods he felt he was serving.
Taigo… Her heart sank. After learning about King Anthony’s plans, she realized the hybrid son of King Servin was likely a very big part of it. He was a boy born of a king and a brown-eyed, brown-skinned woman of Green Island descent who looked as if he would one day become King of the Watch.
Londenia wanted to keep as much a position of power as possible. “I thought you killed all in Deca’Point,” she said, playing dumb.
The king studied the gods’ device, tapping at it as he held it in one hand. With a flutter of black robes, he glided out of the room into the hallway and left her, as the sun rose over the Dead City outside.
She heard him lock the door before his footsteps faded down the long hallway leading to the stairs. Londenia jumped up and hurried to the writing desk. It was completely clear, except for King Anthony’s breakfast plate. She rounded the desk, trying each drawer in turn. All were locked, apart from one. It contained the file he used to point his teeth (the sight of it made her shiver) and a small blade. Londenia left the blade untouched and closed the desk. She sat back down, leaning against the outside of the cage, waiting. There’s no point in taking the blade because if I attack him, my people are still under threat. Her mind worked through scenarios but each one seemed more ridiculous than the last.
It was over an hour before she heard returning footsteps. The door to the high room clicked open. Taigo stumbled in with his hands bound behind him. The boy wore only tattered dark-brown cottons. His face was grazed, one eye was bruised and blood dripped from his nose. As usual, his mouth hung open ever so slightly. 
Both of Taigo’s eyes swirled in his head until they locked onto Londenia. They widened and he gasped. His bare chest heaved. She quickly shook her head at him before King Anthony glided in. Wielding a blade, he casually flicked his foot behind him to close the door. The handle of the knife had brass knuckles to accommodate each finger. He rounded Taigo and perched himself on the writing desk, propping up the boy’s chin with the cold sharp metal. Taigo stood like a guard at attention, staring through the window, his nose occasionally wrinkling with a sniff. It looked painful to swallow.
“King Taigo of the Watch Kingdom. Sounds good in principle. Tai-go.” He sounded out the boy’s name. “A pure and noble sounding name. But those blue eyes aren’t true blue, are they? That brown skin is a giveaway even for somebody who does not know your background.”
Taigo’s back was failing him and his shoulder began to slouch. He stiffened his body again, giving no reply.
“Who is this you’re toying with now?” Londenia ventured, pretending not to know Taigo, hoping he would understand and play along.
“This is the late King Servin’s son.” King Anthony rested the tip of his blade on Taigo’s nose. “His only son…if you can call something like this a son.”
She could think of nothing to say that would help the situation, so she held her tongue.
The King of the Dead Cities lowered his blade and looked the boy in the eyes. “Do you want to know why I destroyed Deca’Point?”
Taigo coughed. His body shook. “You destroyed it because of me,” he rasped through broken lips and bloodied teeth.
King Anthony stood. “You?” He laughed. “You think far too highly of yourself. I mean, yes, you were part of the reason, a big part. But Servin set an example for his kingdom that his high lords and even smallfolk began to follow. The whole place was infested with scrotes, runts and bastards. He joined with a woman from Arland. He elevated a female from Narscape to queen as well. Creatures, both of them, who knew nothing of the Ten! Nothing! 
“The wife still worshipped her one false-god—while his so-called queen had no faith of any kind. Did you know that our wise King Servin even set up a temple for Jahanar,” he spat and tapped his chest ten times, “so that his heathen wife could worship in her old and heretic ways. Everywhere you looked, them—and others like them—and lowborns, were climbing to power and positions of—”
Taigo spat in the king’s face, stopping him mid-rant.
King Anthony leaned forward, carefully rubbing his stubbly skin on the side of the boy’s hair to wipe off the bloody saliva. The blade was back at Taigo’s throat. “May the Ten forgive you,” King Anthony said calmly.
He’s going to execute him unless I do something. Londenia couldn’t allow any more deaths.
She lunged for King Anthony. Joint-locked his wrist with precision. The blade fell. He spun out of her lock. She strode out into a Yarth-stance: feet wide, knees bent with one hand covering her face and the other covering her groin. The lessons from her youth came flooding back to her as the king dipped for the blade at Taigo’s feet. The boy kicked the blade under the desk and it slid all the way to the window. He kneed the cloaked king in the stomach, then chased the blade with his hands still bound. King Anthony stood, winded. Londenia tracked him in her low fighting stance. He rushed at her. She deflected punches away from her face.
The king was slow and she realized her concerns of not being able to take him one-on-one earlier were unfounded. But there was still the problem of her party being held hostage.
She threw an uppercut to his ridiculous chin-arse and followed it with an elbow to the crown of his head. Dazed, he staggered between her and Taigo, who was trying to use the blade to cut his hands free. King Anthony snapped around to his writing desk and pressed a red circle of light on the gods’ device. It began to sound like a distant battle horn.
Londenia shouted, “What did you just do?”
The king slowly stood upright and held his hands out to the side and smiled his sharpened grin.
“Tell me what you just did!” she demanded. 
The lack of response, along with the king’s non-aggressive stance, unnerved her. He’s used that device to call for help. She panicked, then shook her head to refocus her thoughts.
For once she was glad of her ability to think of every possible outcome in a situation. She helped Taigo free his hands. The boy leaped the desk and held the blade to the king’s throat. 
“Stop!” Londenia hollered at him.
“Have you become that fond of me in our time together, my lady?” King Anthony hissed.
“Shut the fuck up!” Londenia yelled, forgetting her courtesies, then looked at Taigo, who was breathing fast through gritted teeth. “If you kill him now and they find him bleeding, they will likely kill all of my people,” she warned the revenge-hungry boy.
“Correct,” King Anthony said, still smiling. As she looked on his face, she saw wrinkles around his eyes. She realized how often he must use this false mask of fake smiles. “However, I am quite happy to die for my cause as there will be others who will come after me. I can assure you of that. And I am content with where I stand with the gods. So slice me if you must.”
They both ignored him. Taigo spoke through tight lips with the blade making an impression on the king’s pale, scrawny neck. “Let me kill the cunt! Let me bleed him like he did to all the others.”
“No,” Londenia commanded. She paused for a moment letting her mind work. “You will get your revenge on him, I promise you that, but now he must remain unharmed until my people are safe.” She shook her hands and rubbed her face.
“What’s the fucking plan then?” Taigo shouted at Queen Londenia while he held the blade firm against the king’s flesh. She had never heard the boy raise his voice in anger like this but she knew it wasn’t a personal attack on her.
“Yes, Queen Londenia, what is the fucking plan?” the king scoffed calmly as the cold metal blade pressed on his skin. It was as if none of this was happening to him. He smiled, as always, and the arse on his chin still annoyed her to her very core.
Londenia turned her back on the distracting skeleton-like-face of the king and ran her hands through her hair, willing her usual uncanny ability of predicting the outcome of every situation to come to her rescue. Yod’Herem give me wisdom, she prayed. Footsteps from the corridor made her spring into action. His help is here! Her heart pounded. “Taigo, get him in the cage,” she hissed in a lowered voice and braced the door to the room. King Anthony didn’t resist in the slightest as he was prodded behind the bars and locked in.
Then an unexpected, concerned voice spoke softly, saying, “Tony?” Londenia heard the king’s mother on the other side of the door that she was pressed up against. “Tony, we heard banging.”
I think you mean, you heard banging, Londenia corrected in her head.
Taigo was now next to her, helping to brace the door. “Who is that woman? And who the fuck is Tony?” he asked.
“That’s Tony.” She nodded towards the king in the cage. “And that’s his doting mother on the other side of this door.” She noticed that King Anthony no longer had a cocky look about him. What little color he had, drained from his face. She realized what she must do. Nodding to Taigo to step back from the door, Londenia put her hand on the knob. She turned it, then pulled it open to see the caring old mother on the other side, looking small and vulnerable in the long corridor.
Ilar gave a shaky smile and tried to peer into the room. She enquired, “Is everything okay, Queen Londenia? And who is your young friend—” She stopped talking as her eyes met the blade in Taigo’s hand. The old woman shrieked like a squawking bird. “No, Tony! What have they done to you?”
Londenia snatched her and covered her mouth. Although it was doubtful that Rigard would hear the screams, she had no idea how close King Anthony’s guards were in their climb from the bottom of the tower.
The king kicked off, pleading, “Queen Londenia, I beg of you! Do not harm her. She played no part in all of this. She is innocent in the crimes you feel I have committed.”
As Londenia went to speak, Taigo butted past, storming towards the cage, wielding his blade at the king. “Fucking innocent! Do you want to know who was innocent, you cunt? My fucking father and my sisters and every other person you had skinned and burnt!” The boy punched the cage and the metal rang.
Londenia could feel Ilar’s mouth moving, trying to speak and felt the old woman’s warm tears rolling over her hand.
“Taigo, give me the blade,” Londenia ordered, reaching out her hand that had covered Ilar’s mouth.
With her lips free, Ilar let out a torrent of emotion, asking, “Tony, why does that boy say these things?”
To Ilar’s words, King Anthony just stared as if he were a child caught stealing treats from a jar.
Taigo stood still.
“Taigo…Give me the blade!” Londenia said more forcefully this time.
He swung an arm back so that the handle of the blade was outstretched. Londenia grabbed it.
“Tony, answer me!” Ilar shrieked. The pain in her voice brought a lump to Londenia’s throat. She felt for the poor woman who clearly loved her son and just had her whole world torn apart. And now Londenia had to drag the wretched creature into the twisted mess. It was the only way she saw her party being able to escape. She held the blade to the old woman’s throat, but Ilar seemed unaware, and continued to plead with her son for answers.
Ignoring his mother’s wails, King Anthony appealed, “Queen Londenia, I beg you, do not do this.”
“What did you press on that panel?” Londenia asked coldly.
“I called for my guards.” For once he answered plainly.
“Are they coming from the ground?”
“Yes.”
Then they will likely not even have reached halfway. “You will call them off immediately,” she commanded, finally feeling like she was regaining control.
“Yes, yes. Of course.” King Anthony bowed.
“Taigo!” She nodded to the boy to let the king out of the cage.
He did so and shadowed his every move. The king walked to the writing desk as Londenia shuffled backwards with Ilar restrained, keeping her distance from him. He touched the gods’ device with his bony white hand and the quiet horn sound stopped. 
“And you realize if I see one sign of a guard, I will bleed her.” The words tasted foul in her mouth. Please forgive me, she willed Ilar to hear but could not say it out loud.
“I swear by all Ten that I have called them off,” King Anthony promised. “Now tell me what I must do for you to release her.” Even though it was Londenia he was addressing, the king stared into his mother’s eyes the whole time he spoke.
“You will clear the streets of guards to the long path leading to the coast. We will walk there with my people.” She didn’t wait for a response from King Anthony as she turned to Taigo. “There’s a blade in the top drawer of the desk. You will go to the second door on your right. You will find an old man. If you talk to him, he will not understand unless he can see your lips.”
Taigo’s non-bruised eye narrowed as he shrugged. His nose wrinkled above his chapped lips.
She shook her head. “Just don’t talk to him. Bring him here.”
The boy found the blade in the top drawer of the desk and ran out of the room.
“Rigard! Rigard! They’re coming!” Ilar shouted hopelessly, through sobs, to her husband in the other room. His broken ears of course couldn’t hear her.
Londenia stared at the king. She was left alone with him and his mother, while Taigo retrieved old Rigard. 
“Now you will get word to your guards on the ground,” Londenia demanded, “using whatever sorcery you have and tell them to clear the streets. They will release my people and not harm us as we walk to the Fair Blue Maiden.”
The king was clearly torn. She felt horrible using the love he bore for his doting mother and father as a weapon to force him to release them. But she kept reminding herself of the travesties that the monster had committed. It has to be
done to save my people.
And after all, I won’t have to cut her…will I?
Reluctantly, his thin hand moved to the brass-trimmed panel on the desk and his bony fingers flicked and tapped the shiny surface. He stepped back from the writing desk and looked at Londenia.
“Is that it?” she asked, doubting he placed any order with just a few taps on a panel. Londenia dragged Ilar with her over to the window and looked down. Even after all this time in the high room she still felt her rear end clench as she saw how far away the ground was. A group of ant-sized mortals milled around in the streets. From here it was hard to tell but it looked as if all were trained guards, judging by their clothes and the way they stood. “Nothing has changed. There are still guards in the streets.”
“Please give it time, my lady,” he pleaded. His eyes lowered.
Sure enough, the streets looked to be clearing. Within minutes, they were empty. Londenia spotted a huddled group moving out into the middle of the thin strip between the buildings below.
At that moment, there was a noise from the corridor. Londenia jumped to face the door. She squeezed the old woman tight to her. Anthony began to head for the door. “Stop! Don’t you fucking move!” She didn’t like the sound of herself cursing but the blood coursing through her veins forced her tongue. 
The king stopped in his tracks. 
Holding her breath, Londenia listened to the creaking on the other side of the door. Please don’t make there be something on the other side that will make me have to follow through on my word. Even if it were guards I don’t think I could bring myself to slice her. What good would it do at that stage anyway?
The hinges creaked. Rigard stepped through with Taigo’s light-brown arm wrapped around his neck, with the blade held tight to it. “What ith goin’ on?” he asked, in his broken speech. His eyes were wide and his face pale. When his gaze locked on to Ilar, the old man erupted, yelling, “Le ’er go—”
“Queen Londenia, let me go to him,” the king pleaded, with his body looking as if it wanted to sprint to the old man but his feet rooted him in place, frozen to the spot.
She nodded, hoping King Anthony might be able to calm his father. 
They began their long climb down the stairs. After ten stories, Taigo and Londenia decided to take turns at holding hostage. For ten stories Taigo would hold Rigard and for the next, Londenia would hold Ilar. As long as we have one bladed, he won’t try anything.
They made King Anthony walk at least ten footfalls below them on the stairs. He couldn’t run and, most importantly, he had no control for the time being. 
The way down was much faster than the way up, or at least it seemed that way. It was less strenuous of course, but she knew where she was going, so that, perhaps, was why it felt quicker. 
Ilar and Rigard were struggling. When they weren’t being restrained, they would clutch onto the handholds jutting from the walls. Rigard took to leading with his right leg and dragging his left. If they ushered him to go faster and use his left leg to step down, he would wince in pain with each landing.
When they reached the window that Londenia had first feared to look through on the way up, it now seemed a mere leap from the ground. It was still incredibly high of course, but below, she saw actual body shapes. Perhaps it was just hope, but she was sure she could make out the faces of her people waiting on the street below. She felt a chill and yet her body still sweated profusely. 
As they descended further, her mind churned over every scenario. If he threatens my people, we will stand our ground. There is no way he would risk his parents’ lives; he wouldn’t have allowed us this far if he did not care for them. And the sorrow and pain I saw on his face was real. Her thoughts darted randomly. What if he has bowmen in the buildings and they pick us off? But surely it would be too much of a risk, since they might only hit one target and the other one could kill their hostage. 
A reassuring thought occurred to her as they neared what must have been only ten stories from the ground. He will not want them to be seen! He’s had them hidden away in his tower that only he enters for Ten-Gods-only-knew how long. If they are seen alive, it would mean his people would lose faith in his cause; the proof of a king with broken ears who was spared, while others must apparently die. He will surely make sure all of his guards are not able to view Rigard alive.
It turned out there were more than ten stories left to descend, and Taigo and Londenia swapped their hostage shifts another four times before arriving at ground level. They walked into the large cavernous entrance hall where she had last seen her people. 
Through the already open doors, were familiar faces outside in the sunlight. Londenia allowed herself a quick glimpse at Celóndas, who stared back with wide questioning eyes from the huddle of haggard faces. The healer shrugged and mouthed, “What’s happening?” then bit her lip and looked around the streets and up the high-sided buildings.
Londenia, who was on her break from holding hostage, lifted a finger to her lips to try to calm her friend. King Anthony didn’t make eye contact with anybody. He stormed ahead along the empty street towards the long straight path leading to the coast. With a nod from Queen Londenia, the huddle followed, led by Taigo, who held old King Rigard around the neck with the blade pressed close.
The small mass of bodies, eleven strong, moved in unison like a collection of desert beetles, with eyes scanning all around. I wish I could explain to you all what is happening, she thought, but didn’t want to risk anything that may destabilize the situation. Amidst the panic in her mind, she tried to account for every face. Where is Grey’Gon and Trae’Gon? She walked next to Taigo in front of the huddle of her people. She shouted to King Anthony, twenty footfalls ahead. “Two of my guards are missing!”
“If you wish to linger, I will have them turn back on their journey to Camptal. They were sent there yesterday for reprogramming. It will likely only take them a day to arrive back if that is what you wish,” King Anthony shouted back, somehow still using a lowered voice as always.
Bastard! I don’t have a choice. We have to get out now while we still can. Her heart sank at the thought of turning her back on two of Romarus’s most trusted guards. She did not want to think of the horrors of what reprogramming might involve. Will Romarus ever forgive me for leaving Grey’Gon, his good friend and trusted protector, in the hands of King Anthony’s people?
Londenia held her tongue.
In uneasy silence, they continued to follow the flowing black robes of King Anthony, who strode ahead, gliding along the perfectly straight path, beginning to near the edge of the Dead City of Raydem.
It was a relief to be surrounded by grass fields and not have the imminent threat of bowmen from high towers. At the stone boundary to the city, they swapped hostage duties. Londenia pinned the king’s mother tight to her with the edge of the blade to the side of her neck.
“You promised I would get my revenge on him,” Taigo said, pushing Rigard a few steps in front of him after he released his grasp.
“And you will have it,” Londenia whispered in a pathetic attempt to hide her words from the old woman’s ears that were practically right next to her lips. “But it will not be now. We must make sure these people are safe and you are too important to risk in such folly.”
“Folly? Killing that bastard is not folly!” Taigo waved his blade at the flowing shadow of a man walking ahead of them on the straight path.
“It is when it could risk getting you and my people killed,” she snapped back through gritted teeth. She flicked her eyes at the back of Ilar’s head, thinking, don’t show that we are divided in front of her, you fool.
The old woman spoke in her soft caring way. “I swear by all Ten, that if you lay a hand on my son I will make sure you suffer a long, painful death.” Ilar’s words, coupled with her usual warmth, made a sinister mix. She remembered her own mother’s words again: a mother scorned is a vicious creature.
“You mean that cunt who ordered his guards to peel my little sister’s skin, as they made my mother watch?” As Taigo spoke, it sounded as if he was about to vomit.
The king’s mother turned her head frontwards again stiffly and lowered her tone, uttering, “He is still my son.” Her voice shook and it too sounded as if she was about to vomit.
When they were halfway along the straight path to the coast, Londenia felt her hand seizing and a clammy sweat had built up. She nodded to Taigo, who stepped forward and restrained old King Rigard again with the blade held tight in position at a large vein in his neck. Londenia loosened her grip on Ilar.
Without warning, Ilar elbowed her in the gut, knocking all air out of her. Screaming followed: “Tony, run! Leave us! Get on a boat and go.” The old woman tripped as she ran towards the black robes of her son, that were now billowing around as he turned to face them. The situation crumbled into chaos. Londenia heard her own heart beating and felt it throb through her face and fingers.
The king shouted in Taigo’s direction, “No!”
Londenia swung her head to the right. The world slowed. Taigo’s arm whipped to the side. A spray of red came from old King Rigard’s throat. His eyes widened, staring at the sky. Taigo’s lips were tight as he watched Rigard fall to his knees, clutching his gushing neck.
“Rigard!” the woman wailed from where she had fallen. King Anthony ran, robes flying, and knelt next to his dying father. Londenia crouched next to the old woman and instinctively rubbed a hand on her quivering back. She swiped it away and Londenia was met with a vicious snarl. “Don’t you touch me, bitch! That runt killed my love!” She sobbed, and turned her head to her son who cradled the red, dead mass of old King Rigard.
Taigo stepped towards the embracing pair of son and dead father. The boy’s face was emotionless. He booted King Anthony under the chin. The skeleton of a man fell backwards three footfalls and reached inside his black robes. He withdrew the gods’ device, and threatened, “I will signal my guards by the coast to return to the ship and you will have no way out.” He glared at Taigo as he lay on his back, his finger hovered over the gods’ device, ready for sorcery.
“Stop!” Londenia shouted, forcing herself to once again restrain Ilar with the blade against the poor creature’s neck.
The king lowered the panel and looked at his mother. “Just…just follow them this time…please. This will all be over soon.” His eyes looked as if they were misting and his voice broke.
With a flick of her head, Londenia summoned Taigo to her side. He took over the holding of the king’s mother. “Now that you know he is capable of doing it,” she stopped for a moment, stared into the king’s eyes and clenched her jaw, “take us to the fucking ship!”
The king staggered to his feet. It was as if there was an invisible rope tied between him and his father’s body as he turned to continue along the path towards the Bay of Blue. King Anthony didn’t brush himself off, nor did he look back. Taigo followed with Ilar in tow. 
Londenia ran back to the huddle and threw her arms around Celóndas, who was slow to return the embrace. Londenia felt floods of tears flow down her cheeks, and it was as if her voice was incapable of handling the amount of sobbing that followed. Her gut hurt with the wrenching of the torrent of emotion that was unleashed.
Celóndas squeezed her arms and whispered in her ear, “Just keep moving. We will make it.”
So they moved. With a taste of sick in her mouth, Londenia walked and breathed. That’s all she did. The sea edged closer. Taigo walked, without faltering, with the old woman clutched to his body as the King of the Dead Cities led them to freedom.
They were within one hundred footfalls of the beached boats that they would row to the Fair Blue Maiden. Although they were closer than ever to freedom, Londenia felt her heart race and cold sweat beaded on her brow.
She was working through their final escape in her head, which took many forms in her overworking mind. She had come to a decision. Londenia clenched her fists and marched ahead of the walking huddle, striding alongside the flowing robes of King Anthony.
He glared straight ahead and sniffed deeply. His eyes looked red and puffed. “He didn’t have to kill him,” he said, in a hushed voice even for his standards.
You’re right, she agreed, but couldn’t bring herself to sympathize with the evil king. Part of her felt that Taigo deserved vengeance. She wished that revenge did not involve an innocent, good man like old King Rigard. 
“We will board two of the rowing boats with your mother,” Londenia told him. “Once we reach the Fair Blue Maiden and my guards give it the all-clear, we will release her back to a single boat and she can row back to shore.” Londenia didn’t wait for a response. She dropped back ten footfalls to where Taigo was walking with Ilar still pinned to him. 
The old woman closed her eyes as she stumbled and shuffled forward with the blade pressed to her neck. She can’t even bear to look at me. The thought sickened Londenia. She had never before felt so much hatred directed at her from somebody in her entire life. Somebody who she (if they had met in different circumstances) would likely have respected and got along well with. She wanted nothing more than to look the old woman in the eyes and somehow apologize.
Londenia explained the plan to Taigo, who responded with a sharp nod aimed at King Anthony’s back. He wants further revenge, and I don’t blame him, but we must ensure these people escape. In a futile attempt to hide her words from Ilar, she rasped quietly…and loudly, “You will get your chance but now is not the time!”
Taigo’s eyes shot hatred at the king. His blue eyes flicked back to Londenia with a difficult nod. “Promise me, when I get my chance after this day, that you will not hold me back.” As he spoke, spit hit the back of Ilar’s short silvery hair.
“I promise.”
Sand was under her feet. The long rowing boats that carried them to this place sat there tilted up in the sand. King Anthony stood aside. He raised an arm towards the boats and dropped his head. Londenia’s party ran and dragged the vessels into the shallows and scrambled in. Taigo edged Ilar into one with four guards. Londenia boarded the other with Celóndas, Queen Se’Rel, Sandunion and the remaining guards.
Their boats edged away from the land. They left behind a lone, black, robed figure on the beach. King Anthony didn’t move or even raise his head. He stood, broken. Londenia’s chest began to calm but the cold sweat still remained on her face and clammy hands.
Queen Se’Rel put a hand onto Londenia’s shoulder from the seat behind her in the boat. “Queen Londenia, we are all in your debt and you mustn’t regret what happened to King Rigard. I knew the man well, and I suspect he knew nothing of his son’s dealings. We thought he was dead long ago and if he knew of what that monster had done, I think he would have wished himself dead long before this day.”
“He was still innocent,” Londenia said, as her eyes stared blankly at the ever shrinking figure of King Anthony. “His ears were broken, you know. He likely had no idea why we were holding him. His last thought was probably an image of evil Queen Londenia, who came to their tower as a guest and ended up having somebody slit his throat.”
“The gods know the truth and it was not you who sliced,” the old queen said, looking across to Taigo in the other boat.
“He’s just a boy and I put him into that situation.”
“He is essentially a first prince. He is a boy come of age and what he has experienced in the last year is tragedy that many would not face in a lifetime. And you did not put him into that situation. It was thrust upon all of us.” The Queen of the Bay dabbed her wisdom onto Londenia like a cool cloth soothing her flustered brow.
The stress of the ordeal caught up with her and for a moment, she let the sounds of the water lapping at the side of the wooden boat fill her mind. She closed her eyes and felt the sun’s warmth. Almost as if in a distant dream, she heard Queen Se’Rel take the strain for a while; taking control and making plans. The water is clearly her domain coming from the Bay Kingdom as she does.
In a daze, Londenia found herself standing on the deck of the Fair Blue Maiden after the boats had been winched up. Some of the men scaled the side of the ship to haul the boats from the water. Her guards did a sweep of the craft and found it to be clear of King Anthony’s men.
Taigo sat their hostage in one of the boats and had her lowered down to the surface. As the old woman’s face grew smaller, her boat edging down to the water, Londenia heard whispered curses. The old woman held up nine fingers to all those standing on deck. Londenia couldn’t watch any longer and collapsed to the deck with her back leaning on the bulwark.
Taigo stood next to her, looking out over the Bay of Blue, and uttered, “I saw King Romarus.”
Ten Gods! “Where? When did you see him? Did you speak to him?” She had so many questions burning inside her.
“We crossed paths in Hal’s Forest. He told me of what happened to King Stewart. And that he sent him away with a promise.”
“Was he well? What promise?”
“He was quite well. Surviving. And he promised King Stewart he would find his son, Prince Baskerville.” Taigo’s eyes finally turned away from the water and met Londenia’s gaze.
She had no time to digest the news. Queen Se’Rel’s shout from the far end of the ship hit her ears: “There’s damage on the underside of the hull. It looks like it’s been tampered with. We can possibly repair it but I doubt she will hold together much more than a day. We will stay close to the coast and push her as far as she will give. Then we will make the remainder of the journey by land.”
Londenia was happy to let the Bay Queen take control while they were on the water, but as soon as they hit land she knew she would likely take command again as they made their final push to the Still Cities.
 
 



 
Trust only yourself. But even to yourself, question everything.
Ancient Lixus Proverb
 



Baskie
SKIPS ALWAYS HAVE A PLAN
 
Owin was returned to his cell, perhaps four or five days ago, after being gifted a night with a comfortable bed because of Baskie’s bargaining with Grietum. He was glad Owin still resisted lying with the Bloated One after the chaos in the throne room when they witnessed the boy from the Land of the Old Ways being thrown around like a toy. But at the same time, it was worrying that Owin wouldn’t get released when King Romarus arrived if he had not yet performed his duty, as Grietum put it.
Baskie had seen the same scene time and time again in the dark, stale throne room. Before dusk, all of Grietum’s rats would kneel before her; twelve lines of rats, eight bodies deep—each had thick, strong arms and legs. Baskie felt tiny, sitting in front of Grietum’s small army of guards in her rusted metal structure that she called her hive.
“You have served me well for another day, my rats. And now you will receive the Gift as promised.” Baskie was used to the Bloated One’s shrieks—although he was fed up with the repetitive nature of every single day. Grietum had said those exact same words yesterday, and the day before that, and the day before that. But still, as he looked at the kneeling guards, he saw their anticipation of what was to come as if they were experiencing it for the first time.
Grietum raised her fat arms. Baskie was sitting close enough, perched at the foot of her throne, to catch the drifting smell of her musky armpits. Her breathing deepened as it always did at this moment. It was as if she was willing something from deep within her onto the still grid of bodies that were kneeling on the floor, but nothing of any significance ever happened, which always frustrated the big blue beast. 
Sometimes, he would hear her mutter things to herself, such as, “What must I do?” But the large woman would shake this self-pitying moment away quickly and move onto the part that her servants, more like slaves, were waiting for. She would stand up from her throne, step off the dais and walk amongst the lines of kneeling men. Although, from what Baskie had seen, they were ‘no longer men’ so to speak. 
Grietum carried with her a small leather pouch. At each of her rats she would stop, take a pinch of black dust from the bag and hold it to their nose. The man would push one nostril closed with a finger, and then sniff the dust. All of them, one by one, as she moved along the line, would throw their heads back and fall to their sides. Some would smile as if they were a child again. Others would lie back and convulse on the ground. Some looked as if anything they touched was the softest, most wonderful, material imaginable. This would continue for the best part of half of one hour until the state wore off and Grietum’s rats would stagger out of the throne room.
It wasn’t until a few days later that Baskie saw the true power that Grietum’s black dust held. The previous night, one of the guards had failed to lock the outer door to the hive and was about to receive his punishment. Baskie was sure she would have him beaten, but what really happened seemed to be much worse. 
Grietum went down the lines as her rats knelt in their grid but when she got to Hugo, the ‘imbecile’ who had failed in his duty, she didn’t stop. Grietum passed by him and it was as if the man had been stabbed in the throat.
“No please! I beg of you, please!” he pleaded, grabbing her fat leg. It was as if he didn’t exist as Grietum moved onto the next thankful rat, who collapsed in ecstasy after receiving his sniff. As the rest convulsed on the floor of the throne room, Hugo scrambled up onto the dais and begged before the Bloated One, who returned to sit on her throne. 
After the others left, he still remained. An hour passed and he was now on the ground, retching, as if he had eaten a bad piece of meat. The skin around his eyes was purple and his face was pale. The throne room felt cold that night—as the desert sun went down outside—but still, Hugo sweated.
From that moment, Baskie hated Grietum even more than he had before. At first he saw the ‘black pinch of powder’ as a reward, but now he saw it for what it really was. It was her way of controlling them. The men were addicted to it. They craved it and the only way to get the substance was to serve Grietum in anything she asked. Why doesn’t she just use it on Owin if she wants him so badly, he wondered, but was very glad she hadn’t done this to his friend.
He became agitated; forced to stick to the same routine over and over again. Baskie craved adventure. I am the only truly free person in the Known World and I’m stuck having to sit next to this cruel beast day in and day out. On what was perhaps the tenth or eleventh night in Grietum’s Hive, he decided to try to move.
Grietum slept on her throne, which was also the place he had to sleep. Baskie stood up when the beast was well and truly snoring. Standing in the middle of the deserted throne room, he felt a tiny bit of freedom return to his body. Looking down through the grid in the floor, he could faintly see Owin sleeping in the cell below next to the tall boy from Arland. Baskie held nine fingers up at Grietum, cursing her with all of his strength. Although there’s no such thing as curses, it does feel satisfying, you disgusting bitch. Her round belly repulsed him. He had seen women that were with child before, but there must have been a litter of them inside Grietum. A shiver would run through him every time he saw movement under her light blue skin. He lay back down as her pet and went to sleep.
The following night he felt braver. Once the Bloated One was well and truly in slumber, he snuck out of the throne room. From when he first arrived, he remembered the hive was made up of narrow tunnels. They were all made of the same dark, sweating metal that surrounded the throne room. And they were bathed in strange, constant, dim lights that didn’t seem to use fire of any kind, and produced little heat.
Baskie went exploring on the next two nights while the rest of the hive slept—only daring to leave Grietum’s side for half of one hour at most. He didn’t dare risk any longer in case he was caught by one of the rats, or worse, one of her deceptively strong daughters. They would slink around her throne room like common whores but had a grip as powerful as a white bear. He was sure they would be capable of breaking a man in half.
It was like walking through the bowels of a massive monster. The whole place rumbled softly with a low hum. When he placed his ears to the rusted metal, the hum got louder and had a rhythm. As he passed close to some of the strange lights, he heard them buzzing quietly like an annoying insect. All of the heavy metal doors were locked. Behind some, there was silence. Behind others, he heard louder humming.
On his second night exploring, he found himself standing in front of a door, which was larger than the others. It was split down the middle. He approached it. 
Clunk!

The door began to part. His heart jumped into his throat as the metal door was pulled open from either side, accompanied by a grinding noise. But there was nobody around to have opened it. I don’t believe in magic, he told himself, as he felt his mind make up things to explain something that should not be possible. 
Tentatively, he walked through into the room, where he found a cold-looking bed and a glowing panel on the far wall. His body felt so tense that a slight sound would likely have made him jump and hit the low roof. The space glowed red. He walked towards the panel, which showed a map. The shapes looked similar to the land he had seen drawn in maps of the Known World, but there were no place names to be seen—just strange markings and a red ring drawn around the entire world. That must show the line of the Barrier…or Beverine’s Shield as Father would have called it.
Clunk!

His body jumped before he even knew why. The door began to close. He spun and ran, hurtling towards the door. I’m going to get chopped in half, he panicked, as the two sides ground closer together. He jumped and landed in the tunnel.
Clunk!
The door clamped shut behind him. Steadying his breath, he stood and listened for any rats or any of Grietum’s daughters or visitors who might have been disturbed by his leap and landing. Nothing…just the gentle humming of the hive that never seemed to stop.
Further along the corridor, there was another door like the one that had nearly chopped him in half moments ago. He stared at it, urging himself to start heading back to the throne room before he was discovered missing. At the same time, part of him tried to persuade his legs to walk towards the mystery behind the second set of doors. In for nine, in for ten, he remembered his father always used to say. Those words pushed him on to approach the door, slowly.
He found himself thinking more of his father’s words ever since he had learned of his death. Things he would have ignored before or dismissed, or even made fun of, meant something to him now.
Two footfalls from the door, the two sides slid open. Baskie walked inside. There were lots of glass containers the size of wine barrels, like ones he had seen in Narscape getting loaded onto the traders’ ships. This room had the same red glow as the other one, but the glowing panels looked as if they were simply windows into other rooms. A mound of red flowers with black centers was heaped waist high in the corner. On a table in the middle of the small metal room, he saw a round white disk, almost like a plate he would use to eat supper from. Piled in a neat little hill was some of the black dust.
Baskie looked about the room, wondering what it all meant. She must make the dust here, he thought, as he remembered stories about Green Islanders drying and grinding leaves to make puff. He had seen people puffing different things in dens in Narscape too and they looked as if they were enjoying it, but he’d seen nothing with such powerful effects as those that he had witnessed in the throne room.
Clunk!
The door began to close. He sprang into action, sidestepping through the gap without having to leap this time.
The Bloated One’s sleep seemed more interrupted on the nights that followed, which meant exploring was too risky.
The throne room was warming up as it did in early afternoon and the breeze from the main door could be felt, even though it lay down a maze of corridors and tunnels. Baskie was so used to the pattern of breeze and arrival of a guest that he could count down almost to the second when they would set foot in the throne room.
Baskie could have jumped in the air when he saw the Skip, Wallace Ryder, swagger around the corner into the throne room. He had left weeks ago to return with King Romarus. Since that day, every guest that came to the throne room was a big disappointment when it wasn’t the Skip.
He strutted in with boots shining and a shirt as white as the broken moon, under his smart black jacket. He came to a swaying halt in the middle of the floor.
Grietum clapped her hands together rapidly and her voice seemed to be higher pitched than usual when she addressed him. “Ahhh have you returned with my prize?”
Prize? Why is King Romarus her prize?
“Not even a hello?” Wallace Ryder flung his arms up. “How was your journey through the desert, Wallace? What was the weather like? Were the dunes busy?” he spouted in a mocking voice.
Grietum sighed, feigning a smile, and humored him, saying, “Was it a pleasant journey?”
“No, I don’t want to talk about it,” he said dismissively, creeping towards the throne. “Now, back to business. I have King Romarus waiting outside of your…delightful hive.” His eyes scanned the room. “You’ve still not taken my advice and added some paintings, no?” he asked.
Grietum tutted and rolled her eyes.
The Skip continued, “Anyway, he is outside, so we should first release Prince Baskerville into my care while His Grace, Romarus, performs his duties, then we will be on our way. Oh, and I’ll need my four-hundred-and-fifty soms too…” He smiled.
Baskie got up from his place at the bottom of the bed-throne, stood next to the Skip and looked back to the Bloated One. “What duties? I thought you were keeping me safe until he could come to help me.”
The Skip slid to the side gracefully, put an arm around Baskie and jumped in before Grietum could, telling him, “Oh, she is. Our Grietum here is quite the hero. She has kept you safe and King Romarus is here to help you. He made a promise to your father.” He beamed a smile at the blue beast on her throne. “Buuuuut she wants him to fuck her…and her troop here, for three days in return!” He maintained the smile and flashed his hands as if he had just performed some kind of sorcery and expected applause.
She had me fooled! Baskie clenched his fists and avoided looking at Grietum’s face. His eyes locked onto the Skip. “When do we leave?” he asked through gritted teeth.
With the smile still held on his face, the Skip turned to look down at Baskie. “We can go right now…unless you want to give her a hug goodbye—”
Baskie barged past the Skip. 
“That’s a no then.”
Baskie spun back around, remembering about his friend who was chained up down below. “Release him too!” He pointed at the grid in the floor.
The Skip cut in again before Grietum could even breathe. “Oh, don’t worry about him,” the Skip reassured. Baskie saw the tall man drop a tiny capsule through the grid, which slid through one of the small metal gaps. “Your friend will learn from King Romarus and then he’ll do the deed.” He whistled and pushed a finger in and out of the fist of his other hand. “And then we can all go on our merry way.” Crouching in his tight black trousers, he whispered in Baskie’s ear, “Trust me.”
Wallace Ryder seemed clever, and clever was something Baskie trusted. It also seemed like the Skip had some kind of plan, they always do apparently. It was something his father used to say, among other things, when he tried to inspire him with wisdom. Things like, “There are some certainties in life: Death. Taxes to the Beast’s Eye. When a woman says she is fine—she is not fine. And a skip always has a plan.”
Baskie and Wallace Ryder were escorted by five of Grietum’s rats to the main door of the hive. The massive bulks of metal, twenty footfalls high, ground and shuddered open, sliding apart like a giant version of the doors that Baskie had seen during his exploration of the hive’s interior. For the first time in what must have been weeks, Baskie felt the fresh air of the desert. What would normally seem like dry, harsh, sandy winds, almost felt like the cool, moist breezes of the Wetlands. He saw a hooded, cloaked figure standing next to one of those strange duneback creatures (that mortals in the desert use as mounts) and a tent a hundred footfalls away from the hive. They walked towards each other with the Skip leading the way. Grietum’s rats followed close behind with spears at the ready.
“King Romarus, I have the pleasure to introduce, Prince Baskerville.” Wallace the Skip had his hands outstretched, flailing around. He always seemed to speak in an over-exaggerated manner.
Grietum’s rats walked behind King Romarus and pointed their spears at him. He didn’t seem to be disturbed by their actions, only giving them a sideways glance as they rounded on him.
Aren’t kings normally taller? Baskie turned on his royal etiquette that he had learned growing up, saying, “King Romarus, it is an honor to finally meet you and I—”
Baskie was interrupted as the king threw his arms around him. Grietum’s rats shuffled in closer, startled by the sudden movement from the boy king. They didn’t act, clearly frightened in case they damaged their master’s treasured prize.
“Thank fuck I’ve actually found you! I’ve been looking fucking everywhere,” the un-kingly king exclaimed, slapping Baskie’s back as they embraced.
“Bit of an exaggeration,” the Skip jumped in. “But to be fair, he has come a long way.” He pulled them apart and, for a rare occasion, there was no smile on his face as he spoke to the short king. “You know what you have to do.”
King Romarus nodded, then told Baskie, “Stay with him, he’ll look after you.” He made his way to the main entrance of the hive, ushered by the five spear-wielding men. Stopping in his tracks, the king turned and asked, “So wait, how fat is she?”
The Skip replied by puffing out his cheeks and rubbing a pretend belly.
The king shrugged and kept walking. He shouted, “See you tomorrow.” One of the rats prodded him with a spear which King Romarus casually swatted away, looking the man up and down as if he was a piece of shit.
Tomorrow? I thought it was three days.
They both watched as the great metal doors started to close. The cloaked king, flanked by guards, walked through the narrowing gap, into the dark hive. The doors clanged shut. The sound echoed over the sand and the rocky hills beyond. Then, silence.
“So what’s the plan?” Baskie asked.
“Why would I have a plan? A plan for what?” Wallace Ryder looked totally out of place in his formal dress wear, standing in the middle of the desert.
 “Skips always have a plan.”
“A plan for what though?”
Stop playing with me. “A plan to get my friend, Owin, out of there. And I don’t trust that bitch. Do you actually think she’ll let King Romarus leave after three days? And His Grace said ‘see you tomorrow’.”
“Oh that plan!” The usual smile came across the man’s face. “You should have just said! Well, that plan is coming together piece by piece. And it’s not just your friend I plan to release. It’s every one of those blues she’s holding there. In fact, I plan to make sure this strange little arrangement she has set up, comes to an end.”
Baskie waited for him to explain what the actual plan was, but was met with silence.
“Come on, you’re supposed to ask, ‘so why would you do such an act of kindness, Wallace?’” He used a strange voice that was probably supposed to resemble the way Baskie spoke, but in fact sounded like a halfwit speaking.
Baskie humored him, saying, “So why would you do—”
The Skip interrupted, gliding forward, performing with his arms as he spoke. “Well you see, our lovely Grietum has a tendency to steal innocent blue-sighted people, so that’s one reason but the main thing is this substance that she—at one point in time—only used to control her rats. Now she seems to be making a lot of coin selling it into the kingdoms. It looks like nothing more than dust but when—”
“—When it’s sniffed it makes people go…weird and then they begin to need it,” Baskie interrupted. “Without it, their bodies turn against them.”
“Oh, you’re good. I like you. You’re clever. Has anybody ever told you that you’re clever?” Wallace the Skip studied him with a smile as he spoke. “Now if you’ve seen what it can do,” he went on as his smile faded, “you will know it could ruin the kingdoms. I have seen what substances like this have done to Narscape and parts of the Land of the Old Ways, as you people call it. If there is to be any kind of stability returned to the land, then we must stop this all now. And,” he continued, his smile returning, “we can feel warm and fuzzy inside knowing that we’ve freed a few innocents as well.” With a pat on Baskie’s head, he strutted to the duneback and tent. “This is Barry by the way. Say ‘Hi’, Barry.”
The duneback didn’t give Baskie any kind of greeting…
The Skip began building a fire and Baskie didn’t offer to help him. He lay back in the sand once the sun began to drop and the ground cooled. They didn’t speak for some time. Thoughts flew through Baskie’s mind. This was the first chance he had to process everything since their capture off the coast of Narscape, followed by seeing the brainwashing in Grietum’s Hive and being told about the death of his father.
“I’m fine for help by the way, it’s no problem at all,” the Skip said sarcastically as he unloaded some firewood off the back of the foul-smelling duneback.
“My father’s dead,” was all Baskie could reply.
“So is mine but I’m still building a fire.”
Was he murdered though? “What do you want me to do?” Baskie asked, while sitting up with no expression on his face.
“Nothing, I’m finished anyway. Just needs to be lit.” From inside his black suit jacket, the Skip pulled out a shiny, metallic wand.
“I can help. I’m good with lighting—” Baskie stopped mid-sentence as he saw a flame flick from the end of the metal stick, which Wallace held to the wood. Within a minute the fire caught and was crackling away as the sun faded below the horizon. “What is that thing?”
“This?” He held his metal wand up to eye level as both of them sat around the fire. “I made it using oil and two pieces of flint loaded inside the shaft. It lights fires with a flick. I call it a flick activated fire lighter. Because it—”
“—Lights fires with a flick?”
“Clever boy.” He pointed the flick activated fire lighter at Baskie.
“So you never actually told me the plan,” Baskie said, still feeling uneasy with Grietum’s rusted metal hive only a few hundred footfalls away from where they were camped.
“No, that’s because I’m still putting the finishing touches to it,” the Skip told him. “But have no fear, when part of it arrives tomorrow, I will have it all worked out. I already planted part of it with your good friend, Annoying-Curly-Hair-Praising-Mother-Face.”
“Owin! His name is Owin.”
As the sun rose the next morning, Baskie wondered what was happening to Owin and King Romarus over in that rusted hole. The desert was getting warmer as the sun began to stretch away from the rocky hills.
“Now there is part of my plan.” Wallace Ryder pointed to a small figure coming from the hills to the west. It was moving at some pace over the sand and was wrapped in a cream colored blanket that wound around the head as well as the body.
Baskie lifted a hand to shield his eyes from the glare. “Who’s that?”
“That is loyalty personified. Your lot from the Ten Kingdoms would probably compare him to the Great Gon’Gon Himself,” the Skip said, as the figure drew closer. “That young man has followed King Romarus ever since he left Deca’Point. Without him, I doubt the king would have made it out of the Watch Kingdom alive. A bladed assassin—the same one who killed your father—pursued King Romarus for two leagues when he first left to find you. That young man somehow hid the king’s tracks and diverted the assassin away. He’s stuck by him through death, forest and desert, on foot I might add. He never once let the king see him, even though he caught up with him a few times, but has continually watched over him. 
“One of my eyes told me he saw him try to divert a troop of apes that stalked the king through Hal’s Forest. Another spoke of how he distracted a crowd, hounding the king in a village. He does this with no hunger for gratitude. He only wants to serve his king. And that is what he does.” Ryder was unusually serious as he stared at the approaching figure. He looked on him as somebody might have looked at their hero.
The figure was within fifty footfalls and Baskie could make out a face that looked as if the eyes were too close together. The mouth seemed to be open slightly. “But who is he?”
The Skip clearly knew who the man was, but clapped his hands together as if off on a great adventure and said, “Let’s go ask him, shall we?” They approached the figure, who stopped in his tracks. “Greetings traveler,” the Skip sang out and held up his palms in welcome.
“Gweetings.” The narrow-eyed man bowed.
“And what brings you to this,” the Skip said, pausing to look around, “lovely part of the desert?”
“I am special aide to Womawus of Last Kingdom and you seem to be standing in his twacks,” the strange-sounding man said, puffing out his chest and chin.
“Womawus?” the Skip asked, screwing his face up.
“No, Wo-mawus,” the man tried to correct, stomping his foot.
“Wo-mawus?” The Skip’s eyes darted around. “Womawus…”
Stop fucking around, Baskie thought, as he watched Wallace the Skip playing his usual pathetic games. “You know he’s saying ‘Romarus’, for fuck sake.”
Baskie received a tap around the head and was warned, “Less of the cursing.” Wallace winked. He turned back to the newcomer. “So, Romarus…Who’s he then?”
“King Womawus of Last Kingdom. I am pwotecting him and keeping him safe.”
“Oh King Romarus…Sorry, I know a lot of Romarus’s!” The Skip stepped forward and gave the odd man a brotherly-like embrace and began to speak in a voice that mothers use to speak to their babies: “And yes, you have been protecting him, you loyal little creature you,” and ruffled his shaggy blond hair.
Ho Ho, the man let out a peculiar laugh like he was mimicking what he’d heard others do and felt it was the right time to use it. He looked awkward with his closely spaced eyes darting around everywhere apart from meeting the direct gaze of others.
After introductions, Baskie learned the young man’s name was Brick and the way he spoke meant that he had trouble pronouncing his own name.
The three of them sat in the sand in the shade of the duneback’s humped body. Holding a piece of charcoal, the Skip’s hand darted across a piece of parchment frantically whilst explaining his plan to take down Grietum’s disturbing little set-up. It was the part where King Romarus would get a quicker exit and his friend would gain his freedom (without having to lie with that beast) which was of particular interest to Baskie.
When the Skip had finally finished explaining, Baskie asked, “So can we see the map you’ve been drawing? I think I know my way around in places but looking at it would probably help.”
The Skip stopped scribbling and looked up at him and narrowed his eyes. “What map? This?” He fired a sharp smile, then proudly produced a sketch of a fat feathered bird wearing a hat.
How can somebody be so clever but be so fucking stupid at the same time? “Why have you got a picture of a bird wearing a hat?”
“Perfect!” the Skip exclaimed. “That’s exactly what I needed! Good!” It was as if they were having two different conversations. The Skip crumpled up the piece of parchment and put it into his pocket with a little tap. “Let’s go,” he said, pointing and marching towards Grietum’s Hive.
Brick stood ten footfalls from the front door. Wallace the Skip walked to the left of the entrance and scaled the metal wall. Baskie followed. Even though he was a man with brown eyes, Wallace Ryder climbed to the roof almost as quickly as Baskie.
Brick looked small from on top of the large flat metal roof that Baskie and the Skip stood on. It only jutted out from the rock face around ten footfalls. The rest of Grietum’s Hive was buried deep in the rocky hills. The clunk from the Skip’s shiny boots on the surface was loud, even though he was clearly trying to use soft footing. Baskie saw him reach inside his jacket and take out the crushed piece of parchment and drop it down a hole, five footfalls from the door. He clunked back to stand next to Baskie, then nodded to Brick down on the sand below.
The shaggy-haired boy banged on the large metal doors. The sound rang through the whole structure. Baskie remembered hearing the bangs on the doors as Grietum received her many visitors. The Skip said Owin would know when to ask to see Grietum and tell her he wanted to submit to her. But what if he got the wrong timing? Baskie looked at the Skip standing, staring across the desert to where the duneback was waiting by their camp. Maybe you’re not clever at all. Maybe you’re just a crazy, bird-drawing bastard…
The ground underneath them shuddered as the huge metal doors crawled and creaked open. Brick stood his ground, staring straight ahead. When the doors came to a halt, the narrow-eyed halfwit started speaking his script to whoever stood in the entranceway: “Gweetings, I am special aide to King Womawus of Last Kingdom and I have come to escowt him home when he has finished his duties.”
The Skip tweeted like a bird. Nothing happened. “Come on, Barry, you beautiful beast. Don’t let me down,” he muttered under his breath and gave another bird call.
Barry groaned and sprang into action, charging at the door.
“What’s that?” one of the Grietum’s rats shouted from inside the hive. Baskie saw two figures step out of the doors.
“Wait for it, Bwick,” the Skip said quietly as if the man below could somehow hear his whispers. “Wait for it…” The duneback was drawing close and began kicking up dust around the entrance. Sand covered the two guards and Brick, obscuring them from view. 
“Now!” the Skip commanded. They both jumped and landed where Baskie assumed was behind the guards, whom he hoped hadn’t seen them. He turned, blind, and ran where he hoped was inside the hive. His vision cleared as they passed the cloud of sand. They both crouched behind a metal pillar at the side of the entrance tunnel.
“Is that your beast?” the rat shouted.
“Don’t let that fucker get in or we’ll go cold tonight!” another blurted in a panic.
“Woah, woah, woah.” Baskie saw Brick trying to calm the charging beast through the settling dust. Brick slapped the duneback on the rear and it trotted back off away from the doors. Spears were held to Brick’s throat but he either didn’t understand what they were, or he was extremely composed under threat. He stood perfectly still and told Grietum’s rats, “I demand to see Gwietum.”
Baskie didn’t hear the guards’ replies as the Skip had unraveled a brown blanket from underneath his jacket and threw it over them both, muffling the sound from outside. The air warmed quickly. It became hard to breath and all he could see from under the shroud were blurry silhouettes in the desert sun through the arch of the main entrance. Let’s hope they don’t see the random bulky blanket lying at the side of their entrance tunnel, Baskie mocked their hiding place as he watched the guards turn around with Brick in hand, leading him through the main entrance. 
The walls shuddered as the metal doors began to lurch shut. When they had crawled to a close. Baskie slowed his breathing. With the desert winds shut outside, every noise could be heard over the common gentle humming of Grietum’s Hive. Baskie heard a faint whistle from the Skip’s nose, right next to his face. When his eyes adjusted, he saw the Skip staring blankly ahead, clearly still blind, looking through his brown eyes. However, in the dark, blue eyes flourished. 
The Skip tapped out a rhythm with his right hand as if he was counting. The guards passed with Brick in tow. There was silence except for the metal taps of their footfalls as they walked through the main entrance tunnel.
Ryder’s hand still tapped. He continued counting under his breath. “Come on,” he muttered. His breath quickened. “Come on! The instructions couldn’t have been simpler!” His voice nearly broke a whisper so Baskie covered the Skip’s mouth. He grabbed Baskie’s wrist and threw it away. “Why hasn’t it started?” Just as the Skip finished asking, the familiar sound erupted: the throne room bustling with excitement. “Good boy,” Wallace Ryder whispered under his breath, but Baskie didn’t know who he was referring to.
Cool air hit Baskie’s face and he gulped in the freshness, as the Skip threw back their cover. The buzzing lights from the walls glared as his eyes adjusted to, what was normally, quite a dim light; but coming from darkness it was as if he was looking at several suns. The tunnel was empty and they sped to the end door leading to an intersection. They paused, crouching at either side of the door with their eyes locked onto each other. A nod from the Skip made them both stand and step out. The door slid open for them. For a heart-pounding moment, it looked as if there was a figure standing in the dark room but it was just a pillar. Three other doors led off in different directions
Shouting and cheers echoed from the throne room through the door to their left. Rubbing his face, the Skip staggered around the room looking at each of the four doors. He doesn’t remember the way, Baskie realized, watching the fool blundering. Footsteps from behind the door to the right made the Skip skip—hopping from foot to foot, pointing at each door. 
Baskie grabbed his hand and moved towards the door that was straight ahead…it was their only choice. The metal panel clunked and began to grind open slowly. The footsteps grew near and it was as if the door they were waiting on to open wanted them to get caught. It reluctantly pulled apart and Baskie pushed his arm inside, then squeezed his skinny body through the gap. By the time he was through, it was just wide enough for Wallace. Shit, it’s still opening and still has to close! The footsteps were right behind the adjacent door.
Clunk! It began to open while theirs had only just begun to close and (for the first occasion in a long time) Baskie prayed.
Please close quickly, please hurry up. He could feel his rear end clenching and he fought the urge to take off and run—the noise of his footfalls would surely attract attention. You can’t affect the speed of a door’s closing and you can’t do anything else but stand still! He cleared his mind and stood, breathing quietly. The heavy footfalls tapped past the closing door. They were two of Grietum’s daughters and they seemed to take no notice of the door grinding to a close as they made their way to the throne room.
The Skip and Baskie both gave a sigh of relief and began down the long, dimly-lit, empty tunnel—moving as lightly on their feet as possible on the ringing metal floor. As planned, the corridors were empty. Most in Grietum’s Hive had made their way to the throne room to witness (judging by the shouts and cheers) the ending of a hunt.
They paced down numerous corridors, each one of which looked the same. The Skip stepped up to a set of the sliding doors with a confident stride and it slid open. He glided into the dank space. Baskie quickly followed as the door began to slide shut. The only illumination came from a single buzzing light which flickered on the far wall. The sight of the room flicked in and out of existence and the erratic lighting was beginning to make Baskie’s head hurt. The Skip swaggered to a large handle underneath the irritating flickering. His hand grasped the lever and he pulled it down with a loud clunk. Relief filled Baskie’s head as the flickering stopped and the room filled with darkness.
The buzzing hum has stopped. It never stopped the entire time I was here. As his eyes began to adjust to the pitch black, he saw the Skip groping the metal walls, his eyes hopelessly darting around in all directions.
Reaching out a hand, Baskie grasped the blinded Skip’s arm. “This is where you blues come in handy,” Wallace said, winking to empty space.
“Put both hands on my shoulders and I’ll guide you.” Baskie led the Skip back to the door but this time it didn’t slide open as he stepped in front of it. “What the fuck? Why won’t it open like before?” He dug his fingers into the small joint between the panels and tried to pry it open. 
“Shit!” the Skip cursed.
“Shit? What do you mean shit? Why won’t they open now? Was this not in your plan?”
Wallace Ryder’s eyes darted around, trying to make eye contact with Baskie in the pitch black. “I thought it just controlled the lights.” He slapped himself on the side of the face.
“You thought what just controlled the lights?”
“That lever,” he said, with a poorly aimed point. “I just cut off her energy source, but I didn’t take into consideration the fact that it also powered the doors.” The Skip spoke in strange words.
“So now you can’t see and we’re trapped? What the fuck are we going to do?” Baskie pushed the Skip in the chest. Why did I trust this fuckwit?
“Calm down! I wanted the lights to go off. Only the people we want to be able to see are able to see now.” He referred to those of blue sight.
“Well, you can’t see, neither will Brick and remember that blue beast has the bluest eyes out of all of us,” Baskie warned. “And her fucking daughters…I’m pretty sure they can break people in half.”
The Skip fumbled and grabbed for Baskie’s shoulders again, and said, “Yes, but all of her daughters are called to the throne room at the ending of a hunt and I instructed Romarus on how to lock the doors so he could trap them there. That part of the plan of course relied on him understanding my instructions and,” he hesitated, “the locking mechanism to be powered…and that…well…yeah.” He trailed off.
Baskie ignored him. He scraped and clawed at the join in the door. There was the slightest of movement when he managed to jam his fingers in the gap. He pried the door apart; a tiny gap eased open. Slam! It closed again. Pain seared in his middle finger. The nail was ripped off. Baskie cursed.
“Did it not open?” the Skip asked, clearly still blind.
“What do you fucking think?” Baskie sucked on his tender fingertip.
Wallace gave a blind, indignant look to mid-air. Baskie grabbed the Skip’s hands and placed the man’s fingers on the seam of the door. He dug his own fingertips in on the other side of the crack. “Pull!” he told the Skip as a shooting pain seared in his raw fingertip and traveled down his arm.
The door budged. Baskie jammed his foot into the gap and shimmied it wider. He squeezed into the opening sideways and used this hands and arse to widen it. “Climb through,” he said to the Skip, stretching out one hand to drag him in the right direction. When Wallace had cleared the doorway, Baskie stepped away. The door slammed closed with bone-shattering speed.
In the pitch-black corridor, different noises echoed from the throne room. Panicked shouts. A crowd in chaos.
“How many more doors until we get to the red flowers?” Baskie asked, trying to stay focused on the task and not to worry about what fate might befall them if they were caught. He looked to the Skip, who stood staring at the floor with his currently useless eyes, thinking. His plan’s cocked up. I shouldn’t have trusted him! “Hey,” he shouted to get Wallace’s attention. “How many more doors to the red flowers?”
The Skip shook his head. He fumbled around until he found Baskie’s shoulders and held on. “There should be a door straight ahead.” He pushed Baskie and they started trundling towards the door at the end of the tunnel. “We go through this one, then another straight ahead and it will take us to the tunnel where you said you first saw them.” The Skip shuffled his feet. He stumbled and his grip tightened.
“Why don’t you use your flick…” Baskie paused, forgetting the tool’s proper name.
“Flick activated fire lighter?”
Baskie’s eyes were flooded with the flickering flame from the strange metal stick held by the Skip. “Why didn’t you light it earlier?” Baskie asked.
“I needed to make sure you would be able to see well enough in the dark. It still amazes me how well you blues can see in almost complete darkness…I just didn’t trust it. But well done…you passed. Except for that slight stumble back there. Some verbal cues might help next time…” The Skip rambled on in his manic way.
They worked together to pry open doors and made their way slowly through the tunnels, lit only by the small flame from the Skip’s tool. Baskie found himself in a familiar tunnel and went up to the door he recognized as being the one he’d shit himself at, the first time it sprang to life and opened by itself.
His heart skipped as bangs and scratches came from the door to the far end of the tunnel near the throne room. He saw a pair of hands pulling it ajar from the other side. Baskie and the Skip both dove to the side and crouched as low and as tight as they could get to the wall. The Skip blew out the flame. As Baskie’s eyes began to adjust to the pitch black, he saw two of Grietum’s rats squeeze through the gap and run towards them. They looked straight ahead with their eyes screwed up and hands groping hopelessly at the pitch blackness in front of them. Baskie stuck out a leg and the first rat face planted onto the hard metal floor. The other quickly followed but had a softer landing, his friend ending up as a pillow to break his fall. The first didn’t move and Baskie saw dark fluid pooling around the rat’s head, edging towards him on the floor. The other began to stir and stood up. A short figure, wearing only some cotton trousers, came out of nowhere and tackled the dazed man back to the ground, punching him in the face. It was King Romarus.
The Skip broke his silence. “Care to tell me what the thumping is?” A spark followed and the flame dimly lit the room. All of a sudden, the rat (tackled by the king moments before) focused and his eyes locked onto his attacker. Baskie blew out the flame, plunging them back into darkness to give Romarus the advantage. The rat locked his hands around the boy king’s neck. Baskie threw himself at the large man who was choking the king. He put one hand on the blind man’s chin and one behind his head and twisted, snapping his neck. He felt the life click away between his hands as if it was insignificant. The Skip must have heard it too as the flame flicked back on to illuminate the tunnel.
Romarus stood with bloodstains on his body, his bare chest heaving for breath. He thanked Baskie, then turned to the Skip, yelling, “Here! Your fucking door-locking thing didn’t work by the way.”
“Here!” the Skip imitated. “They’re not my locking things! But…yes…that part of my plan has potentially fallen through. But look on the bright side…Having those mental daughters of hers on our tails will speed up our exit somewhat.” He beamed a smile, looking around for approval or a small laugh at his pathetic attempt at a joke. His smile faded.
Romarus broke the awkward silence. “Those doors are going to be like a piece of piss for them. They look like normal girls but they’re all strong as fuck!” the boy king explained in his crude manner.
“Strong as fuck? Well that’s pretty strong. Better get moving then,” the Skip continued to ridicule.
Can’t you take anything seriously? You take the piss just to cover up your own mistakes! Baskie shook his head. The king seemed unaware of the Skip’s attempts at humor.
Brick wedged the open door where the rats had come through. Owin squeezed under him, wearing only some trousers which looked far too big. After Owin was through, Brick jumped out of the doorway and the two heavy metal panels slammed together. When Owin spotted Baskie, he ran and wrapped his arms around him, then pushed him away, hard. “Well, I didn’t break!” he said, with a smile on his face.
Shadows spun around the room as the Skip carried the flame with him. He patted Owin on the shoulder, mocking, “Yes, yes we’re all very impressed and I’m sure the Mother or whatever it is you bend your knee and sacrifice animals to, will be very pleased that you didn’t blow your load in something you weren’t supposed to. Now, we need to deliver the devastating blow to that crazy blue bitch.”
“The red flowers are in this room,” Baskie shouted, moving down the tunnel to the double sliding doors.
Romarus followed, wiping bloodstains off his bare arms and chest with the rat’s clothing. “What red flowers?” he asked.
“They’re used to make the dust she uses to control her rats. You must have seen it.” Baskie tried to explain as simply as possible.
“You mean the shit they sniff?”
“Yes...The shit they sniff,” the Skip repeated in his usual sarcastic way.
Romarus’s eyes widened with ideas clearly buzzing through his head. “Are we going to steal it? I fucking want to try some, it looks amazing! People would buy it in the kingdoms. Last Kingdom could be the richest in the Mortal Realm if we had that. All the people could have houses and water channels and—”
“—And every little girl could have a baby bronco,” the Skip said, in a high-pitched voice flailing his arms around, “and every little boy could have a glowing staff and all the women could ride around on white dunebacks with manes groomed by the best groomers.” The Skip slapped Romarus around the back of the head. The boy king didn’t react the way most kings would after being struck by a common brown-eye. Wallace continued in a more serious manner, “Believe me, you don’t want that inside you or anybody you care about.” The Skip’s eyes went blank for a second, then he refocused. “We’re not stealing it. We’re destroying it.”
King Romarus rubbed the back of his head. “Why the fuck would you destroy it?” He stopped the Skip, who was trying to pry open the door.
The Skip turned and pushed the boy king back against a wall. Baskie took over the door opening—Owin helped.
He heard the Skip shouting behind him, “Because she is using it to control innocent people and she’s ruined enough lives!”
Romarus yelled back, “So why don’t you just kill the bitch then?”
“Because I don’t kill!” Wallace snapped in a fearsome snarl.
“Get youw hands off him now!” Brick demanded, unconvincingly.
The door began to budge. As Baskie turned his head away from the door for a glance, he saw Brick had stepped between the arguing skip and the king. The Skip just laughed, shook his head and ducked under Baskie’s arm through the narrow gap that they wedged open, into the room with the red flowers.
Romarus’s voice changed. “I order you not to destroy them!” he shouted in a kingly fashion. “Stand down!” He began to follow the Skip into the room.
Baskie, still bracing the door open, grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him back. “Don’t! There’s no point in taking the flower because you don’t know what to do with it to make the dust. She makes it in there and—” He pointed to the other room as Romarus barged past him to pursue the Skip.
Owin took over wedging the gap in the door. Baskie followed Romarus into the room. The king seized the Skip by the collar, snatching at the flame he held in his hand. As they struggled, the fire-lighter dropped into a pile of the red flowers and the flames tore them apart. As it reached the wall, the slime—that coated the metal in Grietum’s Hive—caught light as well. Wallace grabbed his metal tool and ran out of the room. All followed, squeezing past Owin, who then let the doors slam together.
Brick snatched the metal stick. “I’ll get the other woom, you all stawt wunning.”
“I’ll help him too. He won’t be able to open the doors alone,” Owin piped up.
The danger of his belief in the Mother is he thinks he’s invincible.
The brave halfwit and the curly-haired island-boy ran back down the hall and pried open the sliding door to the room where the dust was made and stored. Baskie, Romarus and the Skip hurried in the opposite direction to the end door and forced it open. Brick and Owin were inside the other room by the time they had squeezed into the next corridor. The Skip held Baskie’s shoulders for guidance through the pitch black, as they stumbled down the dark tunnel.
A thump echoed in the walls and the familiar hum of Grietum’s Hive filled the structure. The illumination on the walls began to light up again and the buzz from the lights fizzled back.
“They’ve got an advantage now,” the Skip shouted, rubbing his eyes. “Move!” They picked up pace and began to run.
As they neared the next door, it parted for them. The two metal bulks pulled apart. Baskie’s breath caught in his throat. Shock choked him. Six of Grietum’s rats blocked the way, bladed-staffs in hand. They stepped through the opening. The door behind the guards shuddered as it closed. One of the rats pressed his hand to a panel on the wall. A loud metal clunk followed. They’ve locked the door. We’re trapped! Baskie’s heart was beating like a battle-drum. His nail-less finger pulsed and his hands tingled. A chill ran through him.
“Come on then, you dick-less bastards!” King Romarus shouted, puffing out his chest with arms wide. He walked within three footfalls of the gang of armed men.
One of the rats thrust a bladed-staff at Romarus’s face. The boy king avoided it, turning sideways and swaying backwards, arching his back. He grabbed the shaft of the spear, drove it down and snapped it over his leg. With one flick of his hand, he launched the blade at a rat standing across the tunnel. The man clutched his own bleeding throat as the blade and shaft impaled his neck. He dropped to his knees as the other rats just stood and watched, jaws open.
The Skip turned and ran back from where they came from. Baskie went to follow him but stopped when he saw Romarus continuing to fight. The king drove the butt of the broken spear into his attacker’s face. The next rat lunged at Romarus, who evaded the attack with a jump. He flew towards the large man and landed a punch on the top of his head. The rat’s skull flattened on top with a crunch. The spear dropped to the ground. The boy king picked it up and threw it to Baskie.
“King Romarus, we need to withdraw!” Baskie shouted to the blurry cloud of fists and legs.
“Fucking withdraw if you want. I’m going to kick their cunts in!” the king hissed through a clenched jaw. He rounded on another of Grietum’s guards who was beginning to back away from the boy king, whose head only came up to the large man’s chest.
Baskie launched the spear at a rat sneaking up behind King Romarus. It grazed the man’s arm but it was enough to distract him. Shit! The rat came running at Baskie. Another followed. Baskie turned and sprinted down the tunnel, back into the bowels of Grietum’s Hive. The Skip was nowhere to be seen. Baskie weaved across the narrow tunnel, launching himself from wall to wall in case the rats tried to spear him.
He turned a corner and was confronted with Wallace the Skip running back towards him. “They’re coming! Go back!” The Skip pointed manically.
Baskie skidded to a halt. He saw Brick and Owin further down the corridor over the Skip’s shoulder. Baskie turned and ran back the way he had come. Before the bend in the corridor, he paused and crouched, hiding from the approaching rats. He held a hand up to halt the Skip. Footsteps from the two rats were clunking closer from around the corner. He felt a breeze behind him as Owin and Brick joined them, crouching with their backs to the wall.
Three. Two. One. Baskie dove. His shoulder hit one of the rats as they came into view. He grabbed the man’s spear and straddled him. Pinning the shaft of wood over the rat’s neck, he pushed down hard. The rat’s face reddened and his legs convulsed. The man’s hands hopelessly slapped and clawed. Baskie looked away from the veiny, purpling face, that was begging for air. When he turned his head, he saw Owin dive at the other rat. The big man swiped with his spear and caught Owin across the face. He screamed, fell and grabbed his bloody cheek.
The writhing had stopped underneath Baskie. He didn’t dare to look at the life he had just taken away. Claiming the spear, Baskie stood and crept behind the rat approaching the cowering Owin.
“Mother, please protect me,” Owin prayed as the large man loomed closer. “I have only ever served you my entire life. I beg you to save me.” He crawled backwards on his arse. Baskie was within four footfalls and saw the outline of the rat’s spine running down his thick, wide back. Owin stopped praying. Instead, he pleaded with his attacker, “Please, I have only had sixteen years. Please don’t kill me.”
Baskie lunged and thrust the metal end of the bladed-staff into the man’s flesh. He had never cut another mortal before and the feeling sent a shiver down his spine. His ears went muffled. As his victim fell forward, Baskie felt the weapon grind and scrape against backbone. Stars sparkled in front of his eyes. He breathed deeply, willing himself to stay conscious.
The Skip came out of hiding. He dragged Baskie up and towed him down the corridor. Owin scrambled to his feet as they passed. Brick staggered behind them but the pack he now lugged over his shoulders weighed him down. Ahead, Romarus stood over four bodies. His shoulders rose up and down as he stared at this work. The boy king clenched and un-clenched his hands. 
“King Romarus, are you unharmed?”
The king didn’t answer.
“We need to get through the door,” the Skip said, as they neared the boy king, who was still standing silently in front of the pile of dead rats by the locked doorway. Baskie walked up next to the king, who stared wide-eyed at nothing. His eyes blinking hard, face twitching. 
Baskie asked, “Are you okay, Your Grace?” He went to place a hand on the king’s blood-covered shoulder but Romarus lunged forward and began punching the metal door. Bang! Bang! Bang! His knuckles crunched and bloodied with every blow. The metal rang. Baskie grabbed the king’s arm but received an elbow to the face. “Fuck! He’s off his fucking head!” Baskie shouted through a throbbing lip. 
“Fuuuuuck!” the mad king bellowed furiously with one final strike at the immovable metal door. He walked away down the corridor with tears rolling down his cheeks and his jaw quivering. He barged past Brick, who shuffled along, following his master. 
“I think one more punch might have just done it,” the Skip jested inappropriately with a shrug. He began tapping at the panel on the wall next to the door. “I’ll have this open in a minute…I hope. Somebody go and calm our exulted leader over there. Judging by the pile of bodies, we’ll need him when those…‘dick-less bastards’…catch up with us.”
“I’m fucking fine!” the king called from down the corridor, marching his way back. “I just get angry sometimes. I can’t help it.”
Baskie stared at the bastard who had lashed out at him. “I was only trying to help you.” His lip was beginning to swell.
“It’s fine, okay,” the boy king said, sucking on his bleeding and broken knuckles.
What’s fine? I wasn’t apologizing. You’re the one that cunted me in the face for no reason! 
However, this wasn’t the time for arguing. “Get a spear,” Baskie told Owin. “You too, Brick.” He tossed King Romarus a bladed-staff as well.
“Thanks,” the king said, with blood and the slime off the walls smeared over his chest and stomach. “I’m sorry,” he added, not making eye contact with anyone.
Footfalls echoed from down the corridor. Baskie raised his bladed-staff. “They’re coming!” he shouted, trying to hurry the Skip’s efforts.
Clunk! “Clever Wallace,” Wallace the Skip complimented himself as the door began to open; his tinkering with the panel seemed to have been successful. They all stepped through the doorway. Clever Wallace stopped to tap the panel on the other side. It closed and clunked, locking firmly behind them. “Let’s move!”
All five of them ran down the tunnel. Brick lagged behind with the heavy pack on his back. The next set of doors parted for them with no sign of rats on the other side. Two more hulks of metal gave way for them with still no sign of Grietum’s guards.
They made it to the main entrance tunnel. Owin and King Romarus reached the huge doors first, dropped their bladed-staffs and hopelessly clawed at the gap, trying to pry it open as they had with the others. The Skip ran over to a box at the side of the towering double sliding doors and ripped off the lid.
Baskie heard pursuing footfalls getting closer. Romarus and Owin picked up their spears and walked back down the wide tunnel. Brick ran to the door and dropped the heavy sack onto the metal floor with a loud, dull thud. “Can I hewp you wiv anyfing?” he asked the Skip in his usual drawl.
“You can help by keeping quiet,” Wallace said, as he ripped strange colored tangles of thick string from the box at the side of the door. It sparked like flint being struck.
Two of Grietum’s rats entered the large hall and froze. They held their bladed-staffs in attack position and ran at Baskie, who was in the middle of the wide tunnel. Owin and Romarus flew past him, running up the metal walls, landing behind the two attackers. The rats stopped their attack on Baskie, turned and clashed with the king and Owin. Romarus blocked stabs from his opponent, parrying the strikes away and landed a kick to the guard’s face. The rat stumbled back in Baskie’s direction. Romarus pursued, lunged and thrust a stab which entered the rat’s gut. Baskie saw the spear poking out of the man’s back. Blood pooled on the floor as the rat collapsed to the ground.
Owin was getting backed up deeper into the entrance hall, blocking long reaching stabs from the rat. With a leap, Owin placed a foot on the wall and landed on the other side of his attacker. He backed away, drawing closer to Baskie and King Romarus. The rat approached. All three of them readied their spears.
The man’s body suddenly went stiff and he lurched forward, falling face-first onto the metal floor. A spear stood vertically, impaled in the back of the dead rat. Baskie saw who threw the spear. Twenty footfalls behind the dead rat was Grietum’s daughter, Gosha—naked as she always was. 
“Blue Romarus,” she called softly. “I beg you to take me with you.”
The boy king walked towards her, seemingly entranced.
Owin pointed his spear at her. “Stay back, you fake bitch!” he shouted, making pathetic stabbing movements from twenty footfalls away.
“Wait! Leave her. She killed that rat,” Romarus said, staring unblinkingly at the naked Gosha.
“Romarus,” the Skip shouted from the box by the door, still working frantically, “think with your head for once…not with your cock!”
Long silky legs elegantly crossed over one another with each step as Gosha got closer. Owin ran at the smooth naked body that slinked towards them. Her piercing blue eyes locked onto her attacker and with one swipe of her thin arm, Owin went crashing into the metal wall.
“Blue Romarus, I will do anything to go with you. I want to be your woman.” She was within five footfalls of King Romarus. He closed the gap between them. She whispered in his ear and ran a finger down his bare chest.
“Stay away from her, Your Grace. She’s dangerous,” Baskie urged. I can’t attack her and win, he assessed when he saw Owin, still dazed, struggling to his feet.
Gosha turned Romarus sideways and backed him up against the wall. She left a clean finger-trail down Romarus’s bloodied and greasy stomach muscles as her blue lips teased his. Her hand slipped down the front of his cottons and the king raised his head and gasped. The boy king cupped one of her tits as her hand rubbed him below. Gosha ran her other hand up his chest and grasped around the front of his neck. The king’s eyes widened. He wheezed and his face flushed. Grietum’s daughter lifted the short king off the ground. She swung him round and slammed him to the floor, pinning him by the neck. Gosha’s free hand fumbled in her hair and whipped out a sharp needle the size of a finger.
Owin dove at her but was swatted away again as if he was nothing more than a scuttler on somebody’s arm.
The naked bitch spoke through gritted teeth. “I’m going to cut your cock off, Blue Romarus. It will be Mother’s for as long as she wishes.”
The king gasped and wheezed, “No! Please…I’m…sorry!” He kicked and thrashed. His hands hopelessly grasped at the arm pinning his neck. With her needle hand, Gosha pulled down the king’s trousers. 
What the fuck do I do? Baskie racked his mind for the Blind-Seer’s wisdom. Only a fuckwit enters a fight he knows he can’t win. I can’t win this one. He stood frozen to the spot, staring at the back of the naked woman.
King Romarus managed to grab her needle-wielding hand but she bit his wrist. The king yelled in pain, “Please, I’ll do anything. Don’t fucking do it! Please!” His voice strained. Then his eyes locked onto hers and his tone sounded calmer. “I’ll do that thing again with my tongue. I’ll make you moan like I did earlier. I promise.”
“Pretty Blue, your tongue was not that skilled,” she said, tickling his face with the needle.
King Romarus cried out as she scraped the needle across his eyebrow, causing blood to bubble above his eye. His hand strained against her effortless strength.
Baskie crept behind her. He slowly raised his spear.
She moved the needle down over the king’s crotch. 
CLUNK!

She froze. From behind, Baskie heard the doors begin to open and the desert sun pierced through the growing gap. The Skip’s tampering with the odd box at the side of the doors seemed to have worked. He had control over the door. Clever Wallace, Baskie thought.
As Gosha hesitated, King Romarus knocked her off. He fumbled to pull up his cottons. Owin staggered to his feet and made a break for the door. Baskie followed, looking over his shoulder to check on King Romarus, who took his first step to run to freedom. Gosha grabbed his ankle. The boy king’s eyes widened and he crashed to the ground. Romarus scrambled back to his feet. Still in her clutches, he stomped on her head with his free foot. Baskie was sure he heard the king apologize as the woman’s skull bounced off the hard metal floor.
She let out an almighty roar. It was as if her booming breath knocked Romarus off his feet as he stumbled backwards. The raging bitch still clung to his ankle. With one swing, she whirled the king around on his back and he slid along the floor twenty footfalls. The powerful woman stood between Romarus and his escape route.
Baskie watched from under the arch of the large open doorway. The Skip worked on a box outside of the hive. The box of tangles sparked just like the one inside did.
“Stop! We have to get King Romarus out first!” Baskie shouted at the Skip, who had started working on closing the door. Owin was bent over, hands on knees in the sand, trying to catch his breath and steady himself.
Back in the darkness of the entrance hall, Gosha approached Romarus. A throng of footfalls echoed from deep inside the tunnels.
“There’s more coming!” Owin shouted, breathlessly. Brick ran back inside with his heavy backpack. Baskie followed him in. Twelve of Grietum’s rats entered. The halfwit walked within ten footfalls of the gang and poured half of whatever was in the heavy sack, onto the metal floor.
Baskie neared Gosha and punched her in the lower back. She swayed slightly, dropped to a crouch and swiped his legs. His body hit the floor, hard. Romarus tackled her around the waist and they both landed on top of Baskie. As he tried to wriggle free, he saw Grietum’s rats swarm around the pile that Brick had poured on the floor. That’s the dust from the blood flower! Three naked figures came running past the guards and sprinted for freedom. The escapees were ignored as the rats scrambled to the pile of dust like hungry animals around a carcass.
CLUNK! The door began to shudder. “Brick, get out of here! You can’t help us with her. You’ve done all you can!” Baskie shouted as a pair of sweating tits pressed in his face while King Romarus’s hands wrapped around Gosha’s neck from on top.
Brick slung the sack over his shoulder and as it settled, he nearly fell backwards. He made a break for the huge hulks of metal beginning to edge closer together.
Gosha threw an elbow at Romarus’s face. He grabbed his nose and fell backwards. Her attack focused on Baskie next. She had him pinned under her. He lifted his knees to his chest, squeezing them under her stomach. With a thrust, he tried to kick out but she didn’t budge. Her forearm was pinned over his neck and he gasped for air. Baskie wrapped a leg behind her head. He locked it in place with a hand and bashed her in the face with his other fist. Air! She lifted. Romarus had recovered. He stood behind the dazed Gosha and squeezed his arm around her neck, choking her. “Go,” the king shouted. “Run!”
Baskie hesitated for a second. Gosha’s eyes were clouding over. Her mouth foamed at the corners of her twisting dark lips. The blue specks across her reddening face began to turn purple. 
He looked towards the gang of rats—they were still feasting on the pile of dust and some of them were writhing on the floor in ecstasy. 
Baskie sprinted for the huge doors which were now grinding past halfway shut. He’s got a minute at best, he thought as he ran out to the heat of the sands, turning to look back into the darkening entrance hall.
He heard Romarus muttering to the near-dead woman, “Shit, I’m fucking sorry.” The king’s chin quivered as he stared blankly with his arm choking Gosha. “Please fucking die.” Baskie knew the feeling of taking a life.
Gosha’s flailing hand grasped back. With pinpoint accuracy, she grabbed the king’s balls and twisted. He winced in pain. They both stood and squared up to each other. Gosha spat and stared at the boy king with manic, bloodshot eyes. She threw a combination of punches at Romarus’s face. He parried them off so quickly it was as if he knew they were coming. Romarus’s small body corkscrewed in the air, threatening a kick. She backed off. Another corkscrew, still no kick. Gosha went for a punch. Another corkscrew from Romarus ended in a high crescent kick, contacting his naked attacker across the face.
The gap in the door was only ten footfalls wide and was still closing. Romarus made a break for it. Gosha pursued. She seized his shoulders from behind. The boy king halted, grabbing her wrists and launched her over his head. She landed in the gap of the door, now only five footfalls wide and still closing. Gosha stepped back into the darkness towards Romarus. He threw a punch to her face. She caught his fist, locked his arm in an attempt to break the elbow but Romarus grasped her wrist with his free hand and twisted. She screamed as if she was giving birth. Baskie heard a snap, followed with another guttural shriek from Gosha.
“Shit,” Romarus muttered in a high-pitched tone. It was as if the king felt bad every time he hurt her. He recoiled away from her.
Baskie ran back into the darkness and barged Gosha deeper into the entrance hall. She staggered, injured. Baskie made a break for the slither of a gap in the door and pushed Romarus out into the sand. As Baskie squeezed into the gap after the boy king, he felt the pressure of the huge metal hulks press on him. The powerful crush was on his chest. Owin grabbed his hand and pulled him out from the incredible grip of the doors. He lay on the sand, catching his breath. The naked escaping blues, who had passed them in the entrance hall, caught his eye as they ran towards the hills behind Grietum’s Hive.
BOOM! The doors slammed closed, echoing into the hills and dunes. Then, for a moment, there was silence.
“We have to go back for the others. And what about the ones that ran off into the hills? My friend Louis was with them. They’ll die in this heat!” Owin shouted at the Skip, who was already leaving, walking towards the duneback and the tent.
Baskie backed up his friend, shouting, “Why are you walking away? You said we were going to help them and free them!”
The Skip turned sharply as he stopped walking. “We gave them the best shot we could. And those three are heading into the hills. They’ll find shelter there. Now we leave, or we’ll get hunted down by half a hundred cock-less strong-men after they’ve recovered from their wobbling drooling ecstasy because of him!” He pointed at Brick and shook his head.
“That’s all you fucking cared about. You just wanted to hurt her!” Baskie waved his hand back at the hive. “You couldn’t give a shit about the people. Those men in there will probably get hunted down and killed because of you! Or her rats will turn on her when they don’t get their fill and she’ll get killed…and you said you never kill people!” He was up in the Skip’s face jabbing a finger in his chest.
The Skip pushed him away and he landed, arse-first, in the hot sand. “I said I never kill anybody. If they do it for me, then so be it. And I regret the blues in there but they had their chance and what we did today saved countless lives. If that,” he shouted, pointing at Brick’s sack, dumped on the sand, “got into the kingdoms it would tear people’s lives apart.” His face changed as if he was looking back to a distant memory. The Skip’s eyes locked onto the sack. He stared. With a sniff he snapped out of it, saying, “That bitch had to be stopped. She’s ruined too many lives.”
This wasn’t just about stopping this evil dust leaking into the kingdoms, Baskie thought, sensing other motives more personal to Wallace Ryder.
Wallace the Skip walked over to the sack and reached for the opening. “This has to be emptied out into the wind and allowed to float away and sink into the sand.”
Brick quickly slapped his hand away. “King Womawus wanted it, so it wiw stay in that sack,” he said, with spit spraying out of his unusually round mouth.
The Skip ignored him and went to open the bag. Romarus tackled him to the ground and pinned a knee to his chest. “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me this is what you wanted all along?!”
The Skip brushed sand off his face. “You got what you wanted. You got your lost prince and you wouldn’t have had a chance to find him if it wasn’t for my help. At the same time, you helped save the kingdoms from that shit.” He swung an arm in the vague direction of the sack of dust. The Skip switched on his best ridicule tone, saying, “And anyway, the plan would have been too complicated for you.” He turned to Baskie. “I just told him to go in, fuck, trap them in the throne room and leave…something he could understand.”
Romarus rose with a blank expression. “Nope,” he muttered, as if telling himself not to rise to the Skip’s words. He was clearly boiling with anger; his head shook and his chin quivered. Marching over to the duneback, he hopped up and kicked his heels into the beast. “Prince Baskerville,” he shouted through gritted teeth, breathing deeply, “I’ll take you to the coast and from there you can take a ship to the Wetlands.” Brick slung the sack over his shoulder and scrambled after his king.
The Skip stood and brushed himself off. “You take that dust out of here, you will only bring ruin to wherever it is you plan to sell it.”
King Romarus rode away and held up nine fingers to the Skip in insult.
“What about me?” Owin piped up, sounding like a lost child, turning to Baskie.
Baskie was frozen to the spot and didn’t know whether to follow King Romarus and go home, stay with his friend and return him safely to the island, or try to help the Skip to stop the king and his halfwit aide from wasting all of their efforts. As he watched Romarus gradually plodding further away on the duneback, with Brick closely in tow, he saw a smaller sack flung around the halfwit’s neck. The opening burst with a blood-red color. Baskie stood next to the Skip and whispered, “This is more serious than you think. He’s taken some of the actual flower too. If they figure out how to grow them and the process of making that dust, it could be out across the Known World.”
“Well help me stop him then,” the Skip whispered back.
“There’s no way we could take him by force. You need to think. Skips always have a plan.”
“I never planned for witless loyalty like that.” He pointed at Brick, still stumbling after the duneback that was carrying his king.
The Skip’s eyes widened and he shouted, “I can help you find your brother!”
His brother? What the fuck is he on about? “Is this a trick?” Baskie asked, quietly.
“No…I don’t think so anyway. If my sources are correct…it is not a trick. If they’re wrong…then yes…I suppose it is a trick.” Wallace rambled on as usual, not making particular sense. It was as if he was trying to convince himself of his own plan.
Romarus pulled the duneback to a halt. “What did you say?”
“I will help you find your brother,” the Skip shouted, then paused. “What was his brother’s name?” he whispered to Baskie out of one side of his mouth.
What the fuck was the firstborn of Locutus called? Baskie racked his brains trying to think. “Costalus…I think,” he whispered, hoping his memory served him correctly.
“Costalus. I know where he is,” the Skip shouted. “I hope,” he added silently.
Owin butted in like a spoilt child. “But what about me? I just want to go home.”
“That is exactly where I am hoping we are all about to leave for, my dear-annoying-curly-haired friend.” The Skip patted Owin’s annoying curly hair.
Costalus is on the Mother’s Island? Baskie always knew there were boys of royal blood on the Mother’s Island who the Mister took as infants and brainwashed. Docháran was clearly from the Peak Kingdom and he was sure that was the name of one of the sons of King Sáran. Which one is Costalus though? The Mister must change some of their names if they were not old enough to remember where they truly came from.
“My brother was taken when he was a baby. He is dead,” Romarus said blankly, not turning to face them. Brick waited patiently next to the king’s mount.
The Skip whispered to Baskie, “Tell me, was there a boy on that island, your friend here calls home, with two differently colored eyes?”
Saul! It seemed obvious now. His face is much like Romarus in so many ways. “His name is Saul and I see Romarus in him. He even sounds like him.”
The Skip chuckled. “Clever Wallace! Oh I am good,” he congratulated himself then shouted to the king, “He is quite alive. And if you were to destroy what your aide is carrying, I will take you to him.”
Owin whispered in Baskie’s ear, “Romarus isn’t a chosen brother though so—”
Baskie couldn’t listen to Owin’s shit, so he butted in quickly, telling him, “Totally different kind of brother. All you need to know is your annoying curly head is going home.” He heard his own words and worried he was beginning to sound like the Skip.
Romarus hopped down off the duneback. The king and the Skip walked towards each other. 
 



 
And then the Prophet Maran closed the Beast’s Eye. Only the chosen avatars and the kings—descendants of the gods—may set foot on its soil.
Prophecies 3, The Maran
 
 
 



Londenia
EYES OPENED
 
We’ve made it, Londenia thought, when she saw a shining round wall far off in the distance. She turned to look back at her traveling party of twelve. Only Queen Londenia and Queen Se’rel remained of royal status. Her guard was made up of just eight, led by L’Gon and H’Gon from the Wetlands. The two healers, Celóndas and Sandunion, were still by her side. And there was the Watch King’s bastard son, Taigo.
There had been no choice but to abandon the Fair Blue Maiden three days ago. She sank into the Bay of Blue after succumbing to King Anthony’s tampering. But they were clear of the Kingdom of the Dead Cities before they were forced to jump ship, making the rest of the journey to the border of the Still Cities on foot.
It was as if Taigo had been sent by the gods to protect them. Every night after they made camp, he would double back into the green forests of this empty land and set traps so any attempt by King Anthony to follow and ambush their party, would be foiled with an array of Meeren contraptions and trickery. This however didn’t help Londenia sleep any easier. At night, she would lie awake, alone in a makeshift shelter, which was little more than some tree branches. When she closed her eyes, King Anthony was there. His mother, Ilar, also haunted her dreams. The old woman’s bitter words and curses played on her mind.
The relief of seeing the Still City watch post of the Burrow soon faded away as she thought about what little remained of six of the Ten Kingdoms. Three of the kings were dead, and one king—her king, Romarus—was somewhere searching for King Stewart’s son. Her father, King Kalon of Long Kingdom, was likely hundreds of leagues to the south-east, searching for what might remain of the King of the Broken Arm’s land and people.
At the foot of a hill, one hundred footfalls away, stood the round wall, twenty footfalls high. She saw sentinels dressed in long green robes, pacing the top, perhaps ten of them. As their party drew closer, one of the men on the shining wall reached inside his cloak and sounded a horn.
Within moments, riders emerged from behind the round wall on gray broncos with horns wrapped in green cloth. They rode out with their vivid emerald-colored robes draped down over their broncos’ hind quarters and formed a line twenty strong. Queen Londenia held a hand up and her band of followers halted. As she lowered it they knelt to greet the riders from the Burrow.
The thundering of the hooves stopped and the leader of the pack hopped down off of his adorned bronco. Londenia addressed him, calling out, “I am Queen Londenia of Last Kingdom. We were attacked on our way to your lands and this is all that remains of our party. My people…” She paused at those words as she found it strange to be calling another queen, and another king’s son, her people. “My people require food, shelter and water. The magisters of Mor requested we come to their city but before we continue, we must rest.”
The Burrow guard leader responded in the slight rhythmical dialect that was common in the land of the Still Cities: “Queen Londenia, my men will escort you within our wall. We have been told to expect a much larger party than what we see before us.”
Londenia politely bowed without answer. They followed the men and their broncos back to the curving wall. They rounded the left side and walked round a quarter of the watch post. When they went through a heavy wooden outer door, it took them to a courtyard filled with sand-colored, shiny-stone dwellings. It was a proper little village contained within the strong walls. Londenia was surprised to hear children laughing and see women walking to collect water from the central well. She had assumed that the watch posts would be sparse—only populated with disciplined soldiers—but this had all the comforts of home. One of the women approached her. She wore a simple long tunic, grass-green like the robes of the Burrow guards, and offered a large skin of water but Londenia ushered the woman to the others in her party. When the fourth offering of water came, she grabbed it and poured it into her mouth so fast that most of it ended up running down the front of her neck.
Later that day, they all sat on soft cushions scattered on the floor of a stone building that they had been offered as their dwellings. Londenia had her back to the smooth, perfectly flat, shiny wall. Most of her party was asleep except for Taigo, who sat fiddling with a chain given to him by his father. “Do you feel that I should go back to the Watch and take my father’s throne?” he asked blankly.
The question took her by surprise. “Yes, you are the Watch King now. The lines of the Ten Kingdoms have not been broken in nearly one thousand years. And you are King Servin’s son.”
“How can I go back to that place of death and become king?” His blue eyes stared blankly at the silver chain wrapped around his fingers.
“It is up to us to rebuild the kingdoms. If we lose faith, then everything is lost.” The boy was right though; nothing remained of the Watch Kingdom’s capital. However, the remaining lands and people would be in need of leadership and stability. The same was true of the Bay Kingdom. The Wetlands had lost its king and she doubted Romarus would succeed in finding the lost prince. Long Kingdom’s army was spread thinly and nothing was known of the King of the Broken Arm.
“I will make sure the Watch Kingdom lives again,” she heard the boy say, which brought a smile to her face. But then he added, “After I take revenge on that cunt!”
Her smile faded as she heard Taigo’s revenge plots. 
“That fucking Dead Cities cunt.”
She didn’t respond. Londenia just stared at the boy. It was as if she was looking at a bottle filled with emotions, ready to explode.
They were interrupted by one of the Burrow guards bursting into the small room. He drawled in his Still Cities dialect, “Queen Londenia, we have received word back from Mor. Magister Caline has sent a Noth escort to meet you at Nethren. I will send ten of my riders with you until you meet with them. He also said that he is still willing to receive you when you reach Mor.”
It fascinated her how quickly they could send messages over such vast distances, but their powers were strong in the Still Cities for ones with such little faith in anything. Still willing? The wording of the guard unnerved her slightly. Of course he would still be willing. It was he who asked for an audience with us in the first place! “We will leave at dawn. My people need to rest.”
“Yes, my lady.” The guard bowed and left the room.
When morning came, they were brought eggs and mushrooms to break their fast. Londenia didn’t have the stomach for them. Her mind was focused on the journey ahead and haunted by the face of King Anthony and the chilling curses of his vengeful mother. Her appetite wasn’t helped by the food having gone cold on the trip from the kitchens to their dwelling.
The kingdoms had survived for nearly a thousand years. Why did they have to crumble during my reign, she thought, as she pushed her plate away from her. So many of royal blood are dead or corrupted and it is their own people who suffer.

She rose and walked outside, staring blankly ahead. Children were playing in and around the strangely shaped trees, mothers collected water, and the guards prepared to march their party to Nethren.
She stood with her back to the wall of the dwelling. It made her feel slightly more at ease if there was no chance of somebody sneaking up behind her. Out in the open, her heart raced whenever a stare lingered too long. The constant worry of another attack from King Anthony kept her on edge every minute of every day.
A solemn face through the happy crowd caught her eye. A little girl sat on a step outside another sand-colored dwelling across the way. Her gaze locked onto Londenia, unblinking. Londenia’s fingers tingled and a chill surrounded her head. She tried to calm her heaving chest. She is just a child. If King Anthony wished to harm us he would surely not send a little girl into a heavily armed Still City watch post to do his bidding. Londenia offered a smile. Slowly the child’s lips curled. Relief hit her when she saw teeth of normal shape, and a beaming, genuine smile on the child’s face. The little girl’s mother took her hand and they walked inside their home. Londenia shook her head, sighed and stretched out her arms, trying to shake off the lurking shadow of the King of the Dead Cities.
More children ran across the path, playing. These children do not care that we are royal. And these mothers only care about getting water for their children. She became engrossed with the young, running without a care along the paths connecting the buildings. A smile crept onto her face. Perhaps the Ten Kingdoms should fall, she allowed herself to think for a second. She thought of a world she could create for the people, not for the benefit of a few chosen kings with blue eyes. At first, the kings were the only men able put life inside of a woman, but over time even lowborn brown-eyed boys and bastards, developed this power. The sickness that chose the ten kings was leaving this land or perhaps had already left. She was not the first to realize this.
Oppression reigned more heavily in the three dominating kingdoms. They were harsh places that oppress those with brown eyes and practically enslave boys who develop the white seed if they are of low birth; boys created from a single night of lust from a king, or from the seed of common brown-eyed men. I suppose we can add the King of the Dead Cities to that particular group of kingdoms now. King Anthony is even worse than the tyrants of First, Peak and Gate.
The Ten nurtured their way of life, allowing them to survive in a poisoned land for over nine hundred years, but where are the Ten now? She let her faith slip for a second and then composed herself again.
They began their journey north-west to Nethren with ten riders from the Burrow. Queen Londenia and each of her party were given a bronco and, with no wagons, their journey moved quickly. What would have taken a wagon-laden party seven days, would likely only take them half that. After all of the fighting and danger they had experienced, the lands of the Still Cities seemed idyllic. They passed small villages with children running on the wide dirt paths as they made their way. The locals would stop work in their fields and wave to the strangers passing through their lands. Even the sky and the air were more pleasant than the dry desert of Last Kingdom, the cloud of death in the Watch Kingdom and the stench of corruption in the Dead Cities. This is what the kingdoms should be like, she thought, as her mind wandered with the rocking up and down of her bronco.
The wind picked up as they moved towards a heavy, ominous looking sky. As the first day of the journey to Nethren drew on, dark clouds gathered. Rain began to spit as dusk came upon the land. The unusual site of a deca caught her eye. There must be followers of the Ten in these lands, she thought, as she gazed across at the long, soft shadows cast by the obscured setting sun and the ten standing stones that formed the circle. They passed within fifty footfalls of the holy place as their party made its way along the muddy path. The drizzling rain became a downpour.
A sinking feeling hit Londenia’s stomach. The ground in the center of the deca had been dug up. It was as if a giant had scooped the ground away, leaving a gaping hole in the middle. Who would do such a thing to a holy place? She patted her damp chest ten times with ten cold wet fingers. Perhaps there is no faith in these lands after all.
Three days into their journey, they crossed the River Byley, where the River Ren joined its course and flowed south, then west into the Soju Expanse. Londenia’s body clenched as she urged her bronco over the bridge.
“Are you well, my lady?” asked one of the Burrow guards who rode next to her.
“This river flowing beneath us leads to the Soju Expanse. We know it to be a cursed land. The souls of the fallen and evil are sent there after death.” She paused for a moment, remembering that this guard was unlikely to believe in such things. “You likely think these are but tales?”
The guard smiled. “We simply have a different explanation of the place that you call the Expanse.” His smile faded. “But you are right in saying it is dark where this river eventually flows through.”
The water flowing under her feet ran into that cursed, wicked land of the dead, a thousand leagues away. Relief passed through her bones as she reached the dirt track on the far side of the bridge.
On the fourth day, they reached Nethren. It was a sight to behold. This was the first time Londenia had ever laid eyes upon one of the Still Cities. She stood with her party on top of a hill overlooking the whole of Nethren. And from this point, it indeed looked completely still within its perfectly circular wall encompassing the entire city. The shapes of the buildings were sharp and the light sand color of them shone in the afternoon sun. As they descended the hill towards the shining sprawl of buildings, the city came to life as she began to make out people moving from building to building. This settlement had stood in this place for nearly one thousand years—neither expanding nor shrinking in size. In the kingdoms, dwellings and towns were far more flexible and in the lands of the Broken Arm, they would even move the king’s throne room itself every three moon-turns, along with the surrounding keep.
Nethren looked to be simply a much larger version of the Burrow. The only curve in the entire city was the completely circular wall surrounding the sharp, beautiful, bright buildings inside its protection. The main gate parted when they were around one hundred footfalls away from it. Guards, in dark-blue robes which hooded their heads, began to march out and spread to form a line twenty-strong in front of the wall of Nethren. The guards carried staffs, tucked behind their right shoulder, which glowed blue at either end. The soldiers were so light footed that they barely made a sound as they marched off the wide marble path surrounding the wall, onto the grass. They stopped in perfect unison.
Londenia’s ten escorts from the Burrow halted. Her and her other followers came to a stop too. All held their silence. The only sounds were slight murmurs of crowds from within the round tall wall of the city. Her heart was pounding until the twenty men in blue knelt and bowed their heads. She spoke. “People of Nethren, we come to answer the magisters of Mor and we were instructed to meet them in your fair city. I am Queen Londenia of Last Kingdom and I request entry into Nethren.” 
Silence followed.
A short fat man in a white robe plodded through the middle of the kneeling soldiers with a smile on his face and arms outstretched. “My lady, you are fairer than any words could describe,” he said in the friendly, foreign twang of the Still Cities, his dialect far stronger and more pronounced than those from the Burrow. His fast waddle brought him three footfalls from Londenia.
“You are too kind…” She waited for his name.
“Magister Polthen, my lady,” he introduced himself. The magister was thickset with a soft fleshy pair of chins bristled with stubble. “I will at once have chambers arranged for you and your fine following.”
“Thank you, Magister,” she said, striding efficiently alongside his frantic stumpy legs as they made their way to the main gate. “We only wish to rest for a night and then make our way to Mor at first light,” she said firmly, in what she hoped came across in a friendly enough manner.
“My single regret is that our city will only be brightened by your presence for just one night.”
This one likes his words and compliments. “You have a way with words, Magister,” was all she could think of to reply. As she stepped onto the marble platform in front of the gate, the world became wider and flatter. The gates opened onto the sounds of friendly greetings, playful shouting, intense discussion and the occasional pleasurable moan from high bedchambers. The air was clean and the ground beneath her feet shone brightly. The entire city appeared to be carved out of polished stone. Of course, this was not the case and as they walked through the wide main street, Londenia saw gardens of green and strange structures where water shot upwards and landed in great pools. Tall trees lined either side of the wide street. Their trunks were long and thin and all their leaves gathered in a flopping ball at the top. She tried to remain focused. “Have our escorts arrived from Mor, Magister?”
“They are a day’s ride from here, my lady,” said Polthen. “They will not delay your planned departure for more than a few hours. It will give you some time to sample our cuisine here in Nethren. Our Mithran steaks would likely be one of the best things you have ever tasted.”
“Perhaps under better circumstances we could enjoy what your city has to offer. However, at this time, we will be happy with whatever refreshments you can provide us with.” As she politely turned down Magister Polthen’s offer, the disappointment on his squashy face was clear. Is he not even aware of the urgency of the message we received from Mor? It’s as if he wishes to delay us.
“Of course, my lady.” He graciously bowed and proceeded to show them to their marble dwelling.
Londenia’s bedchamber window looked directly onto the main street below. Her bed was large and soft. She even had her own washbasin in the corner of the room with a spout from which water would pour, activated by a simple twist of a handle. Even the accommodation provided for her guards had such wondrous luxuries. She could not believe the splendor and indulgence of Nethren. Of course, she was very grateful for their hospitality, but with the heaviness of what news may await them at Mor and the darkness of the path they had walked the last several moon-turns, she found it hard to indulge.
Londenia splashed her face with cold water from the self-filling washbasin. Her eyes avoided the mirror hung on the wall. She couldn’t allow herself to look in its reflection in case a pointed-toothed face stood behind her. She turned to the bed. A flush of panic went through her. I didn’t pull those bedsheets back, she thought, as she tried to remember moving the covers. The door was untouched. She scanned the room. Bed. Washbasin. Drawers. The door to the large wardrobe caught her eye. It was slightly ajar. A dark empty space lay behind it. The thin drape around the window fluttered in a gentle breeze. Her first instinct was to bolt to the door but common sense took over when she remembered she was three stories up and it was unlikely somebody could have scaled up to her bedchamber window unseen and without her hearing them. Perhaps I did pull back those sheets and am just too tired to remember doing it.

A knock on the door made her jump. “Come.”
“Queen Londenia, may I speak with you?” a young shaking voice asked.
“Of course.” By the time she turned around, Taigo was a sobbing mess on the floor. She rushed over and closed the door, squatting next to the distressed boy on the polished marble and put both arms around him, pulling him close. “Hush now. What has brought these tears so suddenly?” It’s all caught up with him, all of it.
His voice squeezed out of his flustered wet face. “This place! This is how our lives should have been. These people live in peace, without fear. But back home, we always lived in fear and now even that fearful home is gone. What gives those cunts the right to take what is ours and kill the ones we love?”
“Nothing gives them that right…nothing.” She squeezed him tighter.
“All of them kept saying the gods would not approve of the travesties of the lower kingdoms. That’s what King Anthony’s puppets called us you know…the lower kingdoms. Simply because somebody like me could perhaps one day lead a kingdom. The only difference between me and him is that my mother had brown eyes.”
Well, King Anthony’s father’s ears didn’t work, she said spitefully in her head about the king who haunted her dreams. “They claim if you were to take on the line of kings, you could taint the bloodline, as it is not certain your offspring would have blue sight. But no matter what they believe, it does not justify what they did. Yes, your offspring may not be able to continue the line but there would be others. And I know you would make a fine king!”
Taigo stared at the floor through misty eyes. The look reminded her of Romarus, stewing in one of his emotional storms; everything boiling underneath the skin. He sobbed, then shook his head, then punched the hard floor, then cursed, then sobbed. It was as if there was an argument going on inside the boy’s head behind those bright blue eyes and tanned skin. “It is the fact that he hides behind the gods and says it was their will driving him to destroy us. If the Ten exist it means they allowed these things to happen.”
Londenia relaxed her grip and slid away from Taigo. “Are you doubting the Ten?” she asked, tentatively.
“Yes! Even if they were true—gods that allowed what I saw…I wouldn’t worship them…I’d spit on them.”
For a moment, Londenia couldn’t bear to look at the non-believer on the floor but when she heard the sobbing and remembered what he had gone through, she embraced him again and prayed silently to Yod’Herem to give the boy she held in her arms wisdom and to forgive him for his lack of faith.
The following morning, she awoke to sunlight through the window of her bedchamber. The bustle of happy crowds outside made her thankful to be alive and the wonderful warm covers of her oversized bed filled her with a comfort she hadn’t felt since leaving home so long ago. Londenia sat up in her empty chamber and heard muffled voices from the hallway: “Have you checked the living areas?” one of them said.
“That was the first place we looked. He’s gone,” she heard L’Gon shout back.
“He couldn’t have been taken. These walls are secure. He must have hopped when we changed shifts. Why would he run with no word?” asked another voice that she couldn’t quite recognize through the heavy door and marble walls.
Her tranquil start to the day vanished and she dashed across the bed to get a silk robe that was lying on the floor, pulling it around her naked body. As she opened the door, the voices hit her: “He can’t have gotten outside of the city walls, he will be somewhere on the streets,” H’Gon said, turning to Queen Londenia. “My lady.” He bowed.
“What happened?” she asked, as guards ran from room to room, panicked.
“It’s Taigo…he’s gone,” H’Gon said, with a lowered head.
“It is not as if he is some kind of prisoner,” Londenia warned. “What do you plan to do to find him? He was upset and I am worried for his safety. He killed King Anthony’s father. That will not have been forgotten. Anthony’s men infiltrated the Watch Kingdom and the Bay Kingdom—who’s to say they could not place assassins in the Still Cities?”
Searches went on all morning and past midday. There was no sign of the boy. Londenia led the search on the streets, asking strangers if they saw a tanned-skinned, blue-sighted boy. He would have stood out in any part of the Still Cities. Most mortals in the cities had a paler complexion than his and people with blue-sight were few and far between. 
Every scenario ran through her mind and none seemed to be good. Perhaps he took his own life, but then there would have been some sign of a body. Perhaps King Anthony managed to somehow penetrate Nethren’s defenses, but surely his men couldn’t have gotten past the watch posts and then scaled the city walls unnoticed. The most likely explanation in her mind was that Taigo had decided to follow his hatred and left to take revenge on those who had wronged him, but Londenia hoped she was wrong.
Her role in the search had to be cut short with the arrival of their escorts from Mor. She warned her men and the Nethrenese guards not to let Taigo leave the city. “I fear he is on some kind of crusade to take revenge on King Anthony. I do not want him risking his life in such folly.” 
After giving strict commands to bring Taigo to her as soon as they were successful in finding him, she went with Magister Polthen to the main gate to meet their escorts. The twenty guards of Nethren marched out before them. Their long shadows from the late afternoon sun stretched far into the grass surrounding the city. As the guards passed the marble onto grass, they knelt. Londenia saw two figures standing opposite them. Both wore dark featureless masks, covering their faces. Even their eyes were obscured by a dot of blue light piercing out of each hole. One was dressed entirely in black from foot to hooded cape. The other’s arms were bare. His cape was lined with a gold colored trim.
As Londenia walked closer, behind the line of kneeling guards and drew near to the two masked figures from Mor, she saw they carried long-staffs much like the Nethrenese guards’ ones; they glowed blue at each end and were carried diagonally across the men’s backs. The two lowered their hoods. Their hair was shaved to gray-black stubble. Tight clothing hugged their trained bodies under flapping capes that were blowing in the gentle breeze. When she was less than ten footfalls from where they stood, they lifted their masks. Brown eyes stared back at her. They began to bow.
A shout from a Nethrenese guard made them replace their masks and draw their staffs in a violent spin which stopped sharply behind their arms. They crouched. “Get down!” one of masked figures urged Londenia.
She dove flat, face-first into the grass and peered back. Twenty Nethrenese guards chased a small figure running for the hills away from the city wall. One of the masked men from Mor moved towards Londenia. The other took up a defensive position around her. Feeling safer, she raised her head and tried to see between her two protectors. As her eyes focused, she saw Taigo running from the Nethrenese. He had a staff of his own and a pack on his back. One of the guards drew near him and swung a glowing blue staff. Taigo ducked and spun his own staff overhead to parry the blow. Stopping his weapon sharply behind his arm, he reversed its direction and struck the guard in the side. As the man fell, Taigo took off again.
It was in that moment Londenia realized that she had no right to stop Taigo in his plans. They only stop him because I commanded them to find him and bring him to me to make sure he was safe.
The boy is capable of a great many things.
I gave him my word that he would have his revenge. If he wants this, then who am I to stop him?
Her protector with the gold trim crouched next to Londenia. Two blue lights pierced through the slits of the mask. “Queen Londenia, do you know what is happening here?” he asked in a soldier-like manner, his voice slightly muffled through the mask.
“We must stop their attack on that boy, sir,” Queen Londenia commanded. She had barely finished her sentence before the men in black rushed towards the action. They covered ground faster than even those of blue-sight. Within seconds her new super-fast, brown-eyed protectors stood between the guards of Nethren and Taigo, who was now drawing further and further away. The two squared up to the twenty.
One of the masked-men dropped into a spinning crouch and whipped his staff through the dust in the sparse grass. Sand repelled away from the glowing end as if each grain fled from its light. It whipped up a cloud in the eyes of the Nethrenese guards. Several of them stumbled back. Two on the outside of the line ran forward in pursuit of Taigo but the two masked-men clashed with them. The buzzing of glowing staffs whipped through the air. A group of Nethrenese guards swarmed around them. The two men in black fought off head-on attacks but at the same time fended off blows from behind. Two of the guards collapsed to the ground after receiving painful looking shocks to the chest from the glowing staffs. Another was sent flying five footfalls backwards into the dry sparse grass. More Nethrenese joined the fight. Still, the masked men fought on.
“Stand down,” Londenia shouted, running towards them. Her new masked-protectors from Mor immediately laid down their staffs and turned to kneel to her. The Nethrenese halted their staffs mid-strike, looking on with confusion at the sudden stop to the action.
Fat Magister Polthen scurried along, catching up with his men, out of breath and dripping with sweat. “Do as the queen commands!” The buzz and spinning of glowing staffs zipped through the air for a few seconds before coming to a sharp stop as the weapons were tucked behind twenty arms. 
Londenia approached the two in black, who were kneeling. “Thank you for your assistance.”
“It was our pleasure, my lady.” As the other from Mor spoke, it was clear that this was a woman. With her short hair, identical clothing to the other and the very flat chest, it had been hard to tell her gender.
“It was a pleasure to see your fine talents, I can assure you.” Londenia smiled, eying her female protector. “What are your names?”
The one whose cape was adorned with golden trim removed his mask and spoke. “I am Noth Garrod, my lady.”
The female followed suit, saying, “Noth Raine, at your service, my lady.”
“I am Queen Londenia of Last Kingdom and I am sorry to cut our greetings short but I feel we must ready ourselves for this journey. It is imperative we depart within the hour.”
As her party left Nethren for their final leg of the journey to Mor, she said silent prayers for Taigo, for her father and for Romarus.
Her small party had a calmer feel ever since they came under the protection of Noth Garrod and Noth Raine. This air of calm was also inspired by the pleasant surroundings of the land of the Still Cities. Londenia, however, could not completely settle her nerves. They followed the banks of the River Ren leading to the mountains. She found herself walking either side by side or ahead of the Noths—never behind. When traveling, they tended to wear their masks on the backs of their heads, something which Londenia found off-putting. Their normal brown-eyed faces stared straight ahead while a lifeless, featureless dark face glared behind them. The glowing blue eye-slits added to their strangeness.
“May I enquire? Do you have blue-sight in your blood?” Londenia asked Noth Raine on the second morning of their journey to Mor.
The female Noth laughed. “You are not the first to ask this. Some of us no doubt have blue-sight somewhere in our lineage but as far as I am aware, I am not one of them. We are a guild that believes with intense training, meditation and learning, we can have the same abilities that equal and, in some cases, far outweigh those of blue-sight.”
That night, Londenia watched the masked Noth Garrod practice his staff routine by the River Ren, where they had set up camp. He stood with knees bent. The glowing blue eye-slits of his mask locked onto his imaginary opponent. His whole body flowed like water. He spun the staff and swung it around his body as if it were part of him. His movements looked more like that of a dance than those of a fighting man. Although the staff moved sharply at times in precise strikes, his body was loose and flowing. When he finally finished his dance, his breath was still slow and steady.
Londenia learned from Garrod that the Noth specialized in the use of the glowing long-staffs that were commonplace in the Still Cities. The Noth called them long-glows. Guards of the Ten Kingdoms were impressive in the way they fought with their regular non-glowing staffs. And the guards of Nethren too, were a delight to watch with their blue staffs as they called them. But the Noths were something to behold. Even their name for their glowing staffs impressed Londenia more and had an air of class to it. Blue staff is such an obvious name for a staff that glows blue. Long-glow has much more grace to it, she thought, mindlessly. 
These witless random thoughts stopped her mind from over thinking and stressing about what news may come when they reached Mor as they drew closer. If only I could be like Romarus in these times: amused by pressing my lips to a sheet of glass or being distracted by a nice pair of tits. She laughed as she remembered what he had said back in Hal Tal about potentially soiling one of the tal’s store cupboards. She felt a lump in her throat and a tear escape from her right eye. Where are you now? I hope you’re safe. Londenia told herself, Romarus is always fine.
On the third night, they took their leave of the River Ren and began to veer north and west on the path leading to Mor. Londenia received a visit from the two Noths inside the warm skins of her tent. They did her the courtesy of removing their masks before sticking their heads into her tent. The emotionless black canvas and the sharp blue glow from the eye-slits were not a welcome sight when unexpected in the dark of night.
Noth Garrod spoke. “Queen Londenia, we feel it is time for you to learn of Magister Caline’s thoughts on the current situation. He requested Noths as a means of escort for your party. We knew a request to meet with the kings was sent over three moon-turns ago and when we saw what details he had given in his escort request, we volunteered for the task.”
“I fear I am not going to like what you are about to say.”
Garrod nodded with tight lips. “As there are no longer any kings in your party, Magister Caline feels it would be detrimental to discuss the full nature of the threat he speaks of. He is therefore, simply receiving you and Queen Se’Rel now as a gesture of goodwill until one of the kings arrives.”
Londenia clenched her fists in a cold sweat. “You mean to say we have travelled this distance and risked our lives…and lost lives, for nothing?”
The two Noths looked at each other. Noth Raine broke her stare first and looked to Londenia. “No, we are simply saying we wish to help you. He will likely come to greet us alone and we are happy to…” She paused. “…lend our services as means of making him tell you what you must know.”
It seems I am becoming a common user of threats and intimidation, Londenia thought, remembering the look of hatred on Ilar’s face back on the long path where Taigo killed old Rigard. “What do you mean, make him tell us?”
Noth Raine’s gloved hand reached out and lay on Londenia’s thigh. It felt too high, and lingered too long. Londenia sat up to free her leg from the female Noth’s touch.
Raine’s cheeks flushed red. She cleared her throat. “Just know that we are ready to support you. The magister feels that neither you nor Queen Se’Rel will be able to carry out the task he expected of the kings. We do not believe anybody has limitations. We are willing to support you when the time comes. We do what we feel is right—not what the magisters say is right. And personally, I believe in you.”
The sun shrank behind the shining round city wall that met them three days later as they approached Mor. It was almost identical to Nethren’s wall but must have been double its size. Knowing it was Mor on the other side, Londenia should surely feel joy. But the words from the Noths of the resistance they might face from Magister Caline played on her mind.
No guards came out to greet their party as they had done in Nethren. The main gates ground open and the waning sun’s light shafted through the gap, widening as the gates swung apart. Londenia had to shield her eyes from the glare. A long shadow stepped out, stretching twenty footfalls along the sparse sandy grass surrounding the city. As the robed figure approached, it was clear the dark shadow suggested a far taller and thinner man than the one nearing their party’s position. Noth Raine put a hand on Londenia’s shoulder and gave it a comforting squeeze. Again, her hand lingered too long for Londenia’s comfort. She turned and smiled to her female protector, using it as an opportunity to politely draw away from the awkward hand.
Noth Garrod stepped forward and addressed the approaching figure, announcing, “Magister Caline, may I present to you Queen Londenia of Last Kingdom and Queen Se’Rel of the Bay Kingdom.”
It was as if Magister Polthen had followed them from Nethren; this too was a rather fat man in a white robe but Magister Caline bumbled less. Are all magisters fat?
His eyes were fixed on Londenia as he marched towards her group. “Queen Londenia and Queen Se’Rel, I was most disturbed to hear of what has happened of late in the Ten Kingdoms,” he said, then added in a lowered unconvincing tone, “May the Ten guide the souls of the ones you have lost to the next world.”
Nice try, Londenia thought at the magister’s attempt at appealing to her faith.
Queen Se’Rel raised a gray eyebrow. “Thank you for your blessings, Magister. We have come a long way to hear of this threat you spoke of and I wish not to linger on this matter.”
“I am afraid we will have to linger, my lady. For you see, we were expecting kings.” His eyes scanned Londenia and Se’Rel. “We required the kings to take our warnings directly to the High Council of the Ten Kingdoms. Your avatars on the Beast’s Eye will not receive queens. In fact, it is unlikely they will let you step onto the inland island on account of…” His eyes dropped to their breasts.
Queen Se’Rel adjusted herself and stepped towards the fat Morian. “We know of the policies of our High Council. However, as you are quite aware, my king is dead, Queen Londenia’s king is off on some crusade to find a lost prince, the Watch King was massacred along with his entire keep, and ten-gods-knows where the others are. Oh yes, and one is a cold-blooded murderer now, in case you needed reminding.”
Magister Caline cleared his throat. “Yes, we are quite aware of King Anthony’s deeds. In fact, we have been aware of his plans for some time now as we intercepted—”
Queen Se’Rel was a raging storm as she rushed and grabbed the blubbery magister’s robes around his neck and pulled him in close. The old queen stared him in the eye. “You mean to say you knew about all of that and failed to warn us?”
“W-we had no way of getting the message to you in time.” Little droplets of sweat began to bead on the magister’s upper lip. “Y-you don’t have the same technologies that we possess in—”
“You could have sent a rider,” the aging queen shouted as Magister Caline looked helplessly at the two Noths who flanked Londenia. They stood their ground, with emotionless masks staring blankly. Queen Se’Rel loosened her grip and pushed the Morian leader back, then stormed away with her old fists clenched.
Londenia took a breath. “Magister.” She forced a smile. “I agree that we would likely not be received on the Beast’s Eye, if that was part of your need from us, but we deserve to know what it is that you wished to tell the kings.”
The magister brushed off his robes and shook his head, making his two chins wobble. “No, we have sent word to King Kalon. Our rider will likely have found his party by now. He is our last hope.”
Londenia nodded to her masked Noths. Their glowing blue eye-slits locked onto the fat Morian. They seized him, each taking an arm. He gave little resistance and only let out blurting, bumbling noises. Now you look even more like Magister Polthen, Londenia thought, putting on her best diplomatic smile. “King Kalon is the kingdoms’ last hope. He sent me to finish the task that the kings were first asked to do. You will tell us of this threat you spoke of and what you would be asking of the kings. I can assure you, Magister, that after what I and my party have overcome in the last two moon-turns, we will make it happen if it means saving what remains of our people.”
The magister’s eyes darted to both of his Noths, who were now taking commands from Londenia. His nose twitched. “Very well. We must gain entry…erm…access…f-full access…to certain…p-parts…of the Ten Kingdoms, without threat of attack, if the Known World is to continue as we know it today.” Caline’s stale breath puffed at her as he blurted his words. “You are aware of the protecting barrier surrounding all of our lands, yes?” He emphasized every word.
Londenia knew what the Morian leader spoke of. However, she had only heard it being referred to by its proper title of Beverine’s Shield, named after the goddess of protection who wrapped all the land in Her invisible defensive cocoon. “I have…”
“It-it is failing.”
She walked up face-to-face with the seized man. “Magister, if it is the work of the gods it cannot…fail.”
The magister looked away and cleared his throat. “We have differing views on the origin of th-the…shield, as you call it.”
Londenia put on her best diplomatic smile. “What is it, if it is not a shield?”
“Q-quite, my-my lady,” the magister fumbled with his words, raising a hand to scratch his twitching face, finding it quickly pulled back to his side by Noth Garrod. “Whether we believe it is a creation by one of your Ten or whether we believe it was created by our ancestors, the fact remains it is indeed failing but furthermore, it is failing because of what is trying to get through it from the other side. And I can assure you, you do not want them in your Ten Kingdoms.”
Londenia’s heart was heavy. “Go on…” This was why she had passed over vast lands and lost people she cared about.
Magister Caline turned his nose up at her and held his silence.
Londenia nodded at the Noths. Two kicks to the back of his knees and Magister Caline was kneeling. He spoke. “W-we have seen and learned of many disturbing things. We have seen a throng of Others.”
Another thump in her chest. “Others?” Londenia forced a laugh at the vagueness of the Morian’s description. Queen Se’Rel was once again standing next to Londenia as she continued to press for information. 
As Caline’s eyes met the angry old queen, he sped up his words, saying, “Y-yes. They come on ships to the edge of the Barrier…eh…sh-shield…thousands of them and they bombard it with fire and it weakens and—”
Londenia’s cheeks began to hurt from holding a smile. She interrupted, saying, “Magister, the gods protect our lands as they have for centuries. Why should it change now?”
“B-because we are reading fluctuations in the energy of the Barrier…sh-shield. These attackers…they are refining their attempts on the shield and—” 
“You speak in riddles, Magister.” The smile was becoming too much effort. “May I ask how you have seen these…Others if they are on the other side of Beverine’s Shield?”
The magister looked at Noth Raine, who loosened her grip. He reached inside his robes and pulled out a brass-trimmed glowing panel, that looked almost identical to the one that King Anthony stared at when Londenia was in her cage back on the Fair Blue Maiden—the device he used to summon his guards in the tall tower in Raydem. 
Magister Caline handed it to Londenia. She ran her hand across one of the engraved edges; the familiar etched flower and square patterns surrounded the panel. The back was smooth, perfectly formed and cold to the touch. Did the people of Mor infiltrate our own Dead Cities and steal this gods’ device like King Anthony? Or do they have the knowledge to create such wonders?
Surely mortals could not craft something as powerful as this, Londenia doubted, but didn’t feel that this was the best time to question the magister about such things. One thing at a time…
The magister reached up from his kneeling position and held his palm to the shiny flat surface that Londenia held in both hands. Now it was as if she was looking through a window, but what she saw was not correct. The way she held the panel, it should have shown the ground and her own feet but instead she looked upon an ocean. The window she held in her hands moved position and she saw a huge white ship. The brass-trimmed window made a noise—a loud frightening bang like thunder—and a ball of flame came from the white carrack. It came flying at the window that she gripped tightly. Queen Se’Rel, who was watching over Londenia’s shoulder, shrieked and jumped back. Londenia dropped the device and shielded her eyes from the blast that shimmered into a red glow. The Noths and the magister didn’t seem panicked and the panel turned back to shiny black as it lay at her feet. She steadied her nerves.
The Morian leader looked at what remained of Londenia’s party, then at the ground. His eyes raised to meet hers. “That was just one of many direct attacks. There have been hundreds of reports of red glows sighted from northern regions. This is the first close imagery we have of one of these events and it is quite clearly an attempt to break through. My lady, I believe it would be better if we spoke about this in private. In more comfortable and,” he said, looking at the Noths, “less threatening surroundings.”
Londenia considered him for a moment and looked towards Queen Se’Rel. The old queen tightened her lips and nodded. Londenia bowed her head to the kneeling Morian and lifted an arm towards the gates, signaling him to lead on.
They sat in a round room after walking into the middle of the massive Still City of Mor. Leather-bound books surrounded them from floor to high-ceiling, except for a curving window behind the magister. He sat behind his table, which was covered with scattered pieces of parchment and strange instruments.
On the opposite side of the table, Londenia sat in a wooden chair with a soft leather cushion. “I believe you have the power to see to Beverine’s Shield and in time I wish for you to show me more of these Others that you speak of but I—”
The magister kindly interrupted with more confidence in his voice than when he was kneeling outside of the city walls. “Those images you saw were captured by a student in New Haven but there has not been a sighting in our waters in nearly two moon-turns now.”
“Then they have given up,” Londenia suggested, hoping the magister would agree, but doubted it would be that simple.
“No. The energy readings that I spoke of…When they attacked the Barrier, there was an energy spike. We are still reading these energy spikes to this day and believe they are attempting further attacks on the Barrier but at a different location.”
“There are those riddles again, Magister,” Londenia said, heavily.
The magister’s hands fidgeted, playing with random instruments on the desk, his eyes rarely looking up at her. “My lady, it is difficult to explain when you are not versed in the Knowledgeable Arts.”
Londenia sprang up. “I am a learned woman…Queen of Last Kingdom. I have learned letters, numbers and the ways of the Ten—”
The magister stood also. “And yet you still fail to understand the magnitude of this situation.” His stare fixed on her.
She stared back. “Perhaps, if I am unable to understand from your explanation, you will have to show me more. That is why I am here, is it not?” she said through gritted teeth.
“Quite.” Caline curled his lips in an attempt at a smile. “We have reason to believe that the shield failed entirely for a short time several days ago.”
“How do you know this when Beverine’s Shield is invisible?”
“We read power fluctuations followed by a reading of virtually nothing for approximately half of one hour.”
She shot a blank expression at the fat Morian and raised both eyebrows.
“There was a power failure in one of the control stations and—”
Londenia raised a hand and shook her head. “Something from the gods does not require control stations.”
“Then perhaps this is not designed by your gods.” He leaned towards her, craning across the desk, unblinking. “These images were captured from the failing control station, near your own lands of Last Kingdom.” He went to hand Londenia the same black panel she had dropped earlier. He hesitated. “Please, I ask you not to drop it this time. It is a precious piece of gadgetry.”
Londenia smiled with her mouth only and grasped the brass surround of the cool smooth panel. The magister tapped the surface with a stubby finger and the window she held now looked into a dark and dank room. A well-dressed man swaggered up close and looked at her through the glass. A young boy with striking blue eyes stood behind him. Suddenly the vision changed and she saw…“Romarus!” Londenia shook the panel. She tapped on the window, shouting to him, “Romarus!”
The king simply stared ahead, not hearing her shouts. The magister seized the device and told her, “Queen Londenia, this is not some kind of window. These images are simply captured from another place and time.” He leaned in further, his fat stomach squashed against the desk. “Are you saying these are images of King Romarus of Last Kingdom?”
Londenia steadied herself, trying to understand why Romarus wouldn’t answer her calls. “That is King Romarus, yes. I only wish to ask if he is well.”
The magister’s tone warmed, and the spice of Morian accent in his voice seemed to be more comforting than before, as he said, “If that is King Romarus then he is thousands of leagues from where we sit but as of around six days ago, from when this image was captured, he seemed to be quite well.” He pointed at the panel, handing it back to her. “Remember these are simply…paintings of events that have already happened. They cannot hear you or harm you.”
She nodded and tried to steady her breathing. Grasping the device and looking into its shiny surface, she saw large-framed men walk past. They carried bladed-staffs and worn gray leather. The image changed once more and the smartly-dressed man’s face looked at her again. His hand pulled a lever and a mist formed. The surface inside the brass surround went black. She looked up to the magister.
“That was a skip belonging to a guild from this very city. Goes by the name of Wallace Ryder. Pesky bunch, the skips…all of them! Reckless and cocky with too much information.” He shook his head. “This one powered down one of the control stations. The skips are reckless but I doubt he had ill intent. However, his actions may have been fatal. Some of these Others perhaps managed to cross into our waters and are now somewhere in the Known World.”
Londenia asked, “Why is Romarus with him?”
“I think the more important question is: how can we ensure the shield does not fail again, if it is as simple as pulling a switch,” Magister Caline said, firmly. “We are still reading fluctuations, meaning ‘Others’ still attack the shield. But this does not mean that some did not slip through when it was powered down.”
Londenia felt embarrassed by her words and of failing to show her concern for the safety of the Mortal Realm, but she was overcome with the sighting of Romarus. She shook her head. “Of course, forgive me. It is just I thought I would never see him again.”
“You perhaps need time for this information to sink in. We understand that you have been through a lot in the past few moon-turns and there is still a lot for you to be told so perhaps waiting a few days—”
Don’t try to delay this any longer so you can wait, in the hope a king might arrive. “You will speak now. I have waited a long time to hear what you have to say, so you will tell me everything.”
Magister Caline took a deep breath. His eyes met Londenia’s. “Before your fellow queen ambushed me outside of the city gates, I was about to tell you of messages that we intercepted.” He paused. It was as if his mouth wouldn’t allow him to say the information.
Londenia widened her eyes and nodded, pressing him to continue. Surely you know that delaying for a matter of minutes will not be enough time to bypass me and tell my father of all this.
His nose wrinkled. “We intercepted communications between King Anthony and, from what we can tell, what he believed to be messengers from your gods.” His mouth moved as if there were a bad taste in it.
“He called them ‘guardians’,” Londenia muttered, remembering Anthony’s tall tales that made more sense in the light of these new truths. “So he was receiving messages from the gods? But surely the Ten would not condone what he has done.” The taste of sick entered her mouth.
“That mad man was not talking to some messengers from your Ten.” Londenia didn’t like the dismissive wave of Caline’s hand as he spoke of her gods. The magister continued, “He was communicating with another string of mortals, as you would say. This species resides on this globe on another continent out with the shield.”
“But there is nothing outside of Bev—”
“Yes, yes, there is nothing outside of the Beverine’s Shield,” he interrupted, then slammed his fist on the desk. “Of course there is! You have seen them with your own eyes,” Magister Caline shouted, pointing at the brass-trimmed device. He turned his back on Londenia, walked over to the window behind his desk and looked out on the city. “If only Magister Keldon could have seen this. He never would have disputed my suggestion of forcing the kings here to see it with their own eyes!”
Londenia stood and walked to stand next to the Morian leader. The city below wandered on, unaware of the approaching threat. They have no reason to deceive me, she thought, as she looked out on the idyllic paradise. “It is hard to accept ideas that go against everything you have ever known.”
The magister swallowed and nodded slowly. “I understand that. I do. And that is why I knew it would be vital to let the kings see this with their own eyes. A message simply would not have done.” He turned to look at her. “It is not you who I doubt in asking you to go to the Beast’s Eye. It is the narrow-mindedness of those that will await you. If they were to refuse you entry onto the island then all would be lost. You would likely be imprisoned for trying.”
“I will make them listen,” she said, her eyes meeting the Morian’s now friendlier face. “If you would give me your window that shows the images, I will make them see sense and get them to grant you the access you need.” She looked at the shiny device on the desk and smiled, saying, “And this time I promise, I will not drop it.”
The magister nodded and gave in to a small smile. It faded. “I fear that the second part of our plan may be where it falls through. We believe these control stations, of which there are twenty-four that we have detected throughout the Ten Kingdoms, need to be maintained constantly. All lay empty, save one: the one that you saw your King Romarus in. From what our readings tell us, this is the master station. It has some kind of worker, responsible for it and—from what we can tell—the remote running of the others too. But it seems her mind is…rotting.”
“So you are saying there would need to be a presence from the Still Cities in twenty-four sites across the Ten Kingdoms?” Londenia asked.
The magister added, “And three on the Green Islands, one on the land of Vostos, one on the island of Narscape, one on a small island to the north and eight in Arland Province and Dorland Province.”
They would have a foothold in every part of the Mortal Realm, Londenia’s protective queen-mind thought.
“However, we believe we could teach the maintenance to those residing in these areas. So our presence could perhaps be temporary, but necessary in any case.”
A thought came to her: “Magister, we believe that the shield was brought to us by Beverine, one of the Ten…”
The magister rolled his eyes and strode away from her.
She followed him around the desk. “Listen to what I have to say!”
He stopped at her words, turned and nodded.
“We would not believe that the Ten would wish harm upon us. If these Others were going to follow King Anthony, then surely if they were sent by our gods, then we can reason with them to follow the other kings instead.”
His fat head shook. “Anthony gravely misunderstood their messages. The Others spoke a different tongue and the technology was new to your…wise…king. We have had this technology for a long time and he only found it recently when he entered the places that you refer to as the Dead Cities. We believe the Others told him that they are coming to rid this land of weakness and take it for their own as their land is being swallowed by the ocean. King Anthony misinterpreted their words as—”
She held up her hand. “I have seen firsthand what that monster believes.”
“Indeed you have.” He lowered his round head. “From what we can tell, the message he received was that they would spare his people if he lowered the shield. And of course, King Anthony has no knowledge of how to do this—even if he knew the true meaning of their message. There is the possibility that we are completely wrong with our translation also. But even if we are correct, we have no reason to believe these Others would be merciful.” He looked up and took a deep breath. “My greatest fear is that you reach the Beast’s Eye and the avatars of the High Council refuse you entry. Even with evidence such as we have, they simply may not let you pass onto the island.”
“Then they are fools.”
“Yes, but their foolishness will not allow us to keep that shield operational.”
“Then I will go straight to High-King Ma’leven,” said Londenia. “I met him as a child when visiting First Kingdom. I believe he holds some kind of respect for my father. I will make him listen. He is likely already aware of what has happened and will have some kind of sympathy towards my cause.”
“I do hope you are right, but I fear sympathy is in short supply in First Kingdom, as our ambassadors have already found out. It was our first point of call and if they had not given in to their ignorance and snap judgments, it would have likely saved time and many lives.”
It did seem a snap judgment even by First Kingdom standards. “I am well aware of the rashness and aggressiveness of First Kingdom. However, I do still wonder why they attacked a consulate that only wished to speak with them…Magister, why do you look away from me?”
His timid gaze met her eyes again. “My lady,” he breathed, “forgive me but I withheld information in my letter. I felt if it were included, the kings would have not agreed to come to us.” His eyes dropped again.
“Continue.”
Magister Caline took a deep breath, his stare not quite meeting hers. “Our consulate were not just delivering a message. They were also instructed to explore one of the control stations. They were attempting to dig to it when they were found.”
Londenia narrowed her eyes. “I still do not see why digging a hole would be seen as an act of aggression if—”
Caline raised a hand, halting her mid-sentence. “My lady, I regret to say that this digging took place in the center of one of your holy places…one of your decas.”
She could taste sick in the back of her mouth again. “You mean to say that you befouled our most sacred of places to find some control station?!” Her lips were dry. “That was why the deca we passed in your land had been dug up and ripped apart.” She felt a lump forming in her throat.
The Morian’s face reddened. “It was done to save all of us in the Known World. I am afraid it seems that your decas mark the position of the control stations.”
Londenia swallowed, attempting to hold back the wrenching deep inside her. “But there are hundreds of decas throughout the kingdoms. Surely they can’t all be—”
Another hand interrupted her. “Any original circle of standing stones will likely be the location of the twenty-four control stations in the kingdoms. I am sure your people will have built many replicas but it is the decas that were first erected after the Great Poison that mark the control stations. Have you not wondered why there are circles of standing stones in our lands, or on Vostos, even Arland and Dorland? Granted, these circles of standing stones are not worshiped but they are there nonetheless. These all mark the positions of the control stations. And we must gain access to them.”
Her head ached. She let her mind sit in a blank place for just a moment as she stared unfocused at the instruments on the magister’s desk.
“Queen Londenia, whether you believe these standing stones that you use for worship are holy places or not, the fact remains they stand above the key to our survival. We are at the stage where we may have to go into the Ten Kingdoms by force. We do not want to risk war but if it must be done to avoid almost certain destruction then—”
Londenia stopped him with a sharp breath, saying, “You will get access to five of the kingdoms immediately…that I can assure you of.” She referred to the Bay, the Watch, the Wetlands, Last Kingdom and Long Kingdom. She continued, “All our guards swear fealty to First Kingdom before they are assigned to us but they are all loyal to their own king. They will do as commanded and not interfere.” There was a moment of silence. “I will go to First Kingdom.”
Their eyes met in silent agreement.
Londenia set out on her new mission the next morning. Leaving the Still City of Mor behind, protected only by a long-glow on her back and her two Noths, Garrod and Raine.
Queen Se’Rel was to return to the Bay Kingdom with a Morian-pledged guard, one-hundred strong, to retake her kingdom and bring stability back. It was also to be the first place of call for keeping the shield operational. Magister Caline sent students of the Knowledgeable Arts along with her who would manage the control stations: first in the Bay of Blue, then into the Watch Kingdom, Wetlands, Long Kingdom and Last Kingdom.
Now it was up to Londenia to convince Ma’leven, High-King of the Ten Kingdoms and ruler of First Kingdom, to speak with his avatars on the Beast’s Eye to allow this to happen across the less agreeable three kingdoms: First, Peak and Gate. Londenia feared that (even though she was one of Ma’leven’s ruling queens) the kingdoms were now so divided that the High-King simply may not listen, respect or trust what she had to say.
One of the last things that Magister Caline had said to Londenia before she left Mor highlighted the instability and division of the Ten Kingdoms: “You call us the Still Cities as if we are all one nation. This is not the case. Mor and Nethren, for example, are as separate as Arland is to one of your kingdoms, and yet we work in collaboration more than First Kingdom does with Last Kingdom.” The Still Cities put aside differences in the interest of their people. They shared their knowledge between cities as if they were of the same union. It was only through this unity that they were able to fully understand the threat to the Mortal Realm and perhaps find a solution. There was little such unity between some of the Ten Kingdoms.
From the magister’s final words to her, it seemed that the Others had moved their attacks further east. If the shield had fallen for even just a short time, who knows how many of these Others could have made it through into the Mortal Realm. Londenia feared for her family in Long Kingdom, her friends in Last Kingdom, for Romarus and for every mortal. If some did make it past Beverine’s Shield, then where are they now and what terrors will they bring?
She prayed to Beverine for protection.
 



 
Choose not the path that sooths pain in the present. Choose the path that will sustain you and allow you to prosper in the future.
Ancient Lixus Proverb
 



Baskie
THE OTHERS
 
Owin’s home was within sight on the horizon as they floated towards it on Swift Locutus. They acquired the small ship when Romarus invoked his kingly rights at the harbor in Meltanespear, to the north of Last Kingdom. Baskie wasn’t convinced that King Romarus was as stupid as he had first judged when they met outside Grietum’s Hive. He was quick to turn on the king-style voice when he wanted to.
“I demand you give us the use of your vessel, in the name of King Romarus of Last Kingdom,” the boy king shouted when they reached the coast, after trekking north through desert for four days.
The weather-beaten faces of the old traders and fishermen were skeptical at first, likely on account of Romarus’s age and his very un-kinglike look. But some words from the Skip convinced them of his royal status.
“I offer you this,” one of the old traders said, walking towards a pale looking cutter at the end of the dock. “We named it in honor of your father, Your Grace.” The old man bowed deeply as he willingly offered the proud vessel, named Swift Locutus. It was a small craft, built for speed. Its single mast stood tall with two sales rigged fore and aft. Two sharp headsails beamed bright-white above the bow.
King Romarus had made one other request to the old trader before they boarded the cutter to return to the Mother’s Island. “Will you look after Barry for me?” the king asked, handing over the duneback’s reigns with a solemn look on his face.
The old trader nodded and gently stroked the beast’s shaggy mane that ran down its curved neck. “Of course, Your Grace. She is a fine beast. My granddaughter will take great delight, especially when I tell her it was a gift from the king.” After the old man spoke, Romarus embraced the creature, tears rolling down his dimpled cheeks.
I still find it strange that a king felt so much attachment to a beast of the land, Baskie thought, remembering back to the sobbing King of Last Kingdom, who was currently staff-spinning on the deck of Swift Locutus in perfect sync with Owin. The long flawless sticks whipped through the air with a dull hum. Romarus’s knuckles didn’t seem to be slowing him down. His right hand was strapped up with a length of white cotton as a result of the king bashing his fist in anger multiple times against the solid metal door back in Grietum’s Hive. There was no doubt that King Romarus had broken several bones but he hardly seemed to notice.
The boy king brought his staff to a halt behind his shoulder. “You keep looking up when you spin it overhead,” he instructed Owin. “Keep your eyes on the fucker attacking you.”
Owin brought his staff to a stop under his arm too and replied, “I look up to the Mother for strength.” Baskie almost felt a shudder of embarrassment at Owin’s words.
The king’s eyes darted around and his lips scrunched up. “Well if it works for you, then do it.” He shrugged.
You’re supposed to be teaching him and you just give in to his usual shit. Baskie shook his head, turning back to the thin strip of land growing larger as they approached. “Here,” he shouted to Owin behind him, “you’re home.”
Fifty footfalls from the shore they lowered the sails of Swift Locutus. The Skip and Brick were to remain on the cutter; neither trusted one another with their small ship and black dust. The Skip wanted the substance dumped in the sea. Brick, however, protected it as commanded by King Romarus until he was reunited with his brother, Saul...Costalus.
Owin, Baskie and Romarus got into one of the small thin rowing boats that clung to the sides of the cutter and made their way to the island. They grounded their narrow little skiff and pulled it up onto the sandy beach. Something about the island didn’t feel as safe as it normally did when Baskie stepped onto its shores.
The smell of smoke hung in the air. They peered over the ridge leading to the grass fields that covered most of the island. A group of campfires surrounded the field around the big gray House of the Mother. Around them, sat large pale men with broad shoulders and thick legs and arms. Some of them squatted around the fires, others sat on the ground, leaning on the standing stones surrounding the gray structure. From where Baskie crouched, it looked like parts of their bodies were patterned green and blue.
Owin whispered, “Who the fuck are they?” For a moment, Baskie thought his friend was about to make a break towards the throng of large men in a foolish attack. But his body steadied and turned away to sit with his back to the ridge, staring back out to the sea.
“Big bastards,” Romarus said, eyeballing the campfires.
Thanks for the valuable input, Baskie mocked, as he watched the king gaze in an almost forced, heroic manner.
“Where would my brother be?” Romarus asked.
The two pods lay to either side of them. Baskie pointed to the pod that Saul stayed in. Before he dropped his finger, Romarus ran like a gust of wind towards the arced roof of the wooden dwelling. Trying to grab his robes, Baskie only ended up with a handful of long grass. Owin scrambled and clawed up the ridge to follow the king but Baskie quickly seized him by the collar and pulled him back. “Fucking idiot!”
“He’s trying to save his brother, he’s not an idiot.” Owin defended the fuckwitted king.
“He’s not going to be able to help his brother if those ‘big bastards’ get to him first.” Baskie paused to think. He remembered how Saul first took him along the shoreline, unseen, to his pod.
He pulled Owin along below the ridgeline of the beach towards the opposite pod to the one Romarus had run for. We’ll double our chances in half the time if we check the opposite one. But what if he doesn’t recognize his own brother? Is he clever enough to even remember that Costalus will only answer to the name of Saul now?
Baskie and Owin made their way crouched beneath the ridge. At halfway, Baskie craned his head over the bank. His heart thudded. One of the large pale ogres squatted in the grass twenty footfalls away, shitting in a hole. Baskie pressed a finger to his lips to keep Owin quiet. He pointed back and over the ridge.
Owin nodded. He slowly raised his head above the ridgeline. His eyes widened and he dropped to a crouch. “Shit,” he whispered, then mouthed, “What the fuck do we do?”
Baskie shrugged, trying to think. He lifted his head for another peek. His nose ticked. Fucking grass, he thought, as a sniff slipped out. The shitting man’s head jerked. From the side, Baskie saw him sniff the air like a wild animal on a hunt. From where he hid, Baskie couldn’t make out the man’s eye color but could see that his face narrowed unusually towards the chin. A grunt followed and his large hand reached for a leaf. He wiped his chunky pale arse, scratched his big hairless balls, then fixed a gray leather wrapping around his waist. Baskie saw steam rising off the disgusting pile left by the hulk of a man walking away from them back to the crowd sitting around the House of the Mother. Owin joined Baskie, watching the big bastard return to the others. They both sighed with relief and continued running in a crouch below the ridge.
They drew level with the pod. The grass field, between them and the round wooden door, lay empty. Baskie put two hands on the top of the ridge. Owin closely followed. With a nod to each other, they scaled the bank. Baskie’s feet thundered over the grass. The round wooden door shook and shuddered towards him. When they reached the deck at the front of the pod, they took up crouched positions on either side of the door. His heart pounded. Their chests begged for air, as they tried to slow their breath. The door that normally represented safety and warmth now stood like a cloaked figure hiding a dark secret.
They creaked the door open and slipped inside. Nothing felt the same. Everything had been knocked over and the smell of shit lingered. They crept up to the door of the first bedchamber.
“Mior, you there?” Owin whispered. Something moved behind the door. “Mattespin?”
Baskie looked at Owin and held a finger to his lips. He put his hand on the doorknob and twisted. They peered inside and saw two boys on their knees. They wore blue cottons but had nothing on the top half except thick black collars around their necks—like those of a slave except there were no chains attached. They stared back at him but didn’t speak.
Owin ran over and knelt down. “Mior, what the fuck happened?”
“Don’t touch me. Just get out of here,” the boy whispered back, staring straight ahead through misty eyes.
“What the fuck are you on about? What have they done to you?” Owin’s hands didn’t know what to do. He clearly wanted to help his friend in some way but couldn’t figure out how.
Mior turned to him with a manic look in his eye. “Fucking run,” he cried out in a mixture of anger and desperation. “Go! Fucking go! They’ll catch you and they’ll punish us more! Fuck off! Go!”
“Come with us,” Owin said, reaching a hand out to Mior.
The boy with the bent nose recoiled from it, his eyes wide open.
“You’re not even tied up, just come with us. We have a ship.” Owin’s voice was beginning to crack as he spoke. “Who are they?”
“They’re some kind of sorcerers. They have weapons they hold in their hands that shoot flame. They cause us pain even when they’re not—”
Voices from outside made Mior go silent. Owin staggered to his feet and backed away with his eyes fixed on his friend.
“We should go,” Baskie said, starting to back out of the door. Why are they just kneeling there? The whole picture of what was happening in front of him confused and scared him. Do not just see with your eyes…these smells, their faces, the feel…nothing is making sense. Everything is wrong. He snapped out of it when he heard the voices outside drawing closer. Baskie froze. The voices were deep, it sounded as if there were two of them. Their words made no sense. The grunting tones of the men got closer. 
Baskie ran to the opposite bed from the kneeling boys and dove underneath, dragging Owin with him. While lying flat under the slats of the bed, Baskie could only see the kneeling boys’ legs. They both shook, breathing heavy and fast. The door to the room burst open and two chunky pairs of pale, hairless legs walked into the room. They wore leather sandals. From where he hid, Baskie couldn’t see above the men’s knees.
A deep laugh made him shiver. One of the men shouted at the kneeling boys. Owin and Baskie lay hidden under the bed, listening to the two men barking out words. The men kept repeating one phrase in particular. Parred Clarah, they kept saying, mixed in with a load of other shit.
“Parred Clarah,” one of the men grunted in one last loud bark. Then, all Baskie could hear were the boys’ broken, shallow breaths. The men moved behind the kneeling boys. A sharp buzz filled the room as if an insect had flown in. At the same time, the boys fell onto their sides, their hands grasping at their collars in unison. The muscles across their stomachs tightened, with veins throbbing on their necks and arms. After a few seconds, their bodies relaxed and their hands dropped.
“Parred Clarah,” was barked several more times, followed with another intense painful spasm by both boys. It didn’t seem as if the men were causing any of the pain. They hadn’t pressure pointed them and there was no branding of any kind. The boys grasped at the collars and writhed around as if being choked or burned alive by some invisible ghost. It made Baskie’s stomach churn but he couldn’t look away. 
Once the writhing stopped, the two men argued with each other. They both walked behind Mattespin, the skinnier of the two boys, and one of the men pushed the other away. He heard the man grunting and his huge legs went to either side of Mattespin. The boy stared at the floor with no expression.
Baskie closed his eyes and covered his ears and thought of himself running through a field. He could almost feel the grass between his toes and the sun on the back of his neck, when an elbow hit him in the side. No! What the fuck is he doing?
Owin dove from under the bed. “Get the fuck off of him!” The attack didn’t last long. Owin’s feet levitated above the floor and Baskie heard him gasping for breath. “No! Please, I’m Sorry—” Owin wheezed.
His friend was interrupted by a bark, “Niena!” The man laughed, standing up and letting Mattespin fall to the floor. “Niena!”
The other man snarled, “Noh Niena,” and pointed at Owin’s crotch.
The man spat and dropped Owin to the ground, barking something else that both of them laughed at. The man squatted back down, picked up Mattespin again and dumped him on his hands and knees. The grunting started again. Baskie dropped his head lower to see the men’s faces. He caught a partial glimpse of the one behind Mattespin and saw angry gritted teeth. Baskie dropped lower to reveal more of the man’s face. He felt a heat burning from his chest and his eyes throbbed. The face was like something from a nightmare, sat on top of a large hairless body. The eyes were black orbs; round dark pits that drew Baskie’s stare. Although terrifying, he couldn’t draw his gaze away. He willed his eyes down. Part of the man’s chest and arms looked inked, a bluish-green color. Baskie didn’t want to risk a proper look so popped his head back out of view.
Before closing his eyes again, he saw Owin lying on the floor. Only a fuckwit enters a fight he knows he cannot win. They were the biggest men Baskie had ever seen. I can’t save you, he willed Owin to hear. 
No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get his mind back to his warm-season field. All he could see was an image of that narrowing face, high sharp cheekbones, with emotionless black pits for eyes. 
The man’s grunting grew louder until Baskie heard a deep sound that he had only ever heard from an animal. Soon after, Mattespin dropped to the ground and the man stood. The one on the right grabbed Owin and picked him up as they left the room. Baskie took a moment to catch his breath. When he heard them leave the pod, he crawled out from his hiding space. They’ve taken my friend…my fucking stupid friend. He felt a lump growing in his throat.
He grabbed Mior by the chin and lifted his head. “Why are they doing this? Tell me, so I can help you.”
Mior laughed a sad laugh. “There are hundreds of them,” he gasped. “They come and shout things we don’t understand and then when we don’t say what they want to hear—”
“I know, it’s okay.” Baskie tried to sound comforting but he wasn’t used to doing this sort of thing.
“How is it okay? It’s going to be like this until they kill us.” Mior wriggled awkwardly in his kneeling position.
“You need to come with me now. I’m going back to my ship and you can come with me. We made it to the pod without them seeing us. We can do the same on the way back.”
“We can’t leave. These things…” Mior grasped the collar around his neck. “They torture us with them. Riler tried to run and all we saw was him reach up to his neck and then his body went limp and he never woke up.”
“Where’s Saul? I need to find him.”
“He ran to the caves with Docháran the day they arrived. The two of them said they were going to come back for us all.”
“I promise I’ll find them and then we’ll come back for all of you. I don’t know when it’ll be, but when I gather enough of my people, we’ll come back for you.” Baskie stared at Mior and put a hand on his shoulder. He scrambled out of the room and ran to the door of the pod. Listening for any barking, he took a deep breath and snuck outside in a crouch. As he looked towards the big gray house, he saw Owin getting dragged along the grass. Baskie wanted to call to his friend. He was torn in two. Part of him wished to risk everything and try to tear Owin from their grasps and somehow make it back to the boat. I’ll come back for you. I promise, he willed Owin to hear. A lump throbbed in his throat.
Baskie cast his eyes back towards the beach. Only grass lay between him and the relative safety of the sand. He took off. Sprinting for the edge of the grass field, he could hear shouting ahead coming from the beach. Not the deep barks of the pale men—these were the thuggish-slurs of young mortals. He didn’t bother slowing as he got to the ridge, he just launched himself off and landed in the soft sand. Baskie whirled to face the shouting in a ready crouch. Clouds of dust surrounded three figures. He made out Romarus and, from the insect-like style, he could tell that Docháran was one of his attackers. Romarus’s fists and legs swung around in accurate strikes. One contacted the third figure and knocked him back towards Baskie. It was Saul.
“What the fuck are you doing? He’s with me! Stop!” Baskie shouted, running towards the storm of sand, fists and feet. Eyes locked onto him. “Docháran, stop!”
Saul ran over to Baskie, dusting himself off as Romarus backed away from Docháran, who was still in his lantar stance.
“Where the fuck have you been? And where’s Owin?” Saul stabbed a finger at Baskie’s chest with every question.
Baskie dragged him down so that they sat with their backs to the ridge. Romarus and Docháran followed suit. “Lower your voice, unless you want them to hear!”
Saul whispered, “Fine, but who the fuck is this?” He pointed at Romarus. “We saw him sneaking out of one of the pods and running to the beach. When we asked him who he was, he grabbed me, said I was his brother and tried to drag me to that boat.” Saul nodded to their skiff, still beached on the sand.
“You are my brother!” Romarus hissed loudly.
Saul screwed his face up. “You’re not one of the brothers. I’ve never seen you before. Stop talking shit.”
“His eyes are different colors,” Romarus mumbled to himself. “This is him.” He stared at Saul. “Costalus,” he whispered, expecting Saul to remember his few years as a baby in the Ten Kingdoms, just by hearing his original name.
“Who the fuck is Costalus?” Docháran shouted.
Baskie quickly threw a hand over Docháran’s mouth. His arm was batted away with a look of disgust. “We’ll explain later,” Baskie told him, “but right now, we need to get to that boat and get the fuck off this island.”
“We can’t leave them all here,” Saul said unconvincingly, straining to look over the ridge.
Baskie shook his head. “There’s no chance of being able to help them alone. We’ll come back for them all with more strength.” Baskie covered his mouth and pulled at the skin on his face, frantically thinking.
Docháran was suddenly on Baskie’s side: “He’s fucking right. We need to go.”
Go to find help, or go to save yourself? “We have to warn the watch posts. We’ll go to Redhorn, they’ll get the word out. Then we should sail to Narscape.” Kiko will know what to do! Baskie always thought of the Blind-Seer if he was ever unsure of the correct course of action.
A shadow fell on them, blocking the sun. It was caused by two of the huge men landing in the sand from the ridge above. They barked something in their strange tongue and one beat his chest, making a ripping motion with veins popping in his neck. Both huge figures bared their teeth. For the first time, their black eyes locked onto Baskie’s face; the shinnying dark orbs, although wide and large, seemed to target him with pinpoint accuracy. Their high cheekbones cast unnatural shadows on their flawless skin.
Romarus dove, tackling one around the waist and knocking the massive pale body back into the sand. Saul tried to copy but was driven into the ground. His head jolted backwards before his face piled into the sand. The hairless ogre stood on Saul’s back and loomed over Baskie. Swinging a foot, he kicked the huge man in the balls, causing the black-eyed beast to grimace. The raging ogre clubbed him on the side of the head with a thick arm. He scrambled out into more open ground on the sandy beach.
Saul began to stir. Romarus was locked in combat with the other big bastard. Even though he was a third of his size, Romarus seemed to be getting the better of the now bloody-nosed, huge, pale man.
Baskie looked out to the water and saw the other small skiff approaching. Brick’s shaggy blond head frantically worked backwards and forwards, rowing to shore. Loyal…but stupid!
When Baskie turned back to the beach, an attacker was approaching. Baskie threw a punch to the gut, which was blocked by a massive forearm. His kick made contact with a chunky lower leg but just slid off. The man’s hand grasped him around the neck and he felt his eyes bulging. He came face to face with the demonic, almost feminine face. Below, two legs interlocked from behind the giant fiend and threw it sideways into the sand. Air filled Baskie’s lungs as he was freed. Docháran jumped up from his sliding leg-lock and landed with his elbow driving into the pale head of the man lying on the ground. His elbow lifted again and smashed into the ogre’s skull. Over and over again with gritted teeth, Docháran drove his elbow, reddening more with each pummeling drive.
Romarus rode the shoulders of his opponent. His legs wrapped around the man’s face. Both his thumbs gouged at the beast’s eyes. The large pale body staggered blind from side to side. Romarus jumped off, landing in a crouch. He spun and kicked a huge leg at the side of the knee, which bent in the wrong direction with a crunch. Baskie winced as he watched the man’s lower leg hang awkwardly. The ogre let out a high-pitched wail, like a hound being kicked. Romarus left the man screaming with one leg kneeling normally and the other hanging awkwardly to the side.
“Costalus,” the boy king shouted, running to Saul, who was crawling towards the water on his belly, dazed. As he reached his brother, a roar came from the ridge. Three large men stood looking down at Saul, Baskie, Romarus and Docháran. One of them held what looked like a large metal log that he loaded onto his broad shoulders.
The injured beast on the beach screamed, pointing at Romarus. The man with the huge metal log aimed it at the king as if it were some kind of arrow.
BOOM! A blue flame erupted from it and hurtled towards the boy king, who managed to pull Saul and himself out of the way of the explosion that tossed sand twenty footfalls into the air.
“Get to the boat!” Baskie shouted. They ran. Brick was nearing the shore. “Brick, turn back!”
Docháran and Baskie reached the skiff first and pushed it off the sand so it was ready to go as soon as Romarus and Saul made it. The king supported his brother with an arm over his shoulder, staggering towards them. Brick’s boat was now next to theirs. He still wore the heavy sack full of Grietum’s black dust on his back. Even now, in this situation, you keep your promise to Romarus to look after it, Baskie thought, as he remembered flashes of Brick staying one step ahead of the Skip’s attempts to dump the substance on their journey to the island.
“Brick, fucking turn back!” Baskie shouted, as the halfwit’s boat drifted past theirs onto the sand. Brick hopped into the water and waded through the shallows. The heavy pack made him stagger backwards as he started running on the sand.
Baskie cursed, scrambling out of the boat, running towards Romarus and, the near unconscious, Saul. He saw the man aim the weapon on his shoulder again. Baskie began to weave like he was dodging arrows. He shouted to Romarus, “Move from side to side, he’s firing again—”
BOOM! Another ball of blue flame came hurtling towards them, landing only two footfalls from Romarus and Saul. The one with the weapon jumped down onto the sand and started to work on the huge piece of metal. He must be loading another flame, Baskie thought, thinking of it like a bow and arrow.
Brick scrambled past Saul and Romarus and dropped the sack from his back. It landed with a dull thud in the sand.
As Baskie reached the two brothers, he slung Saul’s free arm over his shoulder and the three of them dredged towards the skiff from where Docháran sat staring at them. When they reached the boat, the selfish cunt stretched himself to stepping in the water to help load Saul. Baskie turned back to see where Brick was, but all he saw was the ogre aiming the massive metal weapon at their small boat. Even from this far away, he could see right down the shaft. The blue flame built inside its depths. I don’t want to die yet.
He heard a bark from the ridge above and then the boom of the weapon, but before the blue fireball left the metal shaft, the huge man was falling to the ground. Brick was wrapped around his waist. The fireball skipped along the sand, firing up a furious path of dust that stopped halfway to the water with a larger puff of dust. Brick hopelessly clawed at the man’s face with his puffy eyes and mouth screwed up. The huge beast brushed him off and went to reload the weapon.
“Start rowing,” Baskie strained.
Docháran didn’t hesitate. He took an oar in each hand and began to move the boat out to sea towards Swift Locutus.
Romarus looked back to the beach. “Brick!” he shouted with a broken voice. He grabbed Docháran by the neck. “What the fuck are you doing?” The skiff rocked as Romarus scrambled around. “We can’t leave him!”
Baskie stared at the shrinking scene on the beach. “We can’t do anything for him,” he said blankly. Only a fuckwit enters a fight he knows he can’t win.
“No!” Romarus pushed Baskie away from the end of the boat and leaned over the edge, ready to dive in. Baskie grabbed him and pulled him back. The king knelt, watching as a throng of huge men jumped down and surrounded his half-witted loyal aide. The boy king slumped down, his face screwing up as his eyes leaked and lips quivered. “Thank you,” he whispered to his faithful friend who could no longer hear him as they floated away.
Baskie’s thoughts turned to Owin. His stomach twisted as he remembered the moment his fuckwit friend practically handed himself over. You entered a fight you could not possibly win and now you’re a prisoner.
I just hope you’re doing something and not just on your knees begging the Mother for help. With a quivering chin and aching throat, Baskie said a silent farewell to his companion.
 
 



 
 
When all is lost, turn to my light.
Scroll 9:5 of the Mother
 
 
 



Owin
STRONG OWIN
 
The strong hand grasped the back of his neck. Being dragged through the grass felt surprisingly relaxing. Owin was beyond the point of fear and the strength of the Mother coursed through him. He was invincible.
“Put me down, you sack of shit!” His hands slapped and punched at the chunky smooth legs.
The men just laughed.
“Where’s the Mister? Take me to the Mister, you fuck!” Owin shouted, with more punching and slapping.
“Meestah, Meestah,” they mocked and laughed again.
Owin craned his neck as much as he could. The brute’s massive white chest was covered in ink in the shape of scales. They coated his arms too. The man’s hairless face stared straight ahead at the House of the Mother where they were heading. In no way was his face grotesque: clear perfect skin, glowed in the late afternoon sun. But something about the shape of the narrowing jaw and ridged cheekbones made Owin’s stomach knot with terror.
There must have been a hundred of them sitting in groups around twelve campfires—chanting, fighting, laughing, and spilling and gulping drinks from oversized tankards. The laughs made Owin’s spine crawl. They were nearing the standing stones that encircled the Mother’s holy-house.
Protect me, Mother, he prayed before he made his move. He grabbed and punched at the brute’s stomach. “Put me down, you fuck!” Before he could shout anymore, he ended up with a face full of grass and looked up to see the two men walking away from him…laughing again. Just because they weren’t dragging him anymore, didn’t mean he could escape. He had nothing to lose, his home was ruined but the Mother still protected him. “Why the fuck are you laughing at me?! Take me to the Mister,” he shouted, as he ran and pushed the dragging one in the back of a massive leg. An ink-covered arm swung and hit Owin in the chest, driving him backwards onto his arse. Looking straight up, the sun was blinding until the two massive figures towered over him, blocking the light. Lying in the grass, Owin swung his foot, hitting a big white leg. It was like kicking a tree. Then, there was that laugh again.
“Shut the fuck up!”
Owin could feel tears coming but they were halted when he finally understood a word.
“Strong,” the man said, rolling the ‘r’ and pointing at Owin’s chest. “Strong!” he grunted, louder this time, followed by that irritating laugh. 
Maybe one of their words just sounded like strong, or it could have actually been the word. Do you think I’m brave?

When he looked around at the throng of huge thugs sitting around the tall columns of rock outside the House of the Mother, he saw fighting, laughing, more fights, one head-butted another, then helped him up and laughed and drank more, laughed, then more fighting.
The sun glared again as the two walked towards the House of the Mother and went inside. Owin ran to catch up with them. When he got inside, he could have cried. Everything had been turned over and the hangings of the goddesses were all ripped down, except one. There was food lying everywhere and all the white, scaly-inked, bald bastards sprawled on the floor and benches.
Owin climbed onto the only table that remained the correct way up. “Don’t walk away from me, you fucks!” he yelled.
All the unnatural sharp faces in the room locked onto him. Owin felt the color drain from his face. The laughing started. The one who had dragged him most of the way began shouting at the others in words that Owin didn’t understand. Walking towards the table, kicking one of the hairless things to get past, he picked up Owin under the armpits and growled, “Strong! Strong!”
The Mother’s strength took him and he did the only thing that felt right. Reaching out, while still being held high, he grabbed the thing’s chin and pulled himself close. The room erupted in cheers and laugher, then silence. His eyes are…colorless! Owin had never seen anything like this before. The shiny black pools of nothing blinked. He saw his own face reflected in the wet curved surface. He focused his thoughts. “The Mister…Where?” Owin tried to sound as deep and angry as possible. “Where is the Mister?”
“Strong,” the beast repeated and put Owin down on the floor.
They don’t understand! How the fuck can I make them understand? Owin pointed at himself and said, “Brother.”
He got a blank stare in return.
“Brother…eh…strong Brother.”
Bald-thing raised his chin and pointed at Owin, saying, “Strong Broder.”
“Yes!” He felt happy for a split-second then remembered the devastation around him. But at least he was getting somewhere.
“Strong Caatamoor.” The beast pointed at the inked scales on his massive chest. 
Is his name Caatamoor or are all these fucks the Caatamoor? “Caatamoor?” Owin asked, and waved his hand towards the brutes in the room.
“Sah!” The man held up a scaly-patterned arm and made a fist. The others chanted back.
“Brothers,” Owin said, pointing to where he thought the pods were from where he stood and then pointed at himself and said, “Owin.”
“Machon,” said Machon, holding his hand to his inked chest. He started to turn away, then suddenly whirled back around and punched Owin hard in the stomach.
All air was knocked out of him and he collapsed to the ground. Don’t cry, he told himself, as he felt the tears coming; one dripped down his face.
Machon laughed and picked him up with one arm. “Owin och niena!” The laughs from all over the room were clearly mocking him and he was no longer Strong Owin.
On his hands and knees, gasping for air, Owin saw Machon walk behind him and heard something hit the floor. The others cheered. A heavy hand pushed on his back and he felt his trousers being pulled down. Fuck no! His heart was racing and he tried to think of any way of getting out of this which wouldn’t involve a fight that he would most definitely lose. Don’t beg, that’s what he wants, be strong. Being strong was the only thing that saved him before and allowed him to speak.
He looked in front of him and saw one of the hangings of the goddesses ripped on the floor. I could take them to the visions. It was the only thing he thought would stop Machon doing what he was about to do. He grabbed the hanging and held it up so Machon could see it. “This! I can bring you to her!”
“Niena?” Machon pointed at the hanging.
“Niena.” Owin pointed too. Niena means goddess?
Owin was dragged to where the Mister used to go to pray and where he observed him do the act, over a moon-turn ago. They’ve understood, they’re taking me to see him, he thought, feeling his spirits lift. As the door creaked open, he was pushed inside by Machon. What he saw was like another punch to the stomach. The Mister wasn’t in his chair—in his place was another of the hairless thugs. The Caatamoor sat facing the door in the Mister’s chair with almost his entire body covered in inked scales. His earlobes were stretched and hung down onto his shoulders. Black, soulless eyes locked on Owin.
The Caatamoor in the Mister’s chair spoke to Machon in a soft and deep voice. Even though his words were slower, Owin still had no idea what he was saying. Machon replied in his usual barks and then pushed Owin further into the room. As the two brutes continued talking to each other in their strange tongue, Owin heard a familiar voice from behind him.
“My dear Owin, is that you?” the Mister said, sounding frail and ill.
Owin turned around to see the old man, naked and caged in his own chambers. It looked as if he had not eaten in days. “What have they done to you?” Owin ran over and knelt next to the metal bars of the Mister’s prison, which was no more than half of his own height.
A malnourished hand reached through the bars and touched Owin’s face. “You have come back to me, my dear boy. You have come back.” He smiled as if he were sitting under the shade of a tree with birds tweeting around him—not surrounded by a bunch of drunken inky bastards.
“Why is he in a cage?” Owin screamed at the thugs, still talking behind him. 
He received no answer.
The Mister’s gaze looked cloudy and red as he stared into Owin’s eyes. “Owin, I am sorry for any hurt I have caused you. I only ever did it out of love. All on this island…I—”
A bark from Machon was quickly followed by an ink pot crashing through the bars and hitting the Mister in the face. The black ink splattered on the wall and the old man continued his sobbing.
“There is nothing to forgive,” Owin said, holding the Mister’s hand that was on his face. “You only ever did what was right for us and to guide us in the light of the Mother.”
To those words the Mister shook his head and convulsed into a snot-filled wail. “My lies still flow through you.” He wept.
“No, you led us away from the lies.”
“I may have led you away from lies but only to lead you to more. You and every other young man on this damned island.” Saying the words damned island seemed to anger the Mister and he spat them out as he said them.
The island is a beautiful, wonderful place though. That’s why the Mother chose it out of all Her other creations. Why is it damned? “You took care of us and taught us all we know of the Mother,” Owin said, gently squeezing his mentor’s cold, clammy hand.
“I may have looked after you by providing shelter, food and water but I have done you all a great dishonesty by lying to you and…” He turned away and huddled in the corner of the cage, facing the wall.
Owin looked at the shaking mess of the one who had been an image of strength and knowledge for as long as he could remember. “I’m going to get you out of here. I’m going to get all of the brothers out. I’m going to take that bastard with the stretched ears to the vision chamber and pray to the Mother to burn him in the flames. I will ask Her to send them to the abyss and—”
The Mister suddenly swung around and was on both knees in front of Owin who was still crouching on the floor in front of the cage. “Boy, you mustn’t! The Mother will not help you. She will never help you! Don’t you understand?”
Why does he keep calling me boy? “What have I done wrong for the Mother to abandon me?”
“Nothing. You have followed my lies and deceit beyond all others. You willingly knelt on that floor in front of me and…” The Mister stopped and stared at the spot where Owin had performed his act of cleansing all that time ago before he left the island.
“Then why will the Mother not help me? Why won’t She—”
Owin felt an arm on his shoulder. It spun him round. Machon then picked him up and placed him in front of the one with the stretched ears.
“Take,” the man with the stretched ears said in his bassy whisper of a voice. “Take.” Owin assumed that he was the leader of the Caatamoors. 
Owin was unsure what he meant but listened to the Mother’s guidance inside him. He grabbed the large inked wrist of the leader and guided him out of the room.
The Mister suddenly sprung into life, pleading, “Owin, I beg of you, do not carry out what you have planned. The Mother will not help you. She cannot help you. It is I who controlled everything in the vision chamber. It was me all along. Owin!”
How can he control what happens in there? Owin assumed that the Mister had been driven mad like Mior and Mattespin. He realized that if he himself had been held captive by these brutes for any length of time, he would also have gone mad.
“The images of the goddesses, I control,” the Mister continued. “I send them to the room. The fire is simply a switch that I flick, there is even one inside the room. Look for it! It will show you that it is not controlled by some god. Owin, I am sorry for everything but please do not try to…” 
The Mister’s voice faded as they exited the room but his words played through Owin’s mind. He didn’t know what shocked him more: the vision of the island being overrun by horrible demons or his mentor, teacher and friend being caged in his own chambers.
Protect me, Mother, he prayed. Mother, I take these abominations to your vision chamber and I ask that you help us. I ask that you use your power to rid us of them. See him and rid us of his evil.
They came to the vision chamber but, unlike his usual visits, there was no air of excitement. The two walked into the warm darkened room and Owin led the inked giant to the soft black chair. The leader sat there with his gray leather covering around his waist. 
“The visions will begin soon,” Owin said, not really expecting to get a response. Minutes passed and neither a vision, nor an answer to Owin’s prayers came. The brute seemed to be getting restless. He stood. Owin found himself at eye level with the man’s chest. The leader stripped off Owin’s clothes, ripping his top and then pulling off everything else. His big inked hands went to Owin’s shoulders and turned him around. Owin was pushed and bent over the grid of the fire pit. The metal was a cold chill against his naked chest and stomach.
The situation was hopeless, the Mother had failed him and the Mister’s words were echoing in his head: “The Mother will not help you. She will never help you!” Why would the Mother abandon me? Owin had served Her all his life and obeyed the rules and now he was being left to get fucked by this hairless thug.
The switch, he remembered. For the first time in his life, he didn’t ask for strength nor did he pray for help. Now, pinned to the metal grid, where the fire normally burned, he groped down the side as far as he could stretch. The brute grabbed either side of his body, making him feel like a cottontail being pinned down by a bear. And then he felt the man push his member inside him. It kept going in further and the pain was unbearable.
There was nobody to pray to anymore…there never had been. His hands shook and his chest twisted in pain as he breathed. Owin had to get out of this himself. His hand ran over something sticking out of the wood surrounding the fire pit. It felt smooth and cold compared to everything else.
Thud thud thud. The grunting started behind him and he found himself getting thrust backwards and forwards across the metal grid of the fire pit. He slid his feet back so that they interlocked with the thrusting monster behind him. Remembering back to his first time in this chamber and when he first released his seed, Owin thought of how his legs went weak when the feeling happened. That’s when I’m going to get you, he plotted. With his hand on the switch, ready to light the fire, Owin gave the thug what he wanted. He begged him to stop and screamed.
The typical laugh came but this time it made Owin laugh inside. You’re going to die soon, you laughing fuck. The pain didn’t bother him anymore as he knew it would be over soon. The thrusting was so fast he knew the end of it was coming. Then, he felt the warm seed inside him and the strength of the thrusts weakened.
He flicked the switch. The warmth instantly grew under him. His eyes filled with the orange glow of the fire. Twisting his legs fast, he caught the man’s tree-like legs and locked its arms in tight to his own body and flipped it onto its back onto the flames that were building around them. Owin pushed himself higher on the man’s body then drove his head onto the leader’s face, forcing it back into the fire. Spit and screams hit him from below and a sizzling sound filled the room, similar to the sounds from the dining hall when they had grilled fish. Slamming his head back again, he heard the leader’s skull crack off the metal and his screams slowed. Owin’s heart skipped and lightened at the thought of possibly having just saved himself but his stomach turned at the smell: it was like cooking meat. The heat built underneath him. In a rage, he slammed the fucker’s head back again and again until the fighting stopped.
He slid off the leader’s cooking body before it got too hot. His gut turned on him and he vomited on the floor. He walked across his own sick and sat in the chair facing the fire, trying to hold in another volley of vomit. The Mother didn’t save me…I saved myself, he realized, his stomach sore from retching. His own nakedness disgusted him. He desperately needed to wash. I have to cover myself. Standing up, he used his old clothing to wipe himself clean. He felt an anger swelling inside him. His jaw clenched and his skin crawled. Owin launched his soiled clothes onto the fire. With frantic hands he tried to wipe himself clean from the horrible feelings crawling over his naked body. He screamed and kicked the hard wooden surround of the fire pit that was still cooking the monster who had just fucked him. The cunt’s leather covering lay beside his bleeding and stubbed foot. He picked it up and wrapped it around his waist.
Footsteps came to the door. Light filled the room as it swung open. Machon and another man walked in and glared at their leader, who was cooking on the fire behind Owin. Their ghostly sharp faces were blank until they both looked Owin in the eye. Gradually, their lips curled and widened to form an unnatural, menacing, stretched-smile. Their high cheekbones extended further, casting a darker shadow over their jawlines. 
“Ra-iy,” Machon shouted.
The other repeated, “Ra-iy!”
As they approached him, Owin expected to get killed or to get bent over and fucked again, but the two knelt and picked him up onto their shoulders. He ducked to avoid banging his head on the roof. They carried him out holding firmly on to his bare thighs. Owin was suddenly aware he was only wearing what was no more than a leather rag. They passed the main hall, and went outside to where a crowd of inked bodies, black eyes and pale bald heads gathered around them. Machon shouted nonsense words then thrust Owin higher and shouted, “Ra-iy!”
The others chanted back in unison in deep loud voices Ra-iy! Ra-iy! Ra-iy!
Owin was the smallest person by far but in that moment he felt like the biggest man in the world. He raised his hand and they all went silent. I control them. He forgot his old self and all he had been taught. “You are all mine now,” he boomed, “and you will do as I say! I will bring you goddesses…” He paused. “I will bring you women…Niena. But you must kneel!”
Blank expressions were returned.
Owin jumped down from Machon’s lift and pulled his new servant to his knees. “Kneel!” he commanded again.
They knelt.
 
 



Epilogue
 
Grietum sat on the cold metal floor of the same room she had woken up in over two hundred years ago. The red light hurt her eyes and haunted her dreams. On the other side of the metal door that she leaned against, the only sounds now were the usual gentle hums from the bowels of the hive. The sounds of footsteps, brawling and dying had stopped.
She was broken. Her blues had turned on her and escaped. Her rats attacked her and fought amongst themselves for their fix. And her many daughters, and daughters’ daughters, had either been killed or fled. She hadn’t drunk water in days and her nose was constantly bombarded with the smell of her own shit, for she had been forced to defecate in the corner of the same room that she had barricaded herself inside. It was here that she took refuge when the lights went dark and the rotten scrote Romarus turned on her, poisoning the minds of her thralls, taking her precious blues away.
There had been no ‘hunt’ so to speak of with the young Blue Romarus. When he first walked into the throne room he was quite prepared to lie with her. Within minutes she had her blue-eyed king and that same evening, he had lain with three of her daughters. He was a fine prize but there was disappointment in not having a hunt in pursuit of it.
Now Grietum was alone. She stared at the piece of parchment in her bloated hands. It was the last thing she had seen before her life crumbled around her. She laughed when she saw it first. It seemed like such a random and insignificant incident. It hit her on the head from above as she lounged on her throne, happily watching Blue Romarus fuck one of her brood for the second time that day. She opened the crumpled sheet and looked at the most ridiculous illustration of a feathered creature wearing an oversized hat on its head. “Why is there a picture of a bird in a hat in my throne room?” she bellowed with a guttural laugh.
As her laughter echoed and faded, she remembered hearing a call from Blue Owin from his cell below. “I have come to my senses. I will lie with you,” he shouted from the depths of the hive. She remembered the excitement she felt having just been seeded by the wonderful King Romarus and to now be receiving the subject of one of her most lengthy hunts.
Blue Owin stood in front of her and said his words and the hunt was about to come to completion when darkness took the rusty throne room. She remembered, as her eyes adjusted, seeing her brown-eyed rats fumbling around blind. Some of her daughters of blue-sight were trying to assist them, but those of brown blundered around like fools. Blue Owin ran for the pack that the king had brought with him and began clothing his body. The king was still occupied with his cock inside Gosha and looked as if he was not disturbed by the sudden darkness. The boy king’s strong hips continued to thrust uninterrupted.
“Just stand still you fools until the lights come back. It will not take long.” She had not seen a blackout, like the one that day, in what must have been fifty years. She walked over to Blue Owin to stop him clothing his already pledged body. 
She remembered her face hitting the floor but after that, she had no memory until waking up to the usual lights of the hive, with two of her rats searching her. 
“The bloated bitch always has a stash on her. Just keep looking.” Grietum recalled the disloyal wretch saying the words as he groped her.
She grabbed one of the probing wrists and threw the rat away. The man went flying backwards. She scrambled to her feet and kicked the other in the chest and then made a wobbling dash to her safe room, where she stayed for weeks.
Grietum drank liquid from the tubes that had once entered her body from the time when she had lain on that metal bed for countless forgotten years before her awakening. The liquid sustained her body but her mind was beginning to grow tired of the loneliness and the horrid red light.
This was the first day since the fall of her hive that it was silent in the tunnel outside of her safe room. It’s time to leave. She unlocked the door. It clunked and slid open onto the empty tunnel. Every one of her plodding steps echoed through the empty maze that was once her thriving hive.
As she rounded the corner at the end of the tunnel, three figures were crouched by a door. She hid from their sight and slowed her breathing. The three figures were smaller than most mortals and had a blue tint to their skin, which was much like hers. Seeing them stirred something inside her like a forgotten dream. If she had her servants and things were the way they were before, she was sure she would have started a hunt with all three of them. From around the corner, their voices drifted. They spoke in a tongue that she didn’t understand but the sounds were like warm hands on her ears.
She heard one say, “Niehata Beverine.”
Without thinking she called, “I am here.” Why? Why would I shout that? She shrank to the floor and when she looked up, some of the most attractive and desirable faces she had ever seen stared back at her.
Talking to her in their strange tongue, they looked on her as if she were some rare creature.
“I do not understand what you are saying. Speak to me correctly or leave this place! Who are you?!”
One of the short blue-skinned blue-eyed men pointed a small black device at her face. She slapped it away. The other two restrained her arms with a strength she had never felt in a male before. The black device beeped and emitted a sharp red light that dazzled her eyes. They jabbered to each other in their strange, yet fantastical, tongue.
“I demand to know who you are and what you are doing in my hive!” Images flooded through her head. Memories she had tried to remember for so long filled her mind. Guilt surged through every part of her being as she thought of the hurt she had caused all of those blue-eyed young men and her servants…how she had made them mutilate their own bodies. My daughters are dead or missing, she thought, as regret swelled.
The man holding the device spoke and this time she understood the noises coming from his mouth, which was filled with the most wonderfully shaped teeth. They narrowed towards the tip and came to a splendid sharp point with no gaps in between. “Queen Beverine, can you hear and understand my words?”
I am Queen Beverine, she remembered. But who was Grietum? Grietum is not my name. “I can understand you. But,” she hesitated, “I do not know who I am. I called myself Grietum but I know now this is not true.” Even to her own ears, her voice sounded softer. It warmed her throat to speak in this fluid language.
The blue man with the device turned to another. “I’ve managed to repair some of the cellular damage from stasis but I am limited with what I can do here. I would think it will take time for her to fully understand.” He looked back to her. “You are Queen Beverine and I understand this must be distressing for you, but please believe me, we are here to help. It appears you used the wrong stasis chamber and it is very old and we—”
She grabbed him by the wrist and interrupted, demanding, “Tell me who Grietum is if I am this Queen Beverine you speak of!”
The skinnier blue man shuffled forward and spoke in a nervous voice. “W-we are told from our history that Grietum was your mate and you took him for your chief-mate. H-he was your love and it is for him that you volunteered to stay here on Sartensa to maintain the cage. We believe you used his stasis chamber instead of the one designed for you. That is likely the cause of your memory loss.”
Maintain the cage. Those words had echoed in her head ever since she woke from her long sleep two centuries ago. She could not remember this Grietum’s face. Memories flashed of lying on that cold metal bed with his name above it, crying while she plugged in tubes and wires to her body, then laying back and letting sleep take her.
“Queen Beverine.” The blue man with the device shook her shoulders and her thoughts returned to the room. He continued, “I know your mind will not be clear, but we have returned as we received warning that the cage failed for a short time. Do you know what happened?”
She knew nothing of a cage except the words that rolled through her head for hundreds of years: maintain the cage. “I am sorry, I do not know anything of this cage you speak of. My hive was attacked from the inside not so long ago. The lights went out and I was overrun. My own servants turned on me and—”
The one she spoke to turned to the others, ignoring her. “That must have been the power failure we detected. The system should last for another three-hundred rotations at least. It must have been shut down manually from this control station. The other sites would not have been capable of a full shutdown. With no technical fault to the system, there will be little to worry about. I will run a full diagnostic. Haram,” he said, addressing the skinny one, “I want you to work with Queen Beverine and fully establish her memories. If she is able and willing, she can continue her duties and we can re-establish stasis.”
Although she understood the sounds of their words, she could not understand the meaning of many of them. She slid her back up the wall and stood. She towered over the three short men. She clenched her fists as part of Grietum filled her heart again. “Tell me who you are and why you are here!”
They looked at each other as if she should know the answer. The skinny nervous one attempted to make eye contact with her. “Queen Beverine, we are the Nahareen. As are you. We have returned to this world, Sartensa, because the force-field surrounding this land, failed. We call it the cage. In fact, our ancient history tells us that you were the one who named it. It was your duty to maintain it. Without its protection, the rest of Sartensa is in jeopardy as it keeps within it the poison that our people brought to this land.”
 



Appendix
 



THE HIGH-TEN
 
The names of the ten high-gods and description of their images, as engraved on the standing stones that run along the former line of the Veil, on the border to the Soju Expanse:
 
Hal—God of life, healing & death—Depicted as an older male, robed, pointing towards Hal’s Forest thousands of leagues away.
 
Beverine—Goddess of protection, shield & salvation—Depicted as a larger female, covered with a simple shawl, with arms outstretched, pointing to the sky.
 
Yod’Herem—God of wisdom, ideas, trade, paths, guidance & muses—Depicted as an old male with a long beard, robed, looking to the stars.
 
So’Chor—God of seed & lust—Depicted as a male at prime age, robed, holding a swaddled infant.
 
Tromonor—God of battle & war—Depicted as a strong youth, wearing a waist wrap, holding a staff outstretched.
 
Yarth—God of peace & justice—Depicted as a strong young male, wearing a waist wrap, with hands open.
 
Gon’Gon—God of loyalty, honor & service—Depicted as a male at prime age, wearing a simple tunic, with fists together (knuckles interlocked). Guards of the Ten Kingdoms take his name as title after swearing their oath.
 
Sen’Sal—Goddess of love, hate, pleasure, beauty, music & writing—Depicted as a young, beautiful female, wearing a long shawl with one breast bare—writing-quill in hand.
 
Don’Calon—God of field, famine, rain, wind, quakes & thunder—Depicted as an older male, with a thick beard, robed, with his arms outstretched, seemingly spreading seeds into the land.
 
Mornor—God of home, hearth, happiness & comfort—His depiction gives no indication of age as the standing stone is badly damaged; the nose, chipped away. It is thought that Mornor had no hair. He is depicted holding a block of stone high above his head.
 
THE ELEVENTH
 
Soju—The Fallen One, Overlord of the Expanse, Master of the dead, blade, blood & regret—Depicted on the standing stone next to the last gate (which used to be the only entrance to the Expanse when the Veil still remained). He went against the teachings of the other ten. He roams the Expanse and keeps the souls of fallen mortals.
 
LOWER-GODS OF NOTE
(referred to in the Maran as sprites or spritesses)
 
Urenies—Sprite of the feeling. The embodiment of the sensation when a male releases seed and a female receives it.
Olo—Spritess of hunger. The echo in one’s stomach when it calls for food.
Kiena—Spritess of thirst. The urge for water.
Lomber—Sprite of laughter. The overwhelming stirring of one’s insides when humor takes hold.
Kenteri—Spritess of compulsion. Mother of the first mortal-god child; the first mortal of blue-sight, Tallan.
Tri—Sprite of shadows. Master of the darkness. An agent of Soju and the final cause of the destruction of Nahar.
Reepa—Spritess of warmth. The feeling of tiredness on a hot day. 
Jallan—Sprite of sleep. The touch that brings rest.
 



LAST KINGDOM
 
This is the most eastern of the kingdoms on the mainland. Its lands are nearly all desert with the Last Mountain range to its eastern border. 
As its name suggests it was the last kingdom to be established. King Jarjad faced resistance from what remained of the Draytians, the rock-worshippers, after the Great Poison. He wiped them out and established his new kingdom’s capital, Deca’Herem. This completed the Ten Kingdoms first envisioned by the Before King, Toren. 
Last Kingdom is one of only three of the kingdoms that can still trace a direct line of pure blue-sight back to the gods through its kings.
 
Romarus—King of Last Kingdom—a boy of sixteen years, blue of sight.
 
	His father, Locutus, lost, feared dead.
	His mother, Brendina, lost, feared dead.
	His elder brother, Costalus, one eye blue of sight, the other brown, lost as an infant.
	His queen, Londenia, a maid of twenty-six, blue of sight, daughter of King Kalon of Long Kingdom.
	His wife, Bostonia, younger sister of Queen Londenia, blue of sight.
	His chief healer, Celóndas, former student at Hal Tal, blue of sight.
	His aide, Brick, a simpleton of twenty years with brown eyes, known as ‘Bwick’.
	His chief guard, Grey’Gon, a man of brown eyes.
	Trae’Gon, one of Romarus’s guards.

 



KINGDOM OF
THE WETLANDS
 
This is the northernmost kingdom, made up of two islands. Due to the mountains on the western coasts of these two land masses, it rains on most days of every year. It is located next to the barbaric Vostos—its people being an island race, known for violence and cannibalism. The Wetland kings have always had a close relationship with the Watch Kingdom as they relied heavily upon their support if an attack from the Vostos ever occurred. 
Its capital was located on the north island for some three hundred years until King Jamgan decided to move it onto the larger south island for greater tactical advantage and built the keep of Deca’Grace.
 
Stewart—King of the Wetlands—a cripple of thirty-eight years, blue of sight.
 
	His queen, Tanya, brown eyes.
	His wife, Pauline, twenty-seven years and with brown eyes.
	His son, Baskerville, fifteen years, first prince to the Wetlands and now missing. A hybrid, blue of sight.
	His chief healer, Sandunion, an old woman, blue of sight.
	One of his chief guards, L’Gon, fat with brown eyes.
	One of his chief guards, H’Gon, fat with brown eyes.

 
 
 



LONG KINGDOM
 
The most isolated of all the kingdoms. It is sometimes referred to as the Trade Kingdom due to it being the main import and export point between the Ten Kingdoms and the island city of Narscape and to the south, Arland.
 
Kalon—King of Long Kingdom—a wise gentlemen of fifty-five years, blue of sight.
 
	His queen, Carlisa, forty-five years, blue of sight.
	His wife, Sanrillia, forty-seven years, blue of sight.
	His son, Lestaron, first prince of Long Kingdom. Currently ruling in his father’s absence, blue of sight.
	His daughter, Londenia, now queen of Last Kingdom to Romarus.
	His daughter, Bostonia, now wife to Romarus of Last Kingdom.
	Minister Eeliro—A wise man of sixty years, with brown eyes.
	Minister Haagar—A wise man of fifty-five years, with brown eyes.

 
 
 



BAY KINGDOM
 
The Bay Kingdom is renowned for its shipbuilding, knowledge of navigation and travel on the sea. Its land consists of a large island in the Bay of Blue.
 
Hardol—King of the Bay—an older gentleman of good standing and blue of sight.
 
	His queen, Se’Rel, a mature women of blue-sight.
	Sam, her son to a noble blue-eyed man, fourteen years.
	Lisa, her daughter to a noble blue-eyed man, eleven years.
	Brensa, her daughter to a noble blue-eyed man, twelve years.

	His wife, Ger’Sel, thirty-nine years with brown eyes.
	His hybrid son, Bartston.
	His hybrid daughters, Helon, Christia, Selme and Yanya.

 
 
 



KINGDOM OF
THE DEAD CITIES
 
Its capital, Deca’Tallan (named in honor of the first mortal and god offspring), sits in the land between the Dead Cities. 
The King of the Dead Cities is charged with guarding Raydem, Haven, Camptal, Ve’eir and Claminton and the gods’ secretes that lie within the cursed boundaries. The gods once called these vast cities their home until they left after the Great Poison.
The line of the Kings of the Dead Cities can be traced with pure blue-sight all the way back to the gods. This is true only of two other kingdoms.
 
Anthony—King of the Dead Cities—a tall gentlemen nearing forty years and blue of sight. Suspected of entering the Dead Cities.
 
	His queen, Hellenafalincia, ruling Deca’Tallan in King Anthony’s stead. Hellena is sister to High-King Ma’leven.
	His father, Rigard, believed dead, blue of sight—former king of the Dead Cities.
	His mother, Ilar, an old woman with blue sight.
	Anthony is yet to take a wife.

 
 
 



KINGDOM OF
THE BROKEN ARM
 
This is the southernmost kingdom, bordered to the north by Last Kingdom. It has no capital and all of its inhabitants, including the royals, live a nomadic existence. The king’s own dwelling is relocated every one to three moon-turns.
 
Retziz—King of the Broken Arm—a flamboyant man, blue of sight, aged forty-five years.
 
	His queen, Zanzeri, a hybrid, blue of sight.
	His wife, Lorenza, with brown eyes.
	His eldest son, Halan, first prince to the Broken Arm. A hybrid, blue of sight.
	His other sons, Kalon, Servin, Rigard and Locutus (all named after other kings at their time of birth—all hybrids).

 



WATCH KINGDOM
 
The Watch Kingdom gained its name from its duty to the Kingdom of the Wetlands. Guards from its capital of Deca’Point watch across No Man’s Sea towards Beacon Shore on the south island of the Wetlands. It is here where the first warning would come of an attack from the Vostos.
 
Servin—The Watch King—an open-minded man of fifty-eight years, blue of sight. Known for admiring and even falling in love with exotic women, who are not of the Ten Kingdoms or of blue-sight.
 
	His queen, Lobelle Terrjan, hailing from the island city of Narscape. Has brown eyes. Now a full citizen of the Ten Kingdoms.
	His wife, Jamille Cateral, a merchant’s daughter from Arland. Has brown eyes. Now a full citizen of the Ten Kingdoms.
	Xipil, one of his horde, hailing from the Meeren tribe of Hal’s Forest, bore his only son.
	His eldest bastard son, Taigo, potentially the first prince to the Watch Kingdom. A hybrid, blue of sight.
	Servin had seven daughters to his wife Jamille Cateral
of Arland.

 
 
 



PEAK KINGDOM
 
Its capital of Deca’Lixus sits on the highest peak in the Mortal Realm, Mount Capehorn. King Serlec was first to rule the peaks. He took an army from First Kingdom and drove out the native Lixian tribes that dwelt in the heights. They still maintain many of the Lixus traditions, practiced by the original inhabitants of the region (in addition to their worship of the Ten).
 
Sáran—King of the Peaks—a man of seventy-two years.
 
	His queen, Gretcinni,
daughter of former High-King Ma’en, sister of High-King Ma’leven.
	His first wife, Zenzabor (deceased), daughter of former King of the Broken Arm, Genzeez. Mother to Kontáran, Luxáran, Docháran and Gharaxán.
	His second wife, Yunkina, daughter of High-King Ma’leven, blue of sight, twenty-one years.
	His firstborn son, Kontáran, died from a fever at the age of thirty-three years.
	His son and first prince, Luxáran, currently serving as High-King Ma’leven’s ward in First Kingdom.
	His other true sons to his first wife, Docháran (missing)
and Gharaxán.
	His son to Yunkina: Maran,
a new born, blue of sight.
	His kept bastard son, Loco, thirty-three years. A hybrid, blue of sight.
	His ward, Golan, First Prince of the Gate Kingdom—unusually still serving as King Sáran’s ward in the Peak Kingdom at the age of twenty-three years.

 



GATE KINGDOM
 
Its capital, Deca’Fall, used to be located at the only gap in the Veil that led to the Soju Expanse. Ever since the fall of the Veil and the following Soju Invasion, the capital was moved to its current location, many leagues further east.
 
Zi—King of the Gate—a fearful and suspicious man of sixty-two years, blue of sight.
 
	His queen, Huriene,
daughter of former High-King Ma’en, sister of High-King Ma’leven.
	His first wife, Katarina, died of an unknown disease at forty-seven years. Blue of sight.
	His second wife, Kyla, daughter of High-King Ma’leven, blue of sight, twenty-nine years.
	His son and first prince, Golan, unusually still serving as King Sáran’s ward in the Peak Kingdom at the age of twenty-three years.
	His other sons to his first wife, Jums, Maran and Toren.
	Zi had eight daughters to this wife, Katarina and two to Kyla.

 
 
 



FIRST KINGDOM
 
As its name suggests, First Kingdom, was the first of the Ten Kingdoms to be established. Politically it also stands above the rest with its leader being deemed High-King of the Ten Kingdoms. The High-King also selects the avatars to the High Council on the Beast’s Eye.
The Before King, Toren, was the first to rule and it was he who sent out the other nine kings to take control of the lands that now make up the Ten Kingdoms.
Toren’s son, Maran, succeeded him and it was he who first spoke of the Ten High-Gods and through him they spoke. After writing the holy book (named after himself) Maran became known as the Prophet. He rose First Kingdom above the others and established his High Council of avatars on the Beast’s Eye. He was the first High-King of the Ten Kingdoms.
First Kingdom is one of only three of the kingdoms that can still trace a direct line of pure blue-sight back to the gods through its kings.
 
 
The Lineage of High-Kings
(First Kingdom Line)
(dated by years after the Great Poison—AGP)
 
5–50              
Toren, the Before King (not a High-King)
(king during the short ‘Lost Age’ when all mortals forgot the gods. At this time, First Kingdom was equal to the other Ten Kingdoms)
50–105              
Maran I, the Prophet
(messenger of the Ten High-Gods. Rose First Kingdom above the others and established the High Council on the Beast’s Eye. The Enlightened Age began with his reign)
 
 



105–180
Meltane I, Jarod’s Bain
(crushed his younger brother’s attempt at establishing an eleventh kingdom)
180–192              
Maran II, the Short-Lived King
192–250              
Ma’leven I, the Careless King
250–324              
Maran III, the Burner
324–393              
Murnur, Soju’s Chains
(after the fall of the Veil, Murnur’s armies drove the demon hordes back into the Soju Expanse)
393–459              
Bolmoro I, the New King
459–538              
Bolmoro II, the Slave King
538–601              
Servin I, the King with the Whip
601–678              
Marco I, the Chain Breaker
(ended the Slave Rebellion with the introduction of new laws abolishing slavery in the Ten Kingdoms)
678–733              
Maran IV, the Wise King
(introduced harsher laws on those of lower birth in the Ten Kingdoms making even the smallest of crimes imprisonable)
733–795              
Makor I, the Fertile One, So’Chor’s Champion
795–798              
Makor II, the Big Brother
798–799              
Colkon I, the Little Brother, the Blade
(took the throne by use of a bladed weapon upon his own brother)
799–867              
Jankon I, the Strong Brother, the Second Blade
(took the throne by use of a bladed weapon upon his own brother)
867–871              
Meltane II, the Avatar King
(left his throne in First Kingdom and became an avatar of the High Council)
871–902              
Bolmoro III, the Fair King
(took his father’s throne after he received word that he would not be returning from the Beast’s Eye)
902–955              
Ma’en I, the Blind
955–present              
Ma’leven II
 
All successions to the throne were passed from father to son, save Colkon and Jankon; both succeeding through the murder of their elder brother.
 



Current Royal Court of First Kingdom
 
Ma’leven II—King of First Kingdom—High-King of the Ten Kingdoms—Ruler of the High Council—Blue of sight, a mortal of forty-eight years.
 
	His queen, Esme, longest serving queen in the history of the Ten Kingdoms—serving for seventy-eight years. Blue of sight.
	His first wife, Sanfris, deceased. Mother to Ma’leven’s five daughters.
	His second wife, Kena, missing. Mother to Leonard and Aidun.
	His third wife, Jiena, deceased. Childless.
	His fourth wife, Niavies, a young girl of sixteen, blue of sight. Yet to bear children.
	His firstborn son, Leonard, missing, assumed dead. Would have had nineteen years, blue of sight.
	His son and first prince, Aidun, a young warrior of fifteen years, blue of sight. Known as Prince Foulmouth.
	His daughter, Kyla, now the second wife of King Zi of the Gate.
	His daughter, Yunkina, now the second wife of King Sáran of the Peaks.
	His other daughters to his first wife: Jerci, Gernendafalice and Colnette. All blue of sight and fully grown.
	His sister, Hellenafalincia, ruling Deca’Tallan (in the Dead Cities) in King Anthony’s stead.
	His ward, Luxáran, First Prince of the Peak Kingdom—a young blue-eyed man of twenty years.
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