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Last night’s wine thundering behind his eyes, Prince Tel lay in bed, pondering the naked athlete’s jaw. Like the rest of him, it was muscled yet pretty. He was half girlish comeliness, half feral masculinity. It was a heartbreaking balance seen only in certain males—and only for a short time after they crossed into manhood. Tel’s latest conquest was pure roughness straining against the underside of smooth skin.

Even such loveliness could not keep the prince from growing bored for long. He fingered the Doe pendant on his mother’s delicate chain, as he had done in anxious moments for half his life. Consciousness still gauzy, he called on the power in his blood, knowing it would relieve his hangover a bit. He did not understand this effect but would gladly accept the reprieve and ponder the connection another day. The magic required to conjure or disappear—a flame, a bit of light, a simple object—came to him with ease and cost only a small amount of strength.

A gold marble of energy appeared and spun over the pad of his right index finger. He coaxed it to rotate faster, then slower. As expected, his headache abated. Over his left index finger, he made a twin. Soon, he had one lazily chasing the other. He felt even better.

The beautiful young man next to Tel seemed to awaken all at once, rolling to face his bedmate. By the time he completed this maneuver and opened his eyes, the balls of light had shivered out of existence. He would not find out today that, impossible as it was, Prince Tel of Feigh was a stagsblood dynast aged forty years.

“Your royal highness,” he croaked. An attempt at a smile burst apart into a great yawn. The stretching of limbs was even greater.

“Formal this morning, are we?”

“Mm.”

Tel fingered a blue swoop of hair from his companion’s face, tucking it behind an ear. Most of the lad’s facepaint had worn off. Only the kohl around his orange eyes remained, smudged into smoke and fog. “You are extraordinary. Even hungover, I can see this.”

A quick laugh chuffed out of the athlete. “Me? You’re a future king. Besides, bet you can’t even tell me my name.”

“Nor mine.” Tel looked at him as if in profound contemplation. The gorgeous competitor rolled his eyes. Tel allowed a few more seconds to pass as he pantomimed an agonizing search through his memory. “Of course I remember your name, Turo. Turo the Champion. Turo the Titleholder. Turo, favorite of the Queen of Omela herself. An ordinary farm boy, his family working the land located just a few days outside the capital. At twenty, catching the notice of ladies and lords at the games. By twenty and three, one of the greatest to ever participate. Talented with the spear and the disk. A master of escape on the mat. Speed and strength and grace and stamina to rival centuries of the best. All this and unforgivably attractive.”

“Are you teasing me?”

“You are a demigod, Turo. A demigod almost two decades younger than me. Surely I am the one being teased.” At this, the younger man twisted his nose. The expression made Tel chortle, which he regretted instantly. By reflex, his hand flew to his temple. He let out a breath in a short, pointed burst.

“You know, there’s an old Omelan saying about hangovers.” Turo rolled away from Tel, onto his belly. He looked back at the prince, silken blue brushing the perfect mole on his shoulder. “Get your head right with a taste of last night.” With a playful lack of speed, he eased the covers down, exposing the robust, symmetrical hillocks of his backside.

“Precious Doe and Stag,” swore Tel in whispered appreciation. He shook his head to escape the trance. His whole body twitched and heated. In a single motion, he threw himself out of bed.

“Where’re you going?”

“Nowhere,” said Tel.

“Mm.”

The heir to the throne of Feigh, cock heavy and bobbing in the warm air of the room, stood facing the prizewinner. He felt foolish. Despite this, within seconds, the awakening of his flesh was entire.

“Mm. How’s a prince your age built so solid?”

“My age?”

“You know what I mean. By your age, most highborns go soft. In Omela, at least.”

Tel scoffed, looking down the length of his torso. “I am…not what I used to be.”

“You are solid. Solid as some I compete against.”

“In Feigh, princes train. Sword work. Archery. Grappling. Sparring. And often. Seems to be an expectation of the role.”

“Just pretending to be modest, then? And I already know you can handle that sword of yours.”

“Very funny. I am much better with a bow.”

“I like the black hair on you,” said Turo. “Just the right amount. Not too much. Not too little.”

The flattery worked on Tel. His cock jumped.

Turo’s gaze settled on the insistent thing pointing at him. “Come here,” he growled.

“Today is too important a day, even for—”

“No day’s too important for a quick fuck.”

“There will be no taste of last night,” said Tel. “Neither you nor the wine. I need a clear head.”

“No. Day. Too. Important.” Turo kicked his feet with each word.

Tel stepped to the bed and threw one knee onto the mattress. He brought his mouth to Turo’s right ear and said, spanking him with each word, “Today. Is. Too. Important.” He left him pouting in the bed and searched for his clothes. His wine-addled, dodgy memory of the previous night made this quite an ordeal. Swearing under his breath, he found the bottom half of his outfit balled and stuffed between the seat cushion and back of a luxurious chair. His body tipped a bit while stepping into his under-breeches. He prevented himself from falling and cursed again. Sliding the bright green woolen hose up his legs, he looked toward the bed. “I would also prefer not being pursued all the way back to Feigh by a jealous lover of Turo the Terrible. Certainly not if he’s the powerful beast I have conjured in my mind’s eye. I must not be killed. I am to be king.” He chuckled.

“I don’t prefer men,” Turo said. “And I don’t have a woman. There’s nobody to kill you.”

Tel snapped an eyebrow into a peak. Turo’s performance last night had been more than competent. It was skilled, enthusiastic. “Then, why? Twice.”

“Feighans have too many rules about it. Black and white. Too strict.”

“Point taken, but my own reputation suggests this does not apply to all of us.” He tilted his head and allowed a hint of a smirk.

“Mm.”

The Feighan prince’s appetites were well known, even here in Omela, across an ocean. If anything, he had tended to be more insatiable during his extensive visits over the years. One Omelan or another was always eager to accommodate. “It’s one of the things I like best about this place. The sensualism. The openness. The refusal to feel shame about pleasure. Still, why? Did somebody—”

“Nobody paid.” Turo rolled to the edge of the enormous bed and swung his legs over, covering his lap with a pillow.

Tel noted the unlikely grace of even this mundane set of movements and pushed out an almost imperceptible moan wrapped in a more noticeable sigh.

Turo appeared to weigh something in his mind. “You never fucked a woman?”

Tel’s laugh blasted out of him, but memory turned his amusement into a numb gloominess. He caught himself after a few seconds and willed a lighter expression onto his face. “Once. Only once. And a very long time ago at that. I was a handful of years younger than you.”

“And?”

Spotting his shirt on the floor next to the bed, Tel crouched to grab it. “And,” he answered, standing up and shouldering himself into the linen, “it was the perfect thing to happen at the time. Not to mention, I was seventeen. I would have japed a pumpkin, then japed another before finding my way out of the patch.”

Turo snorted and convulsed with laughter. He quieted and considered his hands as they smoothed the pillow on his thighs. “You needed it. Company, I mean. You weren’t looking for it, exactly, even when I was offering. But you needed someone. You were hiding it, but you were…you didn’t want to be there. Like me. Like you wanted to escape. So, you talked with me.” He shrugged. “I don’t have as much to say as the rest of them. Being good at the games makes me like a pet to them. A dog. A horse. I’m easy.”

Tel attempted to protest, but Turo silenced him with a small gesture.

“I’m simpler. I know it. You don’t have to work as hard with me. None of them do. I’m the horse and they’re them. I liked you. You listened to me talk about the farm for an hour. Really listened. And I wanted to give you something. Not what you were looking for, but something. It seemed like you should’ve been happier. I’ve given it to men before and wanted to, but not as much as I wanted to give it to you. So, accept it and know it at least made me happy.” He appeared surprised the words came out of him, like they had forced their way past the gate of his mouth.

The crown prince of Feigh was, for the first time in a long while, speechless. Still, he couldn’t let the moment pass in silence. “Mm.”

* * *




Over the next hour and a half, Omelan servants scurried in and out with breakfast and unnecessary offers of assistance. Although they moved across marble, noiseless, their presence worsened Tel’s headache. He traveled with as few people as safety and practicality would permit. Both at home and abroad, he seemed to spend as much time dismissing staff with a smile as he did making use of their services. In his younger years, he had tried to speak to his attendants like friends. He realized it made most of them uncomfortable and decided if they did not want to chat with him, and he had no tasks for them, they would be happier elsewhere. Thank you. You may go.

Turo ate his breakfast like a forest hog attempting to mind its manners. Tel drank hidybrew and eyed him, utterly charmed. His balls sang until they ached. He daydreamed Turo was a Feighan champion. The proximity would be dangerous, the distraction too great. Taking him twice would not be near enough. He prayed to the Doe that the athlete would not be in his sightline at the ceremony later that night.

Once the boy left, Tel cleaned his teeth and buffed his face with a damp cloth. His headache eased slower than it would have forty or even twenty seasons ago, but it eased. He moved about his guest rooms for a while without any purpose and, not for the first time, noted they were almost as grand as his chambers at home. The tapestries were brighter, in fact, and the windows larger, even if the space itself was not quite as generous as his own. He stepped to one of the windows and inhaled the steaming early autumn air. Although the summer was hot in Feigh, it was never as extreme or long-lasting as it was here in southern Omela. He let the sun heat his cheeks and beard while he considered what he might say that evening, when his land and Omela would formally make peace after two centuries of war.

He should feel elation and relief, but a sharper sadness rose out of his usual dull, secret melancholy. He would miss this place. Over the last dozen years, a sincere and inmost love for it had grown. Peace won, it was time to turn to the next phase of his life. He could not imagine what it was. Stretching before him was only blankness. The thought of it made his stomach fill with sand. His attention to and obsession with these stuttering negotiations had taken much of his time and intellect. He had never found the energy to decide what should come next. Where will I be in four seasons? Even a vague idea of the next year eluded him.

Knowing whatever the future held, he should meet it fully dressed, he searched about for a few moments until he found his crumpled doublet near the fireplace. Next to it was the thin, green scarf Turo had made him take off last. He covered his bare neck with a loose twist and buttoned the quilted jacket over his linen shirt, noting the skillful embroidery on the padding, done in both vivid and subtler oranges. The colors brought pumpkins to his mind. Laughing, he thought of Turo again. My antlered master, he was wonderful.

Returning to the window, he looked across the rooves of the city below and connected to the magical dynasty again, seeking the drops of stagsblood in his veins. He continued to mull what to include in his remarks before the treaty signing. Another sphere, warm yellow, appeared above his upturned hands, bigger and brighter than the ones he had made in bed. At this height and in the light of midmorning, no one could see, even if they were looking. With his mind as much as his hands, he flicked the ball from left to right, spun it, and made it grow and shrink. Moments passed, and he found himself unable to imagine a single sentence with enough gravity or elegance to mark the occasion.

As an idea began to form, three heavy thuds came from the door. The knocks pleased Tel. Solitude never sat well with him while the sun was up. He could not think when he was alone because he could not stop thinking. At night, with a book and a fair supply of ale or cider in his chambers, he had no such difficulty. “Caip,” he said, hearing the smile in his own voice. He snapped his open hands into loose fists, and the magical globe was extinguished. “Come in.”

Correcting his posture, he turned to see the chief of his personal guard and closest friend cross into the room. As tall and brawny as Tel, her strides were long, her footfalls assertive.

“Your royal highness.” She showed him the top of her head.

The formality of the entrance dissolved his smile. No one was present to see them. “Rightmajor,” he said, figuring her solemn carriage meant he was in for a lecture of one kind or another. He braced himself for her harangue. Although he did not know the nature of her disappointment, he guessed he deserved it. She raised her inflamed eyes and swollen, spotty face. He had missed the state of her features when she walked in.

“The Crunadam has arrived,” said Caip.

“What is—Already? But we were supposed to have three weeks of rest after the…” He looked at her face again.

Silence, but within it, an abundance of language—the language of too much history, of shared traumas and achievements. In the total quiet, the beginning of a conversation passed between them. Something terrible had occurred. He thought he knew exactly what. “Father?”

“Started a cough right after we sailed,” said Caip. “It wouldn’t leave him. Four weeks ago, he went to the black.” Collapsing into a chair, she seized and sobbed on the cushion.

Tel felt cold. “You will take a place at Table.” He inspected the enormous tapestry opposite his temporary bed. “You will, in effect, be Head, but the title will go to my brother, of course.” He squinted. “Lag will gripe I lean so heavily on you, but he possesses neither the ambition nor the intellect to cause you much trouble.”

In pained and deliberate croaks, Caip spoke again. “Sit with me. There’s more.”

“I am thinking. I cannot afford to let sentiment take me now. Goddesses and gods, I will not allow it. It will have to come later. If it comes at all. I would like you to choose your own replacement to lead my guard.”

“Tel, sit.”

He searched the face of the crowned man in the tapestry, who stood in flawless, gleaming armor on a patch of tall grass on a dusty bluff. From his perch, the figure surveyed a distant battle, an orgy of scarlet. “What pile of stones or worthless title or faithless lover did you win or lose that day?” He sat next to his weeping friend.

Tel watched her struggle for composure. Her uncharacteristic lack of control made his gut sick with fear. She seemed to shape her sadness into angry authority. “Stay there. Don’t interrupt again.” The tone surprised and quieted him. He watched her gather her strength again. “Your brother. Has taken. The throne.”

“Imposs—”

“Lag. Is king.”

“How?”

“Table are unanimous,” said Caip. “Lord Craid wasn’t present. You weren’t present. But they need only ten for quorum. They’ve declared you of unsound mind.”

“Unsound mind?” He tried to take her eyes, but they dodged, finding the marble floor.

She said, “The drink.”

“The drink.” He felt a bit dizzy and settled further into the cushions of his chair. “I will not be king.”

“You won’t.” She began wailing.

Tel had never seen her so shattered, even when she lost her own parents. He reached toward her and stroked the middle of her back. She moaned. “Caip. This is a surprise. A shock. I cannot even think. But I know it will be—”

“A nightmare, Tel. And you’re relieved.”

“You are upset.”

“Your brother’s a fool. Dishonest. Even as a child, he never passed up an opportunity to cheat. He’s weak. Lazy. Vulgar.”

“They could take your head for that, rightmajor.” He chuckled.

“Take it.”

“I am no fool,” said Tel, “but I am weak, lazy, and vulgar by some estimations. Inherited, I think. Skips a generation.”

“You joke? You joke?” She was on her feet, spitting.

“It is only partially in jest. I will have a life of leisure. Pursuit of my diversions. Good men and good wine.”

Caip raised a hand. “Stop it. Lag isn’t suited. No ideas of his own.”

“He will have advisors.”

“Who’ll too easily manipulate him.”

“We will be two of them,” said Tel.

“Cat leavings! You’re a leader. He’s never made one decision of consequence without your uncle whispering in his ear. You can’t see his true nature. Under the wine and the fucking you’re wise and decent. Under—”

“Under it is less than you think.” He sprang from his chair. “It has felt like a burden, anyway. Since my balls dropped and my observations of my father became more sophisticated than blind hero worship. How much happiness do you think my father had? How much sleep?”

“You think you were put on the world for happiness? That you were born to your parents, that you’ve had everything you ever wanted brought to you on a pillow, that you were given your station by the Stag and Doe so you could be happy? No. No. All you need do is bring your drinking under control and…”

He moved to her, lowering his voice. “Do you not see? You have placed too much faith in me. And it does not matter. There is no altering it. Table have decided. I am surprised, but there is nothing to do.”

“There is something to do, Tel. Go to Table. Go in sobriety. You can convince people of anything. I’ve seen it. Convincing them of the truth is nothing. Your brother’s no good for Feigh. Backward and prejudiced. Greedy and vain. He’ll try to erase the work of the last two generations of your family.”

“I would have been the third reformer monarch in a row. This is the nature of history, Caip. Things lurch in one direction for some seasons, then another.”

“Not too many seasons ago, prince or not, your head would’ve been taken just for bringing that Omelan to your bed last night. Is that what you want?”

“No.”

“Then you must press your case with Table. If you can’t win them over…”

“What?” asked Tel, unable to stop a dark chuckle. “What then?”

“You fight.”

“Fight? Silence your tongue. You speak of my brother like he is a monster. He is ignorant, but he is not evil. And he is your king now. It pleases neither of us, but he is. I will not hear this disloyalty again. Silence your tongue.”

She obeyed her prince.

A fraction of Tel’s new reality settled in his chest. He would never again discuss a poem with his father.
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Tel stood in the well of the Omelan palace hall used for only the most momentous days and nights. Queen Cessa herself was married here. On a platform behind him were his empty seat and the most noteworthy of dignitaries. He felt awkward standing with his back to the queen. Such a thing would be scandal in his country. His position was supposed to allow the ordinary people in attendance to hear his remarks. Of course, for the most part, he saw only slightly lesser notables facing him in the rows of padded chairs running to the back of the imposing room.

Long free of his hangover, an array of contradicting feelings stood ready to assault him. He shoved these to the far margins of his inner field of vision so he might focus on the business of his last days in Omela. King Lag had written Cessa to insist his brother complete the peace process as planned, standing in for him as he had long stood in for their father. Emotion would have to wait a bit longer.

Tel looked the part, stately and overdressed in the Feighan fashion from his jet hair to the balls of his feet. His green tunic, modified with the addition of a high collar, fit snugly across his chest but had great loose billows for sleeves, only one of which peeked out from the burnt orange of his sumptuous cloak. The embroidery and embellishments were rich and fastidious. He wore tight buckskin leggings worked to a shine and dyed to match the tunic’s shade. Over the form-fitting trousers, waist to knee, were the additional puffs of his trunkhose, same in hue as his cloak. In these, careful slashes were cut to show the green leather underneath. The buckskin disappeared into simple russet boots cut of a different hide. His only weapon was his antler-handled dirk, sheathed at his left hip.

Turo was here, in a seat too prominent even for a champion of his renown. When Tel’s eyes rested on him, the boy shifted in his chair and spread the mighty slabs of his thighs under the short, plain shift which passed for men’s formalwear in Omela. The garments were unadorned but revealing. Turo invited a smirk onto his arresting face, then closed his legs and smiled politely. Tel could not help but beam back, but shame nipped him. Even in his grief and on this pivotal day, he was distracted by his own libido. Tel pressed his lips together and continued to scan the room. He guessed Turo had not heard the news from Feigh.

Using a trick his father had taught him, he allowed silence to thicken and spread until an intense and expectant kind of attention was on him. An uneasy sensation, intense and muddled, rose in his solar plexus. With a deep but even breath, he tamed it.

“Others here are better suited to speak to the solemnity of this occasion and no doubt will. The meaning of tonight defies my abilities to describe. It eclipses any eloquence I may have been gifted. In place of a clumsy attempt at capturing the importance of this gathering, I would like to share with you a story my father…my late father, King Vith, used to tell me when I was young. It is from our blessed texts.” Tel had the book in his hand but did not need it.

“The story is told in the homes of my kingdom. In the castles and in the woods and on the ships. It is the story of how we in Feigh believe we all came to be. It is the reason my father knew the wars must end between us. It is the reason I have come to Omela so many times over the last forty and eight seasons, and the reason I have grown to love it.

“Before all else, there were only the goddesses and the gods, for they did not need more. Everything was the web-footed goddess and god, the soft-backed goddess and god, the finned goddess and god, the scaled goddess and god, the beaked goddess and god, the antlered goddess and god, and nothing.

“The goddesses and gods flew through the skyless black, making love in all possible combinations. After millennia, they tired. Finding nowhere to rest, they made a home and called it the world. They made the sun and the moons and the stars and the circle of the year to contain it all—the four seasons, the five hundred and eighty and five days. Each pair claimed a share of the land. The web-footed took a place with swamps and rivers and named it Andow. The soft-backed wanted the rich soils and tall grasses of Sheruck. The finned preferred the lakes and islands and bays of Kamber. Pleased with the rocks and low shrubs of Hebe, the scaled settled there. The beaked wanted the soaring trees and gentle breezes of Omela. The antlered knew the hills and cliffs of Feigh would make them happy.

“Having had nothing and then the world, they were pleased, but their contentedness lasted only centuries. The goddesses told the gods they adored the plants and the water and the mountains, but these were not enough to love. The gods understood. They also were filled with too much love. The antlered god knew something must be done, so he called to the other gods.

“Secretly, they formed a plan. They threw their seed onto the world and from the wet earth made the amphibians and the invertebrates and the fishes and the reptiles and the birds and the mammals. Both the goddesses and gods marveled at the creatures of the world, loving them.

“Over time, the goddesses noticed the gods were troubled. They fretted day and night and were brought low by the savagery of the animals, who knew only survival and brutality. The antlered goddess knew something must be done, so she called to the other goddesses.

“Secretly, they formed a plan. They mated with the animals and from those unions made the yellow-haired Andowians and the white-haired Sheruckians and the red-haired Kambs and the hairless Hebites and the blue-haired Omelans and the black-haired Feighans. Both the gods and the goddesses marveled at the people of the world, loving them.

“Again, before too long, the gods became depressed. They saw the humans were capable of both more love and more incredible savagery than the animals. They created, and they destroyed. One day, all the humans on the world prepared for war. Although the goddesses and gods had given them all they could ever need, the people were small and afraid and envious.

“Once more, the antlered goddess knew something must be done. She gathered the other goddesses. They went to the field of battle. They stood between the armies and begged them to stop. In their smallness and fear and envy, the soldiers did not see or hear the goddesses. They warred, and the goddesses were marched upon. They were torn apart and beaten into the ground. Only the antlers of the antlered goddess remained.

“The gods went to the empty field. Filled with grief, five of them decided to leave the world forever. The antlered god could not bear to leave the horns of his favorite. He carried the antlers of the goddess everywhere he went. Blind in his mourning, he forgot about all else. He clutched them to his chest and kissed them. He put his tears on them. When rage took him, he beat them on the dirt. 

“Centuries passed, and the antlers wore away in his hands like rocks smoothing in a river. Soon, the god had only a pebble, but his grief had not shrunk. He decided he, too, must go. Before leaving, he added the pebble to the dirt in the place he loved best, the Island of Affas. There, he shed his last tear on the world.

“As he tried to go, a child stood in his path. ‘Master,’ the child said, ‘how can you leave us?’ The god ignored the girl, brushing past her. She followed. ‘Master, you cannot go. No one can do the things you can do. We are weak. What if we need you? What if we miss you?’ Tears clung to her eyes, grew, and fell down her face.

“Turning to look upon the crying girl, the antlered one recognized something of himself in her. He felt love for humanity for the first time since the war had taken his mate. Still, he could not stay. His suffering would not allow it. He saw the girl was good. Before he left, he put a few drops of his blood inside the child. ‘People will have all they need to protect or destroy themselves now, to spread my lesson or let it die,’ the god told the young human after he had made her the first dynast.

“The stagsblood carried the dynasties of the dirt, of the wind, of the fire, and of the rain. He told the child he must leave and recover in the black. He might be able to find his brother gods. Perhaps they would make a new place, but they would not return here. Not as things were. As long as war scrapes across the dirt of the world, the plants and animals and people would live without their creators.”

Tel assessed his audience and decided he had kept their attention. “I began by saying King Vith would tell me this story when I was young. He would particularly emphasize its themes when I was misbehaving. I must confess to having received this lecture within only the last year.” He paused, allowing for laughter. “Little princes and princesses can, on the whole, be prone to selfishness, aggression, envy, jealousy, resentment, and wrath, among other vices. Even when they are not so little.” The laughter returned, louder.

“Our faiths are different. I know this. But I have been to your temples. I have shared bread and flesh with your high ones. And at their hearts, both faiths require the same devotions of us. They ask us the questions my father asks me when I need a reminder. My boy, tell me what you know about how the world and humanity came to be. When I have finished, he asks, What does the story require of us?

“My grandfather had to find the depths of his faith on his own, for his father and his mother before him and her father before her failed to ask this question. Luckily, he was able to ask my father. He, in turn, asked me. Tonight, I give him the best answer I have.”

He turned his body to the platform. “Your Majesty, Queen Cessa, wise and generous guardian of Omela, thank you for welcoming me to your land. This evening, I pledge to you and your people, on behalf of my…brother, King Lag of Feigh, that our kind shall not pick up arms against yours. I pledge the end of conflict and the beginning of peace. I pledge to treat you as the antlered ones treated the beaked ones: as siblings. As family.”

* * *




Once Tel was seated and Queen Cessa had walked down to the well of the room for her speech, the heat and shadow of the person to his right moved closer. Tel smelled the spice of fine perfume.

“Excellent remarks in light of your terrible news.”

It was Lord Gawash, closest advisor to the young Hebite king. Many considered him the second most powerful person in Hebe. Like all his people, he was completely hairless. His strange, close-tailored costume was the color of a vicious storm clinging to the horizon of the Gray Sea. His looks were sleek, his movements tidy.

“Thank you.”

An Omelan high one had joined Cessa, offering the proceedings a blessing. The Omelan faith had but a single religious text, precisely four words long. It was not even a complete sentence: Kindness in the mystery. The Feighan spiritual system was much more complicated, but they had no priests. Worship consisted of private devotions, rituals, discussion, and even debate. The Omelans’ cleric class was a complex, layered hierarchy. Tel thought it was the least Omelan aspect of their society. He knew the high one would speak for a while. 

“A relief, I suspect. You were a reluctant king-to-be,” said Gawash.

“I am sorry?”

“Weren’t you? Reluctant?”

Tel’s eyes stung. The lord had spoken the truth. “I am reluctant to do some things and—”

“And eager to do others. Yes. I often feel eager myself. Men make me feel very eager. Powerful men? Still more eager. Reluctant or not. King or not.”

“I am sorry?” repeated Tel, pretending to miss the suggestion despite the undeniable shifting and tightening in the front of his own breeches.

Gawash fingered the hem of his tunic. “Yes. Reluctance. But such eagerness as well. All across the world, they say this. Tell me, do you ever put that princely cock in anyone not young enough to be your son?”

Tel faced his dark eyes. Without the rooves of brows, they were unreadable. He hoped his own expression was also blank and returned his attention to the officiant and the queen.

“You seem ill at ease, highness. Other than a signature and a lot of listening to dull nonsense, your work’s done. And you’ve had a terrible day. Wouldn’t you like to relax?” He opened his hand under the table and nudged Tel with his thumb. On his palm sat two tight buds. “Wouldn’t you like to have a little fun? It’s from one of our plants. Chew it once or twice and tuck it between your cheek and gums.” Gawash took one of the little things in his fingers and demonstrated. “The effect’s quite mildly sedating. Rather like two cups of apple wine.”

In a swift and compact motion, Tel took the remaining bud and put it in his mouth. After a time, he scoffed. “Reluctant.” An amusing numbness spread through first his mouth, then his entire jaw.

A half-hour passed before the priest began to bring his remarks toward a conclusion. Lord Gawash moved his perfumed shadow close again. “These Omelans are as perplexing as they are perverse. The signing of a historic treaty and it’s the women who cover up heel to head and the men who paint their faces and wear barely enough fabric to soak up a thimble of water. I’ve seen flashes of more than one foreskin and several cheeks peeking out from these ludicrous shifts. And I have to wear this foolish scarf.”

“You could wear a high collar or—”

“Grow my hair?”

“I apologize,” said Prince Tel. “I was not thinking.”

“Hair is ridiculous. Omelan hair, twice as ridiculous. You’re a killjoy if you decline an invitation to an orgy but a whore if your hair isn’t long enough to cover the back of your neck in public. Why the emphasis on the nape, of all things?”

“A nape has its appeal. As does an alien morality. And I will not protest long hair on men. Long, blue hair on men. It is incredibly striking. Perhaps it is all the rest of the races, parading around with our necks hanging out, who are ridiculous. Perhaps we offend the goddesses and gods with the naked wickedness of our necks. Since we cannot be certain, at least while I am here, I shall continue to wear scarves and high collars.”

“The strangest race of them all, these bluebells.”

Tel’s jaw tightened. “Do you know the origin of that slur?”

“What slur?” Gawash asked.

“I will not repeat it.”

“Bluebell, you mean? I’m certain you’ll enlighten me.”

“A Feighan insult that originated because the flower resembles an Omelan in a noose. It is disgusting.”

“Well, I didn’t know that.” Tel narrowed his eyes at him. “I was only saying what I find disgusting is Omelan men displaying themselves like hogs competing for a ribbon. There’s eagerness, and there’s too much eagerness, I’m afraid. I prefer to peel off some layers.” With this, he leaned back into his chair and turned his attention forward.

Tel did the same, feeling overheated under all the fabric of his clothing. He probed the wet bit of vegetation with his tongue. The high one withdrew, and the queen centered herself in the falling torchlight. Tel regarded the half meter of cobalt braid spilling over the rear of her narrow, floor-length gown. The front of the outfit was unadorned, but what he could see from the platform was covered in elaborate, stitched feathers.

By the time Cessa was nearly through her speech, a weighted kind of placidity had fallen upon him. He cursed Gawash silently. Two cups of apple wine. He thought it more like six, plus something else, now that he had his attention on himself. The feathers on Cessa’s dress seemed to breathe. Embroidery shifted, swayed, rippled. The warmth on his skin morphed into stranger sensations, tingling tiny sighs of pleasure out of him. He prayed no one could hear them.

Recognition dawned on him. He had experienced this before, with Feighan dreaming plants. Gawash was the unknowing target of his hexes again. He hoped to contain the strength of the herb, deciding to make sure his attention appeared to be fixated on the activity in front of him. As Cessa continued plodding through her thoughts, he daydreamed. When she returned to his side, he offered a dumb grin and vague congratulations on her remarks. She seemed charmed by him, as ever.

Laich, a Feighan playbard, stood next. He recited a long series of verses that told the same story Tel had shared—but with soppy yet effective sentiment and detail. Tel remembered how much his father had loved Laich’s work. He could not bear to listen.

“Looks like he’s going to lose his supper,” hissed Gawash behind his hand.

With considerable effort, Tel refocused and looked at the Hebite. He was unsure how long he had been in his stupor. “What?”

“The songmaker who’s going back with you to Feigh. That bud has you out of your wits.” Gawash shot him an exasperated expression. “The fat queen spoke about it at length. He looks ready to throw up.”

Tel had forgotten about this aspect of the accord, a nod to an arrangement from centuries ago when Omela and Gawash’s land had made peace. The Feighan playbard would remain behind for four seasons as part of the queen’s household. Cessa’s pet songmaker would spend the same time in Feigh. “Right.”

He looked at the well of the chamber and saw the Omelan singer’s back before retracting his awareness again. The boy had a marvelous, clear, evocative tenor. It rang off the walls and resonated pleasurably in Tel’s addled brain. The tune was gloomy, but Tel was too far inside himself to understand words. His thoughts turned to the voyage home, and he witnessed his mood darken.








  
  
  Three

  
  




Caip waited until late morning to shatter Tel’s sleep. She insisted grief was no excuse to deviate from his training routine. For years she had said the same thing about his hangovers and pacifism.

With four of his guard’s best soldiers, they made the lope to the east in unusual silence until Tel felt his friend’s gaze on his cheek. She would not relent until she had his eyes. “How are you feeling today?”

“I woke feeling every glass, every drop. The fog clears, however. I will live.”

Her features twisted into what looked like puzzlement for a pair of beats. She seemed ready to say something but did not. After a moment, she scowled at the sun. “A few more days with high collars in this heat, and I’ll leave here, baring this neck to the world. Gods and humans both. I’ll cross the Gray Sea and never return.”

Half a chuckle escaped his mouth before a more doleful expression took control of his face. “I am not sure I will see this country again.”

“You do not miss home?”

Tel shifted his weight backward in the saddle. “I miss home,” he said, like an arguing child. He found evenness. “I miss home. I just cannot escape the feeling something is here for me. A different life. Less trouble. I could disappear. Plow some land. Put something into the ground. Maybe that is my destiny. To add something to the Omelan dirt.”

“You never wanted to be king.”

“Who would not want to be king?” He did not look at her. “I wanted to be king. And as the king, I would have dreamed of a simpler life. How else could a king avoid madness? Not dreaming of it would be a sign of madness. My subjects would have allowed me my fantasy.”

While the land to the west of the Omelan capital’s walls was patched with the farms about which Tel daydreamed, the east was forested for a long way to the next significant settlement. The least used but well-laid road from the capital brought them past leaner and leaner signs of humanity to the clearing. They visited it twice each week whenever they conducted diplomacy in Omela over the last decade. Caip had argued for three times weekly.

“You must spar to stay strong, you must stay strong to keep living, and you must keep living to rule,” she had said, far too often for Tel’s taste.

The pair left the guards and their mounts at the margin of the road. This was their practice because Caip felt it unwise to let the women and men hear how she spoke to him while they swung weapons at one another. Leaving their real smallswords behind, they brought their weighted training wasters. 

They strode into the void in the woods. Tossing his doublet and tunic onto the dusty grass, Tel glanced to his left and saw tightness in her face. It signaled more than her usual intensity and focus before a bout. Knowing she would only speak a concern when ready to do so, he decided to ignore it.

Caip fell into the style of fighting she used when sparring with him. Her approach balanced aggression and defense, aiming to drill Tel and maintain his competence with the weapon. He was quite skilled, but she was better. If she moved to her more natural style, direct and overwhelming, she would subdue him speedily with her beefy size and strength.

Tel fought like the intellectual he was. Cautious and watchful, he used his nimbleness and quick mind to escape and exhaust an opponent. He knew an unrushed approach and deep, conscious breaths—like those with which he lowered his mind when he used the stagsblood—would help him avoid betraying his next move. He employed feints, retreats, and brief bursts of offense to his advantage.

Tugging Caip all around the clearing in this way, he walked wide, lazy, smirking arcs around her after quick advances and agile dodges. He waved his mock smallsword about in the showy manner she detested.

“Leavings! Will you fight today or will you walk around jerking your dirk for the next hour?” she asked him, panting. No humor was in the question.

He let his sword drop. “Will I fight? The question is, will you? You have not even arrived, let alone fought. You are not even here.”

She thundered across the distance between them, eyes and body language betraying her simple beat attack. Slower than he should have had to, Tel allowed his knees to bend, lowering his profile. He steadied himself by placing the fingertips of his left hand on the turf. With his right, he drove the tip of his wooden blade directly at her belly. Even at less than half strength, it forced the air from her lungs. While she recovered, he gained a bit of separation with the neat footwork of a dancer. He chuffed at her.

“Night thrust,” he said, delighted, while she choked and sputtered.

“Not your usual kind of night thrust, you—”

His voice winter, Tel said, “No. Please. Complete your thought.”

“You cannot stay safe simply by avoiding risk. You cannot escape danger with only cleverness, friend,” The final word was sodden with bile. Her intensity shocked him.

Tel asked, “What troubles you today?” It was sincere. He lowered his waster and kept it lowered.

“Lift your fucking sword.”

“You try to provoke me. I will not be provoked.” He tossed his weapon out of reach.

“Your every move is a surrender—a denial. You spit at reality. You’re naïve. A pacifist even with a thousand conniving blades pointed at you. You never listen to me.”

“I—”

“And you let a common gardener’s daughter speak to you like this. All the world knows your station except you. You run from it. You run to Omela. There’s no reason this great task of yours, which you long ago won, couldn’t be passed to another diplomat. But you run. Still you run. From home. And while you run, dull Lag snatches the throne. Any chance you are given, off you go. Away. From yourself. You have learned diplomacy. More than this makes up statecraft. Your state is home.” Her eyes were red berries, her jaw frozen by two knots, one under each ear. She growled her breaths.

“Caip.”

She bolted at him, knocking him flat with a blow of her right forearm to his chest. On top of him, she cried, “What day is today? What day is it? Tell me.”

All thought fled his mind. Her eyes were too big. He could not bear to look at his friend.

“What day is it?” She was shrieking now. 

Tel thought of the rest of his party at the road. “It is the day after my father died. The day after the treaty signing.”

She yelped. “Your father died weeks ago.”

“No.”

“The news had to cross an ocean. What day is it?” He strained, but she pinned him.

“It is the sixteenth day of autumn.” Realization animated him. His almond eyes rounded and stung. He launched her body rightward, off his, and crawled to the left. A few blind beats passed. He emptied his stomach onto the dust under his face.

“Did you forget the rite for Fyor and Hod?” she asked.

“No.”

“Did you?”

“Yes.”

“Will you do it? Losing your father is not an excuse.”

“Tonight.” He nodded, wiping sick from his lips with the back of a hand. “After the party.”

* * *




Queen Cessa’s elaborate celebration of the peace pact culminated with the attendees gathering at palace windows to view the new Omelan skycolors. Using spark powder, the cleverest in the capital had devised a way to loft balls to great heights, where they exploded into glittering blooms of color. Tel had never seen anything like it. Two fresh dreaming buds from Gawash enhanced his experience.

He made his onerous escape as early as he could without offending. The giving and receiving of many flatteries and blessings had been trying, as had the endless expressions of sympathy. Normally, Tel could glad-hand and chin-wag without much thought or effort. These types of occasions were where he showed genuine deftness. Tonight, making polite conversation with courtiers required heroic focus. The palace pulsed around him, the building itself seeming to take on life, respiring like Cessa’s feathers had the previous evening. He needed to look past the faint wall of infinite geometric patterns dancing and shifting across his field of vision. It took intense concentration. Somehow, he made it out.

With care, he trod the quiet hallways of the palace. He knew the footprint well, but it seemed foreign tonight. In the relative silence, every bit of noise was both shout and whisper. His boots gliding along the tiles sounded like someone murmuring drivel. 

He was relieved to reach the entrance to the enormous courtyard. The silent guard acknowledged him with a nod and left his post, as arranged. Stepping into the open air, he felt like he was breaching the surface of the water after a long dive. This was Cessa’s favorite place. Over the years, the pair of royals grew to understand one another in this garden. Here, they met privately and spoke in broad strokes while their people worked on details. Here, he came to know her warmth and sincerity. Here, he had borne her jokes about his layers of Feighan clothes.

No one was allowed among the flowering shrubs, soft paths, and sculptures without her permission. When he had told her what he had to do and that it must be done on the dirt and under the sky, she had agreed to let him use the space. “My friend is superstitious. Feigh is superstitious. You may use my gardens,” she had said with affection.

The silvery light from the twin pregnant moons showed the heavy stone bench sitting at the edge of a manicured rectangle of grass. The ritual items were arrayed across the dark gleam of the bench. On the other side of the grassy patch stood a statue. Ancient King Dito looked toward but beyond the fountain at the center of the courtyard. One of the statue’s hands clutched a mask of the type a panto might wear on stage. With his other hand, he brandished a short dagger.

He tried to ignore the way the dreaming bud made Dito’s face move. A breeze looped into the open space from above, disturbing branches and leaves. The fountain rushed and bubbled. These noises married one another and muttered at him, insistent but nonsensical. Under his beard, he felt sweat surface on his tingling skin. Let us begin, then.

He shed his clothes, draping them over the end of the bench. Naked but for his mother’s necklace, he took his place in the middle of the green patch and kneeled, setting the sacred tools within reach. The unsheathed blade of his dirk was in his right hand.

“Stag and Doe, witness my remembering.” 

The sound of rustling branches was a constant, unnerving shhhh in his ears. The fountain blathered endlessly, the words just outside his ability to understand.

“I remember Fyor and Hod, who died one hundred seasons ago this day.” Hearing the quaver in his voice, he paused for a beat, swallowing. “Fyor was my mother. She gave me life. Hod was my love. He gave me happiness. I remember them both for this and for all those they remembered.” 

Shhhh Fyor and Hod Fyor and Hod shhhh.

“This grief will cut me.” With this, he snatched the handle of the knife with his left hand, pulling it from his right, slicing his palm. “This grief will heal me.”

He dragged his bloody cut across the hair and skin just below his navel.

“This rite will wound me.” Switching hands, he repeated the exercise with the dirk, painting his lower abdomen with the blood from his left palm. “This rite will mend me.”

Tel Tel Tel Tel Tel shhhh shhhh shhhh shhhh gone gone gone gone.

He knew he was only hearing an effect of Gawash’s buds but could not help feeling cold to his core. Pressing on, he looked around and above himself, making certain he had the directions right. He stabbed the blade of his knife deep into the Omelan sod and spread his arms perpendicular to his trunk, bleeding palms turned to the moons, fingers separated and curled toward the sky. The blades of grass massaged the skin of his knees in a way he knew was unreal.

He threw his head back. “Eyes of the Stag, cleanse me and cleanse your symbols.” One by one, he held the objects up, allowing the moonslight to fall on them. He raised each item—a pitcher of wine, a ceramic jar of spiced oil, a tiny bell on a loop of string, and a cup of Feighan soil scooped from a leather pouch that traveled with him for ritual purposes—and said, “Eyes of the Stag.”

The Stag saw the Doe saw the Stag the Doe saw nothing shhhh shhhh.

“Goddess and god, from the north, I ask for a fruitful life, despite my loss.”

Nothing only dirt nothing only dirt dirt dirt Fyor and Hod nothing nothing dirt dirt.

He emptied the dirt onto the grass near his knees and squeezed his eyes shut against the garden’s whispers. “A fruitful life. I ask the antlered ones.” He ground his kneecaps into the Feighan dirt.

“Goddess and god, from the east, I ask for a clear mind, despite my memories.” His mind was anything but clear. He tried and failed to blink past the pulsing scrim of shapes and colors rippling across his vision.

Hanging the bell on his right index finger, he said, “A clear mind. I ask the antlered ones.”

Fyor and Hod Fyor Hod up to the wind up to the wind up.

Unsure how much longer he could hold his mind, he wanted to scream at the courtyard—to order it to shut up. Deciding to place his focus on one thing, his eyes found King Dito’s face.

“Goddess and god, from the south, I ask for passion, despite my gloom.” He poured some of the spiced oil onto a few fingers of his right hand and touched his forehead. A trickle made its way to his left eye while another found the wound in his palm. He grimaced against the burning. “Passion. I ask the antlered ones.”

Tel hates Tel hates Tel hates Tel hates Tel hates Tel hates shhhh shhhh.

“Goddess and god, from the west, I ask for joy, despite my grief.” He emptied a splash of wine onto his left hand. “Joy. I ask the antlered ones.” The words came out of him pinched. He heard the miniature clapper of the bell on his finger striking its thin skirt as his hand began to tremble. It sounded to him like a repeated scream. The constant breeze thickened into a gust, causing the plants to sing in harsh whispers. The fountain taunted.

Water for breathing water for breathing water water breathe breath the water the water.

Now was the time for him to meditate, but he found it impossible to lower his mind. Gathering his will, he refocused on the statue’s face. He clamped his jaw closed, whole body vibrating.

Fyor Hod Fyor Hod in the water in the water in the water breathing water dying and dying and dying dying again Fyor Hod Fyor Hod Tel Tel Tel Tel watching and watching and watching and watching again.

In the moving shadows and shifting moonslight, the statue was alive. The lines and shapes changed and shifted, darkened and lightened. Tel’s mouth opened of its own volition. His scream was silent. Looking down on him from where Dito had been was his mother.

Son son son son son son son son son son son. 

Her ghostly, hollow chanting ceased, but there was no silence. The courtyard hissed wickedness. His heart threatened to escape from his chest, to shatter his ribcage. He gave his eyes to the statue again, afraid of what he might see but more afraid to look elsewhere. The throbbing, slithering features became Hod, the first and only boy he loved.

Telly Telly Telly Telly Telly Telly Telly Telly Telly Telly.

He kept his eyes on the statue but softened his gaze. He tried to tame his breathing.

Someone said, “I’m sorry.” It was neither the fountain nor the breeze.

Startled, Tel searched the ink of the garden, hyperventilating. Five meters away, on a skinny path, a figure stood frozen. After a moment, he made out the silhouette of a shift as it flapped in the abating rush of wind—an Omelan male. The slight man held something in his hand.

“Your highness—”

“Who are you and what are you doing here?”

“I’m called Vared. We met last night.”

Tel remembered only a gray smudge from the small, informal gathering immediately after the signing. The hours after that darkened to a black void. “Vared.”

“I am the songmaker. I’m to return to Feigh with—”

“Ah.”

“I was just going to play my terquin.” He showed Tel his instrument. “Helps me to sleep. I have the queen’s permission.”

“Not tonight, balladeer.” His answer was meant to be conclusive.

“We talked—Of course. Apologies.” He skittered away after a quick, awkward bow of his head.

Shhhh shhhh shhhh shhhh shhhh shhhh shhhh.

Tel took the cup and the pitcher of wine to the bench. He lowered his naked buttocks until they met the cool stone. With his bloody right hand, he wiped as much dirt from inside the little cup as he could. He tipped it at an angle and tried to remove more with his breath. He poured himself a cup of wine. One swallow drained it. He poured again. He drank, refusing to look at the statue in front of him.

* * *




Time and over-honeyed Omelan wine diluted the effects of the Hebite drug. The sounds of the courtyard took on a musical—rather than lingual—quality. Shadows stopped fooling his eyes. No longer did they morph and shift into other, senseless things. A soft, agreeable kind of glisten coated everything. He decided he could face anyone he might encounter while making his way back to his rooms without screaming and running in the opposite direction. Standing, he found himself a bit wobbly. It had been far too long since he had eaten. 

Once he had his bearings, he realized how good he felt. The rite was behind him, and hallucinations of Fyor and Hod along with it. The signing of the treaty was also in the past. Work on the trade pact would now continue in the background. He would be needed little, if at all.

A deep laugh rumbled its way out of him as he realized the strangeness of the timing of it all. The anniversary of two deaths, learning of another, and the agreement signed—all within two days. He kept forgetting and remembering and re-forgetting his father was gone and that he was no longer to be king. Some other night. Not now. Grieve later. Enjoy the drink and the drug.

He dressed. Pouring himself another cup of wine, he focused on the delicious warmth trailing from his cheekbones to his balls. His thoughts came at a reasonable pace, one after the other. He loved to be free of the need to make decisions or change anything. Having made up his mind to delay processing all he had lost, mental and emotional equilibrium was his—at least for this night.

The guard had retaken his post. Tel wondered how late it was. Unrushed, he strolled the hallways to his room, drinking wine and looking at every painting, tapestry, and furnishing he passed. He noted with admiration the Omelans’ unabashed love of color. His tour was slow, uninterrupted bliss. Not a single person stood between the soldier watching the courtyard and the one guarding the entry to his suite. 

As soon as he was behind the door, he removed his boots and stripped to the waist. He longed for a bath but did not long for the trouble of a retinue of anxious servants parading through his rooms. He would wait for morning. Pitcher and cup in hand, he stopped in the center of the well-appointed cabinet located just off his bedroom. He asked himself what was different. Dismissing it, he backed up to the door, using his weight to push it open.

A half-turn of his body revealed someone in his bed. Tel focused past the fuzz of wine and shimmer of dreaming bud. It was Gawash, atop the covers, nude. His hand dragged lazy strokes over his squat cock.

“Your royal highness, you’re a bit of a mess this evening.”

“How did you get in here?”

Lord Gawash laughed. “I assumed I wouldn’t be the first man sent to your rooms to await you. Noble or common. I assumed correctly. The guard didn’t even raise a brow.”

Tel narrowed his eyes at the Hebite.

“You sneaked out of the throng so quickly. I didn’t have a chance to ask you how you enjoyed my little treat. Two buds is quite a lot for your second time.”

Tel poured another little cup of wine and took a sip.

“I also didn’t have the chance to ask if you wanted to take me tonight. I decided to gamble.” His strokes were less lazy. “My bet is you’ve never given a Hebite your seed.” His grin was a blade across his face. “If it will help you perform, we can always send for a twenty-year-old with a void in his head.”

Tel drained his cup and chucked it aside. He did not like this man. Hot-faced and silent, he marched over to the bed and glared down at him.

Gawash moved to the edge of the mattress. “Please.”

The Hebite was revolting. Tel’s practiced thumb undid the buttons on his leggings with one hand and cupped the back of Gawash’s sleek head with the other. As soon as he was free, he was in his throat.








  
  
  Four

  
  




A short time after falling asleep the night before he sailed for Feigh, Tel woke from a nightmare he could not remember. Uneasy, he sought to soothe his head by reminding himself he would soon return to Affas, where he could spend time with his father. Cursing his mind for his forgetting, the full weight of his losses fell upon him at last. He tried to return to sleep, but his exhaustion was so infused with anxiety and grief, he found it impossible to rest.

Naked, he sat on his fine covers and tried to bring his mind low, to empty it so he might hear the goddesses and gods. He had been neglecting his meditation. Weaving a thread of magic fire between the fingers of his healing right hand, he could only hear his own dark, incessant chatter.

Stillness of mind and body eluded him. Restless even in times of pleasure and ease, he could not force himself to stop thinking and moving. He dressed and marched the palace halls. He craned his neck at the canopy of stars over the queen’s garden. He read—or tried to read. His eyes aimed themselves at black markings on ivory paper, but in his distress, they conveyed no more meaning than the scratches left by a housecat on the leg of a table. When he forced himself to stay in bed, he spun the covers into damp knots.

The thirst haunted him, stalking his every racing thought. It chased. It seduced and insulted. Now it was both too late and too early to begin drinking. He knew he must remain coherent for his last meeting with the queen before boarding the Crunadam and had no faith he would be able to stop once a single warming, relieving, quenching drop met his tongue. A quest for peace in liquid form would take him beyond sleep. Rest was what he needed but not what he craved. Once he was on the ship, he would be free to drink for three weeks if the wind was kind, longer if it was hostile. Or the other way around.

His swift mind had always served him well. He was gifted with the ability to retain information, to see problems from many vantages, to sense without effort what situations required of him, to charm and seduce. His mother—and when she was gone, his father—had called him in tender moments my brightest boy. He knew, however, the nature of light is to cast shadow. This interior gloom had appeared along the fringes of his consciousness when he was halfway between boy and man. When the water took Fyor and Hod, certain corners of his brain and heart were permanent dusk.

Inside Feigh’s bright prince, less luminous was the constant, concealed nervousness. Darker was the tendency of his busy mind to wander from him, to relive and reexamine moments triumphant and tragic, to fret without end about what had not yet occurred. Blacker was the urgent, ever-present drive to escape his own echoing skull. King Vith had—for a time after the loss of his queen—taken to drinking in the afternoons and evenings. It helped him to sleep through his most acute grief. Tel had joined him often in those months and found that mead and ale and apple wine chased the shadows back to the margins for a while.

In recent years, much of his mental energy was consumed with a tense choreography. His mind danced with its own echo. One dancer stepped toward the drink, the other shuffled back. The second performer, of course, could only keep up the sequence for so long. He would tire. He was only an echo—a reflection. The first would lead them both across the floor to relief. The curtain would fall. The curtain would rise again.

Agitated, tremulous, and slick with perspiration, Tel ignored the guard’s knowing expression and sent for Turo long after midnight. The boy rushed across the palace to him. Youth’s elasticity prevented the fact that he had been asleep from showing on his features. His wild hair betrayed it. He had pulled on some leggings and a slim tunic in a yellow that, in its paleness, was more Feighan than Omelan. There could be no mistaking the garment’s cut for anything other than Omelan, with its massive scoop at the neck, lack of billows at the sleeves, and tight fit. Even in Tel’s frazzled state, he could not help but notice Turo’s raw maleness threatening to break the seams.

“I am lonely.”

“I’m here,” said Turo. He looked like he was trying to read the prince’s face.

“I mean…” Tel felt foolish. He was close to tears. “I mean, I wanted company.”

“Alright.”

“Not…”

“Alright.”

Tel swallowed. “Would you spend some time w—”

“Of course. I’m happy to see you. We both leave tomorrow.”

“You and your comrades are off to compete. Against Hebites and Andowians.”

“Yes. At Elium.”

“The Omelans will win.”

Turo appeared embarrassed. “We’ll do our best for Queen Cessa.”

“You will win.”

“I’m sorry about your father. I didn’t hear until after the signing.” Turo tamed his long blue hair with his fingers, tucking it behind his ears. “I wouldn’t have been so…flirtatious if…I’m sorry about your father.”

“I would like to listen to you talk about your farm.”

“Of course. But you’ll lie down. Will you lie down?”

“That is not…I truly only want to listen to you.”

“And I only want to talk. Please.” Turo swept his big open hand toward the bed.

Tel did as he was asked. For over two hours, Turo described every detail of the land his parents worked. While much of the country was prone to summer drought, the region around the capital seemed to have the perfect amount of rain and warm air needed for growing fat citrus. The soil was rich and free of rocks. His family labored long and hard for the little they had but were blessed—the nobles of the area were not of the greedy type. They were left alone to plant, harvest, trade, and enjoy their rectangles of dirt. Turo knew every tree, each pebble.

He spoke in low, easy tones. A short time after he began, he took Tel’s feet in his lap and rubbed them with his strong fingers. While Tel could not find sleep, he quieted. In a lull, Turo’s head fell forward. He snapped it back up and continued talking.

“You should sleep, champion.” It had been long enough since Tel had spoken that it came out a rasp.

“What about you?”

“I will. Eventually. Not tonight, but eventually,” said Tel. They got out of bed and padded to the door. “Thank you. We will not see each other again.”

Turo frowned and kissed the tired prince. It was neither chaste nor wanton.

* * *




Rings like bruises circled Tel’s eyes. He sat next to Cessa on a shaded bench in her courtyard. The queen slowly picked the petals off a large, carrot-colored bloom. She looked at the flower and shook her head. “Great concern today for our peace. Great concern. We know little of your brother.”

He recognized it was difficult to even conjure a clear notion of what Lag’s reign might be.

“What are his values, Tel?”

“Lag was raised by my parents, with their boundless faith and empathy.” Tel paused, thinking, for too long. “He values the input and advice of others. He makes decisions carefully.”

“Hm.” The ruler of Omela had shredded the entire blossom. Its anatomy lay scattered between and around her feet. “And Omela has no reason to worry he will not want to honor the peace? To trade? To build alliance?”

“I will be at King’s Table for each important deliberation. You know where my mind is. You know I detest war because my mother and father taught me to detest it. You know I believe peace is in the interest of not only Feigh—and not only Omela—but of the other four nations as well.”

“But Lag?”

Some bitterness tinged his quick little laugh. He had not intended to communicate the sentiment. “Lag wants more than all else to have ease. He is unambitious.” He knew his true feelings were standing naked and harsh and ugly in front of them in the lovely softness of the garden, so he charged on. “He will believe peace to be less work, so we will have peace. But—”

“But more work is what makes peace.”

“I will do that work. Lag will let me. He did ask us to finalize the treaty, did he not? My brother will revel in being king. In the pomp and the scraping before him. It should be enough for him.”

“Pomp and scraping bring to mind my Belo. Hierarchy is his first love.” Her chuckle was warm and round. “He admires you a great deal.”

Prince Belo was Cessa’s only offspring and heir. He had gravitated toward the army and grown into an honorable and heroic leader of its women and men. His military title was not the result of his gilded bloodline but of a fit body, a sharp mind, and an effortless ability to command and inspire. Perhaps more than Cessa herself, he was adored by his people. The Omelan prince had been responsible for a portion of the more challenging negotiations with his Feighan counterpart over the years. An unwavering respect bridged one prince to the other. While his mother had wanted him present for the signing, he had chosen his martial duties.

“And I admire him a great deal. The man whose career has shown him blood, if he is wise, is the man who wants to prevent its shedding. He helped me lower my suspicions with those words. They shall remain unforgotten for as long as my heart drums.”

Cessa looked at him with her balled face. “Have you eaten?”

Tel began to answer that he had not, but someone approached. His eyes were bleary, and it took a moment to recognize the dramatist, Laich.

“There he is,” said Cessa.

“Your royal majesty, your royal highness.” He offered the top of his head with a compact and elegant bow. 

Tel felt his first burst of amusement of the day. Laich was already costumed in the cleaner, simpler lines and brighter colors of Omelan dress. “I see you are committed to this venture.”

“Oh, I am. I asked for permission to see you, your highness, before you departed for home.”

“Of course, Laich.”

The playbard clasped his hands. “I hope you will take some measure of comfort in knowing the scale of my sorrow at the loss of your father and my greatest patron. Of our king. I certainly know the scale of the honor he extended by offering me this most unusual post, and I intend to make him, you, and Feigh proud. If what I accomplish eliminates one speck of the mistrust and fear that has characterized the relationship between our peoples, I will consider it my greatest accomplishment.” He bowed again before raising his eyes to his prince’s. “Health and wisdom to King Lag.”

“Health and wisdom to King Lag,” said Tel and Cessa in quiet unison.

* * *




It took Tel a moment to remember he was on the ship. Swinging his legs over the side of the bed, he let his eyes adjust. He was surprised he did not need to piss. Flicking his right hand, he lit the nearest oil lamp with the stagsblood. This simple dirt magic tired him all over again. He was relieved to see his quarters had been stocked with a supply of ale, as he had asked. When he had marched to his cabin and collapsed into bed immediately after the blessing at the wharf, he had not noticed. 

He drank and slept for almost a day, speaking with no one.

Pounding on his door pulled him out of his stupor. He opened it to find Caip standing in the twilight, bearing food. “Eat.” She shoved it toward him.

“Maybe.” He placed it on the small desk near his bed and noticed the salted pork. He picked up the plate, spun, and sloshed out the door. Caip had to dodge him. He went below, food spilling off the dish, jaw clamped. She tailed him.

Tel barked at the first man he encountered, demanding to know where to find the captain. She was on the ‘tween deck, sitting cramped among a dozen crew members eating and drinking. Vared was perched on a box, sharing with them a bawdy Omelan sailor song.

Tel’s dish crashed before the captain’s feet, silencing the tenor and his terquin.

“Are you animals?” Tel’s eyes bulged. His chest heaved. He sensed Caip standing too close behind him and wheeled on her. His face sent her back a long step.

The captain got to her feet. “Your highness?”

“Are you godsdamned animals? Or are you Feighans?” He looked at each of them, spending less time glaring at the singer. Tel recognized he would not know better. He felt a bit of heat kiss his cheeks because Cessa’s emissary was witnessing this display. Though he considered walking away, he waited. Silence was his answer.

“No flesh in your bellies until my father’s ashes are joined with the dirt.” The crew began muttering. He quieted them with his raised palm. “Do not apologize. Eat tack and meal. Peas. Drink your ale rations.” Stomping away, he called, “Play your song.” He heard the Omelan’s hands find the strings.

For weeks, most of his time was spent alone in his quarters, drinking and sleeping. He accepted a few brief, quiet visits from Caip. Noticing the heat of the glances directed at him by the ship’s scribe when he ventured into the open air, he twice pulled the young man into his cabin. He japed the clerk without regard for his pleasure. Still, he beamed dumb, worshipful expressions at the prince.

Both times, Tel noted his own lack of generosity. He offered neither reciprocation nor affection. After the second encounter, he considered walking off the deck into the ocean. The thought stuck to him for days. He was trapped, surrounded, buried. By what, he did not know. Even the alcohol was ineffective.

One sweaty night, half-drunk, he read from a book of ancient verse to bring on sleep. A stanza about flowers called to his mind an image of Queen Cessa, orange petals at her feet. He decided against jumping into the mouth of the Gray Sea.








  
  
  Five

  
  




In a moment of clear thinking, Tel realized the Crunadam was two or three days from Feighan shores. Wanting to have his wits in hand when he arrived home, he chose to clear his head by abstaining from the drink. Within hours, the tremors began. He spent time with the others aboard the ship, socializing. Making light chat, he tried to give people his eyes. Hiding his frazzled nerves took a considerable amount of thought and effort. He sought to make sure his hands were always planted on his lap, gripping something steady, or concealed.

Enjoying a few rounds of cards with Caip and some of her people, he squinted against the sun blazing off the waves. He realized too late that the game exposed his condition. Caip eyed his trembling hand as he played. He went below in the evening, taking a meal with the captain and some of her crew. They extended a warm welcome and seemed happy to have some of their prince’s time. The quaking of his hands as he scooped peas with his tack did not go unnoticed, but no one commented.

Being with people lifted his spirits. He denied himself alcohol.

After dinner—the first time he had done more than picking at food since he could remember—he returned to his cabin. He opened a book, a gift Belo had left with Cessa. The inscription read: From one future king to another, the diary of an Omelan general from the early days of the war. A man who saw blood and can inspire us to avoid its shedding. With respect and affection. Belo.

He ran an appreciative hand over the thick paper before beginning to read. Gripped by its vivid retelling of both the mundane and exceptional aspects of military life, he guessed a full two hours had passed before he shut the book. Too edgy yet for sleep, he thought some salt air and stargazing would do him good.

Tel was disappointed to see a ceiling of clouds obscuring the constellations. Still, he appreciated the suggestion of northern chill in the air as it breezed intermittent puffs across his clammy skin. They were close to home, a fact which inspired in him equal measures of dread and relief. The night watch on deck was minimal. The helmswoman acknowledged him with a nod. He gave a little smile and returned the gesture.

He looked up at his colors, which had been raised over the ship the moment he boarded. In the darkness, he could barely make out the flag, a field of beryl green on which a cross of the elements and directions burst through a ring. The cross and ring were the color of the fat autumn gourds grown in Foghar Valley, an area about a week’s ride outside the Feighan capital. There sat Tel’s personal estate, gifted by his father. With dull sadness, he thought of the late king. Before wearing the rack crown, Vith had spent as much time as possible at the modest castle.

Tel took his time wandering to the bow. When he reached the fo’c’sle, he was startled by the sight of a figure against the rail. “Goddesses.”

The shape turned to him. A skein of cobalt curls danced on a burst of wind, almost black in the low light. He hugged himself with his long arms. “Your highness. Good evening.”

“Good evening, Vared.”

“I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“I did not expect you. There is no need for apology.”

“You look well.”

“I have been under the weather.”

“Yes.” 

The monosyllabic response galled Tel, though he did not know why. “Yes.” He drummed the flats of his fingers on the rail, trying to hide the tremors. “Tell me, has your time on the ship inspired you to write a song?”

“I’m too shy to compose unless I have privacy. I freeze and my head empties if I know someone’s hearing my fumbling. There’s certainly no solitude available onboard. Whether above deck or below, two dozen will know what you’ve done and who you’ve done it with before you’re even finished.” The cross of his arms tightened around his slender chest.

“You are cold.”

Vared turned away from the prince and said, “Feigh isn’t far ahead of us.”

“Tomorrow. I am sure of it. You are breathing your first Feighan air.”

“Yes.”

“My father’s ashes will be waiting. There will be a day of rites. We will add him to the dirt. Either my brother or I will take responsibility to remember him every year until we ourselves die. Then, in the same way, someone will remember us and the people we remember. You saw some of this in the palace garden. I was remembering two people I lost before. I hope you did not find it too strange.” He felt a nibble of embarrassment.

“No.”

“How do Omelans remember their dead?”

“Simply.”

A great, cool gust swept across the deck. Tel had to shift a foot to brace himself when the wind struck. Vared did not so much as blink. He was perfect stillness, save the hair.

The songmaker took a slow breath before turning his big eyes—so orange, even for an Omelan, even in the starless night—to Tel. “The family’s part is simple, at any rate. The intricate rituals and blessings and carrying on are done by the high ones. But then they leave us. We don’t burn our dead, like you. We put the whole body deep under the dirt, instead of mixing ashes into the top layer of dust. We tell each other all the kindnesses the dead offered us while they were living. Kindness in the mystery. And that’s it. After that, we remember them in our own ways. Privately.”

Tel considered it for a moment. “You must think us superstitious.”

“No.” Vared turned back to face Feigh.

“I am sorry to disturb you. Sleep well.”

“Goodnight, your highness.”

Tel returned to his room. After two hours of twisting the covers around himself, he collapsed into a shallow sleep.

* * *




The last hours of the journey were the longest, as they always were. Caip was content to turn her face to the sun. She did not have much to say. Tel wandered the decks making petty conversation with anyone he encountered. A desire for a drink, desperate and pressing, formed in his belly. He ignored it and kept moving, after a time coming across the scribe. Without a word, the lad indicated he should follow him. Tel hesitated. The brown eyes glowed with conspiratorial hunger. The prince wanted to resist, but his body responded, and he found himself unable to pass up the chance to distract himself from his nervous, unending string of thoughts. Down to the orlop deck they skulked, the scribe snatching an oil lamp on their way. 

The darkness indicated no one was on the deck. Still, Tel took the light from the boy and had a look around. Satisfied, he placed the lamp on the floor and reached for the warm hardness filling the crotch of the scribe’s leggings. The young man batted the hand away and worked the prince’s dripping meat free, pushing him onto a large coil of thick rope. At once, he was on his knees between Tel’s legs.

The clerk groped himself through his clothes with one hand. With the other, he tugged downward on Tel’s balls, sending even more blood to strain against the thin skin of his cock. The prince growled as he tongued up the fluid leaking from the slit in his knob. From the boy’s throat came wordless approval.

Talented and gluttonous, he feasted. He looked up at his prince while he worked, continuing to rub himself. Tel’s fingers curled around his straight black hair. Muttering filthy encouragement and praise, he took control of the rhythm. After a time, the scribe bucked and whimpered as he climaxed into his breeches. Tel answered in short order, his balls twitching in upward pulses as they emptied into the back of the young man’s throat.

Tel wanted to place a simple kiss on the clerk’s cheek as they put themselves back together. He moved to do so, but his companion made a fast, awkward turn to pick up the lamp.

“We should go separately. You first,” said Tel.

The boy nodded. His adoring, greedy expression was gone. He headed up, leaving Tel frowning in the humid gloom.

* * *




After waiting below the waterline in the ship’s gut for longer than necessary, Tel worked his unrushed way upward until he reached the open air. The deck was crowded, with the bulk of people gathered to port, near the bow. They looked across the Bay of Affas at the city itself.

Tel scanned the deck for Caip. Locating the black helmet of her hair, he moved through the people to her position on the rail. He passed the scribe, who was posted on a section of taffrail further to stern. He gave Tel a smirking glance as he spoke with another crew member, gesturing toward the capital. The singer, Vared, was standing not far from the clerk and his friend.

The crowd made a spot for their prince, next to the chief of his guard. Tel turned and leaned his back on the rail.

“Rightmajor Caip.”

“Your royal highness.”

“You are beaming this afternoon.”

She nodded. “Home.”

“I am sorry I have been so unwell.”

“You can’t help it.”

“I cannot.” Tel stared up at foresail. He felt Caip taking a close look at him.

“I see more white in your hair.”

“My preference,” said Tel, “is to think of it as silver.”

“Silver, then.”

He heard the smile in her voice. “I am getting old.”

“So am I, then.”

He spun his body to look at Affas. The rambling, busy port was closer. In the distance, he could see Affas Island, his home. It was connected to the rest of the city by a narrow causeway over a thousand meters in length. The broken cliffs of the isle soared up from the spray of the harbor, making it easier to defend.

Tel compared it to the royal residence he left three weeks ago. The Omelan palace had been designed and planned as an enormous monument to power. That country’s rulers lived inside a singular vision. They inhabited a plan. By contrast, the Feighan palace was less a palace and more a castle made by necessity larger and larger and larger again over the centuries, until it crept over the entire surface of the island. In Omela, the seat of the monarchy was all clean, pink, marble verticality. Affas Castle was a sputter and rumble of greenish-gray battlements and crenellations. The place that had for a millennium housed the highest of Feigh’s highborn was tumbling stone crookedness.

Where the causeway met the mainland sat an enormous civic plaza. Beyond the plaza, Affas fanned out. Although the populations were comparable, the city was spread over a far larger area than the Omelan capital. Affas looked to be an extension of the natural landscape with its subdued colors, lower profiles, and abundant stonework. Omela City was a bright, arrogant, human place.

His breaths were deep. He savored the aromas of home. Here, the ocean smells more like the ocean. His mouth flooded with saliva as he dreamed of fish prepared the Feighan way, stuffed with pearlgrowers and flash cooked right on top of hot charcoal. The respite from alcohol restored his appetite. Realizing it would have to wait until his father joined the dirt, he offered the dead king a light curse and laughed under his breath. Vith loved the dish, too.

Inhaling again to steady his emotions, he snaked his way through the crowd and sprang onto the quarterdeck, next to the captain, where he stomped the boards three times. Only the people nearest him seemed to hear, so he stomped three times again, with force. More faces turned to him. Thrice more, he banged the deck. He stood in silence for a moment and had the attention of everyone.

“My father loved the goddesses and the gods, so he hated war. He did not think it was enough to talk about his devotion to the makers of the world and the plants and the animals and humankind. His faith demanded he seek peace and reject conflict. Do not allow yourselves to forget the opposition he faced in those early years, the names they called him, just for eating flesh at the same table as non-Feighans. Remember this for Vith.

“They questioned his loyalty to Feigh and the Feighan people. Worse than this, those who thrived on anger and resentment—those who profit when Feighan and Omelan dirt into red mud—undermined him at every opportunity. They tried to poison him. But my father, because he was not just a king in name but a true king from his guts to his skin, would not stop working for peace. He would not stop believing it could be grasped. He reached out, and those who opposed him saw their greatest fear become real: Cessa reached back. Remember this for Vith. 

“Thank you all for helping me be my father’s mouth and ears. I will not forget the sacrifices made by many people on this ship. We have peace. I thank you and I thank him. If you believe he deserves your gratitude, remember to hold the goddesses and gods in your heart. If ever again people twist our creation stories to justify the sin of violence, reject it. Remember that war made the deities leave. And remember only peace can bring them back. Remember this for my father. Remember it for my brother.”

Elated approval exploded across the deck of the Crunadam. A chant started as he clasped hands with his people and returned to Caip’s sunny face: Remember for Vith! Remember for Lag!
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Tel, Caip, and Vared sat long enough beneath the enormous stone antlers of Affas Castle’s throne room that their comfortable chairs became anything but. Tel’s foot tapped the plush rug, fast as a woodpecker.

“The king is anxious for your report,” said Caip, managing a more than passable impersonation of Tel’s uncle, Aith. He had met the Crunadam at the pier without any fanfare, which the protective rightmajor had griped about. “My ass.”

With some difficulty, Tel stifled a laugh. “At least he sent real Feighan honey wine. I have missed it.”

“As have I. The Omelans do not have a substitute,” said Caip. Their goblets clacked. “I mean no insult, Vared, but your honey wine’s more honey than wine.” The songmaker looked at the floor in front of him. “Remember, no your highnesses for Aith. Even though he’s a prince, he…”

“He has never been fond of the title. Not since my father became king.” Tel swished the liquid in his goblet. “You are certain you will not have a taste, Vared?”

“I prefer to keep my senses within my control.” He seemed to remember himself and added, “Thank you.”

“A taste is all I—” Tel rolled his eyes. Some wine would do him good. Stiff, irritating boy. “Suit yourself, Ambassador.”

Vared scoffed. “Ambassador.”

Tel padded to the ornate decanter and refilled. “It is true. I will present your credentials to my brother and you will be accepted as a diplomat from Omela to Feigh.” He walked to Caip to top off her goblet. “You will be properly addressed as—”

“Your excellency,” said Caip.

“Yes. His Excellency Vared, Ambassador of the Queendom of Omela.” Tel looked at him as he sat back down next to Caip. “Do you like the ring of that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who wouldn’t like a little title? Other than Aith. It’s an honor.” Caip asked.

Vared said, “I don’t care about titles. I have no interest in such things.” He softened before continuing. “I’m honored just to make music here.”

“And make music you shall. Feigh will inspire you,” said Tel. Caip looked ready to wheel on the visitor, so he steadied her with his hand. He fingered his hairline, pondering a change of subject. “It was this time of year I got this scar on my head.”

“Scar?” Caip narrowed her eyes.

“You cannot see it unless you look closely. Lag and I used to race in the hallway outside this room. One time, I gave him a good head start. I was older and bigger. When I threatened to pass, he threw an elbow. Hard. I tripped, fell into the wall, and split my head open. The amount of blood was frightful, as it always is with a head wound. Still, I had to comfort him. I could not help it, Telly. I covered for him, admitting we raced indoors but saying I had simply tripped over my own feet. I was punished. I was always to be an example for my younger brother. I could not ride my horse for a month.”

Caip’s laugh was low and dry. A silent quarter of an hour passed.

“I wish we had some cards.” Tel felt unable to cope with the stillness any longer.

“Cards,” Caip echoed as if surfacing from a daydream.

“Yes. A game. We could play a game.” Tel sat forward in his chair.

“Like what?” she asked.

“Back-to-back,” they said simultaneously, enjoying the kind of laughter rooted in shared memory.

“What’s back-to-back?” asked Vared.

Tel was surprised to witness the songmaker showing interest in anything. “Our…friend—” He swallowed.

“Hod,” Caip said.

“Hod invented it. You sit with a partner, backs touching so you cannot see one another. Each turn, one of you asks the other anything you want. Anything. The answers must be truthful.”

“And?” Vared asked.

Caip’s face brightened. “And, when one of you suspects the other isn’t being truthful, not really confessing, you demand to see their face. You ask them again and they must answer. And if they’re lying, you get to slug them. Hard as you can.”

“Nothing above the shoulders, of course,” said Tel.

“It’s more of a forest game than a throne room game,” said Caip.

Tel nodded. “That it is. I think my arm still hurts from when I told Hod I had not kissed the cooper’s son.”

Caip said, “A game more for those with sixty seasons than one hundred and sixty.”

“Our new ambassador is closer to sixty seasons than one hundred and sixty,” Tel said. “Do you have any wisdom for the child, rightmajor?”

She made a show of thinking deeply. “Under no circumstances should you swear your life to protect a spoiled, moody prince.”

Tel giggled. “I believe you are drunk.”

“Hardly.”

“I am getting there.” Tel drained his goblet, remembering he had intended to make his report to his brother sober.

Caip finished her mead. “What’s your advice for the boy?”

Before Tel could answer, Vared said, “I’m over one hundred seasons. I’ve not been a child for many years now.”

“Don’t they have teasing in Omela?” Caip asked. “Goddesses.”

The air of the chamber thickened with silence again.

When Tel could stand no more of it, he sprang to his feet. “What delays him? I want to be in my own bed.”

Caip sighed. “Our own beds. For the first time in months. Must be a pressing matter. I hope it’s nothing too serious.”

“He’s not sent anyone, and it’s been more than two hours.” Vared lowered his blue globe of curls, looking at the space between his feet. “Do you not see it? He’s…Your brother’s making you understand he’s the king.”

“And I am not.”

* * *




Hours later, Tel and Caip stood before King Lag. He sat on the throne, his short, pinched face below the rack crown. Usually, the crown would only be worn on the most formal of occasions. Figuring the number of times Tel had seen his father in the headdress would not use the fingers of two hands. Lag’s clothing was entirely new and luxurious. Uncle Aith stood behind the throne a pace, on the king’s right. Vared’s credentials had been accepted. Lag had ordered an attendant to escort him to his room.

“I’m sure he didn’t notice,” Lag said to his brother.

“The term is unsuitable, your majesty,” said Tel.

“Bluebell? Bah. I’ve said it my whole life. It’s nothing. Besides, he’s only a singer.” 

“It has a long, ugly history. You know this. He is a representative of our friend, Queen Cessa.”

“A singer who doesn’t sing.” Lag picked at lint on his lush brown cape.

Aith cleared his throat. “For some of us, the memory of the Omelan brutality during the war is still fresh. It will take time for us to break the habits developed during our painful era. Besides, it’s just a little barb, your highness.”

“Uncle,” said Tel, “your feelings about the Omelans are well-known. And understandable—”

Aith bowed his head. “Perhaps it would be best, majesty, to move onto something else.” His wife and daughter, aunt and cousin to Tel and Lag, had been on a Feighan ship boarded by Omelans. Their throats were cut at sea.

“Father’s memorial.” Tel took a step toward the throne. “What has been decided? When will he join Mother at Foghar?”

“His ashes have been added to the dirt here. The dirt of Affas Island,” said Lag.

Heat crept up Tel’s neck. “His wishes were for his ashes to join the dirt w—”

“He made no such request in his will,” Aith said.

“Because it was obvious. This is absurd.” Tel braced against a wave of lightheadedness. “He wanted to become the dirt of his favorite place with his favorite person. And you are going to defy him and do it here, in Affas?”

Caip moved forward, so she was parallel with Tel before his brother. “No. Wait. Have been, he said. The ashes have been spread?”

“Yes,” said Lag.

“You have mixed Father with the dirt already?”

Aith raised a hand. “Respectfully, your highness, you are bellowing at your king.”

Tel did not lower his voice. “And who will remember Father and all those he remembered?”

“I will,” said Lag, “of course.”

“Of course,” Tel echoed, whispering. He could not recall the last time he had witnessed his brother speak about or practice the faith. The room lurched and his head spun. He steadied himself with a few attentive breaths. “I am sorry to have shouted.”

“If I may, your majesty, these discussions can continue another time.” Aith turned his attention to Tel. “Nephew, you have received a lot of bad news and had a long journey. You look tired.”

“Very tired,” said the king.

* * *




Tel and Caip whispered a slow route through some of the least used nooks and halls of Affas Castle.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to say. I’m gutted. I can’t conceive of what you must feel right now.” Caip stopped walking and took his hands in hers. “This is…”

“Honestly, I am, more than anything, stunned. Numb,” said Tel.

“It’s an outrage. All of it. You were his chosen heir.”

“Table declared me unfit. They have had the power to declare unsoundness for thousands of seasons.”

“I’m not talking about that.” Caip held her eyes shut for a time. She inhaled and exhaled before opening them again. “At least not at the moment. Your father. It’s improper to not wait for your input. And here instead of…I’m sorry.”

Drained, Tel sat on the floor, back against the chilly stone wall under a pair of crossed swords displayed over a forgotten queen’s battle-tattered colors. Caip slid down next to him.

“Vared was right,” Tel said.

“What?”

“The Omelan. The singer. He was right. All of this is about making it clear who is king.”

Caip reached back and massaged her own nape. “Someone sitting atop the throne doesn’t need to say much about his chair. Shouldn’t.”

He nodded. “It is sensible in a certain light. I would not be the first relative to challenge a monarch’s claim. Not close to the first.”

“You have come and shown him the top of your head.”

“But he did not know I would do so.”

“You’re a threat,” she said, still rubbing the muscles of her neck. “Not because you’d mount a rebellion, but because you’re better loved than he is.”

They allowed silence to join them in the hall. Guiltily, Prince Tel felt a comfortable gratitude. He was home, a monumental achievement behind him, fewer responsibilities ahead. The castle was dimmer than the Omelan palace, which was easier on his Feighan eyes. The cooler air carried old paper, buckskin, and a hundred thousand fires to his nostrils. The more he breathed it in, the more he was greedy for it. 

Tel got to his feet and held out a hand to his friend. “Come.”

“Where are we going?”

“To check on the Omelan. To apologize for Lag.”

“Oh, no. Absolutely not.”

“Caip.”

“No. He’s entirely unpleasant.” Her mind was made up. She accepted his hand and stood up with his help.

“My antlered god, he is.” Tel whistled.

Caip chuckled. “Entirely. And I’m tired.”

“Still, I must. Lawfully, he is a member of my household. I put my signature to it.” He mugged a distasteful expression.

“You may want to bring a cloak.”

“Hm?”

“For the blast of cold air he brings wherever he goes.”

A cackle escaped him. “That is not very nice.” His second laugh was even more maniacal.

“Goodnight, Tel.”

“Sleep well.” 

Caip walked in the direction of her apartments, not far from his own quarters. He headed the opposite way, toward Vared’s accommodations. Encountering a few guards and servants along the way, he noticed they would not make even the briefest eye contact with him. His presence seemed to disconcert.

He arrived at the Omelan’s room. After steeling himself for a moment, he knocked. The door opened, and warmth billowed over Tel. Vared stepped barefooted into the space between the door and the jamb. Gold light played with his features from the right. He had started a fire. Tunic shed, he stood now in black hose and an ivory shirt with the huge Omelan scoop of a collar. Tel had never seen him in anything other than all-black. He looked even thinner, his features more delicate. He was blue curls and clavicle in the firelight.

“Highness.”

“I wanted to be sure you are comfortable. That you have everything you need.” Tel realized this was the first time that he had seen Vared’s unpainted face. It did not seem possible, but his skin was smoother without makeup than with. 

“Yes. I don’t need anything.”

“Good.”

“Thank you.”

“And the room is to your satisfaction?”

“It’s a nice room. Thank you.”

“And Lag. My brother. The king.” He lowered his voice and eased a half step closer. The singer shifted his feet. “He should not have called you by that name. He sometimes speaks as if it were the old days. He means nothing by it.” Tel searched the apricot eyes and found neutrality. “He also should not have asked you to sing tonight.”

“I didn’t mean any disrespect. I wasn’t prepared. I froze.”

“Do not give it another thought. He will not. My brother finds humor in making people uncomfortable. He is harmless but enjoys embarrassing people.”

“I’ll forget it, as you suggest. I wish you restful sleep, your highness.”

“I wish you the same, your excellency.” The door had shut before Tel finished his sentence.

* * *




Vith’s name had not yet been engraved into the polished slab. Tel surveyed the faces hanging above the knee-level gneiss that was Table. Its members had already demonstrated their loyalty to Lag by declaring the older brother unsound. The majority had been hand-chosen by his uncle, he now realized. Vith had left the task to his brother for the bulk of the last decade. Still, if Lag could be steered from his worst impulses, it would be with the help of these men.

All but Craid were silent. Craid was a childhood companion of Vith and had long sat Table. He had been too ill to attend when Prince Tel’s unfitness was declared. Aith had his quorum and conspired to elevate Lag. It looked to Tel like his father’s friend had aged twenty seasons since he sailed for Omela.

“How’s Laich?” the old man asked.

“I am sure he has already completed three dramas.” Tel chuckled. “He seemed pleased about his adventure. He took to Omelan food without a problem, that is certain.”

“The gluttonous son of a dynast, I’m sure he did,” Craid said. “Speaking of excess, I’ll bet you didn’t spend a single night alone.”

“Nephew,” Aith said, entering the chamber with King Lag.

“Brother,” Lag said. Everyone stood to bow.

“My king.” Tel invited a hint of extra deference into his greeting. Looking around, it hit him. He was dizzy. Only one empty chair remained. It was the largest and finest, meant for the king. There was nowhere for Aith to sit. In truth, his uncle was not the one without a seat.

Lag remained silent. He looked at Aith and raised his chin a fraction.

“Highness,” said Aith, “King Lag does not require your presence at his Table. You are dismissed.”

Time slowed. Needing something to focus on, his gaze rested on one of the names carved into the gneiss: Ghail. Her reign had been remarkable only for her corruption and laziness. Heat rose from his chest to the top of his head. He was conscious of every beat of his heart, which he felt even where his legs met his feet. His black hair grew damp and his breathing stopped. He had to remember how to begin again. Twenty and six eyes waited for him. Twenty and four of them were impatient.

He lifted his face to Lag, who looked through him. “Nearly three days, I have been home. Under the same roof as you.”

“And we are pleased to have you,” said Aith.

“Quiet, uncle,” Tel hissed, without taking his eyes off his brother. He waited a moment. Lag dropped his gaze. “I could not have been informed of this change in that time?”

“His majesty has been—”

“I love you, uncle, but I do not speak to you. I ask my brother, the king, who knew I would attend this meeting. I have not missed one gathering of this council since our father asked me to join over two decades ago.”

“Except when you’ve been abroad getting blind pissed and begging bluebell peasants to join you in bed,” said Lag.

“I have told you,” Tel barked, “not to use that word.”

Lag’s chair squawked across stone. Several Tablemembers flinched. The king stepped onto the enormous Table and closed half the distance to his older brother. “Who are you to tell me anything? This is why you cannot sit Table. This new reality’s difficult to accept. I’m helping you accept it. I’ll still need you in my government, but not here. You’ll be my Minister of Arts and Culture. You’ve already been babysitting poets and singers, haven’t you?”

Tel heard a snicker but could not identify the source.

Aith clucked. “Your father faded from us quickly. It refocused our minds and shuffled our priorities. We need…steadiness.”

“Steadiness?” Tel could not believe it. “Who could my father rely on more than me to represent him? To honor his priorities?”

A monied merchant, a man Prince Tel did not know well, spoke up. “Enough of his priorities! Not only do you lack steadiness, but we need to be sure things do not move too far from tradition. All of us are glad for peace, but you have grown to love Cessa and her land. You have lost objectivity. With trade negotiations ahead, the kingdom needs someone who is Feighan first, before all else. Our interests must be protected.”

“We do not have to fight,” Aith said, “but we do have to preserve our identity.”

“Our values.” Lag looked down from his perch.

“Our values.” Tel scanned the colossal slab of rock, long ago freed from a Feighan hillside. “Tell me, your grace, do we value women in this kingdom? Because I see no women around this Table.” He turned to leave the chamber. “Do we value the people of southern Feigh? Because I see no one from south of Coltach here. The south. Where our own mother was raised.”

“A coincidence,” Aith called after him.








  
  
  Seven

  
  




Vared’s tenor, candlelight, and more than two hundred bodies warmed the cavernous banquet hall. Tel stood next to Caip, enjoying an ale.

“You’re pleased you didn’t cancel?” she asked him.

“You know I love a party. Especially when I am the guest of honor.”

“Don’t think you’ve ever said anything truer.”

“I shall not have too much fun, and neither will anyone else,” said Tel, looking over his shoulder. “Your intimidating army of sentries will make sure of that. Can they not at least stand outside the hall? We are deep in the castle, and these are my friends.”

“These’re not my sentries. Your brother seems to take security rather seriously.”

“My brother takes keeping an eye on me rather seriously.” He looked all about the room.

“You’re a beast,” said Caip, waving a finger. “Nothing more.”

“What do you mean?”

“I see you trying to decide who to seduce.”

Tel groaned. “There is no one new here.”

“Nothing but an animal.”

“Speaking of seduction, it seems our Omelan friend will not likely be returning to his room alone. He has the attention of quite the collection of young women and men.” He swept his large mug toward Vared. At the far end of the hall, he strummed his terquin and sang a popular Feighan love song. “He must have just learned this.”

Standing under a chandelier, the songmaker was a delicate stroke of black topped by a jungle of dark azure. He looked like a seedhead straining to keep from being pulled apart by the wind. The body of the terquin seemed broader than the body of the player. His voice and presence did not match the slight appearance. He always stood on the edge of things, but for when he sang. Performing, he was central, dominant. Although he was a head shorter than Tel, he was slim enough that everything about him looked long. He was overdressed for the occasion—at least by Omelan standards—in a black, formal shift that stopped midway down his thighs. The party marked both Tel’s homecoming and the equinox. Vared must have mistaken one, the other, or both for more solemn events than they were. He had been amused when he learned Feighans called the equinox mid-autumn, calling the idea absurd. In Omela, this day was marked as the first of fall. 

A small audience had dragged their chairs into a semicircle around him. More than a few mooned at him, desire unmasked in their eyes.

Caip sucked her teeth before a dry laugh. “They’ll be disappointed when they realize there’s no blood under that painted skin of his.”

A tall man walked up to them. “Your highness.” He showed the thick black hair on the top of his head. “Welcome home.” He straightened and revealed a square-jawed, handsome face that had seen too much sun. “Rightmajor. Welcome home.”

“Mor,” said Tel, beaming, “you have come from Foghar for my party?”

Mor was a farmer and animal surgeon from the town outside Tel’s country estate. He smiled at Caip. “It has been too long, your highness.” After a few beats, his eyes found his prince’s.

“That it has. I miss the place. Is everyone happy with the yield?”

“A good harvest, my prince,” said Mor. He looked at the floor and cleared his throat. He raised his gaze. “I wanted to say that we’re all very sorry for—”

A commotion rose from the other end of the hall. Vared had finished his song. He introduced a troupe of four pantos who would perform a bawdy, comedic retelling of a popular myth, the story of a catamite who stabbed his cruel warlord keeper and rose to unite the tribes of Feigh, becoming its first king.

Taking advantage of the distraction, Tel grabbed another ale and made himself small against the most shadowed section of wall available. The thought of listening to condolences this night made him sweat and itch. Caip craned her head about, trying to find the prince. She shrugged and moved to stand next to Mor in the throng. Within a few moments, their bodies were convulsing with laughter.

Tel could not miss Vared’s hair among the collection of black Feighan heads. The songmaker stood at the audience’s fringe, talking with one of his admirers, a young man around his age. Tel could not place the suitor. He was the son of someone with influence, no doubt. Smooth-skinned and shaggy-haired, he flashed a bright smile at Vared. The vigilant musculature of youth filled his clothes well. His finger played at a button on the front of his doublet as he talked with the Omelan.

Tel gulped half his beer while the Feighan lad reached out to lightly touch Vared behind the elbow. He moved his mouth to the singer’s ear. The splendid nakedness of his countryman’s desire made Tel ache. Vared straightened and shook his head, almost imperceptibly. Smiling, he said a few words before turning and heading out the nearest exit. He did not look back.

“Fool.” Tel finished his ale.

He walked out of the grand banquet hall through the same archway as Vared.

* * *




Tel saw him ahead in a dim stretch of corridor. The songmaker took a quick glance over his shoulder and quickened his pace. 

“Vared,” Tel called. “Vared, it is only me. Prince Tel.”

Vared stopped, his body rigid. After a beat, he pivoted. “Your highness. Of course.” He held his terquin in front of him with two hands.

“You were wonderful. That old ballad about the sculptor and her subject? I—I have not heard it sung so well. The finest rendition.”

“Thank you, your highness.”

As he closed the distance between them, Tel asked, “Should you not have that in its case?”

Vared’s eyes settled on the terquin in his hands. “I was playing with one of your brother’s musicians in the garden and left it behind. I returned and it was gone. Someone probably disposed of it or took it for scrap.” He lifted his gaze, resting it on Tel’s chest. He shrugged. “It was a ratty old leather thing.”

“May I see it? Do not fear. I will not play it. It would turn to dust in my unskilled hands.” He took it from the singer and examined it. “Hm. Similar to a Feighan instrument.”

“Yes,” said Vared, suddenly animated. “The world over, it seems, people like to play strings. Every race has something quite like this. Even variations between regions of the same queendom. No one knows who built the first. There are guesses, but no certainty.”

“Fascinating. Thank you.” Tel handed the instrument back. “I am sorry to have frightened you. I only wanted to check on you. I did not mean to cause you alarm.”

“May I speak plainly, your highness?” Vared stared at the terquin at the end of his stiff arms.

“I hope you always wi—”

“Is it customary here for a member of the royal family to personally check on a foreign guest at night?”

Tel cocked his head, his eyes also on Vared’s hands. “Customary? I do not…Why?”

“Can you think of another ambassador you followed? To their room? Twice in one week, uninvited?”

“No.” 

“Your highness, what would a person’s first thought be if they saw you coming to my room in the night, drunk?” He would not look up at Tel.

“I am not drunk.”

“You smell of ale.”

“I do not know what they would think,” said Tel. “I do not read minds.” Usually.

“I want it understood that I’m here on my own merit. I can’t have the court thinking anything unseemly is—”

“Unseemly.”

Vared shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I know a lot has happened to y—”

“Unseemly?”

“I think I’ve chosen my words poorly.” Vared raised his face at last.

Tel stepped back a pace and took a vicious look at him from his feet to his eyes. “Tell me, your excellency, will the members of this court think something unseemly occurred between us merely because I am a depraved souse? Or is it because your charms are so overwhelming? Perhaps both? Perhaps I am a drunken flesh maniac and you are irresistible?”

“I know you don’t remember, your highness. The night we met. After the treaty signing. You made an advance.”

“I am sure you mistook an attempt at conversation as something more carnal, as you do now.” Tel eyed him again, this time from top to bottom. “I am sure of it.” He was hot under his beard. “How can someone able to call forth such warmth and feeling with his singing voice be so utterly wooden in his speech? Talking with you is like talking with a door.”

“I’m not wooden. I…I miss home.”

“I have some experience with being alone abroad,” said Tel, words coming rapidly from his tight throat. “Which is why I am trying to show you some kindness. Only to be met by an emotionless door.”

“How am I to let a feeling out? How am I to do it in this place? This place I don’t know. This place where I’m stared at and called bluebell. To my face and behind my back. I’m to show my feelings to you, a stranger? A hypocrite? So devoted to your faith. But drunk out of your skull all the time. A monied, oversexed drunk took me off the streets ten years ago. He showed an interest in my talent. He—Who am I to show?” The boy looked around, searching for someone to answer his question, a strange, desperate terror in his eyes. “Who? I can’t. I can’t start giving voice to my feelings, or they’ll—” He gulped for air, flinching slightly as if worried Tel would hit him. “I don’t want to be here. I don’t like this place, and I don’t like you.” His chest heaved with jagged breaths.

“You ride tomorrow to spend a few weeks at the Academy at Sonagrein, do you not?”

Touching his face, rocking from one foot to the other and back again, Vared gave a little pinched moan. He nodded.

“Then you shall have respite from my unseemliness.” Tel hated himself for the bile in his voice. “I came to tell you I have arranged for you to have my best horse for the journey. They would have given you a lesser animal.” In truth, he did not know why he had followed him. He did not need to inform him of a decision he had already made. “Her name is Kelseigh. She is lovely, quick, graceful, but stubborn and slow to trust.” He turned and headed back the way he had come.

“Thank. You. Your. Highness.”

Tel heard that the words had come at great effort, between racking sobs. Without looking back, he raised a hand as he continued across the green-gray stone. “Safe travels, excellency.”

He returned to his party and drank. Two hours later, the boy who had flirted with Vared was in the prince’s bed.

* * *




Tel and Caip leaned on the shady side of a squat stone building, afternoon commerce slowing into mellower evening traffic. The activity of the city’s transition from day to night eddied around them.

“I will never understand how you can eat such things.” Caip scrunched her nose. “Especially when you so seldom eat.”

“This—” Tel was eating fast enough that he nearly choked. He swallowed what was in his mouth. “It is just a griddlecake.”

“From the street.” The state of her nose was unchanged. “It’s incongruous, you eating street food.”

“It is tasty,” said Tel. “What is incongruous about it?”

“You realize, don’t you, that you sound and move and look like a person who believes his leavings smell of gandaith petals?”

“That is only because my leavings smell of gandaith petals.”

“They certainly don’t,” she said, widening her eyes. “I know.”

“I am highborn. It is my bad luck, but am I supposed to act like someone I am not? Besides, you are the one who seems to think she is above street food. Whose leavings do not smell?” He turned a sharp look to her and continued eating. “And it is not from the street. It is from a cookshop. The woman knows her craft.”

“Since you would not come out with anyone but me to protect you, it would be safer if you acted less princely. That’s my point.”

“We are tripping over Lag’s men. His new security millenary are everywhere. Watching. And I am not eating like a prince. I am eating like a savage. I am starving. I have not eaten in a day.”

“The ale leaves no room for food.”

He ignored her comment. “You cannot get this in the castle.” He gestured, and some crumbs fell to the ground.

“Thankfully. I’m not sure how you can eat after almost killing a man.”

His mouth was full of griddlecake again. He raised his black eyebrows.

“The luthier,” said Caip. “He nearly expired after realizing where he’d be delivering to and who you are.”

“I admit, that is a part of princedom of which I never tire. I should wear humbler clothes more often. Their expressions are always worth the effort. Never are they pleased to see me. Only surprised. I think they would prefer it if heralds kicked their door in and sounded a fanfare and I marched in and abused them.”

“You mean, they would prefer Lag’s approach to his station.”

He could not help his chuckle. “You are a traitor.”

She watched him eat the remainder of his cake with a crooked grin. “Your errand is done, your revolting food is finished, the sun will set soon. Shall we head back?”

“Let us take a long way. I would enjoy a walk. The evening is going to be lovely. It will help my digestion.”

“Your digestion may be beyond help.” She raised her hood. “It’s a bit chilly.”

“Autumn is well underway now. The antlered goddess is smiling.”

They walked without aim for an hour, enjoying the clean, salted breezes blowing off the Gray Sea as much as their usual verbal sparring. The city’s outdoor spaces steadily emptied of people. Day dwellers were returning home, and night dwellers were preparing themselves to take the streets. Tel put his arm around Caip’s shoulder as they turned a corner onto a tiny road paved with uneven, mismatched stones. He felt her musculature stiffen suddenly.

From behind, Tel heard quick, deliberate footfalls and understood Caip’s instant lack of ease. He thought it was likely a silly overreaction, but he tightened his one-armed hug and marched them forward. Ahead of them, a dark figure appeared.

“Couldn’t help notice you got your hand round a bluebell, there, sir,” a man behind them said. 

As soon as he heard bluebell, Tel remembered Caip’s cloak. It was a distinctly Omelan garment, both shorter and narrower than the mantles of Feighan dress. The hood, however, was quite a bit larger. The material was not as thick. Its cheerful plum was a shade much brighter than most Feighans would consider wearing. She had admired similar pieces on Omelan women. Tel had bought it for her on their most recent trip. He had wanted to express his gratitude for her standing at his side through the negotiations. He now cursed the sentiment.

His hand was on the antler hilt of his dagger. He was certain Caip’s would be on her sword.

“Only hope it’s a man, not a woman. It’s not safe for mongrel children to be toddlin’ around Affas.” A smirk colored the man’s voice. “I prefer women, myself. Feighan women. But a bluebell is a bluebell is a bluebell.” The figure ahead of them picked up the pace, stepping across the cobblestones, moving closer. “An’ a bluebell lover, that’s a special kind of Feighan. Used to be, not that long ago, such a Feighan got a special kind of treatment. Now, what was that treatment?”

Tel tried to decide what to do. He considered and dismissed options so fast, he was not even aware of all the calculations: Run. No. We are not as fast as we used to be and do not know this neighborhood. No idea what is around the next corner. Do not move until you can make it count. Turn. Fight. Avoid violence. If it comes to a fight, let it be because they force it on us and let us know their total number. Explain who you are. No guarantee they would recognize me, and if they did, no guarantee they would care. We do not want to start talking in such a vulnerable position. Best to talk my way out of this, but best to do so behind my own weapon. If I could touch Caip’s skin, I could use the stagsblood to know exactly what she is thinking…

Prince Tel launched them to the right, into an alleyway. Piles of reeking garbage sat in small, foul ponds on both sides of the cramped passage. They spun to face the attackers from the street and draw weapons, but before they were even a quarter through their turns, a third and fourth assailant were upon them. Blades were at their backs, hands over their mouths. The two men from the street had also unsheathed their weapons.

The woman holding Tel said, “I remember. A Feighan who lay with a bluebell would be executed.”

“That’s right, that’s right. Tortured first, if I remember my not-so-distant history.”

“You do,” said the woman. “Proving time and change do not guarantee progress.”

The original men stomped forward while the pair behind pulled Tel and Caip backward, to the dimmer end of the alley. Rotting food and human waste seared Tel’s nose. The female’s moist fingers were clamped over his lips. He was already searching for the stagsblood, willing the magic of the wind to give him the criminal’s thoughts. They were on the surface, waiting for him: Make an example. There’s right an’ there’s wrong. Purity.

She was not here for conversation and might not take the time to realize she held weapons at the backs of not only two Feighans but of the prince and the chief of his personal guard.

Chances were good Caip and Tel would be murdered in this alley.

Antlered ones, forgive me. Let Caip act quickly. Make her know what to do. If we die tonight, please let the dirt welcome us home. From the north, from the east, from the south, from the west, from dirt, from wind, from fire, from rain. If we live, let us welcome you home. From. The. Dirt.

A sound: fwump.

Orange light, bright as noon on summer solstice, filled the alley. From bottom to top, a massive pile of trash was ablaze.

Tel was a beat or two ahead of the rest of them. He stomped on the woman’s foot with the full power of his right leg. With his left, he delivered a vicious backward kick, sending her to the ground. Tel unsheathed his dirk as he moved toward the man with Caip. The oaf had stumbled back a stride and a half, his forearm shielding his eyes from the firelight.

Years of dedication to the honing of her skills and reflexes meant Caip was already responding. Tel and his loyal friend formed a wordless plan of action with a half-beat of eye contact. 

Caip, the better fighter of the two, launched forward to deal with the men in front of them. Tel’s armed fist sailed in a wide arc toward the fiend to his right. His blade tapped the bone in the man’s upper arm. Tel withdrew the edge in a blink, and his opponent crumpled. Meanwhile, the woman was stunned but moving to raise herself to her knees. Tel delivered a sickening kick to her jaw. She collapsed, flat on her belly.

Behind him, Tel heard steel kissing steel a dozen or so times before the rapid slapping of shoes on cobblestones. He turned to see both frightened men chugging as far away from Caip as they could. The rightmajor, sword aloft, continued to stomp toward the mouth of the alley, bellowing curses after them. Hand clamped over his wound, the man he had stabbed lurched into the night.

Tel closed his eyes and filled his body with a slow breath. The fire was gone as fast as it had appeared. He raised his eyelids and saw pieces of ash dancing in the air, settling on the injured woman on the ground.

She looked up at him. He hissed at the pathetic wreck. “If you knew how many Omelans have wet my cock, you would die on the spot. Such a quick death would be too good for you.”

He heard Caip approach from his rear. “The fire. What in the name of the goddesses hap—”

“I do not know.” Guilt bit at him for the lie. He blocked her path and guided her out of the alley. “Let us get away from here.”

“But we need to take her into custody.”

“Keep walking.”

“She can be charged. Must be.”

“Caip.” His voice was full and deep with all the authority of his station. “Walk.” A moment later,  blocks away, he said, “I know exactly who she is and exactly how to find her.”

* * *




Naked, Prince Tel performed a cleansing ritual on his balcony in scarce moonslight. He called to the four directions and the four elements. He cleaned the blood from his dirk with dirt, wind, fire, and rain. Repeating the purification on his hands, he sat cross-legged on the cold stone and prayed to his goddess and god, begging them to illuminate the path to forgiveness for his sin of violence. The thought of his dirk passing through flesh to strike bone made him heave.

He moved inside to his bed, sacramental mud under his fingernails.

Tel propped himself up on pillows and drank a spicy red wine from Andow. He had done a lot of magic in a short amount of time and was tired. As the hours ticked by, however, he realized no amount of wine would push the night to the back of his mind so he could sleep. What had occurred in the streets of Affas represented darkness, both old and new. The prejudices Tel’s father and grandfather had fought against had not been defeated. They had only fled from view. The smudge of violence was, for the first time, on the pacifist prince now—it was in him. Frowning, he picked at the dirt under his fingernails and floated in a mist of unsatisfactory, anxious drunkenness.
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Armed with dirks, Tel and Caip entered the cell holding the woman who had led the attack against them. She sat on the iron excuse for a bed. Rightmajor Caip stood straight, well outside striking distance, hands clasped behind her back. Tel assumed a more casual pose, leaning against the rough wall within an arm’s length of the prisoner. Caip fired a wide-eyed expression of warning at him, which he waved off with a smirk.

He turned the wicked half-smile to the prisoner. “Lieutenant Gran. A delight to see you again. I assumed a soldier’s quarters would be modest, but I had no idea. I mean no offense, of course. Still. Silver is not what draws one into service, is it? No. It is the chance glory might await. It is the unparalleled camaraderie, the siblinghood. What else? Yes. The opportunity to loyally and selflessly serve Feigh, to protect all its people.” Her eyes had found a spot on the floor the instant she saw him through the barred window in the door. They had not moved. “Tell me, Lieutenant Gran, did you swear an oath to serve Feigh and protect its people? Did you give your blood to the dirt, wind, fire, and rain to consecrate your words?”

“I swore it with my blood.” She kept looking at the filthy floor. Her jaw was swollen. Speaking was plainly difficult.

“I knew it, Caip. I knew it. She swore the oath to Feigh and all Feighans. I am satisfied.” He made a sound of delight. A few beats passed. “Although, this would mean attacking a Feighan without cause would be contrary to your oath, would it not?”

He crouched, so his mouth was at her ear. Caip flinched but remained in her spot, hand on the haft of her dirk.

“I need your help, Lieutenant Gran,” said Tel. “I do not know about such things. And Caip is so quiet. She does not teach me about the minutia of martial life. I am no soldier. I do not mean to pretend modesty. I have had some training. I can fight. I am capable of defending myself if I ever somehow stumble into a dark alley scrap. But I am ignorant of many military matters. Would attacking a Feighan not be a violation of a soldier’s oath?”

Snarling, Gran said, “Yes.”

Tel refused to move a muscle. “What about attacking a prince of the realm? The chief of his guard? Is that a crime?”

“Are you making an accusation?” asked Gran. “An accusation of a soldier in King Lag’s security millenary?” 

“You mistook Caip for an Omelan because of the cloak she wore last night. You mistook her for a—I’ll not say what your friend said. But you did not know it was me. That is was us. And I do not think you figured it out, in the darkness and the commotion. But it was Caip and me. You dragged us into an alley. Whether you would have left us dead or only bleeding, I cannot be sure.” He shrugged. “What I am sure about is what you were thinking. You were going to make an example. But there is right and there is wrong, after all. Something must be done in the name of Feighan purity.”

Eyes wide, Gran cowered and moved across the metal bed, away from him. “How…antlered g—” She looked at Caip. “How did he?”

“I am a dynast. I read your mind.” Tel’s laugh was a growl.

“The fire,” the prisoner said, raising her index finger to point at Prince Tel.

“Were I a dynast, Gran, do you think you would still draw breath? Strange, though, that fire. Perhaps the antlered ones just took particular interest in burning the disease you represent from their city. They created this world with the beaked ones of Omela and all the other goddesses and gods. Together they created the people of the six nations and looked over us—all of us—until violence like yours chased them away.”

Gran scoffed. “You don’t understand the faith.”

“Oh?” 

“We’re special. Exceptional. Feigh is. It was the goddess and god of Feigh who led the others to create the animals and the people. And our Stag was the last god with his foot on the world. That foot was in Feighan soil until the end. The other gods, the lesser gods, abandoned their lesser people long before that. They ran off and left the Stag to grieve on his own. It is always this way. The other kingdoms can’t be trusted. Untrustworthy people descended from untrustworthy goddesses and gods. They take what they want but offer nothing but disease and their backward customs. And Omelans are the basest of them all. And cowards. First sign of trouble, first time they are faced with a real fight, they fly away. They wilt. Bluebells. And half of Feigh wants friendship with them. Not just peace, but friendship. Happy to mingle and dilute what is Feighan so they can tug on some exotic blue hair when they fuck.”

Furious and nauseated, Tel straightened and expelled the air from his lungs. He heard footfalls drawing closer until he saw the head fill the window. “Uncle?”

Tel felt like molten lead was filling his abdomen. At once, he realized. Lieutenant Gran would go free.  

* * *




Tel ran his thumb over the embossed Stag’s head adorning the leather-encased decanter from which he drank. He had snatched it on the way out of the coronation festivities, seeing no need for a glass or mug. Caip had suggested they make their exit. She wanted some fresh air, so they slinked to the extensive gardens wrapping the castle in a verdant arc from west to north. Back-to-back, they sat on the silky edge of a flower bed. The slow cooling of the year had started to dull most of the brighter colors.

“These gardens put Cessa’s courtyard to shame,” said Tel. He was intoxicated enough to need to concentrate to avoid slurring his words.

“The scale of them, maybe,” said Caip, “but Cessa’s are more elegant.”

“I am amazed.”

“Why?”

Tel swallowed a mouthful of wine. “I never thought I would hear you singing Omela’s praises, most especially in comparison to Feigh.”

She pushed out a sigh. “Doesn’t feel the same.”

“Home?”

“Some of that’s because your father’s gone. But not all of it. It’s different now.”

“I miss him,” said Tel, his eyes on a furling, browning leaf. “If I could have one thing, it would be that he waited just a couple of months…”

“You must be angry.”

“At my father?”

“Yes.”

He thought about it for a time. “No. Not angry.”

“At anything, then?”

“No, Caip. I am not angry.”

“At your brother? Your uncle? About being attacked by that prejudiced bitch? About not being king?”

“Anger would be senseless. The state of things can only be the state of things.”

“Platitude. Prince Tel offers clichés now?”

“You know, more than anyone, I did not have much fire for the idea of being king. I always dreamed of fewer responsibilities. I did not want it.”

“But what about now?”

Tel thought for a pair of beats and said, “No.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I am not here to argue. I am here to drink, breathe the autumn air, and look at the moons.”

Caip grunted. “I worry his reign will not be good for Feigh. This coronation will be the beginning of—”

“That is enough, Caip. Table will temper him. That is its purpose. We shall do the good we can. You will do more of it than me. Your heart never falters. It never desires the wrong thing. I am useless now.”

She crawled around him so she could look into his eyes. He had to prevent himself from tipping over when he no longer had the support of her body at his back. “Your heart is true. You’re decent, Tel. You’re still a prince of this realm, and you can use your power to do good things.”

“I am a drunk. I am forty, and I share my bed with no one because I share my bed with everyone. I am only…I am…What am I? Minister of Arts and Culture.” His laugh fell out of him, low and bitter. He took another swig from the decanter. “You see? A drunk. I was not even conscious of it. I just put it to my lips.” He saw Caip look over his head. “What is it?”

“Vared.” She narrowed her eyes. “Quiet as a cat.”

Tel made an awkward, wobbly turn to face him. He found himself unable to look any higher than his narrow, black-clad chest. He felt Vared’s eyes on him but could not give his. Heat kissed his cheekbones.

“I apologize, your highness, rightmajor. I arrived a handful of hours ago and fell into a nap. I thought I’d find you at the festivities to let you know I’ve returned from the Academy.”

Tel swung back around, steadier this time.

“Thank you, Vared. Goodnight,” said Caip.

“Goodnight,” said Vared.

When he was gone, Caip said, “I don’t trust him.”

Tel’s consciousness stood on the cliff overhanging the chasm of utter intoxication. If he did not slow down, he would lose memories of the night. Dizziness was already upon him. He stretched and set the decanter out of his reach.

He surprised himself by putting his head in Caip’s lap. This affection was not the type the pair typically exhibited, at least not for the last two decades. He could feel all her muscles stiffen. After a few minutes, he felt the ice in her melt.

He was unsure how long the silence stretched. She began to play with his hair, pulling it through her fingers. He thought he might fall asleep, but a commotion tumbled into the garden.

Wanting to avoid embarrassment for Caip, he sat up. A group of about a dozen partygoers scampered into the moonslight. Their voices were colored by wine and louder than necessary. A pair of them walked off, hand in hand, deeper into the plantings and paths.

“You animals best not start a family tonight,” called someone after them. 

None of the revelers seemed to notice Tel and Caip sitting on the grass. Prince Tel was happy to eavesdrop while they complained about the length of Lag’s coronation ceremony and as they gossiped about some of the better-known castle personalities. Tel found himself hoping they would mention his name. He thought it would be amusing to approach them as they traded secrets about him. The opportunity did not present itself, but another arose.

“What do you think they will do with the dynast?” asked one of them.

Tel and Caip looked at each other. Tel’s faculties returned to him in an instant. His drunkenness evaporated.

Another said, “She surrendered quietly, thank the antlered ones. She sits near us now in the cells. Making no attempt to escape.”

“Weird. Spooky,” a third said.

Tel was on his feet, marching toward the group, Caip trailing.

“She will be executed. There’s no choice.”

“Why would the child be executed?” asked Tel as he reached them. “What has the child done?” They were all clearly surprised to see the pair. When they realized Prince Tel was among them, they became a stuttering mass. “One of you answer me. You.” He lifted a finger at a young man who seemed less drunk than the others.

“Your highness.” He offered the top of his head. “The dynast is no child.”

“Impossible.”

“Highness, she’s more than eighty seasons old and used the stagsblood to murder someone.”

“How does a girl of twenty years retain her powers?” Caip asked, shaking her head. “It makes no sense.”

“It doesn’t,” another member of the group said. “But there were witnesses to the murder. Lightning from her hands.”

“Stag and Doe,” said Tel.

“At least she hasn’t resisted,” said the first man. “How would she be subdued otherwise? There’s no one to fight her. Even if there was another dynast, who’s to say they’d protect us?”

“Stag and Doe,” Tel repeated.

* * *




Unable to sleep, Tel paced about his apartments, avoiding his giant Omelan mirror. While he once rather fancied his own reflection, he now loathed looking at himself. He knew he would see not only evidence of his exhaustion but skin not as evenly colored as it once was, a graying beard needing a trim, and deep little trenches fanning from the outer corners of his eyes.

He was haunted by the news of another living adult dynast. Whispers that some with the blood remained were ever-present and easily dismissed. Centuries ago, the dynasts began to disappear, until they were gone. Rarely, a Feighan child developed signs of mild magical skill, but their powers faded within a few years. At first, when Prince Tel’s own stagsblood had begun to show itself, he had enjoyed holding an amusing little mystery to himself.

His magic had persisted and strengthened as he left childhood behind for manhood, so he had felt fearful and odd. He had not wanted to worry his parents, who were already burdened with so much responsibility. His nature had morphed from child’s private joke to adolescent’s closely guarded secret.

He always listened with extra care to the superstitious, hushed rumors of dynasts among Feighans. In his true heart, however, he had always thought he was alone. Agreement was nearly universal that Feigh was better off without practitioners of the dynasty, although they had once given the race an advantage over the others. Tales of their exploits were almost all aimed at spooking children. He was an oddity, an abomination. Knowing he was not alone did not make him feel any less so.

He had not seen Kelseigh since she carried Vared back to Affas, so he decided to visit the stables. The walk might tire him. He found the stable girl already dozing in the hay. Tel considered waking her but looked at her peaceful face and could not bear to disturb her. Envy of her easy snoring stung. 

Moving away from her, he thought he heard a voice. Tel strained his ears but only picked up the Gray Sea roaring below. He padded toward Kelseigh’s stall, at the end of a row of her own. She preferred solitude and only had company in neighboring booths when dignitaries visited with their animals. When he rounded the corner, he let out half a low gasp and covered his mouth with his hand. He stepped back into a shadow and focused attention on his breath. Lowering his mind, with considerable effort, he formed a cloak of invisibility around himself.

Vared stood on his toes in front of the stall, feeding Kelseigh an apple with his long fingers. He cocked his head. Frozen, he appeared to concentrate on listening before looking around. His eyes passed over Tel more than once. Hearing nothing more, he looked at the horse again. A lantern and fabric bag were at the songmaker’s feet.

He was delicate in amber light. Pretty as any woman could ever hope. 

“It’s spooky out here. Do you think so, girl? Maybe I’ll ask if you can room with me. I have missed you, my lovely.” He reached down and drew a carrot from the sack. “You must not tell anyone about my smuggling. Do you understand? I think you do. Yes. Yes, I know you do.” Vared spoke to the horse like a parent doting on an infant. With one hand, he fed Kelseigh the carrot. With the other, he stroked her neck. The grumpy horse adored him. His warmth and tenderness surprised Tel. He wore a relaxed smile, an expression the prince had not seen grace his face.

Tel felt like a common peeper, violating the sanctity of a private moment, but he could not bring himself to lift a foot. The intimacy of the sweet exchange held him in place like a hundred chains. Too weak to look away, his face burned.

“That’s all for now,” Vared told Kelseigh. “I cannot have you grow plump overnight. They’ll throw me in the dungeon for sure. And I’d like you to remain sleek. If I get to ride you again, I’d like you to really give it your best gallop. Like you were running down the handsomest stallion in Feigh.” He placed a loud kiss on her muzzle. In turn, she rested her chin on his shoulder for a moment. “I must go, my girl. I’ll wake up early. I do my best writing at dawn. Maybe a song about you? Yes, my sweet. Would you like that? You would? You would. Yes.” He kissed her again before collecting his bag and lantern.

Turning in front of the stall, he paused to have another listen. Beads of sweat chased one another down Tel’s back. Vared appeared to strain his eyes as he looked through him once more before leaving. He passed close enough for Tel to smell him for the first time.

Tel stood in silence for a long while, recovering. Unable to put a name to that from which he was recuperating, he collected his thoughts. When he felt like himself again, and when he was sure Vared would not be returning, he lowered the cloak he had cast around himself. Kelseigh reacted to his sudden appearance with a chuff and snort. She calmed when she recognized him.

Spent from the effort of holding such difficult fire magic, he shuffled to her stall. “I think I may not be your number one anymore, hm? I do not even have a treat for you, girl.”

The bulk of Tel’s practice with both the wind and rain dynasties had been made on animals. He had been stunned to learn the complexity of their inner lives. Cats and dogs, for instance, thought and felt in ways sophisticated enough to rival some duller humans. The minds of horses were particularly intricate.

Advanced dynasts, the practitioners of old, were able to manipulate others’ thoughts and feelings in profound ways. The strongest among them—if the legends were to be believed—could control the mind and heart of another without even touching them. Tel’s powers were piddling in comparison.

Stroking the beautiful beast, he pushed through his fatigue, breathed into his belly, and found her mind. She had enjoyed the journey to the Academy, taking special pleasure in Vared’s affection and attention. “Not a door after all,” Tel said to his favorite horse, feeling like he could sleep at last.
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On a chair in his sleeping chamber, Tel squinted at a window, trying to remember. He recalled hearing the news—the female dynast had been executed—and beginning to drink. It was chilly, but he did not have the will to find last night’s clothes, which were knotted somewhere in his bedding. Instead, he shouldered his nakedness into a linen shirt retrieved from a broad, solid wardrobe. It was middle thigh-length and ivory in color, with a wide opening at the chest, meant to be cinched with laces. He did not bother to close the collar. The laces trailed down his abdomen. It was cold enough to also pull on some hose, but he was unsure he could bend to do so without tipping over. Soon, he would need a fire, at least at night. He shivered. Dusted with black hairs and speckled with goosebumps, the lower two-thirds of his legs peeked out from the thin, bone-colored fabric.

The first gulp of hidybrew scalded his throat in a way he found not disagreeable. Something inside his head was bashing itself over and over against the backs of his eyes. He had risen the day before determined to avoid alcohol. His intention to abstain dissolved when he learned the adult dynast woman had been executed on his brother’s order.

He told himself he was making an excuse. On countless previous occasions—pleasurable times entirely free of stressors—his plan to stay sober had been swallowed by incessant thoughts of thirst and its quenching. It was easy enough to quiet his mind in those situations. Peace was as available to him as the nearest cup.

Around him, servants went about their intricate choreography, laying out linens and clothes, trolleying in a cart of food, removing evidence of the previous night’s indulgences, and heaving hot water about for his bath. They had long ago learned the dance should be achieved with as little noise as possible. This quiet was nothing short of imperative when their prince sat at his window, squinting so.

He turned to look at the piles of meats, fruits, cheeses, and breads. Equal parts hungry and nauseated, he knew he needed to eat but decided he would do so after bathing. He eyed his bed, isolated from the world by its canopy of rich fabrics, wishing he could crawl back in and hide. A servant he had not yet seen this morning entered, offering a bow. Tel knew this meant she was going to speak and dreaded it.

“My prince, the Omelan is here for you.”

“The Omelan?”

“Yes, highness.”

“You mean Vared? The ambassador?”

“Yes.”

“You may use his name,” said Tel, trying a little smile. It made his temples throb. “In fact, please do.”

“Yes, highness. Shall I offer him a seat?”

“Yes. Put him in the sitting room and let him know I will be right with him.”

The attendant exited, and Tel waited a few moments. He finished his hidybrew and shuffled barefooted through the apartments to the parlor. Vared shifted his weight forward to rise from the couch, but Tel gestured with his left hand for him to remain seated. He glanced at the prince’s bare legs.

“No need for formality. Obviously.” Tel looked down at himself. “I apologize for my state. I considered dressing more fully but remembered you are Omelan. Plus, you have already seen me disrobed. In Cessa’s garden.” He folded his legs under himself on the sofa opposite Vared. A low, dark table sat between them.

Tel’s guest looked down at his hands, which were picking at lint and smoothing the fabric over his lap. “You have a misapprehension about Omelans, I’m afraid. While we’re certainly, on the whole, more relaxed about the body than the average Feighan, you’re used to being among our ruling class. They’re uncommonly permissive.” He raised his eyes to Tel’s.

It was clear to Tel that Vared could only extend his charms to horses. He bit down on the inner surface of his cheek. “I see. I have offended you. I can—”

“I didn’t say I was offended.”

Tel could not remember having a conversation with this boy during which he was not interrupted mid-sentence. “What brings you to my rooms? You are not worried about what people will say?”

“It’s daylight, your highness. And people are everywhere about. I just…I don’t want people to think I melt just because someone highborn flashes a smile at me. Or that I’m here in Feigh for the wrong reasons.” He took in and pushed out a breath. He lowered his gaze. “It’s I who have offended you.”

Finding no sense or use in circumspection, Tel said, “Vared, look at me.” It was a command, and it was obeyed. “Please accept my apology for…my advance in Omela. I am sorry. I do not remember it, but I was…not myself. I was drunk, and I had taken a dreaming bud during the ceremony. Afterward is…gone. Since then? Since that night? I am not trying to bed you.”

“And I was not…I shouldn’t have reacted as I did when you came to check on me. I shouldn’t have yelled and said those things. To anyone, let alone you, your highness. I wasn’t myself, either. I didn’t lobby for this assignment, and—Sometimes, I lose control. My emotions become strong, and I have the feeling I’m struggling to breathe. Like I’ve been under the water too long. I…flail…and all of it rushes from me completely out of proportion.” All the muscles of his face contracted, and he shook his head. “I’m not making sense.”

“I follow.”

“I didn’t choose…to be here. Across a sea. Alone. I don’t warm to people easily. And I haven’t found a way to convince people to warm to me.”

Tel snuffed a wild cackle. “Vared, I am sorry. People do not warm to us because we have convinced them. Quite the opposite.”

“But I wouldn’t know. May I tell you something about myself?”

“Of course.”

Vared closed his eyes for a few beats. When he opened them, he said, “In Omela, there is supposed to be no shame about being an orphan, but…I don’t remember where I came from.” He lowered his voice as a pair of attendants passed through the room. “I don’t know my parents. My whole childhood, the parts I can remember, I lived on the streets with other children. In a way, we looked after one another. But in a way, there was no trust. Knives. Thievery. Street fights. Some of us being dragged off by…for…I sang for food and silver. Did what I needed to do for food and silver or a warm night. A merchant, one of the most powerful in the capital, took me in. Heard me singing. He was drunk and foul-tempered and nasty, but he gave me an education and a bed to sleep in. That’s all I had. Education, training, sleep. And staying out of his way. And now palaces and castles. Sometimes when I smell ale…or sometimes for no reason at all, I find myself feeling under the water and out of proportion. I’m not sure I’ve had many real friends in my life, but at least the people at home are accustomed to…the way I can be.”

“Would you like one?” asked Tel. “A friend?”

“The question isn’t fair.”

“Why?”

“How is anyone to refuse you? You’re a prince. Soldiers, singers, servants, party boys, ship’s scribes? We’re nothing. You think you’re liked by everyone because you make conversation easily, even with the lowborn. Or because you don’t abuse your servants. But you must know all the rest of us are required to make ourselves agreeable to people like you?”

“You have made yourself agreeable to me?” Tel shook his head. A low sound of amusement chuffed out of him.

“Yes.”

“I do not require anything of you. I have seen your sensitivity.” He pictured him in the stables, cooing at Kelseigh. An odd fear came over him. He worried he had said too much—that Vared would know about his spying. It was impossible. Still, he groped to recover. “When you sing. I have seen it. You. Show me that. Show me yourself. That is friendship, and it is not a requirement.”

“Very well. We will be friends.”

“You even make that sound like a chore. You are funny. Humor is an important quality of friendship. I need to tell you something you may not like. But my mind is made up and I ask you to trust me.”

Vared tilted his head, concern creeping like dusk over his wispy features. “Continue.”

“Perhaps you have heard about the incident with Caip and me? In the city? We were attacked.”

“I have. This castle’s much like home that way. Always whispers carrying news.”

“Whenever you leave this island, you will be accompanied by two soldiers from Caip’s unit. It is actually not an unusual precaution for a foreign dignitary.”

“Dignitary,” said Vared, around a chuckle.

“What are your thoughts about it?”

“You said, didn’t you, that your mind’s made up?”

“I did.”

“Then I will…make myself agreeable to you.”

“A joke!” Tel was stunned.

“I have something for you.”

“Oh?”

“From Omela.” Vared pulled two letters from between his chest and the black fabric of his blouse. “A parcel was waiting for me when I returned from Sonagrein. These were in it.” 

“This elaborate one would be from Cessa,” said Tel. “I am not sure about this one.” He placed them on the table. “Thank you for bringing them to me personally.”

“You’re welcome. I wanted to see you. I mean that I wanted to have the opportunity to talk.”

“How did you find it? The Academy.”

“Wonderful. Everything about the Feighan style—the playing, the lyrics, the structures—is so direct. I mistook that directness for simplicity. I left feeling inspired.” His face made it apparent his mind had drifted a long way off. He refocused. “I do not dislike Feigh, your highness. I was feeling alone here. But I feel alone at home, as well.”

“I also have something for you. To say I am sorry about…the awkwardness I caused.” He loved giving gifts and, in his excitement, flew to his feet. His shirt hitched upward. He scrambled to preserve his modesty—or Vared’s—but was unsure he succeeded. The orange eyes were now on the floor. Tel’s cheeks burned. “I will return quickly.”

He strode to his cabinet and returned bearing a wooden terquin case. “You need to protect your instrument. It was only delivered yesterday. I asked that it be personalized.”

Vared stared at the gift from his seat.

“Did you want it?”

“Oh, yes.” Vared rose. Crossing to Tel, he said, “Of course.” He accepted it and held it up to the light, regarding the flame maple’s rich grain. “I haven’t had a solid one before, only bags.”

“It is well assembled, I believe. The luthier said the hinges and closures should hold up to travel. Perhaps not knife fights in the street.” Vared laughed, stunning him. Tel noticed how his orange eyes caught the sun coming through the window as warmly as the case’s wood. “We thought it was the prettiest one at the shop. Caip helped me choose it.”

“She doesn’t like me at all.”

“Fear not. Caip likes no one. Open it.”

Vared set the case on the back of the sofa on which Tel had been sitting. He unlocked and opened it, exposing the indigo velvet inside. Affixed with tiny screws, where the neck of the terquin would rest, sat an engraved copper plaque. “For His Excellency Vared, Ambassador and Songmaker of Omela. In peace and friendship.”

Another laugh escaped Vared, delighting Tel. He found it musical, which was fitting. “What is funny?”

Vared raised a cobalt brow. “I see you assumed we’d be friends.”

“You said it yourself, I cannot be refused.”

“I did.”

They looked at one another. Tel could not believe the songmaker’s grin. 

“How beautiful,” said Vared.

Tel followed the apricot eyes to his own open collar. “Oh. This. Yes.” He fingered the little Doe pendant resting against his chest. “My mother’s. Rarely did she not wear it, but she left it behind the day—”

“Blue hair,” cooed the young man now peeking around the doorway to the sitting room. He had emerged from the cocoon of Tel’s bed. Almond-shaped brown eyes widened under shaggy black hair, consuming Vared. “You’re not from here.” He brought his nudity into the room. Resting his back against the wall, he jutted his hips forward. He giggled. “Hi. I’m Mil. Guess you’ll be joining us?”

Vared looked at Tel’s feet.

The prince emerged from his temporary paralysis and closed the distance between himself and the naked lad. Teeth gritted, he said, “No. He will not. This is Ambassador Vared, and he and I would very much appreciate it if you put some clothes on. Please.”

Mil pouted. “You’re so stern. Are we playing a game?” He let his lashes flutter. “A dirty game?” He giggled again.

“No.”

“Oh.”

“Get dressed now,” said Tel.

“Or I can wait for you. For after Emperor Varrow leaves.”

Behind him, Tel heard Vared suppress a snicker. “No. Thank you. I am quite satiated.”

“Say-she-ay-ted?” Mil blinked with each syllable.

“Yes.”

Mil scrunched his face. “Oh. You did that? Already? Right next to me in bed? Sneakier than a filthy dynast. Why didn’t you wake me?”

“Please get dressed.”

With a sigh, Mil said, “Fine,” and left them.

Tel’s hands were at his temples. “I am so sorry.”

“It’s understandable,” said Vared. “An important man like you is bound to thirst for the company of his intellectual equals.” He clamped his jaw shut over a laugh and eyed the prince.

Tel’s mouth fell open. “That is not kind.” He also held his amusement back, body quaking with the effort.

“Who is he? Where does he come from?”

“An apprentice to the royal tailor,” said Tel. “I fear I do not even remember bringing him back here.”

Vared said, “Well, you have your correspondence. And I have this beautiful case.” He picked it up and patted it. “Thank you. For the gift and the comedy.”

Tel did not want him to leave, at least until his latest conquest was out the door. “Thank you again for delivering the letters.”

“You’re welcome.”

Tel followed him to the door, eyes on the sapphire mass of curls. “Vared?”

He turned.

“Thank you also for telling me about you. I know it is trite to say, but I am sorry your youth was so difficult.”

“It’s not trite at all, your majesty. I’m sorry yours was, too.” Vared offered a small, strange smile and was gone. 

Tel looked at the closed door for a long time.

* * *




Prince Tel’s tremulous hands poured ruby liquid from a bottle of the rotund, Andowian style into a crystal goblet. “Would you like a drink?” Craid looked at him as if confused, possibly even irritated. “I am sorry. I forgot.”

“I long ago gave up sousing. Drink had his claws around my balls a long time.”

“It is Caip’s birthday tonight. The festivities begin soon,” said Tel, gloom rather than celebration in his voice. He opened his throat and drained the glass. It was the first drink of the day, and he was surprised he had waited until evening to have it. After refilling, he took a seat on the same sofa Vared had occupied that morning, next to the old man, who watched him closely.

“Your highness, you seem disturbed by this news. Surely it’s not a surprise.”

“No.” Tel stared at the crystal in his hand.

“It’s what is done.”

“My father did not permit execution. Savagery.”

“What else could be done with a mature dynast murderer? No prison could hold her.”

“Lord Craid, think about what you are saying. She was in the jail, the castle jail, for days. What was to keep her from escaping? Lightning from her hands, mind control, illusion. We cannot know of what she was capable. She could have freed herself, marched to Lag’s rooms, and murdered him in his sleep. No guard would stop her. But she stayed of her own will. She admitted what she did and said it was unintentional.”

“She murdered that boy,” said Craid, stabbing his index finger into his thigh. “Lag does not have the same view of execution as your father. She would have met the same fate if she did the deed by blade rather than by stagsblood.”

“What might be done if she had set out to murder the king, or five, or five hundred more? Would we recruit an army of child dynasts to oppose her? Even if there were a thousand, would they fight her by conjuring coins or disappearing playing cards? Now we know sometimes dynasts mature, as they did long ago. They cannot all mean harm.”

“She said there were more.”

“What?” Wine splashed over the rim of the goblet.

“You heard correctly, highness. Before the poleaxe fell, she said she was not the only dynast in Affas.”

“Goddesses and gods,” said Tel, drying his wet fingers on his leggings.

“Yes, highness. Who knows whether the statement of a homicidal dynast, made in the last seconds of her foul life, can be trusted? Out of precaution, however, King and Table have a plan, suggested by Aith.”

“Which is?”

“First sign of the dynasty, children will be sent to a new school at Fort Gontrahd. They’ll be watched closely until their powers fade.” Craid coughed into his fist. “Not doing so is a risk to the kingdom. When they have transitioned out of childhood, they’ll graduate and begin their adult lives as they wish. Those whose powers start to strengthen will be dealt with. Hiding child dynasts will be a capital crime.”

“Taking children from their families?” Tel felt overheated and dizzy. “Capital crime…For those who do not send their own children to a prison?” 

“A school, highness. Where an excellent education will be provided.”

Tel felt his posture deflate. “It is a fort! This will only worsen the situation. An overreaction. It will stoke paranoia.”

“I see little choi—”

“Everywhere, people will see the dynasty in ordinary things, tricks of light, coincidence. Everywhere seeing dynasts where there are none. Parents will attempt to keep their children, to hide their powers,” said Tel.

Craid watched his prince drink.

“Think, friend,” said Tel. “Think.” A fat tear broke from each of his eyes, gliding down his cheeks into his beard. “You have a daughter. When she was six years old, if she had levitated a bean over her plate, you would call one of the king’s soldiers to take her away? What about your grandson?”

“Highness, I’m not going to engage—”

“Damn you, Lord Craid. You will not engage because you know the answer. You would do anything to avoid watching your confused grandson shriek as he was dragged away. I know you, and I know your decent heart, even if it has failed you long enough that you endorsed this profanity.”

A heavy shadow fell upon Craid’s features.

“You must be the conscience at Table. Be my father’s voice. You simply must. Who else is to be the counterweight to my brother’s baser instincts? Aith? My uncle only pulls him further in that direction. And the rest of Table was chosen by him. Lag has no intellectual vigor to override the first feeling that warms his gut. He needs you.”

Craid looked at his lap. “Yes.”

“Can you do that, Craid? Will you? At least give it some thought?”

“Yes, my prince,” he answered, face open and sincere. Without another word, the late king’s best friend got to his feet and saw himself out.

Tel sat motionless, staring at the table in front of him. Noticing the letters Vared had delivered, he picked them up and held them to his face, trying and failing to detect any scent of the songmaker on the paper. He had not realized what he was doing until it was done.

Quick math told him the letters could not have been sent more than three weeks after he had departed Omela. Turning the fancier of the two over, he slid a finger under the cerulean dab of wax stamped with Cessa’s crowned C.

The queen was kind, thanking Tel again for his efforts over the last forty and eight seasons. She asked him to convey her best wishes to the new king. She also made an open offer to visit Feigh and meet King Lag whenever he would like. Next year, she suggested, after the negotiators hashed out the details of the trade accord. Laich, the playbard, was speaking with the keepers of Omela’s history and with citizens of the capital. He had even been teaching some performers Feighan acting techniques. Cessa asked after Vared and hoped he was flourishing.

He flipped the rougher stock of the second letter over. Muddy, unstamped wax held the thin envelope together. Once he opened it, his eyes were met by untidy, labored penmanship. He could not discern whose words he was reading, so he scanned to the signature. Turo. He began again.

By the time he finished reading, Tel was on his feet in front of the couch, the sides of the paper curled in his clenched fists. He shook. The letter, released from his fingers, floated to the little table, which he then kicked over. Turo had been thrown from his horse on his way to the competition in Elium, his leg shattered. He was convalescing in the palace, under the care of Cessa’s best surgeon, who gave him no hope of competing again. Turo would have a limp for the remainder of his days. When he was well enough, he would return to his family and work the land, as his parents did, and as their parents and their parents had.
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Tel’s eyes felt three times too large. He feared raising the lids, for he believed the throbbing pulse in his head was strong enough to eject the eyeballs from his skull. With his scorched throat and tongue, he swallowed and moaned. He tried to coax saliva to flow, failed, and moaned again. At first, he did not feel the nausea. It found him after a moment. Like a loyal dog, it was with him. He could not remember much of anything from the previous evening after his discussion with Craid. Replaying that conversation, he recalled Turo’s letter, and something inside him split all over again. He wondered if he was in his own bed but decided not to check. Music seemed to be playing somewhere nearby. He wanted to sleep for a week. Still, it would be insufficient. He stretched his arms to determine whether he was alone or with a person or persons. Feeling no one, he was unsure whether it pleased or depressed him.

Mere flashes and smudges came to him, nothing of use in piecing together events. An abyss churned in his gut, sloshing dread in every direction. When he lost time this way, odds were he had caused himself some manner of embarrassment. In past dimness or blackness, he had started arguments, vomited in public, and attempted inelegant seduction of men whose desire for women was exclusive. After such scandal, assembling a picture of what had occurred was an anxious, dismaying search for clues. Worse, the timeline could never be made whole. The image formed through the investigation was, at best, a sketch.

Again, music.

Trepidation spread through every thought like ink added to water. He could not delay opening his eyes any longer. Finally, he looked and confirmed he was alone and in his bedroom. This information offered little comfort. His eyes, mouth, and throat screamed. The rich fabrics draped around and over his bed struck him as both prison doors and sanctuary gates. The drive to escape grappled with the desire to stay. No resolution came. It was a draw.

Making slow work of it, he moved to the edge of the bed and sat there a moment, dizzy head hanging. It was then he realized he had emptied his bladder at some point during the night. His leggings and shirts were plastered to his skin, damp and chilly. He tried to convince himself he had sweated through his clothes, that the wine and his covers had overheated him. The smell of urine made the argument impossible to accept. 

I must drink less, and I must not drink at all today. A break.

The idea inspired no hope—only a bitter, silent laugh. Countless times, when he had reached some new low, when he found he had given away yet another bit of self-control, he had spurred himself toward similar goals. He had achieved several weeks-long periods of dryness but had hated himself during each of those. Foul-tempered and quick to lash out, it was unbearable to be himself. Worse, the people around him had suffered. He would begin drinking again, in a controlled fashion. Before long, it would accelerate into another humiliation.

He willed himself to his feet and came near to vomiting. With concentration and care, he shed his clothes and tossed them on the bed. Throwing his body across the mattress, he wrenched the bedding from it, including the pad meant to keep his skin from being poked with quills.

He ended up on his backside when he yanked the covers to the floor, almost losing the contents of his stomach again. When his head stopped spinning, he got to his feet, found a pitcher with some red wine in it, and dumped the contents all over the pile of bedding and clothes. He could not bear the thought of someone knowing he had lost control of his bladder and hoped the scent and color of wine would mask any evidence. The sting of tears visited his eyes. He offered himself vicious curses until he regained composure. Using a cloth and basin, he cleaned himself. Still, he detected the stink of ammonia.

Again, music.

Unsure if either—odor or sound—was real, he wondered if he was going mad. Rather than reaching a conclusion, he put a few drops of spicy Andowian perfume on his skin and wrapped a hooded cloak around himself, raising the cowl over his head. The song faded.

Tel knew of one unfailing method for making himself feel well. A drink would quiet his mind and steady his pulse. Those effects would be nearly instantaneous. Not long after that, his concern over last night would float away, at least for a time. His mood would lift. Saliva flooded his mouth at last.

He clenched his jaw. “You must not.”

Deciding distraction might be his best tactic, he thought of a volume he had been reading. It was a dry but fascinating history of the reign of his great-great-great-grandmother. A quick search of his chamber did not reveal the book. He concentrated, which caused his head to bark. After a moment, an image of it—sitting on the carpet next to his favorite sofa—entered his mind. 

Once he was through the door to the rest of his rooms, he realized he had not been hallucinating. He froze and strained his ears. Music—singing—from the sitting parlor. He crept on the balls of his feet toward the sound. With care, he peered around the jamb into the room, hiding most of himself behind the wall.

Vared was on his couch again, terquin across his body, lounging more than sitting. He cleared his throat. “Two-and-three-and…

Between the nations

                                   Mm-mm-mm-mm

                                   Stood the wives of the gods

                                   Stag and bird, snake and worm, fish and frog

                                   In their wrath and mm-mm-mm-mm

                                   They were deaf mm-mm-mm

                                   Hear our words, mm-mm-mm, mm-mm-mm.”

It was clear he was writing as he sang. Even with his lyrical fumbling and casual posture, his voice rang true and clear. Tel stepped into the room. “That was pretty.” 

Vared sat up and gave a weak smile without looking at him. Instead, his eyes found and clung to the rug.

“Good morning,” Tel offered.

“You’re alive.”

“Barely.”

Eyes still on the floor, Vared said, “We weren’t sure you’d be up so soon. If ever.”

“We?”

“Caip and I.”

“I feel like I had quite the evening,” said Tel. “I hope her birthday was as much fun.”

Now Vared lifted his gaze. “It was not.”

“Oh?” Tel wanted to cry, knowing the blame was on him somehow. “If I—I am sorry.”

“She said you’d say that. That you were sorry. Again.” He shifted his weight forward to stand. “If you will excuse—”

“No, Vared. Take your seat. Stay.”

“I’m here to make sure you’re not dead. You’re not. She didn’t want you to be alone. But she couldn’t stay.”

“Sit. Caip could have asked one of her people to watch me. But she asked you. And now you know who I am. What I am like. What my problems are. And now you can tell me. As if I do not already know. As if the entire kingdom does not. Your queendom, too.”

A dense kind of silence settled about them.

After a time, the rapid drumming of Tel’s fingers against his thigh broke the quiet. “Speak, Vared. Speak.”

“Your highness, you embarrassed her, and you embarrassed yourself. Not for the first time, apparently. You warm your belly and can’t help but make yourself the center of attention. A spectacle. She’s tired of forgiving you. She might. But she’s concerned. Feels she’s allowed this…behavior. And I don’t blame her. Since we’ve gotten here, you’ve done nothing but prove that Table right. Carrying on like a madman. But you’re the prince, who can’t be refused. So, she has to watch you drink yourself stupid or dead. Send me home for speaking my mind. But I will speak it. Caip can’t.” He swallowed. “You’re not my prince. I’m Omelan.”

Tel was surprised by the heat and familiarity with which Vared had addressed him. It occurred to him that he should be outraged. Instead, he felt penitent. “I want to explain…” He squeezed his eyes closed, trying to think. He could not, so he opened his mouth and spoke. “I want to explain to you how it feels. How I feel. All the time. It leaves me only when—No. It does not even leave when I drink. Not anymore. It never leaves. Not for even a short time. It used to. Now it is always with me.” Making a paddle of his hand, he struck his ribcage with his fingertips. “In here. For one hundred seasons.” It was both truth and excuse. He allowed himself to fall onto the couch opposite the songmaker. “I am so…” He pulled the cowl from his head but could not meet the orange eyes.

“If you want me to stay,” said Vared, “I’ll stay. If you want me to leave, I’ll leave.”

“There is no fault to be found in anything you said. Or in what Caip thinks or might have said. The truth is so much worse. And I am ashamed that once again you are witness to an embarrassing situation.”

“What happened to them?”

“To?” Still, he would not look up.

“Tell me about your mother and your first man.”

“Var—”

“Tell me.”

He finally looked at Vared’s face, so youthful and well-balanced. It made him conscious of how last night—and thousands of nights before—must be written in harsh penmanship across his own features. “Do you always make a habit of ordering royalty around?”

“Only you.”

“Ah.” He lowered his head again.

“Tell me.”

“There is, a week’s ride from here, a castle at Foghar. It served as a retreat of sorts for my family for gods know how long. The favorite place of my father. My favorite place. And probably the favorite of many queens and princes and kings and princesses before us. A few generations ago, a new retreat was built. A bit closer and a lot grander. My father made the old estate mine because I love it so. My true home. Where I feel most comfortable. The castle. The land. Bigger than the city of Affas and your capital and ten more capitals. Endless fertile dirt tucked in a great valley, rocky forested hills on either side. Falls and brooks and streams, all flowing to the river.

“The beginning of autumn—what you would call mid-summer—was endless rain. Father was here in Affas, unable to escape. My brother was never fond of Foghar and remained with Father. My mother, Hod, Caip, and I rode out for the season. We were trapped inside for weeks. We read, played games, bickered. Hod and I—we did what two boys of that age who loved one another would do. Over and over and over again.” A wistful suggestion of a laugh escaped him. “The rain stopped. We had indoor madness, all but Caip. She was not feeling well, so she stayed in bed.

“Mother and Hod and I prepared a picnic and rode out to the river. Her favorite spot. A perfect day. Shaded and with a small, sandy beachfront. Of course, the river was fat and angry, so the beach was covered over. We ate and enjoyed the sun, which hadn’t really dried the ground yet. Hod and I talked on the blanket about the future with the arrogance and confidence of adolescents. Mother said something about our eyes being tangled again and stood up. She walked to the riverbank, singing.

The lovers met in the light of the moons

                                   Oh, their tangled eyes

                                   Kissed and promised until noon

                                   Oh, their tangled eyes

                                   And those around them called them fools

                                   Oh, their jealous eyes.”

“Lovely,” said Vared.

“It is. But Mother did not finish her song. She…I want to say screamed, but she did not. She made a sound—I still hear it perfectly—a sound like she had dropped something. Anything. An apple. Like an apple had fallen from her hand. Ooh. And she was in the water. Slipped on the soft dirt.

“I am not sure Hod’s feet touched the ground once he stood. By the time I looked up, he had already launched himself off the bank. His beautiful body was arcing toward the water. Hung there long enough for me to realize they were both gone before he was in the river. And I walked to the edge of the fast water and did nothing. I stood there. I decided I did not want to live without them, but I lacked the fortitude even to fling myself after them. Not to rescue, but to die. Stood there for ages, begging the mud to collapse, so the river could pull me to where they…I could not do it myself, but I would not have fought it. I waited so long. Do you believe me? That at least I wanted that?”

“Why wouldn’t I believe you?”

Tel considered the question, an urge forming in his solar plexus. It was, at first, the barest fleck of an instinct warming his abdomen. Then, it swirled into a storm of desire inside his chest and gut. He wanted to touch Vared, to read his thoughts with the stagsblood dynasty. If he could invent a pretext for grabbing his hand, he reasoned, he would know his mind—even his feelings. In a beat, the contact would reveal whether Vared was revolted or concerned or bored. He struggled against the notion until able to release it, thinking it further evidence of insanity. “Because you do not know me well.”

“But I know myself.” Vared pulled himself forward on his cushion. “And what’s different? You lost the queen and Hod. I lost my parents. You witnessed your loss. I have no memory of mine. I know none of the reasons or circumstances. That’s a difference. But they’re both huge…events looming over our every moment, every thought. Every emotion. You had the pressures and expectations that come with being you. But you had the privileges that come with being you. I had the pressures and expectations of the street, and then of my patron. But I had the privileges of spending some years in a household of means. Not the same, but similar. You choose one route of escape, of forgetting. I choose another. It’s the only other real difference.”

“The whole kingdom knows how I escape. How do you?”

Vared laughed. “By hiding behind my terquin. And by being the way I am.”

“What way?”

“Unwarm. Aloof. Not social. I don’t have anyone.”

“You are part of my household. You are of my blood now, for what it is worth. And after last night, you have Caip, apparently. Strangely.”

“I didn’t find her as intimidating once we were commiserating about dragging you half-conscious back here,” said Vared, chucking. He shielded his face with his hand. “I’m sorry.”

“I am the one who owes an apol—” Tel shook his head.

“What?”

“I have apologized a thousand times before. I have just realized how worthlessly. Scarcity makes worth—and there is, if anything, a surplus of my apologies. A glut. I would only be saying sorry to soothe myself. Like I soothe myself with drink.”

“I see.”

“What happened last night?” asked Tel. “What was I like?”

Vared tucked some of his curls behind an ear. “You…”

Even his ear is small and fine and pleasing. “I what?”

Getting to his feet, Vared smoothed the black fabric over his narrow frame. Tel thought he looked almost too fragile to remain upright. “Your highness, it occurs to me that telling you about last night would offer you some of the soothing you’ve just mentioned. And I’m overdue for sleep. Enjoy your day.”

Prince Tel was alone in his sitting room. He still smelled piss.
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Tel did nothing but not drink. He ordered his rooms emptied of all alcohol, which apparently mystified his servants. Under sweating skin, his bones chattered. On the second day, he saw unknown things moving in the far corners of his vision. He heard distant whispers. The sights and sounds were illusions, he knew. Nonetheless, they distracted and distressed. With effort, he ignored them. He twitched and muttered his way in and out of sleep so light it only hinted at proper rest.

The first half of the third day, his tremors were extreme enough to render him unable to stand. When out of his bed, he moved about by crawling. His limbs could not be trusted to observe his wishes. It was difficult even to speak, but he thought for a moment about calling for an attendant to bring him a small cup of ale. Just a few sips for steadiness. He groaned at his foolishness. That is always how it starts.

That evening, the shadow of the Stag’s rack glided across his bed. 

“I have given you much,” said Tel’s god.

“And taken much.” Clutching his damp pillow, Tel rolled onto his back. “I hate you.”

“Yes.”

Tel squinted but could not see his face. “You have come to…”           

“I have come, fruit of my Doe, because you need giving and taking.”

“Will you? Please?”

“I have.”

The antlered one was gone. A haze of scent—the musk and umbra of forest—lingered.

* * *




Tel and Craid walked the interior perimeter of the castle wall, hoods raised against a sharpened breeze. “My brother must see—must be made to see—his reactions are out of proportion. He cannot send three dozen men stomping into a small, isolated town because of a rumor of a child dynast. This is precisely what I worried about. A matter of days.”

“Yes.” Lord Craid trailed the prince by several paces.

“He is a new king with no experience in government. No interest. He is trying to establish his authority. Sending a message. But he makes a bad policy worse with these tactics. Like a fire spreads through the woods, this will spread across the countryside. It will only make the whole issue more fraught. I must get through to him.”

“Highness?”

Tel spun on his feet to face him. Craid was even farther behind him now. “I am sorry. I have an unpleasant excess of energy.”

“So it seems.”

“Frankly, I worry I am losing my mind. It is difficult to focus. I have not had a drink in four days. Should I not feel better? Because I feel worse. Like I will step out of my skin. This, not politics, is the reason I wanted to walk with you this evening.”

“I see.”

Tel kicked a fist-sized stone from his path. “I thought, as you have been dry so long, you might be able to help me.”

“You’ve turned to the wrong person for advice, y—”

“Craid. Please.”

“The nervousness will pass. Give your thanks that the quaking did not kill you. It has killed more than a few souses.”

“I am determined to drink less,” said Tel. “I will have a dry month to defog my head if it does kill me. Then, only occasionally. Perhaps you have a suggestion?”

“I do.”

“Share it. Please.”

“If you try to drink less, highness, you’ll fail.”

“This is your advice? Do not try?”

“Let us sit, Prince Tel.” He indicated a cobbled path leading to the edge of the royal gardens. They found a bench. “Have you tried to drink less before? Have you taken a break from the drink and then set your mind to enjoying your wines and ales more reasonably?”

“Yes. But I—”

“How many times? Once? More than once? More than twice? More than five times? Ten?” Craid shook his head, chuckling.

“Several times.”

“My prince, you and I aren’t of the type that can slow their drinking. The thirst we have for the stuff asks more of us. Some people are like this. Born, perhaps, with some sort of…misalignment of the mind. A tendency. I tried your approach. The number of times, I don’t care to consider. My breaks were weeks, months, even a full four seasons. I followed that with another four seasons of drinking a glass here, two cups there. A miserable lunatic at every stage. After a time, I could not resist the third cup. Then the fourth. Before long, I was starting fights and pissing the bed again.”

“You pissed the bed?”

“Yes. Many times. The woman eventually made me sleep on a pallet.”

Tel bent and rested his face in his hands. “But what of the misalignment? The tendency?” He straightened his posture and fidgeted on the bench. Seeing his knee bouncing involuntarily, he groaned. “You still thirst?”

“For fresh milk,” Craid said, heat in his voice. More softly, he added, “Nothing more.”

“In that case, surely you could have a real drink.”

“A real drink just brings the thirst once more.”

“Never drink again,” said Tel.

“Perhaps worthy of an experiment, highness. Unless you like pissing the bed.” He winked.

Tel drummed his fingers on his thighs. “How do I get through this…this way I feel? How do I stop thinking about the thirst?”

“Stay busy. Think about something or someone else. I drove my children to the brink of madness, I doted so. But now, nearing the end of my life, I don’t regret it. If anything, I wish I could’ve started doting sooner. And I think they’d agree.”

“Caip.” Tel’s voice was a rough whisper. His face was in his hands again.

“We’ve not really spoken of your father.”

“No.”

“He wasted away so quickly.”

“He suffered.” Tel lifted his head and faced Craid directly.

“I won’t lie to you, my prince.”

“Thank you for that.”

“I must have your forgiveness that I was too unwell to be at T—”

Tel raised his palm to stop him. “There is no need for forgiveness, my friend.”

“We were outmaneuvered long ago. You’ve been gone so often. These last years, especially. And your father, feeling the pride of his many accomplishments, left so much of Table’s business to your uncle, even its very composition. I see now—”

“I see, too, Craid.”

“It was underhanded. Something must be done about it. About it and this business with soldiers kicking in doors, raving about security.”

“Something,” Tel scoffed. 

“You have friends in the capital. Many friends in the south, your highness.”

Tel’s eyes widened. “Do not say it.”

“Lag will work to erase what your father’s done. What his father did. I’ll be the only one at Table to object. My term is up soon. I may be dead sooner.”

“Stop.”

“Highness—”

Tel looked about. “Are you deaf, old man?”

Craid gave his eyes to the turf. “He was glad to have gotten to visit Foghar one last time. I know he wished you were with him.”

“He went to Foghar?”

“He rode out and spent a few days. He knew it was…He was gone the same day he returned to Affas. I think my grief contributed to my sickness.”

Eyes burning, Tel knew he should have been comforted by knowing Vith saw the valley at the end. Instead, he fantasized about punching Craid in the mouth.

* * *




King Lag stood on the dais before the formal hall, having just concluded over an hour of remarks. The speech had served to draw a contrast between the new leader and his father. From internal security to a fishing rights agreement with Kamber in the northern Gray Sea to the fresh trade negotiations with Omela, Lag had announced a new, sterner approach. Feigh and Feighans, he had argued, were exceptional and must act as such.

Behind him was his banner, the new colors of the kingdom, a dull brown field surrounding a white disk. Lag was perfectly placed during the address, directly in the center of the flag, the rack crown on his head. It made for a striking tableau. The impeccably outfitted king was framed by blazing white. When he finished, the hall, crammed full of courtiers and hangers-on, thundered with a chant echoing the closing lines of the speech: Whole Feigh! United Feigh! Pure Feigh! Aith drifted from a shadow near the platform, striking the gloved palms of his hands together with each word. King Lag clapped along and strutted the stage, encouraging the people before him.

When the chanting quieted, the crowd began to mill around. A dazed Tel darted through the attendees until he reached Caip, who was speaking with Mor. “That was dark,” he said, hoping only his friends would hear. “This is supposed to be a celebration.”

“Your royal highness,” said Caip, “warmest winter.”

“Warmest winter, rightmajor.” Although he had spied her when the festivities had begun, he got his first good look at her. “You are stunning tonight.” Her hair was wilder than usual and threaded through with dainty crystals. The tiny jewels winked in the light. Her brocade gown was a soft yellow with a raised silver-white pattern. It was cut close, highlighting her sturdy femininity. 

“Was there anything else, your highness?” Caip showed him a smile, but the rest of her face remained rigid.

“No,” said Tel. “Anything else? Why?”

“Goodnight to you, then.” She stepped away and returned her attention to Mor. Over her shoulder, Mor gave his prince an empathetic—or pitying—look.

“Caip,” Tel complained. She faced him. “Caip, I am trying. I have given it up. I know I have been a—”

“I want you to picture two piles of stones, each stone representing a day. One pile is three days. One pile is one hundred seasons of days.”

“It has been four d—”

Her glare had teeth. “Fine. Add your fourth stone. Goodnight, your highness.” She put a hand on Mor’s back and guided him a few meters away.

Tel spent the better part of an hour chatting with various attendees, dodging more than a few direct offers of ales and implicit offers of sex. He knew he must not drink and could not imagine bedding someone without drinking. Even conversation was a challenge. Anxious and foggy, he was incapable of his usual repartee. He felt like only the smallest essence of himself—a kind of bare awareness of his own identity—had been placed into the body and mind of a different person. Worse, this person was lousy at parties. Hoping to avoid any further socialization while he gathered the energy to escape to his rooms, he cast his eyes downward.

“Your highness.”

Tel’s features clenched themselves into a pained expression. With effort, he relaxed it to something more neutral and turned to face the speaker.

“Vared.” The songmaker stood before him, relaxed and smiling. His feet were covered below the ankles in clean fabric shoes. A long way above them was the hem of a formal Omelan shift. The black fabric of the garment shimmered. His lips and eyes were painted more vividly than usual. The torchlight made his apricot irises seem to dance. In his cobalt curls, he wore three leaves which had turned in the cooler weather—one red, one orange, one yellow. “You look…well.”

“So do you,” Vared said.

Tel fumbled around his head for something to say. “Warmest winter?” It came out of him a question because he had been asking himself if it was the right remark.

“Nonsense. This isn’t the first day of winter. This is mid-autumn. Worthy of a party but nothing so ostentatious. In the civilized world, we celebrate winter in many weeks.”

Tel giggled. He asked himself if his laugh always sounded so, hoping not. “You are performing tonight?”

“No,” Vared said. “The protocol minister declined my offer. Feighan performers only.”

“Oh. I am sorry.”

Vared’s eyes had a slight, playful roll in their sockets. “I get to absorb Feighan culture as an observer tonight,” he said, sweeping his hand toward the partygoers. “You are not drinking.”

“No.” Tel realized he was standing on the balls of his feet. Embarrassed, he let his heels touch the floor again.

“And you feel…”

“Good. I feel good. Nervous. Generally nervous. Also, I do not know how to be at a party.”

Vared said, “Then we’ll leave. You’ve done admirably.”

“Before midnight? That is the biggest moment.”

“It’s only mid-autumn.”

To his horror, Tel’s little giggle was identical to his last. “Where would you like to go?”

“I’ll walk you to your rooms. There are so many parties in this castle. And it seems to be my duty to get you home from them safely.”

This time, he refused to laugh. “You are a wicked Omelan.”

“Do you mind taking a longer route? I have something I’ve wanted to ask you for a while.”

Tel’s throat was dry in an instant. “I do not mind.”

They wound through the crooked corridors used for the most part by servants. The celebration meant the halls were more active than normal for this time of night. They greeted cheerful, often intoxicated, celebrants on their stroll. Other than this, they did not speak for a while. Prince Tel was anxious to know Vared’s question but chose not to talk first.

When they had not encountered anyone for a few moments, Vared said, “I was hoping you could tell the rest of your story.”

“Story?”

“The creation story. From your religion. You told it the night of the signing of the treaty. The other morning you heard part of one of the songs I’m working on about the goddesses and gods as Feigh’s people see them. I’d like to know the rest.”

“Did I not tell the complete story?”

“I don’t believe so. The Stag made the young one a dynast and left the world to find his brothers.”

“We do not know if he found them,” said Tel. “He may still be looking.”

“But what of the child dynast? And the other dynasts?”

“I believe your history has it much the same as ours. Like all history, it is muddy and nonsensical. We do not understand how the dynasty is passed. Sometimes, it appears to be familial. Sometimes, it seems random. Each person with the blood can work four different magics. Northern dirt, eastern wind, southern fire, western rain. The four dynasties. Usually, the dynasts are better with some, weaker with others. Were. Some say the dynasts were utterly pure in the beginning, living to serve their non-dynast sisters and brothers. To keep them safe. We are told they were corrupted, somehow. They helped Feigh remain the most powerful kingdom by far, but some of them turned against their non-dynast Feighan kin.

“Like the rest of humanity, some were creative, some destructive. I would guess most were both, in one proportion or another. As we all are. Over the centuries, dynasts became fewer and fewer. Those rare people now born with the blood see their powers naturally slough away. At least, that is what we thought.” A twinge of regret—guilt—pulsed under Tel’s sternum. If anyone knew the dynasty could still last into adulthood, it was he. “And now, it is a crime to fail to surrender a child showing magical ability. A capital crime. The children are to be sent to Gontrahd and…”

Vared knew enough to lower his voice. “You’re not in agreement.”

“Saying so is criminal itself. What happens if a child’s powers do not disappear? Would we execute them before they became strong? It would be like executing all people at sixteen because a few grow up to have twisted desires. There would be none of—I am sorry. And I should not.”

“You needn’t worry about me, your highness.”

“I sense that. I know.” Tel nodded.

From ahead came the sounds of a commotion—footfalls, laughter, and playful shrieks drawing closer. A pair of adolescents blasted around a corner into the hallway. The female chased the male, his doublet in her fist. They seemed to hardly notice Vared and their prince. 

Vared’s arm flew out. He grabbed Tel by the fabric at his lower back and pulled him out of the way of the wild, charging duo. They ended up pressed together in the wind created by the young pair sprinting past.

“Sorry,” said Vared.

Tel felt the heat from Vared’s mouth on his neck. Some spirals from the dark cloud of blue tickled his nose. The hair smelled faintly like spiced oil and the first muggy day of the year. Vared’s balled hand released his jacket and flattened against his back.

“Thank you. Do not apologize,” said Tel. He both wanted to open the distance between them and detested the idea. Decorum demanded he step back, but the agreeable fragrance begged him to stay put. Time crept, and he floated in this middle space for a long time. It was not long enough.

They each moved backward a pace, their first physical contact ended.

“I thought they were going to knock you over,” said Vared. Biting his plump, painted lower lip, he looked up at the prince. 

Tel felt dizzy. He had to break eye contact, which caused a burning ache to flash in his gut. “They were, but you rescued me.” 

“Do you think they’re in love?”

“Mm?” Tel struggled to clear his head.

“The girl and boy who just now almost killed a prince.”

“Of course,” said Tel, wistful amusement in his voice. “They are, at the very least, well on their way.”

“Good for them.”

“It is,” said Tel, nodding.

“So, you have had it? Love. Like that.”

“Yes. Once.”

“Who?” Vared clenched his eyes shut, raised his chin, and forced a sigh from himself. “Of course. I’m foolish. Your Hod. I apologize. I had a love of a kind once. Didn’t have our preference, but let me believe it was a possibility with just enough peculiar sweetness. Why do they do this to us sometimes? It was a painful thing. And that was before he took everything from me at the point of a knife.”

The thought made Tel angry. “That is terrible.”

“It was…how it was, in the capital.”

“We have street children in Feigh, as well. And adults. And people who are not on the streets but have very little. Hod’s family had nothing. Caip’s father, before he was old, was my father’s chief groundskeeper. He met Hod’s father over an ale in a tavern and hired him. It made him able to take care of Hod and his mother. And it brought Hod to me. One’s lot in life is so much down to chance. Whether they have a drink in a tavern on a certain evening. I do not think about it enough.”

Vared’s irises found the prince’s and held them steadily. “You do not.”

“Maybe it could be my focus,” said Tel. He felt warmth spread over his cheekbones. “Our family has always given silver to the poor, but…Perhaps I could convince Lag to take an interest in the roots of the problem. Problems.”

Vared made a strange sound in response.

“He scared you tonight.”

“No.”

“My brother went too far. He is too invested in appearing formidable. My brother does not understand the maxim that the only message conveyed by a man carrying on about having a big cock is he has a wee one.” He watched Vared stifle a laugh and drop his gaze to the stones of the floor. “I am sorry. That was vulgar.”

Vared stopped walking and offered Tel a devilish smile. “I have heard the word before.”

“I know. But you are so—”

“How am I? Tell me, your highness. I am so…” His grin grew even more wicked. 

The dizziness returned to Tel’s head. “You are so courtly, refined, graciou—”

Defying possibility, Vared’s smile widened.

“I am going to stop talking now.”

Vared tittered and began walking again. “Not yet. Have you ever heard of a non-Feighan dynast?”

“Nothing more than rumors. No one has accounted for this. Since it seems not only to run in families but to appear at random, I would expect to hear of stagsblood the world over. As for hereditary passing, my people have not cross-mated much with people from the other queendoms and kingdoms. Other than Sheruck, we have been the most isolated of all the nations.”

“Purity,” said Vared.

“Purity.” He realized with disappointment they had reached the door to his apartments. For a few moments, they made hushed small talk in the hallway. They wished each other a good rest.

In his quiet rooms, Tel sat wondering if Vared would play the terquin before bed, if he would be too tired to scrub the paint from his face, if he slept on his belly or his back or his side.

He meditated, lowering his mind—both to find relaxation and to play with the dynasty. The magic seemed to come easier now. It was within reach with less fuss and a smaller expenditure of his energy. Perhaps drying up had increased his strength. He pondered how frightened Vared might be if he came to know his secret nature.

Later, in bed, the stagsblood began to thrum inside him in a way he did not recognize. He was consumed with thoughts of western Feigh, the region of the kingdom he least knew. When he finally found rest, he dreamed of the dark forest that crawled up the Chreok Mountains.
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For the next ten days, Tel continued to struggle with sleep. Despite this, the stagsblood strengthened further, and he began to take more pleasure in his spiritual and magical practices. Thoughts about wine or ale continued to hover like summer flies around a horse. He was pleased they remained only thoughts. They failed to grow into any real thirst. Throwing himself into the minutia of official business, he established a demanding routine and, in this way, prevented notions of drinking from gaining enough momentum to become desire. He spoke with Craid almost every day. His old friend suggested he develop an answer for these thoughts. He took the advice to heart, and when confronted with his own mind attempting to sabotage his abstinence, he responded by asking himself, What else can I do?

Tel invited the heads of charities to the castle and asked them about the people they aided. He took a special interest in his talk with the woman who administered an orphanage important to his late mother, Queen Fyor. Over Caip’s objections, he followed up by donning ordinary clothes and walking into the heart of the city to observe good works in person. No one seemed to recognize him, which was a relief to both Tel and the watchful rightmajor.

He managed to avoid complaining—other than inside his own mind—when he sat and listened to a pair of counters review his finances. Unsure of why he needed to be reminded he had more silver and land than anyone could use in ten lifetimes, he bore it with a neutral expression tacked to his face. He made some plans for his money, including backing three new ships to ferry goods to and from Omela.

With much greater attentiveness, he took an early morning update on the status of the people and land of Foghar Valley. This year’s harvest had been excellent. He received a list of all the babies who had been born since his last visit. It had been an incredibly productive year in that respect. The antlered ones had shown mercy to families, and no mothers had been lost to childbirth.

After the meeting, he stood at a window with his steaming cup, letting the nippy air and weak sunlight cross his face, considering how he might begin a letter to Cessa. Just as he decided on the shape of an opening passage, he heard Craid’s voice behind him.

“Your highness.”

Tel watched a gull riding the breeze over the northern edge of the island. “Lord Craid.”

“My prince, Ambassador Vared has been arrested.”

Tel spun around, burning his hand with hidybrew. “What?”

“I rushed here,” said Craid. He was bent at the waist, hands bracing his thighs. “He is in a cell. Orders of the king.”

“What for?”

“I’m unsure. All foreigners on the island have been jailed.”

* * *




Tel and Caip stood just inside the entrance to the old building that housed all the royal cells, glaring at Gran. Caip asked, “Lieutenant, on what charge is the ambassador being held?”

“I won’t say.”

“Not only do I outrank you by a long height, Gran, but a prince of this realm stands before you,” barked Caip. “Answer my question, or you will most definitely find your career is over in very short order.” 

Gran chuffed and inched her head closer to Caip’s. The rightmajor did not budge. “On orders of the king of this realm, I’ll not say. And your bluebell’s not going anywhere.”

“We will see him,” said Tel, waving a hand. Gran did not give way. Moving as near to her as possible without touching her. He titled his head, somehow imbuing this small gesture with tremendous menace. His stagsblood crackled. A realization bloomed. His powers had advanced enough that he could conjure a fire inside her chest hot enough to vaporize her. He would deal with the horror of that knowledge later. For now, he used the fact to his advantage. She could not cow him. “Knowing exactly who and what I am, Gran, I expect you will answer this question with extreme care. Did the king say I could not see Vared?” 

Her boldness managed to hide only most of her fear. “No.”

“Ah. Find yourself out of my path.”

Gran could give him her eyes no more. A swift sidestep removed her from his way.

“And,” Tel said over his shoulder as he and Caip strode away, “if a single blue curl…Well, I do not expect I have to finish the sentence.”

When they were out of earshot, Caip regarded him with large eyes. “That was impressive.”

Sickness at his own hypocrisy churned his stomach and sat dully in his chest. So readily had the pacifist become willing to threaten. Tel cursed himself silently until they reached the round anteroom. He looked at the disinterested soldier serving as guard and said, “I will need to be let into each prisoner’s cell for a few moments.”

“Ain’t no one—Isn’t anyone here but the one from Omela, highness.” The guard showed him the top of her head.

“Where are the rest?” asked Caip.

“Other blocks,” said the guard. “This one’s to be kept by himself.”

“Bastard,” said Tel, to no one. “Let me in to see him.”

The guard looked at Caip and said, “I would need to search your person, highness.” She cleared her throat and returned her eyes to her prince.

Tel’s response was a simple look, which caused the young woman to droop.

“Fine.”

“You’ll not find any trouble for this, soldier,” said Caip. “I’ll keep you company while Prince Tel has his visit.” It was soft friendliness wrapped around a more baleful core. “Take him to the cell, come back here, and you and I can chat about military life.”

The young guard nodded at Caip and, without a word, escorted Tel down the catwalk.

He first saw Vared through the little window in the heavy door, standing in the middle of the miserable chamber. Apparently unharmed, the songmaker drew his fingers in quick, rake-like motions through the halo of blue.

Unlocking the door, the guard swung it open. She nodded at Tel and returned to Caip.

“Your highness. I heard your voice,” said Vared.

“Before anything else, I cannot take you out of here right now,” said Tel, stepping into the cell. “But I will speak with my brother as soon as I can and sort this. I am sorry. And if I cannot sort it, I will break you out.”

Vared chuckled.

Tel moved a pace closer. “I am serious.”

“I asked for you the instant they took me, but they didn’t seem inclined to deliver the message.”

“What have they said their reasoning is?”

Vared shrugged. “Nothing. Only that they’ve rounded up all of the foreigners at Affas Castle.”

“That is all I know, too. I hope you do not hate me.”

“I don’t, but I confess to not finding your country all that lovable at present.” Vared’s grin brightened the dim cell.

Tel sputtered and shook with laughter. “That is fair.” He sat on the floor and hugged his knees.

“Your highness, sit on the bed. Your clothes.”

“This is fine. You have a seat.”

Instead, Vared sat near him, on the floor, mirroring the pose. “I’m filthy already.” He looked around the cell. “I suppose this is justice, of a kind.”

“How so?” asked Tel.

“Well, I never really wanted to talk with people much. Or to be around them, unless I was singing. So, in a way, I’ve gotten what I asked for.”

Tel tilted his head. “You talk to Caip and me.”

“This is the farthest I’ve ever been and will ever be from home. It’s shifted something in me. Besides, we’ve established that you, Caip, and I all escape. We hide.”

“We talked about you and me, not Caip.” Tel lowered his voice a fraction. “How does Caip hide?”

“She hides behind her duties to you.”

“Oh?”

“And it makes it hard for her. She has two relationships with one person. It’s why she is angry with you. A friend might slap the mead from your hand and tell you to stop the foolishness. But, would the person sworn to put her body between yours and a blade? We hide, the three of us, but it doesn’t make us happy.”

“Ah. You have spoken to her about this.”

“No. Of course not. I don’t want her to hit me,” said Vared. “Only a guess.” Tel chuckled, which caused a smile to open across Vared’s face. “You have still not drunk.”

“How do you know? Another guess?”

“I can see it.”

Feeling for a flash like a child caught doing something he should not, Tel looked away.

“Your eyes are clearer than when…than before. Greener. I can’t see the color in this dark, of course. But I can see you haven’t drunk. I can tell.”

“Everyone says I have brown eyes. I did not see the green in my eyes until I purchased an Omelan mirror and looked at myself in the sunlight. I was well older than you.”

“I’ve noticed that mirrors are very rare here,” said Vared. “As I’ve noticed that you’ll always be well older than me.”

On the revolting floor, they giggled until they had no breath. Vared clutched his stomach. Tel rocked back and kicked his feet.

* * *




The rings around Tel’s eyes were dark as his beard. His mood was darker. He slumped in a chair in the hallway just outside the Table chamber. After seeing Vared, he spent the better part of the previous afternoon and evening visiting each jailed foreigner. He tried to uncover the reasoning for Lag’s maneuver but could find nothing. Even Craid professed to be ignorant of the logic for imprisoning so many people. The old man said he suspected the king would reveal his motives at Table. Frustration—and the lack of drink to blunt it—caused a sweaty, fitful, shallow sleep.

Soldiers blocked him from entering the chamber. His would be the last business of the council. Knowing this was meant to further humiliate him, he sat and waited as he was asked, muttering curses under his breath. When the door finally opened, he wobbled past the guards.

“Brother,” said Lag. A woman knelt at his feet, buffing the nails of his right hand.

“Nephew,” purred Aith. “Again, you look positively exhausted. Unfortunately, there’s no seat for you.”

“How can we help you?” asked Lag, eyeing his attendant as she worked.

“You know very—” Tel took a breath. His voice sounded shredded. “My king, I came to ask on what charge the foreign visitors are held. Why have you jailed them?”

“Uncle.” Lag gestured with his left hand to indicate Aith should explain.

“Trouble in Hebe. Terrible trouble, I’m afraid,” Aith said. He clucked his tongue.

Tel found Craid’s burdened face over the gneiss slab and asked, “What sort of trouble?”

Aith shook his head. “Most unfortunate. A group of Omelans entered the Hebite palace in the darkness. They cut the throats of the entire royal family. Then, the cowards drank poison.”

Tel moved two steps closer to his uncle and brother. “Who sits on the throne of Hebe?”

“There was a dispute over succession,” Aith said. “No clarity on the matter. The relatives and their women and men began to clash in the streets and in the countryside. Lord Gawash—I believe you know him—raised a force and put down all the squabbling parties. He consolidated power and wears the crown.”

“Uncle thinks he’ll be a good friend to me,” said Lag.

Tel saw a child playacting as monarch. This, along with the thought of Gawash leading an entire nation, nauseated him. “I see.” 

“I wouldn’t be so certain of that,” said Craid. “I’ve had dealings with him, myself. I’m not convinced he’s trustworthy.” He drew distasteful looks from around Table. 

“You’ve already made your distrust known. Thank you,” Aith said, with the side of his mouth. He returned his attention to Tel. “Naturally, we had no choice but to remain as cautious as possible with foreigners. Particularly Omelans.”

“What evidence do you have that any of them intend harm?” Tel asked.

“None,” Craid said. “They were released.”

“On my orders.” Lag wore a stupid grin.

Exhausted, Tel turned to leave with a dismissive grunt.

“Except,” said Lag.

He wheeled around to face them again.

“Except for the songmaker,” Aith said.

Craid leaned forward. “What?” A few other Tablemembers murmured. This had not yet been disclosed to the council.

“Without evidence. Without reason,” said Tel.

“We have evidence. A letter to Cessa was intercepted.” From his clothes, Aith produced it. His smirk was small and tight.

“It’s now the practice of this kingdom to intercept personal missives?” asked Craid.

“We do,” growled Lag, “whatever we must to keep me and this kingdom safe.” His fist landed on the ancient stone with a smart bang.

“And there is evidence in this letter that Vared was plotting to slit throats? Impossible.” It pained Tel to raise his voice. 

Aith opened the letter. “No plot to slit throats, but very unflattering toward our king.” He began scanning Vared’s words, reading fragments aloud. “My impressions of King Lag are not yet certain…our first meeting was tense…a suspicion of foreigners…extra guards and soldiers in the city…seems to take his cues from his uncle…”

“No word of this is a lie,” said Tel.

“He’s spying.” Lag glared at his brother.

“He’s much kinder about you, of course,” Aith said, sneering. “As you said, Prince Tel is keen and charming…beneath his vices, one can see he brims with decency…well-liked by his people.” He made a show of pocketing the pages. “How sweet, nephew.”

“Your little songbird’s a spy, Tel.” Lag smirked.

He wanted to scream but paused. “Your majesty, Ambassador Vared is simply reporting some basic observations to our friend, Queen Cessa. If you wish he was more flattering to you, perhaps you should have avoided harassing and addressing him with a slur when you first met. Perhaps you should not have celebrated the arrival of winter with such a dark speech. And perhaps you should have not made Queen Cessa’s personal emissary a prisoner.”

“You are not king, brother.” Lag hissed at the woman attending him, making her flinch and scurry away. He sprang to his feet. “And you’re not the only one with a keen mind. Everyone has always fallen all over you, but I’m the one with the mind to keep Feigh safe. You have a mind to give it all away. To water Feigh down. You say yes to everything. It’s why so many people love you. But that love comes cheap and easy.”

Tel looked at the floor, shaking his head. “I only hope we can prevent this, which Cessa will consider an outrage, from undoing years of work.”

Aith raised his hand in a blade. “Your majesty, if I may? Obviously, Prince Tel’s upset to hear someone of his household is under suspicion. Tel, the singer will be released, but he will not be permitted in the castle or in the city after sundown. When he’s here—for formal functions, performing, so-called diplomatic duties, and the rest—it will be during daylight, and he will be under close guard. This will be the same for all off-Feighans. It is not merely because of his letter or because you have made him of your blood. He was only held longer so we could explain it to you. King and kingdom will be kept safe. Foreigners engaged in espionage, disloyal Feighans, dynasts, blood diluters—they’ll all be sent to Gontrahd from this day forward. Your Omelan boy should feel lucky he won’t be among them.”

Craid stood. “I don’t understand. This is madness, your grace. Gontrahd was to be a school for the dynast children. Now we are—”

“My kingdom,” said Lag, “will have secur—”

“Is it madness to keep your king and capital safe?” asked Aith. “Of course not. To that end, no foreigners will be permitted to rest their heads within the limits of Affas.”
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Letting his legs fold, Tel ducked Caip’s swinging waster. He did not expect to sink so far into the mud under his feet. The deep, carob mire kept hold of his boots. Unable to spring backward quickly, he could not dodge the next strike. It landed with too much force for practice.

“Ow. Antlered goddess, Caip. I know you are angry, b—” 

“I’m not angry.”

“Cow leavings,” said Tel, massaging his shoulder.

“I’m here to spar. To do my duty. Not to discuss personal matters.” She landed another blow.

“Ow. Caip, stop. Stop. I am an ass. I have been an ass. Self-involved and unappreciative and embarrassing, and there is nothing I can do to erase it. Absolutely nothing. I cannot alter what is behind us. I would if I could. I would for you. But it is impossible. No matter how hard I wish for it. I can only try to be less self-involved and unappreciative and embarrassing. Caip, I need you to be both.”

“Both? Both what?”

“I need you to choose to be both my friend and the prince’s most loyal advisor. There are so few left to trust. And I trust you. With my life. I am asking for both, not because I deserve it. You and I know I do not. I am asking because I hope I have not burnt through all the friendship and loyalty.”

Rightmajor Caip spat in the muck to her left before brandishing her waster. “Let’s spar.” She lowered her center of gravity.

“You must choose,” said Tel. “You can say yes to one or to the other or to neither, but I need to know.”

She threw the practice sword to the ground. “For a long while, it hardly ever occurred to me that my friendship and loyalty to you have cost me so much. A life of my own, really. A family, maybe. But how could I have a man or a family to watch over when I have to watch over you? For a long time, I forgot this. Because I had accepted it. Because to be your friend and to serve my kingdom is a privilege. An honor. And then, more and more and more, over these last years, I watch you drown yourself. And that’s what I gave up a life for? So you’ll be dead in five or ten years, and I’ll be alone?”

“I understand.”

“Tel, shut up. You couldn’t possibly.”

He stepped toward her. “I am trying every day to do better.”

“I lied. I’m so angry. And that makes me angrier. It’s meaningless. Stop talking. Start doing.”

“Too angry to be my friend? My right hand?”

She looked at the low, slate sky and screamed, jumping up and down on the balls of her feet. Tel thought she looked like the little girl he played with so long ago. “I’ll be your friend. And I’ll be your chief. With two conditions. First, if you start getting drunk again, understand that I will not stay to watch you do it. Second, you must allow me to be neither for a moment more. Neither friend nor chief, for three beats. Right now. And you must not be a prince. For three beats.”

“I do not underst—”

She screamed again. “Just two people, Tel. No prince. No rightmajor. No friendship. Three beats. Yes or no?”

“Yes.”

Tel did not realize her right fist had struck the left side of his face until he was in the mud. He pressed the heel of his hand into his eye.

“Caip, I am a pacifist.”

She was already striding away from him. “And I’m a soldier.”

* * *




Tel and a party of more than fifty women and men scrambled through their final preparations for the weeklong journey to Foghar. The cheerful, lemony sun was not yet high enough to melt away the light frost of an early winter morning, but it promised a comfortable day’s ride.

A groom approached Tel and Caip, leading Kelseigh. “Your royal highness.”

“The best girl in all of Feigh. All the world.” Tel stroked and nuzzled the horse’s neck. “The fussiest but the best. But you are Vared’s girl, now.” He eyed the songmaker, who was out of earshot, busy securing some of his belongings on a cart. By touching Kelseigh, Tel could feel her inner life with the wind and rain magic. She had recognized Vared’s name and thrilled at hearing it. “Take Kelseigh to Ambassador Vared. I will have Pony.” He referred to a smallish horse, sweet but unremarkable.

“Pony?” asked the groom.

“Yes. Pony, please. Quickly.”

“I am stunned,” Caip said.

“They are a match. Trust me.”

As the groom led Kelseigh away, Tel and Caip watched a hooded figure approach Vared. They exchanged some words. Vared tittered. When the cloaked person lowered his cowl, Tel recognized him as the young man whose flirtatious attention Vared had deflected weeks before in the banquet hall—the same young man Tel had taken to bed at the end of the festivities.

Vared had a furtive look all around, causing Caip and the prince to pretend to be occupied with one another. They looked back in time to see Vared and the lad share a quick kiss and exchange a few words. As the handsome Feighan sauntered away, a smile beamed from beneath Vared’s blue curls. When the groom handed Kelseigh’s lead to him, the grin only widened.

Caip giggled. “If I didn’t see it with my own eyes…”

“Good for him,” said Tel, watching the toe of his boot dig at the frosted turf.

“How does he feel about leaving?”

“Unbothered,” said Tel. “Or so he says. Looks forward to seeing a less settled area of the country. It will give him a chance to talk to Feigh’s real people, away from the commerce and politics of Affas. How do you feel about it?”

“About going to Foghar? You know it’s my favorite place just as much as yours. She gestured to the score of King Lag’s soldiers whose watchfulness was upon them. “Besides, we’re clearly not wanted here.”

Aith stood among the military women and men. He caught the eyes of the prince and the rightmajor and gave a compact nod.

“No,” said Tel. “We are not.”

* * *




Fingers of golden firelight stroked Vared’s high, delicate cheekbones. He stepped to a surprised Tel and said, “I am hungry,” as two dozen members of the traveling party had before him.

“You do not have to follow our way to eat of the hunt,” Tel whispered.

The huge amber eyes did not blink. A few azure spirals near his temples twitched in the wind. “I am hungry.”

Tel’s stomach fluttered. He gave a slight nod. “All right. What have I to feed you?”

“Northern fruitfulness, eastern clarity, southern passion, and western joy.”

Four times, Tel dipped his middle finger into the chalice of blood and said, “Dirt, wind, fire, and rain.” His dripping finger trembled in front of Vared’s face. Although he had shared the ceremony with off-Feighans before, this felt transgressive. “You are nourished,” he said, painting a red streak across Vared’s waiting lips.

“Nourished by the antlered ones,” Vared said, eyes still unblinking. He stepped past Tel to receive his small share of the flesh of the buck felled by the arrow of one of Caip’s women.

When all completed the ritual, the heart was put on the fire. Once done, it was offered to Prince Tel by the man who cooked it.

“I am hungry,” said Tel.

“You are nourished,” said the smiling man.

“Nourished by the antlered ones.” Tel had his first bite of the heart.

After a rowdy dinner, the crowd around the fire thinned, many choosing to find their tents early. They had paused two days to camp and hunt but would set out near first light. About a dozen of them remained, chatting and digesting.

“Don’t stay up too late,” said Caip, rising from her place at Tel’s side. “You’ll be in a foul mood and impossible to be around.”

“It makes little difference. I do not sleep anymore.”

“But rest your eyes and your bones.” She walked to her tent, which was closest to his.

After a time, Tel sensed someone next to him but could not take his eyes from the fire.

“May I sit with you?” It was Vared.

“Of course.”

“Thank you.”

“I could,” said Tel without looking at him, “watch the fire for the rest of my life.”

“It’s seductive, isn’t it?” asked Vared. “Hypnotic.”

“It is,” said Tel. Finally, he turned to the man at his side. “It demands attention.”

“You’ve been avoiding me.”

“Nonsense.”

“Four days,” said Vared. “Hardly a word.”

Tel faced the fire again. “I am feeling guilty.”

“Why?”

“Your arrest. I should have seen it coming. And having to take you away from Affas.”

“I can say I have been locked in a cell now. In a foreign land. And I’m enjoying the journey. The countryside is beautiful. I’m certain Foghar will be likewise.”

“We can send for him,” said Tel. “He could visit. He may stay with us for as long as you want.”

“Who?”

“Vared. You know who.”

“It’s not necessary.”

“I do not want you to feel any lonelier here than you already must.”

“I haven’t had the kind of attention he gave me in a long while,” said Vared. “It was nice. He was nice. But there’s no future in it. He’s a friend. It was a diversion. Physical. And I needed that. I’m sure you’ve noticed how much more relaxed I am.” He enjoyed a quiet chuff of a laugh. “A good lover. As you know.”

“He told you.”

“Frequently. He’s…proud to have been with you. A prince.”

“I was drunk.”

“He was quite satisfied.”

Tel opened his mouth to respond. Unable to think of anything to say, he closed it. His cheeks grew hot.

“Your eye,” said Vared, “looks even worse today than yesterday.”

“It feels a bit better. It is still tender, mainly when I touch it.”

“Stay here.” Vared stood and padded away from the firelight, returning a moment later with a leather pouch. Sitting again, he said, “Come.”

“What is this?” asked Tel.

Vared rifled through his little pouch. “Just scoot closer. And turn your head this way so I can see.” He adjusted Tel’s face by grabbing his chin. “I’m unable to grow a beard. Yours makes me envious. You’ll be warmer this winter.” He released Tel’s chin and held an index finger in front of his face. “Do not move.”

Tel could not see what he was doing with his hands. “Will this hurt?”

“No. You’ve painted me tonight. Now, I can return the favor. I think this shade will match your skin. With a little care, we can hide the bruising.” He got the angle just right by taking the chin in hand again. With a finger of the other hand, he applied something cool and slippery to the area all around the eye. “Why always younger men?”

“Hm?”

The Omelan rolled his eyes. “Why always younger men?”

“Not always.”

Vared squeezed Tel’s chin and rolled his eyes again.

“I…I like prettiness. I like…teaching.” He could feel his own embarrassment in the pulse of his wrists.

“You like telling young men what to do.”

“No—”

For the second time, Vared squeezed. For the third, he rolled his eyes.

“Yes,” said Tel. “A bit.”

“A bit.” 

“I thought you said this would not hurt.”

“It wouldn’t if you knew how to duck a punch, your royal highness. I’m barely touching you.”

Tel felt self-conscious. He tried to see the people on the other side of the fire. They were at least pretending to not watch them.

“One day, maybe you’ll let me properly paint you like an Omelan gentleman. Why you Feighan men walk around so plain—even on special occasions—I’ll never understand.”

“You look just as nice without make-up as you do with.”

Vared stopped working. “You think I look nice,” he said, like he had caught a child sneaking an extra treat.

“I—”

Vared narrowed his gaze. “You look nice, too, in the rough, Feighan way.”

From scalp to heel, Tel’s skin prickled and heated. He wished Vared would hold onto his face forever, but no more than he hoped to run all the way to Sheruck and never see him again. For a moment, he thought his stomach might empty itself.

“There.” Vared handed Prince Tel a small, framed piece of glass.

“Like I was never hurt at all.”

* * *




Over the second half of the journey to Foghar, Vared gained the respect and affection of even the party’s most skeptical members. He pulled his weight around camp and remained cheerful company even when hard at work. Those who knew Kelseigh’s personality were impressed with how he rode and built a rapport with her. After sundown, he kept the women and men entertained with Omelan stories and songs. One night, around the fire, he inspired most of the party to goad Tel into singing with him, saying he had heard their prince’s voice and had found it a pleasant surprise.

Vared even started drilling with Caip during their stops. Everyone else would eat or rest while the pair practiced grappling or swinging wasters. Each session, they attracted a small audience. The onlookers always shouted encouragement at Vared—and taunts at Caip. He lacked the rightmajor’s strength, but Vared was agile and a quick student.

The three friends rode parallel for the trip’s last leg, leading the long line of travelers. Conversation grew sparser. As the final day cooled, the rough road brought them to a crest overlooking the valley surrounding Foghar Castle.

Vared, Caip, and Tel stopped their mounts. The sun was still just high enough to illuminate a measure of the land’s beauty. Rugged hills and dense forest lined either side of the fields and houses. Some of the trees still held onto a few leaves. The surviving foliage was painted with the muted shades of late turning season. A river sliced the whole region in two, winking grays and sunset pinks back at them, reflecting the colors of the sparse, fat clouds hanging over the whole of the basin.

“Lovely,” said Vared.

“There,” Caip said, pointing. “Mor’s land. The best of the valley.” She sighed. “I can smell the cooking fires.”

“I am starving.” Tel laid his hand over his stomach.

Caip looked around him and addressed Vared. “I enjoy seeing him eat more often than once every three days.”

“I hadn’t seen him eat at all until this trek,” said Vared.

“He is right next to you both. Unless he has died of hunger and is now a shadow on the way to the black. Come on, Pony.” He touched the horse’s ribs with his heels. “You never talk about me like I am not here.”

“Now he’s talking to Pony,” Caip said.

Vared whistled. “Should we tell him horses can’t speak?” 

“That is what you think,” said Tel, giggling.
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Between their arrival at Foghar and solstice, proper cold skirled from north to south between the hills, bringing cleaner, thinner air to the valley. Tel made efficient use of the shortening days, continuing to ask himself how he could be useful. He rose early from improving sleep to make or receive visits to or from the locals. Frustration had mounted among residents because King Lag demanded increased tribute in silver or the fruits of their toil. Tel decided to cover the additional banalities with his own coin. The area needed a new mill to keep up with extra yield resulting from the introduction of Omelan planting and harvesting techniques. Finding his terror of babies had lessened, he made sure to meet each of the newest inhabitants of Foghar Valley. He even cooed at them in the manner he had always found ridiculous.

It was Feighan custom to observe solstice in a simple, private manner. Omelans marked the shortest day of the year more festively. On the other side of the Gray Sea, it was the most important event of the calendar, set aside for parties, gift-giving, and looking forward to the return of longer, warmer days. Even in the Omelan capital, where one might not see one’s breath at all during the entire year, the parties were raucous. Tel had experienced more than one.

He arranged for Caip to take Vared on a trek to explore the wilderness for the day. When the sun set, she would perform a solemn solstice ritual for the songmaker, in the Feighan style. She would return him to the castle after the ceremony. With luck, he would be surprised with a celebration reminding him of home.

Prince Tel fussed and fretted over every detail. He scrambled to gather enough candles for the festivities. With his bow, he personally brought down two of the game birds they would serve. They were the Feighan species closest to the fowl Omelans enjoyed in their traditional feasts. Tel recruited every musician in the valley and arranged for them to rehearse a few Omelan songs.

As the first party guests arrived, Tel paced the great hall, checking this and rearranging that. He lingered over his mother’s diadem, which sat in a glass case on a shelf at the far end of the chamber. The half-crown was a simple band of twelve overlapping silver leaves—one for each of the gods. The two largest leaves—one for the Doe and one for the Stag—formed a peak at its center. Like the woman, it was humbly, elegantly beautiful. Telling himself Queen Fyor would have enjoyed a party like tonight’s, Tel shook off the melancholic moment to continue his preparations.

As would be done all over Omela at similar gatherings, each new arrival took a candle at the entryway. Once lighted, they placed the candles on the floor in concentric rings, creating a nucleus of warmth and illumination around which the partygoers would make merry.

A soldier charged with lookout stuck his head into the great hall. “They’re coming!” 

The guests quieted as Tel dashed to the entry, an unlighted candle in his hand. He stood in the archway, feeling sweat surface on his skin. When the songmaker was in front of him, Tel passed the candle. “Light returning, Vared.”.

“Light returning, Te—your highness.”

Tel swung his body out of the way, allowing the dome of candlelight to reach the smoothness of Vared’s lips, cheeks, and forehead. The deep blue of his wild hair came to life. His eyes were two small flames.

Tel swallowed.

Vared lighted his candle and began to move toward the collection of tiny fires in the middle of the chamber. As he took his first step, the musicians started an Omelan tune of the season. An untrained but strong alto sang a somber, gorgeous melody. Vared stopped.

Tel swallowed again.

Vared turned back and mouthed, “Thank you.”

After the extravagant meal, Prince Tel rose in front of his chair and asked for the partygoers’ attention. “I am gratified to have all of you in my home tonight. I am, of course, less gratified to see our guest of honor is much more popular than I.” Chuckles filled the hall as he turned to address Vared. “It is custom to mark the lengthening of the days with the giving of gifts, is it not?”

“Yes, your highness.”

“Good,” said Tel. “We have a couple for you.” Caip nodded at him, stood, and strode out of the great hall. A tall man approached the prince’s table carrying a large package of rough paper tied up with string. He set it in front of Vared. “This is Dun, the best trapper in the valley. We noticed you are woefully unprepared for the coldest Feighan days, still ahead of us.”

Vared opened the bundle with care, revealing a blazing winter ermine cloak. Dun beamed.

“Thank you,” Vared said, showing the trapper a shy smile. He turned his face to Tel. “Thank you.”

“Show us,” cried someone in the hall.

His embarrassment was evident, but he played along, standing and donning the white, calf-length garment. His hair never looked bluer. The hall filled with clapping. When it concluded, he said, “Phew. I will never be cold again.” Dun pulled the cloak from Vared’s shoulders and hung it over his arms.

Caip crossed back into the room and called, “We have more.” She walked to Vared’s place and  presented a sheathed smallsword. “Because you have the natural feel for the sword, Prince Tel thought you should have this.”

Vared unsheathed and inspected the blade.

Tel said, “It was my great-grandmother’s. A fine swordsperson. I think it is about the perfect size for you. Unfancy, but a well-made weapon. May you never need to use it.”

“This is your great-grandmother’s?” Vared asked, placing his palm over his solar plexus. “You honor me, your highness. You all honor me.”

“Light returning,” said Tel.

“Light returning,” the crowd bellowed.

Tel beamed. “Now, for dancing.”

“Wait.” Vared put a hand up. “Although I didn’t know we were exchanging gifts, I have one for the prince.” He turned to one of the local musicians. “I can fetch my terquin, unless I can borrow your instrument for a moment?”

“Of course,” the player said.

Although Feighan lutes were not identical to Omelan terquins, Vared showed no hesitation with the instrument. He readied himself as everyone gathered around him. “This is a ballad based on a story I heard Prince Tel recite the night our war was finally ended.” He began strumming. “I wrote it with him in mind. I know the story’s important to all of you, especially his highness.

Between the nations

                                   Between the armies

                                   Stood the wives of the gods

                                   Stag and bird, snake and worm, fish and frog

                                   In their wrath and in their raging

                                   They were deaf to their pleas

                                   Hear our words, drop your swords, show us peace

                                   Forward they still marched

                                   Showed mercy to no one

                                   So I ask you now why you ignore

                                   The grief of the antlered one

                                   Still the nations

                                   Still the armies

                                   Spill blood under their feet

                                   Form their lines, draw their swords, murder and siege

                                   To their greed and to their hatred

                                   Humankind closes their eyes

                                   The glories of victory are not worth their price

                                   Forward they still march

                                   Show mercy to no one

                                   So I ask you now will you ignore

                                   The grief of the antlered one

                                   Will the nations

                                   Will the armies

                                   Heed their own history

                                   Hear our words, drop your swords, show us peace.”

When he played the last note, Vared showed the hall a slight smile. Many of the eyes watching him glistened in the candlelight, Tel’s included. Vared’s tenor would cause skin and spine to tingle if he sang the contents of a counter’s books. The sentiment of the ballad and the Omelan’s masterful delivery edged Prince Tel close to shaking apart. Like the rest of the crowd, he brought his hands together like rapid thunder. 

When the applause died, Vared shouted, “Now, we dance!”

* * *




They danced in Feighan and Omelan fashion both, the music growing faster and the people growing drunker over the next pair of hours. The event was a success, pleasing Prince Tel. His faith was a bit restored. Everything that had occurred since their departure from Affas proved that many Feighans had within them the capacity to offer a warm embrace to foreigners, even Omelans. In fact, they seemed to do so easily. 

Just as he decided the drunkenness and din were too much, Vared appeared alongside him.

“Your high—”

“I want you to call me Tel in private, as you almost did earlier. There is no need for the formality if it is just you and me. Or you and Caip and me.”

“Would you accompany me while I step outside and test my cloak?” asked Vared. “I’m afraid the party’s too rowdy for me, even if it is solstice.”

“I would enjoy that. I could use some air. I was just now plotting my escape.”

“I know. Your face is easier to read since you stopped taking your comfort.”

Tel resisted the temptation to explore the statement. Vared jogged back to fetch his new cloak and threw it over his thin frame. Crossing back to Tel, he looked like a fair-weather cloud crowned with sapphire. They stepped outdoors into bracing relief, crunching past shrubs, sculptures, and benches, to a large field where Tel sometimes liked to read and bask in the sun during warmer weather. They took their time, creeping across the breadth of the empty space without aim.

Vared said, “I enjoyed marking the solstice in the forest with Caip. The Feighan way. It was wonderful. But to return and have a reminder…Thank you.”

“You are welcome.”

“I’m not sure I’m worthy of anything as fine as this cloak,” said Vared.

Tel shook his head. “Worthy? I will not hear it.” 

“Or your family’s sword.”

“You are, quite legally speaking, a member of my household,” said Tel. “Of my blood. You cannot play with wasters forever. And it is impolite here to question a gift.”

“I’ll mind my manners, then.”

Tel cleared his throat. “The song…”

“Did you find it satisfactory?”

“Satisfactory? It was beautiful. Like…like the story itself. The best gift I have ever received.”

“I’m sure y—”

“I will not hear it, Vared.”

They looked up at the stars in silence until Tel sensed Vared looking at him. Tel gave him his eyes and asked, “Is it warm enough?”

“The fur? Yes. I’m perfectly warm. But you have no cloak.”

“It is inside somewhere.”

Vared opened the ermine, extending his right arm. “Share mine.”

“Share?”

“Join me in here.” He titled his head to his right. “There’s plenty of fur. Just to warm your back and shoulders.”

“I am not that cold. My Feighan blood is thicker.”

“Tel.”

How is anyone to refuse you, Vared of Omela? For a beat, Tel thought he had said it aloud. He was grateful he had not.

“Come here,” said Vared.

Without another word of protest, Tel moved to him. Once he had the fur draped over himself, Vared’s arm slid across his broad upper back. Tel was overwhelmed by two drives, equal in strength. He wanted to run. He wanted to not move for the rest of his days. This duality reminded him of when Vared had pulled him from the charging young lovers’ path in the corridor in Affas. Pushing all the mental noise aside, he mirrored Vared, draping his arm across the Omelan’s back.

“Better, yes?”

“Yes,” said Tel. “It is.”

“Sometimes, it’s good to lower the shield of pride.”

“I—”

A hooting tumble of revelers pierced the quiet, running at them from the direction of the castle.

“That’s him,” cried one.

“You can’t hide that blue mess anywhere, Vared,” said another, through playful laughter.

A half-dozen young women and men barreled across the crunchy grass. Tel lowered his arm and maneuvered out of the fur cloak in a smooth step. Pivoting to face the approaching group, he shared a quick look with Vared. The meeting of their eyes communicated much in an instant. Unfortunately, it was as if it had been in a language Tel did not understand, even the half he had spoken. 

He heaved his finest royal smile onto his face and showed it to his people. “I hope you are all enjoying the solstice party.” Vared turned but remained close enough for Tel to feel the ghost of his warmth. “Have you come to stargaze? That is what Ambassador Vared and I were doing.”

“I think,” shouted a tall girl, “I’m drunk enough I’d see two of every star. Like the moons.”

“The moons are small tonight, and it makes the stars easier to see,” said the boy next to her, as if announcing a profound discovery.

“Come back inside, Vared. I told everyone about the funny song. The one with the one-handed Omelan flesh-peddler. You have to sing it. You must.” She clasped her hands together in front of her chin, begging.

“I’m not sure,” said Vared, “it’s appropriate for the solstice. Or any other day of the year, frankly.”

“The party’s now far past appropriate,” said the moons expert.

From the back of the cluster of the prince’s guests, a shivering man said, “Come on, Vared. It’s cold out here. Don’t be such a no-fun son of a dynast.”

Tel felt the orange eyes on him as he took a half-step towards the drunk young people. “I am sure the ambassador would love to sing the song for you.”

“You should come and hear it,” the tall woman said. “Your majesty,” she added.

“Highness,” hissed someone behind her.

“I do like a raunchy tune, but I will enjoy the stars and the clean winter air a while longer.”

Two women took Vared’s hands in theirs and started dragging him toward the castle. “Come on,” one of them slurred.

“Perhaps the ambassador would consider playing it for me another time,” said Prince Tel.

Vared turned to look at him over a shoulder. “Of course.”

Cold and jumpy, Tel stayed in the field regarding the silver-flecked dome overhead until his neck ached. He considered how to best spend his time and energy over the many cold weeks ahead. What else can I do? Fyor and Hod entered his mind—a mundane conversation they had shared in this field while he read a short distance away. They had loved each other with fierceness due to their kindred worldview. The queen and her son’s lover both saw only the best in people. It is how they were able to love someone as stormy as I.

As he shuffled back to the castle, the stagsblood vibrated, begging him to go west, urging him toward the Chreoks. He thought he might glean the reason for this new drive to move, but it remained a frustrating distance beyond his grasp.

* * *




The next morning, Caip strode into the library, hair damp from drilling in the field. Her eyes widened. “Des, old friend. What are you doing all the way up north? Such a wonderful surprise.”

The former Tablemember and close friend of Tel’s parents rose to greet the rightmajor. “Caip.” They shared an embrace.

“When I heard you wanted to see me in here, I expected to see you and Vared,” Caip said to Tel.

“He is still sleeping,” said Tel, “so I borrowed his rehearsal space when Des arrived to tell me he had something important to discuss.”

“Oh?”

“Have a seat, Rightmajor Caip,” Des said, neatening his remaining wisps of gray hair with his fingers. He was stronger of body than he should be at his age. His kohl eyes sparked but carried woe. When Caip was settled in her chair, he began. “An ugly series of incidents in Athair. Tensions have been high. King Lag has no one from the south sitting Table. Things worsened with news of the increase in taxes. The number of the king’s armed women and men patrolling the streets has nearly tripled. They’re aggressive and disrespectful. The southeast of Feigh is seen as less Feighan because we supported Vith’s peace efforts early and in strong voice.

“They’ve already taken a cross-corded couple—a Feighan and a Sheruckian—to Gontrahd. Disloyal people, they say. Spies. Someone reported a child dynast to the king’s troops. They came to collect the boy, and the neighbors swore to protect him and the family. A standoff. A siege, really. Ended with more than a dozen dead. Eleven citizens, including the child and his sister, and a few of the king’s soldiers.”

“Terrible.” Caip turned a grave expression to Tel.

Des leaned forward. “It only gets worse. People have begun ambushing the king’s forces. Now more arrive. And they vex Athairians at every turn. I fear extensive bloodshed, rightmajor. Feighan against Feighan in one of the kingdom’s oldest cities.”

“Already bloodshed enough,” she said.

“Agreed. There is…”

“A complication,” Tel said, looking at the floor.

“The pace of these occurrences,” continued Des, “seems to be increasing. The most recent event—the thing that inspired me to make this trip—was particularly…” The old man cleared his throat. “Someone painted the side of a building near where the king’s soldiers are garrisoned.”

“Painted a building?”

“Yes, Caip,” said Des.

Tel lifted his face and leaned toward his friend. “Orange, green, the cross, the ring.”

A little gasp scurried past Caip’s lips. “Your colors.”

Des leveled his black eyes at Caip. “And the words, Health and wisdom to King Tel, tall as a man.”
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Tel decided he must go to his brother at once.

He and Caip raced, hunted, reminisced, and argued their way across the countryside. She had insisted on taking at least a detachment of the guard, but he had not wanted their approach to convey even a hint of threat. At night, they shared a tent, which made the strengthening winter cold more bearable. He found himself forgetting the excursion’s aim and enjoyed his old friend’s company in a way he had not in twenty seasons. The night before they would arrive at Affas, they stoked their well-banked fire deep into the dark hours.

Side by side, they stared at the waving and jumping of the flames. The crisp breeze turned into a more forceful, stuttering wind. Snow began to fall—the first of the season. Tel and Caip noted this with some excitement and watched the whorls of compact flakes twist around them in silence for a long while. They moved closer against the chill.

“I am miserable sometimes,” Tel confessed, “over and over reliving the mistakes I can remember, trying to figure a way to go back and unmake them. And the ones I cannot remember—how would I unmake those? I convinced myself if I meditated on my regret long and hard enough, I would be able to alter it all. Undo it.”

“That would be magic, Tel.”

“Yes.”

Caip rubbed her hands together. She pushed them into the dome of heat made by the fire, opening her palms. “Impossible.”

“But you know I am sorry?” Tel shifted forward so he could see her face. “For the humiliations and the worrying. For forgetting you. Even when you have been next to me the whole time.”

“I know.”

“And I know it means nothing. That the being sorry is…mine. Mine to feel. But I need you to know how deeply—” Tears skated down his face, some clinging to his beard, some landing in the white dusting of snow. “How deeply I feel it.”

She gave him her eyes. “I know it, Tel. I do.”

“Thank you,” he whispered, because he could not find his throat. He convulsed, overcome, and wiped mucus from his nose with the back of his hand, not caring if she saw. “You are the best fr—I love you.” 

“And I love you.” She lowered her hands, resting them on her knees. “And, yes, I can find only so much meaning in your sorry. I’m much more moved by you sharing your thoughts, like this, and by you staying dry. Don’t punish yourself too much. It’s another form of selfishness, just as much as forgetting everyone and everything except the drink.” She turned her face to the sky, letting the cartwheeling snowflakes land on her cheeks. “And it’s dangerous. Make yourself miserable too long, and you’ll find a mug in your hand, promising it’ll help you feel better.”

“Yes. Of course. May I rest my head on your shoulder?”

“Yes, Tel.”

He could hear the rolling eyes in her voice but took advantage of her permission. “Thank you.” He stayed still, leaning against her, for a few moments. “I wonder if Foghar is seeing this weather. I will miss Vared’s first snow.”

“You’re sweet on him.”

“I am sure I do not know what you mean.”

She nudged his head off her shoulder. “Well, I know what I mean. Because I know you as you don’t even know yourself. And I know you’re sweet on Ambassador Vared of Omela because my eyes work. Not since…”

“Do not say it.” He found he did not have the energy to dissemble. “But he is…”

“He is,” said Caip. She made a little sound of amusement in her throat. “I know.”

“I cannot. I do not. I do not do that. Something inside me broke when they went into the water. I know I am not the first to have that kind of break. Craid says the pain of the breaking may be why I took solace in ale in the first place. There is…appeal in the thought of…” Without closing his eyes, Tel saw Hod’s body curling through space toward the swollen, murky river. “And I know. I know people put their insides back together. But I have not found the way.”

“Maybe the way found you.”

He wanted to show her a wilting look for her mawkishness but could not sculpt his face that way. Instead, he almost cried again. “I cannot find the courage. I have no reason to think he—Of course he does not. He is so young. And I am not. Even if he does, if he later changed his mind, or if something happened to him…Please do not push me about it. I am the way that I am. Such a thing is not for me.”

“Very well, my friend. Very well. He may never forgive you. For leaving him in charge of Foghar. Lord Vared.” She scoffed and enjoyed a long chuckle.

“He is a member of my household. I left him Kelseigh.”

She pulled his head back to her shoulder. “I’m sweet on Mor.”

“What?”

“I care for him. A good deal.”

Tel snickered. “He has been trying to woo you without appearing like he is trying to woo you for sixty seasons.”

“I know,” she said, chuckling again. “And you’d know it’s been working for the last dozen or so seasons if you ever paid any attention to anyone but yourself.”

Knowing he deserved it, Tel decided not to protest. “I did notice how close the pair of you seemed at the solstice celebration.”

“There was something about that night,” she said with an easy sigh.

“Yes.”

“He’s a good man.”

“And,” said Tel, “he has the best wool in Feigh. And the best apples. As he will be more than pleased to tell you.”

Caip gave an amused shrug. “And after the party…”

Tel sat up straight and turned to her. He grabbed her by the shoulders, shaking her body. “And after the party?”

“Yes.”

“Antlered ones, Caip. How long were you going to wait to share this?”

“I’ve been angry. So, I was going to wait until exactly now.”

“Fair.”

Her expression became impish. “But if it comes down to your brother taking one of our heads, it’s yours. Mor’s a very good lover.”

“Also fair,” said Tel, pulling Caip’s head to his shoulder. He extended his free arm and opened his hand to the cold air. They rested their eyes on his palm, where snowflakes became water. 

* * *




Tel sat in the overheated, cramped den in his uncle’s rooms. Aith had offered him a low chair near the screaming fireplace. Between them stood a table with a marred, dusty surface. The uncle did not meet the nephew’s eyes when he said, “Curious how you and Lord Craid always find yourselves arguing in opposition to King Lag and his ideas. In opposition to Feigh. You spent years selling your father the Omelan view of things. Now, you’re troubled when a soldier wants to ask a foreigner some simple questions on the streets of our own capital. You fret when we decide to keep the whole kingdom safe by watching the children with the blood. You gripe when the king moves to put down an uprising.”

“To give anything but my best counsel would be disloyal,” said Tel. “I offer it in good faith.”

Aith grunted and got to his feet again. “How’s your pretty songbird?” He walked to a cart sitting against a dull brown tapestry.

Tel shifted his weight on the chair. He watched Aith closely. “Vared is enjoying Foghar. He says he will have dozens of new tunes about Feigh to leave with us and take home to Feigh.”

“How wonderful.” With three thuds, Aith placed a crystal decanter and two metal mugs on the table at Tel’s side. “It is so early in the day, but sometimes I get a devilish thirst in the mornings. As long as it doesn’t become a habit, I see no harm in allowing myself to quench it.”

Lips pursed, Tel continued to eye his uncle.

Aith poured two tall cups. When he put the top back in the decanter, he slid one of them toward his nephew. He drank his entire mug in slow, deliberate gulps. “I feel so wicked.” He looked at the second mug and then at Tel. “Will you not join me?”

“No. Thank you.”

“Of course. How clumsy of me. You’re trying the dry life. I should eliminate the temptation.” He gave Tel his unblinking eyes, took the second mug in his gloved hands, and drained it. “So satisfying.”

Tel felt no enticement, only nausea and unease about being alone with his uncle. Beneath that, the stagsblood wailed. The urge to mount Pony and ride west took hold again. He thought it a mad idea but had the sense that relief—safety—was to be found at the feet of the Chreok Mountains. “I came here to speak with Lag. Why am I being barred from seeing him?”

“You are not being barred, Tel. He simply can’t find the time. Entirely too busy with government.”

“I am here to discuss government. A prince of this realm seeks audience with his king about matters of…” Tel looked at his lap. After a handful of beats, he raised his head and allowed himself a full breath. He showed Aith a crooked smile. “If my brother is entirely too busy with anything, it is with visiting with tailors and sleeping in and having his feet rubbed.” He shook his head and rocked forward. “If there is not anything else, Uncle Aith, I think—”

“There is something.” Aith pulled folded paper from inside his doublet. “Obviously, the king needs you to renounce any claim to or desire for the throne. Formally. Publicly.” He stood and searched the surfaces in the parlor. “There must be a quill and ink somewhere. Ah. Yes. You’ll sign this letter, so he, Table, and all the good people of Feigh know you’re not a traitor. And so the insurgents in Athair know they rally to no one. A ghost.” Aith placed parchment, inkpot, and quill on the scratched table next to his nephew. He stabbed his index finger on the spot for Tel’s signature.

“I will read it, if you remove your finger.”

“Of course.”

“Why always the gloves, uncle?”

Clasping his hands in front of his belly, he said, “A skin ailment, your highness. More unsightly than anything.” 

“Your hands seemed fine before my last trip to Omela,” said Tel, without looking at Aith. He continued to scan the document.

“Yes. Yes.” Aith brought his palms together in a half-dozen rapid, soft claps, leather on leather. “If you sign, I can bring it with me to Table. It will please them.”

“It would please most of you. Not all. Not Lord Craid.” Finally, he lifted his gaze. “I will not sign this. I will reject any claim to the throne but will not put the name my mother gave me to all the rest of these leavings.”

“Excuse me? Leavings?”

“Uncle, your ears work fine, old as you are.” He picked up the letter and began reading. “I offer my loyalty and service to my brother, King Lag, and to a New Risen Feigh…freely devote myself to the return of the Feighan Race to their rightful station on the world…my life to my king and kingdom if its sacrifice is required to defend the superiority of the Feighan faith.” He let the letter fall to the table. “Leavings. My fath—your brother—would wipe his ass with this. And it would not be up to the task.”

Aith’s laugh managed to sound both dark and giddy. “My brother—your father—is the one who allowed the rack crown to be snatched from your head, fool. Surely you can’t think he didn’t know this was coming. Do you long to know why? Do you? Because you’re a drunk embarrassment. He clung to the notion you’d one day right your ship. But you’ve done so too late. And everyone around you knows this change is just temporary. That you’ll one day—one day soon—crawl back into a barrel and drink yourself to death. It’s your destiny. You were always self-important. The peacemaker prince! Bah. Those last three years of diplomacy didn’t require the crown prince’s personal attention. The work was done. To your credit, it was largely done by you. But again, long ago. These last years, however, have seen a man who indulged his baser appetites become ruled by them. Following his thirst and the whims of his balls to humiliation. And your father watched it happen. Watched a prince full of potential, brimming with intelligence, become what you are today. King Vith kept you on the Omelan task because even you could not cock that up. Even blind drunk and sniffing after any man who crossed your path. Thank the antlered goddess your poor mother was not here to witness your long, sad slide into disgrace.”

Tel rose, oddly placid. “Uncle. Despite all you have said, I still love you.” He moved to the old man and pulled him into an awkward embrace. Aith did not have the strength to break the hug. His nephew’s arms were too powerful. Tel’s face met Aith’s sagging neck. There, he placed a kiss and read the man’s mind and heart with the stagsblood. He did not permit himself to show any reaction to what the wind and rain magics told him. After three beats, he let go of his uncle and moved to the door. When he reached it, he spun around.

“And if I am to be denounced as a traitor, please execute me while I am here in Affas. Another day or two. Three at most. I should hate to have to make this trip again just to have my head separated from my body. Especially in winter. But make sure you are ready for what will come after. Lag is weak. Strong leaders do not triple the number of eyes watching their citizenry. He is weak because many of his people are unhappy. He does not need a martyr for the Athairians to look to.” Tel narrowed his eyes and took a single step back into the room. “It could be a disaster for him. I do not want that crown. I accept that Lag sits on that throne. But once I am dead, there will be nothing to do or say about what happens in my name. Drunk and useless as I have been and may be, I still know my history. Unhappy subjects with a dead figure to carry all their hope and a tyrannical ruler to receive all their rage…Well, that kind of situation does not make for security and stability.”

* * *




Halfway to the window, Tel prayed, telling the antlered god he should have let him be born a peasant. Had he been reared by a poor family, it would be unlikely he would find himself clinging to an outside wall of the castle in the freezing night air while maintaining a cloak of invisibility. He did not know how high he was off the hard ground and did not like thinking about it.

“This is absurd,” Tel said aloud. He panicked for a flash, then realized he could not be heard at this height. Nor in this godsforsaken wind. He was uncertain he would make it the rest of the way. While he was strong enough, his hands were becoming more unreliable the colder they got. He was losing sensation past his wrists.

Pain is only information. Caip’s frequent training reminder came to him and spurred him to keep climbing. “Prince Tel is dead is also only information,” he muttered.

He could not be sure how long it took, but eventually, the window was within reach. It was a gamble, but one that logic told him had the best odds. He had tried to see his brother since he arrived but was turned away by surly guards each time. On the other side of the shutters was the outermost section of the king’s apartments, what was little more than a vestibule. It was most likely empty. It had better be. Tel’s raw fingers demanded he place his bet as soon as possible.

His precarious position made easing the shutters open much harder than he had imagined. He almost lost his grip on the stones three times before he could lift his stomach onto the sill.

He caught his breath before allowing himself to fall into the vestibule. The blood returned to his hands. He closed the shutters and listened. Nothing reached his ears but the wind behind him. In the quiet, he realized how fatigued he was. It would not have been possible to maintain the cloak for too much longer. He had not considered the extra expenditure of energy. Although the use of magic had come to him at a smaller cost in recent months, there were limits. He allowed the cloak to fall away and stood straight, trying to look like he had not sneaked in.

Stepping into a narrow hallway, he saw the closed library door and felt his chest burn. He had spent countless hours in that room, absorbing his father’s wisdom. A careful reading of history, King Vith had taught him among the books and scrolls, showed that all the world’s queendoms and kingdoms had both committed and been victims of atrocities throughout the centuries. Humankind had long teetered on the fulcrum between creation and destruction. It was a monarch’s responsibility to place the weights she or he had been given by the gods—their natural talents—on the correct side.

He walked to the left, to the formal parlor, where he found Lag and a female servant sitting on their legs on a broad sofa. The servant had a bowl of fruit between her knees. His brother was wearing the rack crown, even at night in his private rooms. Seeing Tel, the woman squeaked.

“Brother,” said King Lag, his voice uneven. He straightened his back. “How?”

“I needed to speak with you. Without Uncle. So I found a way,” said Tel. He looked at the servant. “You may go.”

Lag nodded, and the woman got to her feet. 

“I won’t be long,” said Lag. He resumed popping fat red grapes into his mouth. He tilted the crystal bowl toward his older brother, who grabbed a small bunch and lowered himself onto the couch. The fruit was the most colorful thing in the room. Lag’s changes to the décor had been radical. Browns predominated. The fabrics were luxurious, but the effect was grim. A long, quiet moment passed.

“Haven’t seen you eating like this since we were boys,” said Lag.

“I stopped drinking and my appetite came back.”

“You’ll end up with father’s paunch if you’re not careful.”

“With Caip forcing me to drill constantly? A paunch is a long way off for me,” said Tel.

Lag chuckled. “I’m getting big as a horse. I’m not allowed to lift a finger for myself.”

“You are king. Make them allow it.”

“Bah.”

Tel scooted closer to his younger brother on the cushion of the sofa. “You are the king. You understand I know this, do you not?”

“Uncle isn’t sure.”

“Brother, you are my king.” Tel took Lag’s hand in his. The stagsblood should have instantly conveyed his thoughts and emotions. Instead, Tel found only neutrality. All within Lag was noise—a rush of sound like the white water of a river. No meaning was in it. He silently cursed the antlered ones. “I have no designs on your crown. My life is lived in service to this realm—your realm. You must not take too seriously the incidents in Athair.” Still, contact with his brother’s skin yielded nothing useful. He squeezed Lag’s hand and let it go. “To overreact now would only serve to exacerbate the situation. Their rallying to my name is just a sign of frustration. You must not make it worse. Ease off and give them a voice at Ta—”

“And reward rebellion?”

“No. Just hear them,” said Tel.

“I hear whining.”

“Brother. My grace. I am trying to help you.”

Lag scoffed. “I don’t need your help. Or anyone’s. I’m king. Under this crown because it’s the will of the Stag. I know what’s best for Feigh.”

“Father alw—”

“I need to rest,” said Lag. “When I don’t get enough sleep, my face gets puffy.”

“Your face.”

Lag rose from the couch and put the bowl of fruit on his brother’s lap. “I don’t know how you talked your way in here. Don’t do it again without an appointment. I’m busy. I ought to have my entire guard hanged on the other end of the causeway.”

Exhausted, Tel sat in the parlor for a while, his mind racing. When he had touched his uncle’s damp skin, he had seen in him the skewed deviousness and hatred he had feared but expected. Much worse, he was a mature dynast, and a powerful one. Aith knew his nephew had the blood, too. Tel believed this was why he had taken to wearing gloves—to avoid Tel’s touch, or the touch of another with the blood. Contact would tell anyone with even minor powers the true nature of the old man in an instant. Recent months had shown Tel he was anything but the only person in whom the stagsblood powers had outlasted adolescence.

His uncle’s magic eclipsed his own. Tel had felt an echo of raw power. Dynasts with gifts of such extraordinary magnitude might be able to control the minds and hearts of others without even touching them.

The longer he sat on his Lag’s couch, the more convinced Tel became. Aith was strong enough for such use of the wind and rain dynasties. Tel believed this strength allowed his uncle to dictate every move his brother made, to shape each decision. Lag had always seemed susceptible to Aith’s worldview. In Vith’s absence—and because of Tel’s laziness, naivete, and self-absorption—they were emboldened to reveal the dark depth of that worldview. 

For gods knew how long, the uncle had held the younger nephew on a psychic tether. With this magical leash, Aith was reshaping Feigh. It explained the blankness Tel had found when trying to read his brother. Aith had made of dull Lag a vessel to carry his wrath and prejudice.
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When they reached the valley after a brutal journey eastward through the ceaseless, icy gale, Caip asked if she might take a night or two to spend with Mor. Major Dar could remain in charge of the guard. Thrilled, Tel granted the request and urged her to take longer than that. He would see her in a week.

Vared must have had warning about his approach—a good sign his soldiers had remained alert under Dar’s command—because he met him outside the castle. Tel was delighted to find Vared standing in the yard, wearing the white cloak. Even in the dark of evening, Tel saw he looked tired. Impossibly, it only made him lovelier. His beauty shone because of—not despite—his vulnerability.

“Your highness.”

“Lord Vared.” Tel smirked and knew at once he had miscalculated.

“How was your journey?”

“Productive. I learned some things I needed to know. I missed home, though. I—”

“You’ll also want to know about some events,” said Vared. “I thought it important to prepare you before you entered the castle.”

Prince Tel felt chilled, and not only because of the winter air. Vared was different. His detachment had returned. It reminded him of their first few conversations. He thought of their talk on the deck of the Crunadam. “Continue.” He ignored the sensations—sharp and dull both—in his chest and gut.

Vared said, “The home of Gunda, her man, and their children burned.”

“Goddesses and—”

“A total loss. Several offers from the people of the valley, but I felt they were most easily accommodated here. Probably only until mid-spring, but I moved them into one of the cottages. Six of Caip’s women and men are now in the great hall. We already have the material and labor promised to rebuild the home come warmer weather.”

“You did well.” Tel could not help his smile. He stepped closer to Vared. “This is precisely why I left you in charge.”

“Thank you, your highness.”

The songmaker appeared to try to remain neutral, but Tel read some relief in his eyes.

“Vared, is everythi—”

“There have also been six cases of the winter sweat. We’ve limited contact between the sick and the healthy. Mor has been helpful. He has a preparation with the yellow spice to purify the blood. Still, we may lose three.”

“May the antlered ones look over them.”

“Yes.”

Tel leaned in. “Speaking of Mor, Caip has gone to see him. They are in love, it seems.”

“Interesting.”

“Yes.” Tel felt a small frown appear, against his will. “You are upset with me.”

“No.”

“I see now that I should have prepared you for taking responsibility.”

Vared looked at his feet. “You always do what you want. The rest of us…”

“I am sorry.” Tel lowered his head, trying to take his orange eyes.

Breaths coming faster, Vared would not give them.

“I am sorry,” said Tel.

“You disappeared.”

“Yes. And I—” Tel stopped speaking.

Vared trembled. It looked like he was trying to hold something powerful at bay. He seemed unable to get enough air. He croaked, “I was alone.”

Tel wanted to hold him, but his face was alive with panic. “Vared. When I am feeling overwhelmed, when my mind is very high, I focus on my breathing. If you can breathe in a way that fills your belly, it will bring your mind low.”

“I don’t want your help.”

Tel swallowed. “I am here, that is all…” 

With what looked to be a great effort, Vared spoke again, flatly. “I’d like to retire if you’ll permit it, your highness.”

“Of course. Sleep well.” Tel swallowed again, loud enough that he heard it.

Vared vibrated under the ermine as he walked away, leaving Tel standing in the snow.

* * *




Behind the castle, Tel and Caip packed snow into compact balls. They tried to hit the trunk of a tall, straight, white-barked tree with their missiles. This was one of the few physical activities at which he had always bested her.

She missed by the width of a fat man. “Goddess damn it.”

“You are even worse than usual,” said Tel, shaking his head.

“I know.”

“You are in love.”

“Quiet. I’m concentrating.” She was closer this time but still wide. Tel’s next shot hit home with a thuck. She reacted with a growl.

“Tell me about it. Please, Caip. Distract me.”

“You’ve seen Mor. He’s handsome. You know him. He’s big-hearted and intelligent. He cares for other people. He cares for me, proving that nothing’s impossible.”

“But how do you feel?”

She tossed a fresh snowball between one hand and the other. “Lucky. Yes. Lucky. He could have his pick. But he’s pined after me for so long. And something in me is different, and I allowed myself to pay him some attention. I asked myself what I was doing, ignoring him. He hasn’t asked anything of me other than to be myself and to give him some of my time. He doesn’t want me to change or to take a post where I won’t have to trail you all over the world. I’m fine for him just as I am. And that’s a rare thing. Especially for me. I’m not easy, and I know that.”

He beamed at her. “You are happy,” Taking her into a hug, he felt his eyes grow wet in the cold. He released her. They looked at one another.

Caip tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. “You’re a good deal softer since you gave up the drink. I think I like it, but I also think you should start again immediately.”

“I feel exactly the same.”

Laughter folded both their bodies. Through her hoots, Caip said, “You’re sincere and sensitive, and I’m in love. What’s become of us?”

Tel howled. “I do not know.”

“You two are having fun,” Mor said, approaching from behind.

“Yes,” they said in breathless unison.

Remembering the purpose of Mor’s visit, Tel’s face tightened. “How…”

“You were right, highness. He’s improving. The fever’s broken. He’ll be tired for some time. But he’s on his feet and has returned to his room.”

Vared, sick with the winter sweat, had not been able to walk under his own power for days. Feeling responsible, Tel had doted on him, rarely leaving his side. The boy had been too weak to protest. Tel had moved the Omelan to his own bed, so he could be on the most comfortable mattress in the valley. There, Vared had muttered and rambled and perspired on the prince’s sheets. Tel had taken shallow sleep in a chair. 

“Thank you, Mor,” said Tel. “I think the spice made a difference. You will stay for supper?”

“It would be my pleasure, highness.”

Tel, Caip, Mor, and Dar enjoyed a meal of stewed game bird over root vegetables. Vared declined, telling Caip he might have a bit of stew later. He remained in his room.

Conversation among the four diners was easy. The guests enjoyed some wine with their supper. Tel was surprised he found no interest when he looked at the pitcher being passed among them. Feeling the opposite of thirst for the stuff, his gut churned at the thought. Watching Caip with her new lover fascinated and delighted him. They obviously tried to avoid paying one another too much attention, but their success was limited. An hour after the meal, the pair rode off to Mor’s house, leaving Tel and Dar to play cards. 

The major continued to drink and before long had the glow of intoxication about him. Tel had never seen him drunk and found it amusing. His play became slower. His decisions were more reckless. Tel wondered how many times people had witnessed him in this state—or a state far worse. He felt the sting of shame.

After a couple of hours, Tel grew bored with cards his company. Asking himself if drunk people always repeated themselves like this, the little twinge of chagrin returned.

“Dar, I am afraid I am tired,” said Tel. “I have not been sleeping well. I need to crawl into bed.”

The major’s glassy eyes met Tel’s clear ones. “What if I joined you?”

Tel froze and made a dumb sound.

“We could…” Dar’s smile was dumber.

“I did not know you enjoyed men.” Prince Tel looked at his companion. His rugged maleness was attractive. That much, he could not deny, but the appraisal conjured in him only the notion of lust, rather than lust itself.

“Not my favorite, but my woman’s far away. We could…relieve each other. There’re things I know about two men being together. I’m feeling good. Could feel better.”

It was less appealing than the wine. “Major Dar, you are the second in command of the personal guard of a prince of this realm. A prince you just propositioned.”

This seemed to get through to Dar a bit. He sat up straighter and said, “I’m sorry. You aren’t known for…discretion. I’m sorry.”

“Please go to your bed and sleep this off.”

Dar stood. “I’m sorry.”

Tel rose and indicated the direction of the great hall, where the major’s bed was located. “I know. Go to bed. We shall forget about this. It did not happen.”

“I’m sorry,” said Dar, stepping toward his prince.

Placing the flat of his hand on Dar’s muscled chest, Tel stopped him. “Go. To. Bed.”

Dar hung his head. “Night.”

“Yes. Goodnight.”

Dar wobbled away to the hall. Craving some cold on his skin, Tel shook his head and puttered into the winter night. After a few moments surveying the sky and breathing deeply, he ambled toward the dormant garden, where he found Vared sitting on a bench.

Tel took a seat next to him. “I hope you have not been out here too long. It is cold.”

Vared was bundled against the weather, wrapped not in the ermine but a large blanket. He drew a long, slow breath. “No, highness. And you don’t need to hover. To watch over me constantly.”

“I see. I apologize.” Tel snapped to his feet and stomped a few paces away before turning back to him. “Goodnight.”

“You stay.” Vared stood. “This is your home.”

Prince Tel strode toward him, jaw clenched. “It is yours, too. Sit down and enjoy it.”

Wide-eyed, Vared complied.

Tel wheeled, marching back in the direction of the castle. “Glad you are feeling better.”

* * *




During the next few snowy weeks, routine returned to Foghar. Caip, Tel, and the soldiers drilled outside when they could and in the great hall when the weather was unfriendly. Vared isolated himself in Tel’s library, writing and playing songs. He took some afternoon walks with Caip, avoiding all but necessary, polite exchanges with his host. Devouring Feighan histories, he constructed a catalogue of songs appropriate for his diplomatic mission.

Queen Cessa wrote that Lag had recalled the Feighan trade negotiators for the winter. She was unsure any summit would mark the first anniversary of the treaty, as had been planned. That formal conference was also meant to be an opportunity for Vared and the Feighan playbard, Laich, to present some of the work they completed during the exchange. She included a note from Turo, who was recovering faster than anticipated. He had soaked up the attention the Omelan nobles had lavished on him for the past months but would return to the farm soon.

With gusto, Tel threw himself into his physical training. Soon, he was as fit as he had been in fifty or sixty seasons. He read in the evenings and played cards with Dar, whose behavior remained appropriate. At night, he made a habit of finding an hour or two for mind-lowering. He practiced the magical skills he could. He visited the horses to work with the wind and rain dynasties, beginning to see inside the animals’ minds without touching them, even bringing them instantly to sleep by planting a suggestion with the psychic tether. His grasp of fire magic increased, allowing him to more easily maintain invisibility. He was surprised to find he could now also conceal objects, making them wink out of view. Disguise was harder, although he could alter his appearance for short periods. His ability to create flame and lightning with the dirt dynasty increased. He could now direct them in plumes and bolts, which was quite exhausting. Conjuring small objects—coins, strange white crystals, even a feather—was a new skill of the dirt dynasty. Making them disappear, rather than simply hiding them, was much more challenging.

One cold night, tired but exhilarated by his progress after a stagsblood session, Tel decided he would sit up for a bit and read in bed. He picked a volume he was about halfway through, an unchallenging but pleasant romance, the perfect reading for right before sleep. The backdrop was a war between Sheruck and Kamber. The lovers were soldiers—one from each side—who ended up at the bottom of a ravine during a battle as the first winter storm of the year approached. The armies collected their dead and moved away. Both were injured and forced to rely on one another to survive and escape. The tone of the story gave Tel no doubt the brave women would wind up together in the end, somehow. Finding the somehow was the fun of the book.

He was only a few sentences into the chapter when three knocks landed on his door. “Your highness, are you awake?”

“Yes,” said Tel. “Come in.” It was Caip.

She opened the door.

“Is something wrong?”

“Yes.”

She seemed in a daze. “Sit.” He patted the mattress next to him. “What is it?”

“News from the south. Someone sent a rider through all this cold and snow. The unrest in Athair has continued. It’s…worsened. Apparently, it’s spread through the whole city. They’re refusing to pay tribute to the king. Lag sends more and more troops, and they bother the people. Riots. Mysterious fires at the shops and homes of people perceived to be disloyal to the crown. Mass hangings and decapitations in the streets. They hanged old Des and let the loyalists defile the body, Tel. Your mother’s friend is dead, and her home is a a battlefield.”

Prince Tel had closed his eyes, wanting to disappear. The Chreok Mountains tugged at him. Hot in his veins, the stagsblood buzzed.

Caip cleared her throat. “They call for you. They display your colors.”

After a long silence, Tel asked, “How do I tamp this down?”

“Tamp it down?”

Tel lowered his eyelids. “Reason needs to be restored.”

“Reason.”

“Yes,” said Tel.

“They have no one in Affas to protect their interests. Or even to say a word about them. Your brother demands they pay more than anyone else. Not only this, but troops—strangers from all over the kingdom—descend on them and kick them around. Drag their children to Fort Gontrahd the first time a loyalist whispers dynast. Burn their neighborhoods. They’re terrorized and responding as any people would. They’re being reasonable. And they’re asking for their king.”

“I am no king.” Tel let his weight fall back into his pillows. He grunted. “Goddesses and gods damn it!”

“Your brother’s no king.”

Tel snapped back up to a seated position. “No. No. He is the king. That is fact!” He lowered his voice after a mindful breath. “I will not tell you he is a great king. Or a good king. He is, so far, a very bad king, in my estimation. But king he is. It is the way of things. The people do not choose their queens and kings. I do not choose. You do not choose.”

“But your people have chosen you.”

“A few people. A few, Caip. And what is the result of their choice? Death. Death in the streets.”

“Would you not be a better king?” 

“Rightmajor, lower your voice. The servants. The soldiers under you, they may be part of my guard, but they answer to Lag. You speak your treason under my roof.”

She did as she had been commanded and spoke softly. “All of them would fight for you without hesitation. They’d risk the axe or the rope for you tomorrow. I know them.”

“If that is the case, I am surrounded by fools.”

“Answer my question,” said Caip. “Would you be a better king than Lag?”

Tel leapt from the bed, almost knocking her over. He shouted, “Yes! Yes! Does that help you? Yes, I would be a better godsdamned king than him or Aith. Aith, real king of Feigh.” Chest heaving, his fists were clenched at his sides. He turned to the fireplace and began poking at the blazing logs with an iron tool. “He is evil, and my brother is dull. And I am a lot of things, but I am not deliberately cruel or stupid. So, yes, damn you. Yes!”

“And you’re angry about it.”

“What? I am angry? I am angry? I am not angry. I accepted it faster than anyone else. It is you. It is all of you.” In a quick motion, he swept all the objects off a nearby table with the poker. Everything crashed to the stone floor. “You are angry. I am not angry.”

Dar burst into the room, half asleep. “Your highness, is—” Tel turned away from him.

Caip stood and walked to him. “Everything’s fine, Major Dar. Go back to bed.” Dar looked at her, stammering. “Go to sleep.”

“Goodnight, your highness, rightmajor.”

“Goodnight, Dar. And thank you,” Caip said. The major left. She returned to her place on the bed. “Come sit, Tel.”

Tel said, “I am sorry.”

“Don’t think of it again. Come sit.”

Just as the prince settled next to her, Vared stepped in through the open door. He surveyed the mess on the stones. “I heard the noise. I was worried. I wanted to check—”

“Nothing to worry about, Vared,” said Caip.

“The prince…”

Tel hung his head. “I am fine. Go away.”

“Goodn—”

“Now,” said Tel. “Close the door.” He heard the door latch. Without moving, without looking up, he spoke to his oldest friend. “Nothing would improve if I tried to take the throne from my brother. Things would markedly worsen from one end of Feigh to the other because it would mean war from one end to the other. Which would bring death and a thousand other miseries. And on top of that, a thousand more. I know this reign will be ugly. But do I add to the ugliness by asking young people to splash their blood all over the kingdom? Would it be just to meet their violence and hatred with my own? Which side of the scale would that weight land on? Creation or destruction? We will survive this king and hope the next monarch is better.

“You all think I am spoiled. A dilettante. That I simply playacted diplomacy to travel the world and bed boys and drink wine. But it is not the case, even though I mindlessly did those things. I swear it. War is waste—of life, of treasure, of time—and waste is the only true sin. I feel this in my chest and my belly because my mother and father put it there. And they were right.

“Even in peace, people starve. Children go parentless. Disease is everywhere. Caip, you are a soldier. There is honor in it. But imagine if your honor was put to a different purpose. Think of it. Call it naïve. You have before. But the goddesses and gods would disagree. They saw our foolishness. The goddesses were crushed for their seeing. And the gods left us here to use our gifts to end it, not continue it. I will not add to what drove them away. I will not help my brother or my uncle. I will oppose them in any way I can. If they decide I die for speaking my mind, I will die without regret. I will continue to raise my voice. But I will not raise my sword. And I certainly will not press you or some innocent girls and boys to do it for me. Do not ask me to.”

“I won’t,” said Caip. “I won’t ask again.”

When she left, Tel’s doubts did not allow him to sleep.
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Prince Tel continued his daily practice with the stagsblood and took to fighting through the spring mud into the forest. There, he was free to work with flames and energy. He did not permit any guard to follow him, saying he would be meditating in nature and must not be disturbed. It was not a total falsehood. He had scorched a tapestry in his bedchamber with a bolt of lightning, requiring him to make a stuttering, inexplicable excuse to an attendant about tripping on the rug with a candle. His proficiency with the dirt dynasty had grown too much to safely test the limits indoors.

One afternoon, a new level of clarity and relaxation—of mind-lowering—came to him all at once, and he threw a dozen bolts from his hands, twenty and five or thirty meters in length. The pure energy crackled from his palms, frightening him. His final argent streak of lightning felled the tree it struck, vaporizing part of the trunk. That section of the tree simply did not exist anymore. He watched the bulk of the tall sycamore tip and crash through the branches of its neighbors, landing on the wet forest floor with a thud softer than he expected. Debris knocked loose from its fall whispered down for what felt like an hour. Once his breath returned, he hooted and pounded his chest. Exhilarated, he darted from the forest and loped down the slope toward the castle.

He wanted to tell someone, to demonstrate. As he rushed homeward, he remembered he could share it with no one. Fatigued and starving but euphoric, he rounded the back of the castle to discover Vared’s blue head in front of about a dozen mounted horses. The songmaker was talking with the rider of a strong sorrel at the lead. Vared looked tiny before the beast. A few more strides revealed the identity of the person in the sorrel’s saddle. It was Lieutenant Gran. Tel barreled toward them.

“Vared,” said Tel when he reached them, huffing. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, highness. The lieutenant and I were catching up.”

“I haven’t seen this Omelan since he was…under my care in the cells at Affas,” said Gran. “Charged with spying, if I remember.”

Pleasing Tel, Vared did not take the bait. “She was just asking where you were, Prince Tel. I was explaining that I didn’t know, but she seemed to suggest I was lying.”

“Well,” said Tel, spreading his arms, “here I am, Gran.”

“Your royal highness.” She peered down at him, scrunching her nose like she had smelled something noxious.

“Foghar is so far from home,” said Tel. “How can we help you?”

“Foghar is home now.” She dismounted. “Not the castle, of course, but the valley. No. We aren’t permitted to sleep under the same roof as an off-Feighan.” She jerked her chin toward Vared.

“Ambassador Vared is a member of my household—the household of Foghar,” said Tel. “He is of my blood.”

She spat on the ground to her right. “I’m sorry. Bad taste on my tongue.”

Tel felt himself sneering and forced his features into a more neutral expression. “Besides, I have not invited you. Neither to my castle nor my land.”

“Table Head Aith asked me to take some of the best from the millenary,” said Gran. “He and your brother are concerned about you. There’s been some unrest in the kingdom. We want to make certain it’s safe here. I rounded up my ten best and rushed to you.”

Prince Tel lost control of his face and smirked at her. “How kind. Of you, of Aith, and of my brother. As you can see, we are all safe.”

Gran returned the crooked smile. “We’ll be sure you remain that way. There is, I believe, a field beyond your gardens. A splendid place for a permanent camp. And close by, so we can keep careful watch, your highness.”

“Please make yourselves comfortable.” Tel gestured in the direction of the field. He put an arm around Vared’s shoulders, turned, and walked him toward the castle. When they were inside, he let Vared go under the chandelier in the foyer. “I know you are…displeased with me, but do not, under any circumstances, leave these walls without one of Caip’s soldiers with you.”

“Very well.”

“I mean it,” said Tel. “Do not so much as walk to the stables to brush Kelseigh or go piss on a tree without someone at your side. Gran is not to be trusted. She is a bad person.”

“I know exactly who she is.”

“Good. The trade summit is now in question, but Cessa and Lag have not recalled you or Laich. Whatever happens, your time here is half done. Before you realize it, you will be sailing for home.”

“Yes,” said Vared.

The amber irises looked up at Tel. It struck him how long it had been since they were alone, at least while Vared was not feverish and had his whole mind. This knowledge—the amount of time—had mass. It hooked itself onto the heart in his chest, pulling it down to his gut. The orange eyes seemed to search his. Tel sensed Vared was on the edge of speech. They stood on that border together for what felt like an impossibly long moment. Tel both willed him to speak and dreaded what he might say.

Vared broke the anticipation. “Thank you.”

* * *




Craid and his grandson, Nik, arrived at Foghar one early evening during the height of the spring rains. Gran’s watchful soldiers were first to greet them, but Caip chased them off.

When they started the journey from Affas, Nik told the prince, the old man had been well enough to ride his own horse. At about the midpoint, he had purchased a rickety wagon from a greedy townsperson, using most of their silver. He had fashioned the best cover he could, hoping to keep his feverish grandfather dry during the second half of the muddy slog.

Tel and Nik lifted Craid onto a sofa in the front sitting room. Along with Caip, they hovered around him, drinking hidybrew, expressions carved by worry. The elder’s babblings were constant and incomprehensible.

“He seemed to age another forty seasons in three days.” Nik fingered his black beard and hair. A tear clung to one of his proud cheekbones.

Looking at the old, thin wreck on his couch, Tel shook his head. “Why did he insist on coming all this way? You said something was troubling him before you left?” 

Nik opened his lips as if to answer but froze. He pressed a balled hand against his mouth for a moment, squeezing his eyes shut, before inhaling a jagged breath and beginning again. “He didn’t think he had long, even before we left. He’d resigned from Table. A protest. A fishing vessel from Kamber collided with a Feighan ship where the Sleeping Sea meets the Gray. Both sank. Even though the Kambs apologized and offered reparations, Lag declared war. He’s seized merchant ships to supplement his fleet and ordered conscription, beginning in the Athair region. Grandfather was the only one at Table to raise an objection. It seemed to crush him. He said he needed to speak with you, your highness. That he had more than this to tell you. A message he refused to send with someone else.”

“We are at war?” asked Caip.

“And drafting southerners,” said Tel, just louder than a whisper. “My antle—”

“There’s more,” Nik said, Craid sputtering and moaning behind him. “Your brother has named himself Emperor.”

Tel laughed before clamping his palm over his mouth. He looked at Caip. “Excuse me? Of what empire?”

“Kamber isn’t simply to be defeated, your highness. They’re to be made part of the empire. Part of Feigh. As far as your brother is concerned, Kamber’s already Feighan territory. If his invasion is successful, the Kambs will observe our faith or…”

“This is monstrous,” Caip said.

“And now there is no voice of reason at Table. Not even one.” Tel stared into the cup of hidybrew encircled by his fingers.

Vared stepped into the room, a bit out of breath, his skin dewy. “I’ve removed my things from the library. We can move Lord Craid whenever you’re ready. There’s enough space to fit this sofa easily. And another sofa in there for you, Nik. You’ll find two bedrolls.”

“Are you sure I’m not inconveniencing you, Ambassador Vared?”

“The library’s warmer than here. And I can play in my room. It’s plenty spacious,” said Vared. He looked at Tel with an unreadable expression. “The prince was too generous in offering me a separate room for music in the first place.”

Craid’s grandson reached out and took the singer’s hands in his. “Thank you.”

Vared’s eyes fell to their clasped hands. “My pleasure.”

“We should move him now.” Tel set his mug down. “Caip and I can carry the couch. Nik, stay here and rest. Ambassador Vared, will you walk ahead of us and make sure we have a clear path?”

With each careful step, Craid shivered and rocked on the cushions of the sofa.

Soon after, Mor arrived. He prescribed the yellow spice. Voice low and grave, he offered little hope. Tel, Caip, Mor, and Nik visited quietly in the sitting room. Every few moments, one of them checked on Craid.

When it was Tel’s turn, he looked at his sick friend and asked, “What did you want to say to me?” Realizing he might never have his answer if he did not act, he moved to Craid and placed curled fingers against his sopped forehead.

Prince Tel’s mind came low. The old man’s confession was right near the surface, bobbing on a lightless sea of regret and confusion. Tel was almost knocked to his knees by the tide of grief and shame. Haunted by months of foul nightmares, Craid had begun sneaking the drink and had continued on and off for more than four seasons. He had been badly hungover the morning Table declared Tel unsound. Craid’s presence at that meeting would have kept him on the throne.

Tel did not allow himself an emotional reaction. He sensed rage and despair were luxuries he could not afford, for they threatened to shove him toward madness. Dully, he floated back to the sitting room.

Caip and Mor were readying to leave for the farm. Nik thanked them all and retired to the library. Dazed, Tel padded up the broad stone staircase. Halfway to the second floor, he saw Vared sitting in shadow on the top step. The sight of him pulled Tel from his haze.

“That’s what I was like when I was sick?”

Tel sat next to him. “Intermittently. Yes.”

“You stayed with me most of that time.”

“Yes,” said Tel.

“I remember more than you think. I remember I was so cold.”

It felt to Tel like his stomach flipped beneath his skin.

“I asked you to warm me,” said Vared. “You refused.”

“You did not have your mind.”

“But you stayed.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“You are part of my household. Of my blood,” said Tel.

“Not really.”

“That offends me. These things mean something to a Feighan.”

“I meant no offense. Thank you.”

“You are welcome, Lord Vared,” said Tel, smirking.

Vared stabbed him in the ribs with his elbow and said, “I’m sorry…about the way I’ve been.”

“Since I returned from Affas.”

Vared looked at his long fingers. “Yes. I didn’t think about it. I didn’t mean to be that way. I was furious when you first left, but after a while, I counted the time to your return. And Caip’s. But I saw you when you came back and I went cold. I have wanted to…not treat you that way. But I was stuck in the cold place, like there was a chain and weight around my ankle and I could not move it no matter how hard I stretched.” He turned and took Tel’s eyes. “Caip helped me find those words. She helped me understand.”

“You talked with Caip about this?”

Vared nodded.

Tel saw himself cradling the blue head against his chest, but the vivid image frightened him, and he chased the thought away. He realized he wanted Vared to have comfort and ease more than he wanted anything else. “I should have asked. But to me, it seemed like the most natural thing in the world, choosing you to watch over Foghar. There is no one else of my blood who cares anything for it. Caip. Caip is family. But I needed her to be with me. And I needed you to be safe.”

“I’m worried for you, Tel.”

“I will be fine.”

Vared swallowed. “Everything feels like it’s getting more dangerous.”

“War again,” said Tel. “I thought for a time we could really have a world without it.”

“Many more people want to avoid fighting. To live in quiet. But other people stand between us and quiet. Those who value peace must be the right people. People born with power. Like you. Like my queen.”

“I miss that warm old cow,” said Tel. “Oh, my goddess. I am so sorry. That was inappropriate. I am tired.”

Vared’s laugh rattled his whole body, rocking him on the step. He covered his mouth. “I hope I didn’t wake Nik. Poor Nik.”

“You find him handsome.”

“No. He’s not unpleasing. But no.”

“The way you looked at his hands when he touched you. I thought…”

“No.” Vared closed his eyes and gave a little sigh. “I find touching strange. The way people do it when they only know you casually.” He raised his eyelids and looked directly at Tel. “Almost as much here as in Omela.”

“You touched me,” said Tel. “Put your arm around me. In the field.” 

“I remember. And I asked you to warm me. Do we know each other only casually?”

Tel shook his head and looked between his boots. The silence hanging over the flight of stairs took on the quality of a summer afternoon before a violent thunderstorm. He raised his head, meeting Vared’s gaze.

Holding his eyes was excruciating, but letting go felt impossible until the sound of a soldier’s barking laugh bounced up the staircase from the great hall.

Tel said, “I had better…I am tired.”

“Of course.”

After a few slow steps toward his room, Tel turned back. Vared had not moved. “I counted the time, too.” He went to bed and dreamed he started drinking again.
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From the corner of his eye, Tel saw Caip fill the archway between the sitting room and the corridor. He closed his book and faced her, knowing what was coming. Rainwater from her black cloak and black hair pooled on the stone hallway floor, forming small puddles around her black boots. 

“You’ve sent Dar away with Nik.”

Tel set the book next to him. “Yes.”

“He’s my best.” She did not move from the entrance to the room.

“Precisely why he accompanies Nik south.”

“South?”

“To Athair,” said Tel.

“Why?”

“Why?” Tel drummed his fingers on the leather-bound volume at his side. “And you are always calling me naïve. Would Nik be safe in Affas right now? With his father gone? He thinks his best chances are in the south. Dar will make sure he gets there in one piece. The rest is up to Nik.”

“It’s not safe in the south. The best, most seasoned among Lag’s ranks flow down to crush the insurgents and round up young people to fight Kamber in the north.”

Tel snarled, “It is not safe anywhere, Rightmajor Caip.” Before continuing, he collected himself. “I have given them plenty of silver. They will keep a low profile. Would you please come into the room and talk with me? You are hovering. Looming.”

Every movement crisp, Caip strode into the sitting room and placed herself on a chair against the far wall.

“Thank you. He wanted to go south, so he will go south. He will take his chances.”

“Could you not have discussed this with me?” Caip asked, lowering her hood. “Warned me, at least? Dar is—It’s important that I know if I’m going to be losing my right hand like this.”

“You are right, of course. I should have spoken with you,” said Tel. “I apologize.”

“Thank you.” She relaxed her posture, allowing the back of the chair to support her. “He took Craid’s ashes?”

“They will add him to the dirt on the way. The place Craid met Nik’s mother.”

Something caught Caip’s eye. “Vared, what’s wrong?” 

Tel turned to see him standing in the archway, wet and agitated. “Vared?” Tel flew across the room to him.

“I’m sorry.” Vared’s whole body vibrated until he shattered, moaning. Tears mixed with rain on his skin. He hung his head. “I’m sorry.”

Tel pressed Vared’s wet face into his doublet. He did not decide to embrace him. Instead, it merely happened. “Tell me. You can. Anything.” Vared cried against his chest, breathless and trembling. The soaked blue curls wetted his black beard. He worried for a few beats that Vared’s frazzled state might be worsened by the hug. He was relieved to feel him relax against his chest. Vared wrapped an arm around him.

A moment passed before he could find the air to speak. “I like to walk in the rain. I thought they’d be in their tents. I didn’t think they saw me. I walked into the forest—just a bit—to see how many buds were coming in. I’m writing a song about the Feighan spring.”

Tel backed up a half-step and took Vared’s face in his hands. Some of the kohl around his eyes ran down toward his cheeks in thin, black threads. “And you took no one with y—”

“I’m sorry, Tel.” Vared hid his face.

“No. No.” Tel’s chest felt raw and hollow. “This is not your fault.”

“What happened?” Caip asked. Tel had not noticed she was behind him, within arm’s length.

“They were suddenly there,” said Vared. “Walked right up. A woman and a man. Gran’s people.” He appeared to try to stave off more tears by clamping his eyes shut. “They asked what I was doing in the woods. Said that it’s suspicious to be out there in the rain. That I was already accused of spying. I told them I’d return to the castle, then, and started to walk back. They followed me. Closely. And…”

“And what?” Tel’s entire frame tensed. “Go on.”

“I walked faster and faster. They walked faster and faster. She said…all sorts of nasty things. That I must be good. In bed. Because…”

“Because?” Tel growled, settling into a slight crouch.

Vared cast his eyes to the worn rug. “Because you’d do anything for a good lay. Even let a spy share your bed. Even treason. And…maybe I’d show them how good I was.”

Tel’s vision narrowed. A flash of heat enveloped his body. When it dissipated, he was left cold to the bone. “Excuse me.” Vared moved from his path. “Caip, stay here with him.”

“Tel!” she cried. 

He could hear her moving toward him. Without turning, he barked, “Rightmajor Caip, stay with the ambassador.”

His movements felt both outside his control and of his own mind. He considered and dismissed using the stagsblood. I cannot be found out. Instead, he walked to the great hall, still serving as quarters for some of his guard. He saw what he needed leaning against the far corner, behind a pallet bed.

Within three beats, he was marching through light rain, across the garden, into the muddy field on which the sad tents squatted. No one was about in the wet. He found the biggest tent, moved the flap, and stepped inside. Gran sat against the central timber support. She stopped shoveling food into her mouth from a wooden plate and froze.

Tel raised the bow and loosed the arrow. Fffffft. The iron tip found the wooden column. It bored into the post just a thumb’s width above the crown of the lieutenant’s head. She appeared to want to shout for her soldiers but choked on her mouthful of food.

He stepped close, bent his knees, and hovered in front of her. She continued to work bits of her meal out of her windpipe. “I am a godsdamned prince of Feigh. Vared is an emissary of the government of Omela. And he is of my blood. If I hear of one of your people harassing him again, I will come back.” The quality of his own voice surprised him. “I think a second visit will see my aim much improved. You and your women and men are not to even speak to him.”

Tel stomped out of her tent and back across the mud, cursing himself for failing to keep Vared safe. Must I send him home? The thought of the singer crossing the Gray Sea made him want to wail.

* * *




He spent the remainder of the day trying to balance his need to check on Vared with the Omelan’s distaste for his doting. Caip, smirking, took pity on him and did some of the peeking in on the boy. She insisted on spending the night, fearing retaliation from Gran. They ate and played cards into the evening. Tel retired early.

Although he longed for his bed, he decided to honor his commitment to himself by meditating and practicing with the dynasty. He thought he might be at the limits of his capabilities but believed he would be well-served to continue to work to keep his skills sharpened.

He shed his clothes, throwing them over a chair. Legs crossed, he sat on the floor in front of the fire. The stones were warm on his skin. He noted his mind was busy and knew the best way to quiet it was to attach his focus to an anchor. The sounds of the fire were suitable targets for his attention. Within seconds, his mind began drifting downward. Soon, the popping and hissing of log and flame detached from anything material—it was just noise. The stagsblood roared to life. He felt the call of the western forests and mountains again.

After a while, other sounds found his ears, stirring him at depth. Soft and distant but unmistakable, tenor and terquin drifted into his bedchamber. The music did not originate in the library. It came from Vared’s room. He was playing the song he had given Tel—the song about the antlered god’s grief.

Dynasty thrumming, Tel’s mood darkened. He had delighted and gloried in the dark threat he had brought to Gran’s tent. Not only had he sinned against the Stag, but he had been prideful in his sin. He had not honored the anguish of his deity. With dread, he contemplated how many more such transgressions were ahead of him.

* * *




Not long after it started, Tel knew it was a dream. Still, he could not bring himself back up and into the waking world.

He, his mother, and Hod sat on a blanket at the bank of a muddy river. It did not look the same as the river that took them but was the river that took them. Hod cut bloody pieces from a dead buck. When he plated the portions, they became sections of cake. He handed a slice to Fyor, who ate it with a few efficient stabs of a fork. Tel refused his plate. Hod ate with his fingers.

Across the river, two armies clashed—one clad in brown, the other wearing orange. Countless swords glinted in the daylight. Before long, they were dulled with blood. The brown held their orange enemies’ heads under the rushing water until their struggling ceased. The victors simply let the dead be taken by the raging current. Arrows, many of them flaming, sailed over the river, landing all around the three picnickers.

“Move,” urged Tel. “We have to leave.” His mother sang while Hod watched her, dumbly clapping along. A lighted arrow landed in Tel’s navel. He could smell his cooking flesh. “Do you not see?”

“Quiet,” said Hod. “The queen’s singing.”

The arrowhead was buried so deep, Tel could not remove it no matter how hard he yanked. “It hurts. Please h—” He noticed Aith on the other bank, walking down into the water. The river raged around the old man. Cadavers floated by him. Still, Aith retained his poise, drawing closer, crossing the river.

Soon, his uncle was under the water, in the middle of the flow. Tel kept watching. He knew Aith would not stop crossing. Before long, the top of his head reemerged, and he continued his trudge toward them.

“Please,” said Tel. “I would like to leave now.” He was still trying to pull the iron tip of the arrow from his stomach.

Hod turned fierce eyes to him. “Quiet. I’m young and handsome.”

“I cannot leave without you. He is coming.” Tel raised his arm and pointed his index finger at Aith, who was stepping onto land. “Mother!”

Fyor stopped singing and turned toward Aith. “Telly, that is just your uncle. Say hello.” Facing Hod again, she resumed her song. Aith stood behind her, dripping. He bent over and unclasped her necklace.

“I think you want this, nephew.” Aith smirked. The chain and Doe pendant dangled from his gloved hand.

Finally, Tel freed the arrow from his flesh. He stood, raised the bloody thing, and charged. His mother and lover paid him no mind as he leapt over them to get to Aith. As he reached him, the old man dodged, somehow hooking Fyor’s necklace around the shaft of the arrow.

Tel’s momentum carried him into the foul, rushing water. All around him were corpses and pieces of corpses.

“We’ll do this again,” Aith called.

Tel fought to keep his head above the water. Some of the bodies traveling with him downstream had faces he recognized—his father’s, Craid’s, Nik’s, Cessa’s. He decided to try to let the river pull him down. It obliged but threw him onto a narrow beach in short order.

He recovered and stood, walking for a time through tall grasses, which eventually gave way to shorter tufts and mud. Far ahead of him, he saw Fyor and Hod on the blanket at the riverbank, same as before.

Relief soon gave way to horror. The pair were undressing. His mother spread her legs. Hod mounted, sticking himself inside her.

“No. No. No. No. No. What are you doing?” He ran to them, his shouts becoming incomprehensible. Aith walked through the river toward them again, the brown and orange still warring on the other bank. Tel tried to turn his head, to close his eyes, but an unseen force made him watch.

Arrows landed around their rutting. Hod said a name of one of Tel’s string of conquests with each ugly thrust. “Lod. Tar. Mat. Fel. Caip. Pod. Het. Can’t remember. Marvo. Fon. Dek. Lart. Pened. No name. Who knows? Vidur. Can’t remember. Turo…” Uncle Aith stood above them, watching, a grin slashed across the putty of his face.

The sounds of his mother’s building climax broke the spell. “Stop it!” cried Tel. “Stop it. Why do you do this?” He stepped nearer, determined to rip them apart with his bare hands.

His mother began to moan, “Vared, Vared, Vared, Vared…”

Tel charged. He tripped and stumbled right by them all, into the river. Now it was not water, but ale.

“We’ll do this again,” Aith said.

He hacked ale from his lungs. The current carried him for a short distance before once more depositing him on land. This time, it was night. Dread sickening him, he walked, knowing he would find himself at the bank again.

He was surprised to see Vared standing where his mother and Hod had been. The blanket was gone. Vared wore fabric shoes and his shimmering black shift. He noticed Tel approaching and beamed, loosing all his beauty into the darkened world.

Prince Tel’s heart skittered.

As he closed the distance, he saw the violence on the other shore below the dull, ruddy moons. The river churned under a carpet of orange and brown dead. Once again, his uncle began to cross.

“I’m happy you’re here,” said Vared.

Tel said, “It is not safe.”

“I feel safe with you.” Arrows from the other side landed in the soft earth around him.

“But that does not mean it is safe.” Alarmed, Tel eyed Aith as he drew closer. He was nearing the middle of the river. Soon, like twice before, he would be under the water for a time, only to break the surface and bring new horrors to the more peaceful bank.

“Will you swim with me?” asked Vared.

“No, Vared. I—”

Vared tilted his beautiful head. “Please?”

“I cannot.”

“But I must,” Vared turned and walked toward the water, the crazed thicket of sapphire bouncing with every footfall.

“Why?”

Vared looked back over his shoulder at him. “You just said. It’s not safe here. You’ve convinced me. I’ll trust you until the end of my days.” He waded into the river and walked toward Aith, who beckoned him with a curled finger. They met in the middle and were gone, under the water.

The dream spat Tel out, cold and sweating. For the first time in months, he ached for a drink to settle his nerves. He knew his uncle had used the wind and rain dynasties to create the nightmare.

* * *




Praying in the quiet of the morning, Tel asked the Stag and Doe for steadiness and wisdom. He sat in meditation. Once he found calm, he cleaned his teeth and face, dressed, and broke his fast. Stepping outside to survey the day’s weather, he was happy to feel real spring warmth in the morning air. It would be an excellent day for a ride.

When he heard Vared talking with an attendant, he waited a few moments before heading toward the songmaker’s room. He paused in the hallway in front of the door and almost walked away. It took him some time to muster the courage to knock. He felt foolish standing there, waiting, nervous in his own home.

“Good morning.” Vared had not yet painted his face.

“Good morning. I am sorry to bother you.”

“You’re not a bother.” Vared dismissed the idea with a slight roll of his eyes. 

“Do you have plans for the day?”

“No. Are you going to change that?” He smiled at Tel from under a cobalt eyebrow he had pulled into a peak.

“I…” Tel returned the smile but could not maintain eye contact. A slight, nauseated embarrassment forced him to order himself to pull his mind together. “It is beautiful outside. Would you like to take a ride? On horses?” 

“On horses?” Vared raised his brow again. “Not on sea monsters?”

“I…”

“You’re odd today.”

“I had…not very much sleep. I apologize,” said Tel.

“Stop apologizing. I’d love to take a ride with you. On horses. May I have an hour?”

“Of course.”

“Excellent. I’ll see you in an hour.” He began to shut the door.

“Vared. It will be only us. Wear your sword.”

“Very well.” Vared closed the door.

Tel shut his eyes and shook his head, chastising himself for his strangeness. Electing to prepare and saddle the animals himself, he drifted to the stable and fussed over Kelseigh and Pony. The stagsblood told him both were pleased to have the exercise and company, although Kelseigh tempered her enthusiasm. He let her know that she would be with Vared, which perked her up.

When Vared arrived, the mare danced a bit. He went to her and gave her some scratches and baby talk. “I may ride her?”

“I told you before, she is your horse.”

“I wish I could take her home with me.”

Tel frowned for a moment before brightening his expression. “Horses can be sent over the sea. Or you can come see her whenever you wish.” He swung himself into Pony’s saddle.

Vared mounted Kelseigh. “This is the only time I’m tall as you.”

“That is because Kelseigh is our pretty giant.”

“Yes, she is.” Vared leaned toward the horse’s ears for more baby talk.

Tel had to stop himself from staring. “Shall we?” he asked, looking anywhere but at Vared.

“Yes. Where are we going?”

“Somewhere I have not been in a long, long time.”

Unhurried, they rode through town, needing to stop as much for the people to say hello to Vared as for them to greet their prince. The songmaker was gracious and charming, eliciting smiles from the women, men, and children.

Beyond the houses and farms, they veered off the road, onto a narrow trail that cut downhill through the edge of forest. The warmer air and brighter sun had begun waking the world after months of slumber. Vared marveled at the gandaith shrubs bounding the dirt path on both sides. He fingered the tiny lavender petals of the blooms. “These are wonderful. The fragrance! We don’t have these in Omela. Intoxicating.”

“Take some. People all over Feigh celebrate the arrival of gandaiths. Pick them and keep them in their homes. Twenty months in the year, and they are with us for less than one. They will be gone in a week. Two at most.”

“Such a short life. But this is good. Too much beauty for too long would spoil us to everything else in nature.” He removed a panicle and tucked the stem through his hair and behind an ear. He faced Tel. “Does this look ridiculous?”

The sight—the prettiness—almost knocked Tel off Pony. “No.” He struggled to recover his wits. “Of course not.”

They rode in quiet until the path veered to the left and out of the wooded area. The land sloped gently down to the river. Vared raised himself on the saddle. “See that rock and the little copse of trees?”

“Yes.”

“Race you there.”

“A race?” asked Tel.

“Yes.”

“Very well.”

“But before,” Vared said, turning to him, “I should mention that you cut quite an attractive figure on horseback.”

“What?”

“Go,” said Vared, nudging Kelseigh through a canter and into a full gallop, giggles trailing behind him like a banner in the wind.

Tel urged Pony to give chase. “This is not fair,” he called. “Kelseigh has such long legs.”
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Tel and Vared sat cross-legged on the dirt, watching the river a few meters in front of them. It was swollen with spring rains and melt. Still, compared to the day it had taken Hod and Fyor, it was docile.

“You’ve not been here since?”

“No,” said Tel. 

“Why today?”

Squinting against the sun, Tel looked at him and then at the river again. “It was time. I have never put this behind me. Not really. And…”

“And?”

“And I thought…” It seemed to Tel like his organs were flitting about his torso. “I knew it would be easier with you here.”

“Not Caip?”

“No.”

“How is it?” asked Vared. “How are you?”

“I think I was right. I think it is easier. But not easy.”

“Good.” Vared’s hand glided over the damp, chestnut dirt until it rested on top of the prince’s.

Tel wanted to take that hand and pull Vared to him, to pull all the prettiness into his lap. He considered doing so but thought of Hod. “Something came to me just now. Something I have never considered. I told you this was the first time I have been back here, but that is not truthful. It is more correct to say I have never left.”

“What about trying the Omelan way?”

“The Omelan way?”

“Of saying goodbye. Are you willing?”

“Yes.” Tel realized if Vared had told him he must build a dam with his hands and the Feighan dirt, if Vared asked him to divert the river through forest and hills and mountains to empty into the Sea of Queens, he would be willing. 

Vared lifted his hand. “You simply tell the kindnesses they did you.”

All thought fled Tel’s head. He wanted Vared to return his hand to his. Suddenly nervous, he reminded himself to breathe. “It has been so long. I am afraid I will forget some.”

“Do your best.”

“My mother. My mother. She gave me life. Fed me. Taught me how to talk. Encouraged me—Is this what you meant?”

“Exactly what I meant,” said Vared. “Go on.”

“Encouraged me to disagree. Taught me manners, which I sometimes observe. Held me when I cried. She looked upon Caip and Hod as her own. She took care of my father and helped him be a great king. Protected him and Lag and me. Taught me about the faith. Helped me understand what we lose through violence. Met my bratty behavior with love. Did not judge me or fear me when I told her I…when I shared my deepest secrets. Gave me appreciation for art. Music. She helped me to not fear the unknown, to welcome strangers.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “I cannot remember everything. Not right now. Ask me tomorrow. I will only have more. There was so much.” He swallowed with his scalding throat. Tears threw themselves down his face. Opening his eyes, he noticed a wet streak on Vared’s cheek, too.

“The goal—” Vared cleared his throat. “—isn’t to remember everything. The goal is to realize you can’t. Her kindness was without end, just as she is. As her love was infinite, she is infinite. We can’t fathom it. We only have kindness in the mystery.”

“It is so inadequate.”

“Yes. Now Hod.”

“He…goddesses and gods, he was so beautiful. And I do not mean his appearance, though his smile and his eyes were kindnesses themselves.” He hesitated. Praising Hod in Vared’s presence caused inside him a guilty tugging.

Vared pivoted to face him more directly and scooted nearer. “Go on.”

Tel looked at Vared’s knee, unsure whether it touched his own or was only extremely close. “Hod taught me people without guile exist. He taught me how to relax. He found the unserious parts of me and coaxed them out. No one makes me laugh like he did. I was so self-important. Am. But he still let me be myself. Always stood up for what was right. Gave me love, physically. And often.” He chuckled. “Met my bratty behavior with love, just as much as Mother.” He lost himself to a fuller laugh. “Gave me perspective. Helped me see the privilege of my station. He thought I was pompous. Ridiculous. But if you could have seen the way he looked at me.” He wiped his face and thought for a minute, Vared watching closely. “That is not all. But it is a lot. More important than anything, though, was his time. He gave me so many days, so many hours of his short life. As did Mother. Hod’s final kindness was giving away his life for her. For me. He tried to save her. While I did nothing.”

Vared closed his eyes. “Maybe watching him trying to save her made you see it was hopeless. So, in trying to save her, he saved you. And think how many lives you have saved through your work for peace.” He looked at Tel. “And the lives they will save.”

Tel brushed drying mud from his boot with a hand. “There is just a different war now.”

“Not your fault,” Vared said, giving his head a little shake. “Neither is the loss of your mother and your lover. Maybe soon we can talk about the kindnesses you did them.”

They sat without speaking for a long time. Vared got to his feet and walked to where water met dirt. Tel’s heart thundered under his ribs. For a beat, he was certain he would watch Vared be carried away by the river. He opened his mouth to ask him to step away but did not want to seem hysterical.

Vared cast a noble silhouette. It was strange to see him with a sword at his hip, but it fit. He held his tiny, elegant frame erect. He should be too delicate for such an upright pose, yet there he was. Even standing casually, he looked like a plant stretching to find the sun. Never did his movements seem anything but effortless. When he turned back to face Tel, his hand was over his heart. “You’ve honored me by sharing these things.”

“No.” His eyes fell, unable to bear holding him for too long. The sight made him ache. Day by day, it grew harder to deny.

“Yes. I treasure our friendship.”

Friendship. The word was a serrated blade plunged into Tel’s chest. The knife dragged itself downward, opening the rest of his torso. “Me, too.”

Vared floated back and placed his willowy body on the dirt next to Tel. “It’s difficult to match.”

“What?”

“Hod,” said Vared. “What he represents to you. How could any suitor match that? One hundred seasons, and you have found no one to live up to him.” He shook his head. “This is inappropriate. I’m sorry. I was thinking aloud.”

“No. It is not inappropriate. We are friends,” said Tel. He wanted to scream. “And it has been one hundred seasons. But I also have not searched. For that. And I have never had suitors.”

“Have not had or did not entertain?” asked Vared. With that, he rested his hand on top of Tel’s again.

Prince Tel regarded the long fingers covering his. A bewildered intoxication swirled from stomach to head. Even at his drunkest, he did not feel this out of control. He and Vared watched the river as the sun eased itself toward the horizon, filling the Feighan spring sky with dusty grays and pinks.

* * *




Foghar’s miller, Daina, crossed into the sitting room, Caip trailing, and showed Prince Tel the top of her head. Under severe black brows, her lively hazel eyes danced in the sunlight falling from the window near Tel’s chair. “It is good to see you, highness. My trip was fruitful. We’ll soon have a pair of new quern stones. The search took me halfway to Affas, close enough to learn a bit of news. It’s credible. If you’ve heard it, forgive me.”

Tel eyed Caip. “Go ahead, Daina,” he said.

“The emperor’s women and men have been pushed out of Athair. The whole city’s held by rebels who name you their king. The loyalists have surrounded the city. A siege, but it’s useless. The rebels have access to the sea.”

“What of Lag’s ships?” asked Tel.

“Occupied up north with all the isles of Kamber,” said Caip.

“Of course,” said Tel.

Daina continued, her tone conspiratorial. “There are a couple of his ships out there, but they’re easily evaded. Rumors say Lag and Table are worried you’ll take your place in front of the rebels and lead them to the capital.”

“No. They are trying to draw me in. This is what they want. I will always be dangerous if I am alive. If they murder me in cold blood, I am martyred and even more dangerous. But if they defeat me on the battlefield, that would be that. The best way to neutralize my threat is to see I fight them and lose.”

Caip nodded. “Their position is superior—by far. It’s a good gamble on their part.”

“Pardon.” The miller swept long raven strands from her face, tucking them behind her ear. “But you’re both wrong. They may have a military advantage, but that’s only down to numbers. But you have numbers, too. You need only ask the people to join you, and many will. Every woman and man has a sword. From courtiers in Affas to farmers in the east and west to fishers in Athair—all of them.”

“Thank you, Daina, for visiting.” Tel offered her a compact smile.

She stepped a bit closer to him. “No one loves Lag.”

“I do, damn you. He is of my blood.” The blast of words was involuntary. “He is my brother.”

“Of course, my prince,” said Daina. “Sorry.”

“Thank you for bringing us this news. It’s appreciated.” Caip put a hand on the woman’s shoulder and steered her out of the room. 

Daina continued as she was led out. “This whole valley would stand between Gran and you if they had the chance. It’s the same elsewhere across Feigh. Not just in Foghar or Athair.”

“Thank you, Daina,” said Tel, teeth gritted. “Keep me apprised regarding the progress with the mill.”

Caip returned after a few moments to find Tel staring, grim-faced, through the window.

“There’s more,” she said. “Gran’s asking for you.”

“What could she want?”

“She’s in the garden. Neutral territory, she says.”

“This is my land. None of it is neutral,” he snapped. “I allow her to—” He closed his eyes for a pair of beats. “I am sorry. That was not for you.”

“I know. I’ll come with you.”

“Thank you. That will not be necessary.”

Caip opened her mouth, closed it, and nodded after several beats. “All right. But be cautious. She’s a snake.”

“You insult snakes,” said Tel. 

Among the brightening greens of his garden, Gran sat on a bench. The sight of her struck him like an ink spot on a crisp, white shirt. He leaned against a young tree. “What is it you want?”

“If I had everything I wanted,” Gran said, “you’d very much rue it.”

“Even your threats are lies. If you had everything you wanted, I would rue nothing. I would be ash in the dirt.”

She enjoyed a laugh. “You’d not be honored with a burning.”

A chill slashed down his back, but he hid it with a relaxed smile. “Please tell me why I am here, then.”

“One of my soldiers just returned from Affas. She wanted to deliver the information herself, but I decided I’d enjoy seeing your face. One of the perks of command.”

“My brother has proclaimed the moons Feighan territory.”

“You’re clever. I do enjoy your quickness,” she admitted. “We might be friends if you weren’t a bluebell lover.”

Tel refused the bait. His face was still.

“Not the moons,” Gran said, “but the empire does expand.”

“Oh? Success in Kamber?” He knew it was impossible this soon. Maybe ever.

“Hebe.” She searched his face, only to find his stoic mask intact. “King Gawash has agreed to take Craid’s seat at Table. He’ll serve as Emperor Lag’s viceroy in Hebe.”

“In the name of your fight for purity, a foreigner will sit Table? Dissonant, to say the least.”

Lieutenant Gran gave a little grunt. “He’ll accept the faith. As will his people, one way or another. Tempting as it sounds to eliminate off-Feighans from the world, it’s simply not practical. They’ll be given a choice. If they accept, they’ll be given a useful status.”

“Useful? An underclass, you mean. Non-citizens.”

“A prince bellyaching about an underclass. Hypocritical, to say the least.” Gran chuckled. “Gawash will be in Affas soon. Your uncle said he mentioned in a letter he’s anxious to see you. Perhaps you can visit while he’s there.”

“I will pass,” said Tel.

Smirking, Gran said, “There’s still time to reconsider, of course. You may decide you want to attend the cementing of this arrangement. A chance to witness history.”

“I will keep that in mind.” He took his weight off the tree and stroked an unfurling bud with a finger. “Enjoy the rest of the afternoon.”

“There’s more.”

“Oh?”

“Our unit has been recalled.” Gran shrugged, smirking again. “We ride to Affas midday tomorrow. It was decided there’s no threat here.”

“Safe travels, then, Lieutenant Gran. Mind yourself when you arrive on the shores of Kamber to fight for my brother. And Viceroy Gawash.”

“What do you mean by that?” Childishness colored her question.

He did not answer. “Thank you for offering me the opportunity to witness history. Do you know what has always fascinated me about it? History, I mean. It is littered with important moments—planned moments. Prearranged events. Occurrences everyone sees coming. Like Gawash traveling here to ceremoniously pimp his people to my brother. But the most important parts of history? The thunder that shakes the world and shifts fate? Those are the events no one sees coming.” He leveled a violent smile at her and left her on the bench.

He was confident the lieutenant was being withdrawn to give him space to move toward their trap. That night, he penned a letter to Cessa.








  
  
  Twenty

  
  




“Will you fight, or will you not?” Vared huffed.

“Will I fight? You are completely subdued. You are at my mercy.” Tel had Vared’s pretty, painted face in the dirt of the field, not far from the spot he had loosed his arrow in Gran’s tent. His knees ground into the turf on either side of Vared’s body. His right hand held tight to his own left wrist in the blue curls behind the songmaker’s neck. Vared’s entire right arm was useless, as it was caught in the ring formed by Tel’s upper limbs.

“You’re bigger than me,” Vared griped. “And I’m much better with a sword.”

“When you asked me to train with you, I thought you meant with wasters. It was you who wanted to grapple.” Tel applied a bit of extra pressure to the neck to punctuate.

“I hoped to make you argue for it. Stag knows you’d enjoy watching me play with my sword.”

Warmth trailed from Tel’s ears to his cheeks. His head swam. The surprise and embarrassment threw him, and his muscles softened. Vared took advantage of the subtle shift. At once, their fortunes were reversed.

Tel was on his back, between Vared’s knees. The Omelan applied no force at all. His knuckles were in the dirt on either side of Tel’s head. Breathing hard and wearing a wicked smirk, he gazed down at him.

Tel was as frozen in place as if five champions were holding him down. The goddesses and gods can take me to the black now. There could not be a prettier sight at the end of a life than what I see. Not on all the world and in all time. Not on all the world and in all time.

“What are you thinking?” Vared pushed off from his knuckles and sat across Tel’s hips. He flattened his hands on Tel’s chest.

For a flash, he believed Vared was reading his thoughts. Dismissing the idea, he recovered. “I am thinking you said Stag knows a moment ago.”

“You must be having an effect on me,” said Vared, beaming.

Tel swallowed.

“Will you fight, or will you not?” This time, Vared asked with softness and gravity. Tel began to grumble beneath him, adjusting his weight to scramble away, but Vared cut him off. “No. Tel. No. Don’t be upset with me. But I see you constantly thinking. I see you go inside yourself. I’m not asking so I can give my opinion or urge you to one course or the other. This isn’t my matter, except that I care for you.”

Tel allowed his eyelids to fall. He filled his lungs all the way. Releasing the air, he looked up at Vared. “I do not see how I fight. I do not see how I do not. Both are traps. My brother and uncle want me to oppose them violently so they can put me down. And chances are they would. If I do not try to stop them, my passivity is endorsement. And they are doing dangerous things. Destructive things. Needlessly terrorizing the families of child dynasts. Forcing the faith on good people. Banning foreigners from this place and that. Declaring Feighans disloyal. Sending people in their prime to Kamb shores to die for…power? Purity? I do not even know. They are on their way to swallowing up half the world. I want to run, and I hate that in myself. I want to fight, and I hate that in myself even more. I make leavings of the principle around which my whole life has been arranged. Peace is an absolute good.” He realized how comfortable it was to have Vared’s weight on him this way, as natural as a jay on a branch.

“I’m not certain there are absolutes.” 

“I am not certain of anything,” said Tel.

“I know you’re in an impossible position. And whatever you choose, whatever you do, whatever you don’t, I’ll think highly of you still. I don’t care a whiff what the prince of Feigh does. Only Tel. Because he’s a good man. So, if he runs, I’ll be happy he’s safe. If he fights, I’ll pray he stays so. The prince of Feigh is not my prince.”

“You dare show royalty disrespect?” Tel raised his finger at him in mock outrage.

“Only Feighan royalty. I’m Omelan from the soles of my feet to my blue hair.”

“Peasant!” Tel rolled, throwing him off his hips. Vared eluded Tel’s attempt to get a handle on him, using his wiry strength to wriggle free.

They wrestled for a few moments, observing none of the rules of grappling bouts—neither Omelan nor Feighan. Struggling against one another fiercely but with good humor, they grunted and giggled in equal measure. Vared’s body froze when a pair of boots appeared a few inches in front of his face.

Caip cleared her throat. “You know, not too terribly long ago, grappling—if that’s what you’re doing—was done by naked combatants.” 

Vared said, “Now that sounds interesting. I’d like to hear more ab—”

Tel cupped his hand over the songmaker’s mouth. “How are you, Rightmajor Caip?” he asked as Vared squirmed.

She said, “I have something to tell you.”

* * *




Tel stood under the feathery green of a tree in the muggy but not unbearable breeze typical of days near the heart of summer in the valley. In front of him were the couple and a happy throng of witnesses. Behind him, a neat orchard and handsome stone walls stretched across verdant flatness. He had offered the castle for a venue but now thought Mor was correct that his own land made the perfect setting.

Having the highest station, Tel served as the officiant. The bulk of the Feighan handcording rite was focused on preparing the person who performed the ceremony—a spiritual cleansing. As Tel worked himself through a slow circle to call on the directions, he accepted four offerings, each symbolizing an elemental power. 

Vared had suggested the offerings should be made by Gunda’s clan—the family of four he had moved to the estate after the house fire. Caip and Mor had adored the idea. Gunda brought Tel a stone ring for the north, which he fit over his thumb. Her husband, Tak, gave him a passerine feather for the east. He tucked it into his black hair. Their adolescent daughter drew a streak of ash across his forehead for the south. The little boy brought a pitcher of water for the west, emptying it over his hands.

Prince Tel had corded a couple once before at a much grander affair in Affas Castle. One of the women had sat King Vith’s Table for a decade. Tel had been close to drunk and had not given the duty a second thought. Now, he faced the solemn responsibility with great nervousness. This was his best friend. It did not help that he felt awkwardly underdressed. Tradition demanded he approach the ritual with humility. Shoeless, he wore a simple, cream chemise with chestnut leggings. The only embellishment was the ceremonial fabric cord, which he had tied around his waist. Although he always dressed more casually in the valley, he felt naked without at least a proper tunic. Stealing a glance at Vared, he wondered what he thought of all this.

Tel swallowed, looking first at Mor—dashing in his finest formal outfit—then at Caip. Vared had offered to paint her face for the occasion. She accepted but demanded a subtle hand. His work highlighted the warm brown of her eyes, the pretty swoop of her brows, and the friendly roundness at her cheekbones. Her dress was the blue-green of the Sea of Flowers on a cloudless summer day, decorated with dainty embroidery work in silver. His friend’s sturdy beauty hit Tel like a rock to the face, but his failure to notice for so long struck him harder. Close to falling apart, he wanted to embrace her and confess—to tell her again how sorry he was about so much.

When he could speak, he said, “Caip. Mor. My friends. I am Tel of Affas, prince of—No. My friends. I am Tel of Foghar.”

All the people of the valley hooted and clapped, including Caip and Mor. Tel felt overheated when he caught Vared’s eyes and saw him grinning widely while shaking his fist in the air.

“I hope you will do me the honor of allowing me to cord the hands of Mor of Foghar and Caip of…”

“Foghar!” Caip said, like anything else would have been ridiculous.

“Caip of Foghar,” repeated Tel, a ripple in his voice. The guests roared their appreciation again.

“We will,” said Mor.

“We will,” said Caip.

“We will,” echoed the crowd.

“Thank you.” He untied the cord from his waist and held it up for the celebrants to see. All were silent. Caip put her left hand in Mor’s right. Tel wound the entire length of the cord around until it obscured their hands, securing the fabric with a knot at the top.

“The six pair of deities who made the world showed us the sanctity of love and the sacred potential of the number two. Each of the proud races could not have been made without that love and potential. We would not be without that number. By agreeing to bring their lives together for the next sixteen seasons, Caip and Mor honor our divine origin. By agreeing to soberly decide in sixteen seasons if they wish to be corded again for sixteen more, they honor themselves. For only by freely and fully and individually choosing to join their lives can they continue to honor the power of the number two. Mor and Caip, will you, for sixteen seasons, give one another the best of the north?”

“We will give the fruit of the dirt,” they answered in unison.

“Caip and Mor, will you give one another the best of the east?”

“We will give the clarity of the wind.”

“Mor and Caip, will you give one another the best of the south?”

“We will give the passion of the fire.”

“Caip and Mor, will you give one another the best of the west?”

“We will give the joy of the rain.”

“And will you, good people of Feigh and of Omela, give them your best?”

The crowd chanted, “Of the north, of the east, of the south, of the west. Of the dirt, of the wind, of the fire, of the rain. Yes!”

“Mor of Foghar and Caip of Foghar now stand before you freely handcorded.”

The crowd broke into ecstatic yelps and surrounded the couple. The struggle for the prized positions—along the inner ring around the pair—resulted in the expected, good-humored, mock violence. In their stoutest voices, they demanded the newlycordeds kiss. Of course, custom dictated they make the wait as agonizing as possible. When their lips finally met, the people of Foghar exploded with joy.

Once the couple parted, those in the crowd with partners found them and shared the traditional kiss-after-the-kiss. Prince Tel looked at his feet until it was over and the party could begin.

* * *




Like before, Tel could not escape the dream, despite knowing he was asleep. He sat at a long, narrow table in a dim stone chamber. A candle flame danced over the scarred brown surface in front of him, giving the only light. The darkness kept him from seeing the other end of the table. To his right stood the first boy he had been with after Hod.

The boy was the son of one of his father’s lesser ministers. Tel could not remember which. The family had arrived at Affas several weeks after the accident, and the eldest son, about his age, took to following him around day and night. Near the bleary end of the third season after the drownings, they had gotten drunk together in a dusty, disused part of the castle. I know you want my cock, Tel had told him. The boy had said, Yes. Tel had smirked and told him, Take off your clothes and show me your hole. He had used him without so much as a kind word.

“I know you are not real,” said Tel. “I know this is not real.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said the boy.

“I know Aith is giving me this dream with his magic. Forcing it on me with the wind and rain dynasties.” Tel worried his uncle might soon be able to control him with the magical tethers. What if he has already begun?

“It doesn’t matter,” repeated the boy. “Hear that rain? Falling all day in sheets.” He put a crystal goblet on the table and into it poured wine the color of a garnet. “Drink.”

Tel lifted the glass to his face and inhaled. Saliva flooded his mouth. He had a sip. The familiar heat coursed from his tongue to his gut. “I should not. But I have—”

“You’ve missed it.”

“Yes.” Tel thought of Craid, loving and detesting him both.

“Faster.”

Tel finished the glass, and the boy refilled. “I cannot remember your name.”

“You haven’t missed me.”

“That is not tr—”

“Drink,” said the boy, glaring at the goblet.

Prince Tel did as he was told, the sound of falling water in his ears. A lighted candelabrum appeared across the murky chamber and floated until it came to rest on what must have been the other end of the table. Tel’s eyes focused, revealing Aith. The stone antlers stretched up behind the old man. His uncle lowered himself onto the throne of Feigh. He seemed too far away to be so crisply visible. This room was much larger than the real throne room. Most of the table was still shrouded in the blackness.

“This one loved you,” Aith said.

“I know.”

“Drink,” the boy and Aith commanded. 

Tel drank. He looked at the politician’s son and saw for the first time the mischievous Feighan handsomeness. “Why did he stay young? Why did you stay young?”

“You got old.” The boy refilled the goblet.

Tel stammered, “Am I supposed to say sorry? I do not understand why I am here.”

“Are you, nephew?” asked Aith. “Are you sorry?”

“Yes.”

“I agree. You’re sorry,” said Aith.

Tel pleaded with the young man. “You understand I cannot change any of it? I know I should not have been careless with you. You were so kind. And I did not deserve such kindness. I was grieving and lonely. Even Caip was away, starting her training. I had no one. These are excuses, I know. What I do not know is how to make it right. What else can I do? That I can see the ways and feel the ways I was unfair to…to everyone…is my punishment. I swear I can feel all of it. Anytime I stop.”

“Drink,” the boy said.

“Punishment? Splendid notion,” Aith said, clapping his gloved hands together several times. “Can you see, nephew? That you’ve been kind only to outsiders for the bulk of your sad life? Omelans? They get respect. Affection. The rest of us? Feighans? We get carelessness. Used.” He gestured again to the boy. “A beautiful Feighan man stood in front of you, begging you to let him make you happy. You could’ve corded ninety and five seasons ago. Had a life, here, at home. Focused on your family and your people. But you chose to get pissed and suck bluebell cock and make peace with the queendom that has muddied the dirt of this world with Feighan blood forever. Then, you got dry. A new Prince Tel. Tel the Sober. Tel the Good. But behold the wine-stained lips. Pathetic. Pitiable.”

“This is not fair. You are conflating—You are confusing me.”

“Punishment!” Aith swept the candelabrum into his palm, and a harsh scraping sound filled the chamber. He was dragging something behind him.

Tel could not see what was happening. The candles moved closer, lighting the planes of his uncle’s face in spasmodic flickers. Aith stopped and rested his candelabrum on the table. The glow revealed a mass of blue curls. Tel’s eyes adjusted and left him no doubt. Vared was face up, atop the table, his head nearer the prince’s end.

“Can’t you see, nephew?”

In a blinding instant, the room was illuminated. Tel’s vision again sorted itself. From the ceiling, between the stone antlers, water began to fall in a narrow but steady ribbon, landing on Vared’s face. Vared sputtered for a beat before falling silent.

“This endless wet.” Aith clucked. “I’ll save him.” He raised the source of the scraping sound, a large poleaxe, from behind his body. Moving the weapon over Vared’s head, he held the broad blade horizontally, so it diverted the flow away from his nose and mouth.

The songmaker coughed the water from his windpipe but did not otherwise move.

“Vared,” Tel said, “you can get up. We are dreaming. I am. But get up now.”

Over Vared’s head, the blade wavered in the air, allowing more of the stream to fall on his face. Aith clucked again. “My strength isn’t what it used to be, I’m afraid.”

Tel tried to stand, but his legs would not work. He looked at the boy. “Why can I not move?”

“You’re drunk. Drink.”

“No!” Tel swept the goblet onto the floor. “Let me move.”

“I simply cannot hold this anymore,” said Aith. He lurched toward Tel and the boy, burdened by the poleaxe in his hands. 

The stream of water widened, crashing down onto Vared’s face.

“Would you hold it for me?” Aith asked the boy.

“Yes.”

“Good.” Aith sprang forward and buried the blade in the boy’s chest.

“Why would you do that?” screamed Tel. “He is innocent.”

“Was, until you put your seed in him.” 

“Vared,” said Tel. “Get up. You will drown. Please.”

His uncle was walking away. Without turning, he waved a hand and said, “Save your bluebell, traitor.”

At once, Tel was free. He sprang into a run toward the center of the table. He swung his legs onto the surface and stood. Taking hold of Vared’s feet, he dragged him from the thickening column of rainwater. 

Vared did not stir. Tel squatted over him, panicked. The paint on his sweet face was streaked into thin, colorful mud. “You have to breathe. You have to breathe. You have to breathe.” Goddess please goddess please goddess please. Tel’s trembling hands hovered over Vared’s belly. “Goddess, please.” He pushed his palms downward.

He awoke in his sweat-dampened bed.








  
  
  Twenty and One

  
  




Tel and Vared took advantage of a warm morning and mounted Pony and Kelseigh while the sun still sat low and bashful behind a thin veil of haze. They made a long, unrushed walk-and-trot from the castle. Tel wanted Vared to see his favorite place on the world. For most of the route, the prince listened while the songmaker recounted his harrowing youth, his eventual adoption by a nasty and influential merchant, and his days in Queen Cessa’s service. Tel found himself several times on the edge of tears, both because Vared was granting access to his unvarnished story and because he had suffered so.

“We tie them here,” Tel said when they had gone as far into the forest as the horses could manage. “We will travel the rest of the way on foot.”

“It will be steamy today,” said Vared, petting Kelseigh’s neck after securing her.

“The forest will shield us from the worst of it. And the water will be cold.”

They slipped deeper into the woods. A comfortable stroll soon became a challenging hike, each step upward. The floor of the wilderness was littered with stones and boulders of pale feldspar and glassy quartz.

“We are climbing the mountain.” Exertion dampened Vared’s hair.

“Only a hill, young one.” Tel’s laugh was gently taunting. “And do not worry, we will not be climbing to the top.”

“I’ve been tricked. You invited me for a ride and a little walk.”

“We Feighans are so big and powerful, all things seem little to us.”

Vared scoffed. 

“You may kill me, but there is a much easier, gradual path. The horses can travel almost the whole way. It is the route my father took in recent years. But that is no fun.”

Vared narrowed his eyes and emitted a low growl. He turned his head. “That’s—I hear water.”

“Just wait.”

They walked in silence for a while. Tel’s spirits were buoyed by the physical effort. The feeling was something akin to drunkenness but without the dull murk. Each of his senses sang. The pleasure of exertion even masked the now constant buzzing of the stagsblood and its strange pull westward. He led the way through the growth, which was thick despite not yet reaching the density of late summer and early autumn.

“The trees are different here,” said Vared. “So large. Like Feigh is older than Omela, somehow. And all these wildflowers.”

“I am told you have similar forest in the north of your queendom. Perhaps one day we can see it.”

“Together?”

A tingling dizziness slowed Tel for a few beats. “If you would like.”

“I would.”

They soon reached a rocky downward slope. At the bottom was a stream. “This empties into the river. Everything empties into the river here. Be careful. I have slipped on these rocks more times than I can count. I have the scar to prove the worst of them.”

“On your shin and calf,” said Vared.

“Yes.”

Discovering the loose rocks along the way, they eased down the slope. Vared was surefooted and relaxed. When they reached the stream, Tel held his waterskin in the flow. He passed it to the younger man.

“Thank you. I’m thirsty.” Vared drank, water spilling down his chin. He laughed at himself. “I’m a greedy savage.” He dragged the back of his hand across his mouth.

Tel appreciated the gesture, surprised at the rough boyishness. He took the skin and drank. “So cold.”

“Wonderfully so.”

Prince Tel backed himself against a crooked tree and looked up at the jeweled viridescence of the canopy. He felt the weight of Vared’s orange eyes on his face. The pressure stayed until Tel returned the gaze and asked, “Why are you looking at me that way?”

“I swear you have two expressions,” said Vared. “You either scowl, or you smirk.”

“And which am I doing now?” asked Tel.

“You’re smirking.”

“Should I scowl?” 

Vared laughed from his belly. 

Tel’s crooked smile etched itself deeper into his skin. They each had a second swig from the waterskin. Pushing himself off the tree, Tel said, “The tough part is ahead of us, but it is not that long and worth the trek. I promise.”

They trudged ever upwards through the rocky woods, parallel to the stream. Before long, they were drenched with sweat. Vared stayed close enough for Tel to smell something essential of him. It aroused a strange, wobbly hunger. When he thought he might have to scream to break the trance, they reached a broad flat of thinner growth. Tel pointed ahead. 

“Beautiful,” said Vared.

Before them was a cliff, the height of more than a dozen tall men. From it, a waterfall plummeted into a broad, shallow pool. This pond drained into the brook along which they had been hiking. “The first part of my favorite place. My father’s favorite, too. Are you brave enough to get in? Even deep in the summer, it is colder than you can imagine. Now, it will be even harsher. Especially for a soft boy from the south of Omela.”

Vared was already stripping. He disrobed entirely and, without a word, bounded to the pool, tossing his clothes onto the dirt. He waded in without hesitation. “Won’t you join me?” He did not turn back.

“How does it feel?”

Vared called, “It’s…bracing. It’s horrible. Horrible. But I think I’m getting used to it.”

Tel shed his clothes, trying not to look too long at the unexpectedly sturdy globes atop the back of Vared’s legs. Even at its deepest, the water came up only as far as the middle of his thighs. Tel stepped to the pool and hissed his way in.

Vared walked around the sheet of falling water. Tel saw through the cascade blurred shapes and colors that were both a vague impression of a man and the unmistakable figure of Vared. Something pulled Tel through his nervousness. He joined him behind the fall.

Tel urged himself to remain respectful but could not resist a reflexive glance at the area under Vared’s navel. He thought he saw him do the same. They exchanged strange smiles. Tel looked downward at the water, which seemed to allow him to breathe. When he lifted his eyes, he saw wet, blue-headed Vared crossing the distance between them. Vared reached up and grabbed the back of the prince’s head, pulling it downward. Bounding percussion filled Tel’s chest.

“Thank you,” Vared shouted alongside Tel’s ear, over the roar of water. “It’s wonderful here.”

“You are welcome. I am too cold.”

“Who’s soft now?”

They shared a laugh, the songmaker’s hand still in Tel’s hair. Vared seemed to remember himself and withdrew his touch. Tel felt a protest forming in his mouth. Instead, he looked down at the water between them again.

Together, they plodded through the pool, back to the dry edge. In silence, they allowed some of the water to drip from their bodies. Tel kept himself from looking below Vared’s shoulders. They pulled on their breeches and boots.

“You were especially beautiful at the cording,” Vared said.

“You are terrible.” Tel gave a breathy chuckle, shaking his head. “Always teasing me.”

“I’m not teasing.” He squeezed some of the wet from his long curls onto the forest floor. “Which you know.”

“I do not.”

“The night you told the story of creation at the treaty signing, you were impressive. From head to heel, skin to guts, royal. They were shields. Your garments and bearing. Here, in the country, you dress more simply. Fewer layers and billows. And at the cording, you had no shields. Maybe that or maybe I know you now. But on both occasions, you were who you are. Wise and sad and smirking.”

Tel could not look at him but was listening with care. “Sad.”

“Like your head and heart carry the burdens of two lifetimes. More.”

“Oh.”

“You already know I didn’t want to come here. To do this exchange. Then, when I saw you, knowing I’d have to spend time with you, I was instantly nervous. Scared. A different kind of—”

“Why?” Tel raised his eyes. “Because I am highborn? I do not want anyone to be frightened.”

Vared chuffed. “Because your face is the softest and the hardest thing I’ve ever seen. How is that possible?”

“Why are you saying this?” Tel wanted to scramble away but needed every word.

“Because you have a reputation. Had. Not of a bad man, but of…a troubled man. The idea that I would even catch your attention was ridiculous, but…I think I did. Right away. The night of the signing. And you were pissed drunk but still charming. And, then, Caip needed you, and you asked me to wait. And you never came back. I waited for hours.”

“Vared, I—”

“I know, Tel. I know. You were drunker than I thought. I’m not saying this to make you feel guilt.”

“Then…”

Vared took a step closer. “Because I want you to understand I wasn’t being cruel those first weeks. It took me time to forgive you. And after…I wasn’t trying to hurt you. I was trying to keep hold of myself. To keep being myself. Not someone who’d be impressed because…you’re a prince. Or because you gave me gifts. And you are beautiful. And wise and sad and smirking.” He took another step.

The shame of not remembering his first conversation with Vared goaded Tel to run, to leave him in the forest. He fought this drive, forcing himself to keep his feet planted. “I do not know what to say.”

“You must.”

“I only know—” Tel felt the tension in his jaw. He pushed the words out. “The people who have hurt you. On the streets. And your…patron—this old fiend who took you in…I would—” He realized he had balled his hands at his sides. His chest heaved. You would do what, Tel? He knew if he were to punish the ones who had harmed Vared, he would owe himself the same treatment. Never had he felt so inadequate. He draped his blouse over a dripping shoulder. “Come,” he said. “I will take you to my tree.”

Vared tied the sleeves of his shirt around the perfect skin at his slender waist, watching Tel, painted lips slightly parted. He nodded.

Tel began walking, instantly loathing himself even more for the change of subject, which may have only hurt Vared again. “There is no real path from this approach. Be careful of prickers.” They fought through close growth. Tel tried to find the easiest way, his stomach fluttering, his chest aching. After a quarter of an hour, the ground cover thinned. “Almost.”

Vared’s yelp was like the songmaker himself, slight but impossible to miss. 

Tel’s organs dropped in his abdomen. “What is it? Thorn?”

“No. My neck. Like a hot knife.” He explored his nape with his right hand and brought his hand in front of his face. “No blood.”

“Let me see,” said Tel. He moved toward him.

Vared recoiled. “It’s on the back of my neck.”

“I think you have been stung, probably by a yellow needle. If I take the stinger out, you will feel better.”

“It’s…intimate for us,” said Vared. “For Omelans. Me.”

“You are of my blood.” He moved closer.

“But—”

Tel took the final steps, destroying the emptiness between them. He looked down to see Vared staring at his chest. “Give me your eyes, Vared.” The songmaker raised his chin. The twin amber flames shone at the prince. Their gazes were bound now, the connection singing with meaning. Tel finally saw in that link the welcome, the permission for which he had been waiting, underneath his awareness. He realized it had likely been there for weeks. Vared knew him drunk and sober. Vared had been hurt by him. Still, Vared offered himself with his eyes.

Swallowing, Tel felt all his anxiety shrink away. Once he began moving his head through space, there was no way to stop what he had started. It would have been as impossible as stopping the falling of tossed stones back toward the world under their feet.

Their first kiss was both a placid thing and a collision. Tel paused for further blessing—a deeper invitation. Vared provided it, separating his lips and skimming the prince’s tongue with his own. Still, Tel hesitated, wanting to stand in mindful appreciation of the moment. The shorter man rested a forearm on either side of the taller man’s neck, encouraging. Tel’s tongue crossed the threshold, and Vared softly moaned. It was a tiny sound of relief, of an impatient wait concluded. Bringing his hands to either side of Vared’s face, Tel took another taste. It only made him hungrier, but he moved away, looking down at the beauty he now held between his palms.

“Now may I see your neck?”

“Yes.” He looked as drugged as Tel felt. Turning his body, he raised the curls from the delicate column of his nape. Tel was nearly taken by the compulsion to devour the smoothness there. Vared’s taste sat on his palate, the smell of him hung in his nostrils, and the sight of him was long ago branded into his eyes. He wanted to have him here. He wanted to ease him onto the carpet made of autumn after autumn of shed leaves and mount him. More, however, he wanted another simple kiss. The forest floor was not good enough for him. He wanted to make him a bed of the finest pillows—soft enough for the slumber of the antlered ones—and upon it, map his mouth with his own. Such a bed and his tenderest, most skilled kiss would be unworthy of Vared of Omela.

Shaking off his intoxication, Tel located the welt and the tiny brown barb at its center. “Ah. I will remove the stinger with the side of my fingernail. It should not hurt.”

“Yes.”

“There. Easy.” He rolled the stinger onto the pad of his index finger and brought it around Vared’s head so he could see it.

“Such a small thing should not cause so sharp a pain.”

“Less the stinger than the poison, I think. You have never been stung before?”

“Never.”

“I will make a paste. It will pull the poison from the welt.” He squatted. Raking the rotting leaves aside with his fingers, he gathered some dirt in his palm and added two drops of water from the waterskin to make a thick mud. With the umber paste, he covered the site of the sting. “I have no idea if this is a legitimate treatment, but it is what my mother did, so it is what I do.”

“It feels better.” Vared turned around. “Thank you.” He grinned and looked away. “Yours drives me crazy.”

“Hm?” 

“Your neck.” Vared covered his face with a hand, plainly embarrassed. 

Tel’s whole body caught fire. “I am glad. Thank you.” When he had some of his wits back, he asked, “Shall we? The tree?” 

“Yes.”

They hiked in silence for a few moments. Tel stole glances at Vared, wondering how long he would have to wait for a second kiss. They came alongside and eventually walked upon a proper path.

Vared said, “We could’ve just taken the horses all this way?”

“Yes,” said Tel, “but we would not have seen the waterfall.” And you would not have been stung. And I might not have kissed you.

“I suppose it was worth it, then,” said Vared.

When they arrived, Tel said, “Here. Off to the left.”

“Your tree’s a fallen tree?”

If each of them had a twin, they still would not come close to encircling it with their eight arms. The giant’s death had taken several lesser trees down with it. “Fell the year after they drowned. Spontaneously. There was no gale. No storm. It decided it had had enough and wanted to rest. But it gave me my cave.”

“Cave?”

Tel led him around to the base of the tree. “You see how the earth has clung to the roots? It forms a disk of dirt. In all the rains and snows over the seasons, it has solidified. I have sat out an afternoon thunderstorm under here and stayed dry as an Andowian desert. I come here to pray and meditate. As does my father. Did.” He walked under the ceiling of sod and roots, barely needing to stoop. Vared followed. Tucked into the roots and mud all over the dome’s inner surface were curled, yellowed notes and keepsakes. 

“These papers would tell me a lot about you, I bet.” Vared dragged the backs of his fingers over some of the mementos above his head. “A star.” He indicated the center of the back wall of the cave. The largest gnarled roots radiated from a central point, forming a five-armed shape.

“Beautiful, is it not?” Tel sat. “Would you like to play a game?”

“A game?”

“Sit. We call it back-to-back.”

Vared lowered himself to the dirt. “I remember.”

“I have told you about it?”

“When we first arrived at Affas.”

“That is right. In the throne room,” said Tel, noting how different and distant life in Affas seemed. “Very well, then. Back-to-back.”

They oriented themselves and scooted until skin met warm skin. Tel was surprised by the power of the relief brought by being in contact with him again. Nearly as strong was the drive to use the stagsblood to probe his thoughts and feelings. He was desperate to know his interior, to confirm or dash his own hopes and be done with the matter. It would be a violation with which he could not live, so he ignored the urge.

“Who has the first question?” asked Vared.

“You have never played before. The honor goes to you.”

“All right.” Vared took in and set free a long breath. “Do you miss the drink?”

Tel closed his eyes. “No. Surprisingly.” He opened them. “I have had only one or two real bouts of thirst. Sometimes I reach for a glass with my hand. At a meal or a party or when I am nervous. I think only because it was so long my custom. The drink was at my side as much as Caip was—more—for decades. I still think about it often, but I do not fret about it. Craid said…he said he still had periods when he would have thoughts. Most thoughts are rubbish, he told me. So, I dispose of them. He told me to only worry about a thirst that will not leave.”

After a few beats, Vared said, “You were truthful.”

“Yes. My turn.”

“This is terrifying.”

Tel’s wicked laugh rang into the woods. “It can be.” He decided to simply ask what he wanted to know. “After the exchange is concluded, when the year has elapsed, will you see me? Somehow. Here or in Omela?”

“You’re thick.”

“Thick?”

“Dense as a milk cake,” answered Vared. He chuckled. “If you paid any attention at all, you’d know the answer. Stars in the sky, how is one so intelligent so slow?”

“You are being truthful?”

“Why wouldn’t I? My turn.” He took a quiet moment.

Tel spent the pause inhaling the equilibrium of scent offered by the forest—half brown death, half green life. It was old and new in divine balance. A bit of the tang of Vared’s body found his nose, too. His cock stirred.

“I have it.” A smile was evident in his voice. “Do you hold a secret from all people? I’m not asking for the secret. But do you have something inside of you—trivial or grave—no person knows?”

The dynasty danced strangely in Tel’s veins, dissimilar to any magical sensation he could remember. “No,” he said, in an off-handed manner. After a few beats passed, he convinced himself the casual answer sounded suspicious. “Being a member of the royal family and a diplomat has provided my mind with more than enough secrets to hold. None of them were only mine. And I do not like to clutter my head with extra information.”

“I believe you.”

Those four syllables struck Tel in the abdomen like the arrow from his dream.

“I like this game, but could we play another time? I miss seeing you,” Vared said.

The arrow drove itself further into Tel’s guts, tunneling through flesh. “Of course.”

They spun on their buttocks to face one another. “That’s better,” said Vared, showing Tel the sweetest expression he had ever seen. Vared regarded him through his blue lashes. In and around the apricot eyes was a whiff of mischief. “I like it here. The water. The woods. This tree, especially. I hope you’ll take me again.”

The arrowhead twisted, boring inward until he was run through. “Vared. Vared, I lied to you. Just now.”

“Oh.”

“And I am sorry for it. I have a secret. Only one living person knows it and came to know it recently.”

“Caip.”

“No. Not Caip. Other than him, only two have known, and they are gone.”

“Your mother and Hod.”

“My secret…I thought I might die with it. But circumstances have changed. And it wounded me to be false with you. I may need to soon share this with…Circumstances have changed. But I want you to know. Before anyone else.”

“You don’t need to tell me. I only asked if you had—”

Tel blurted, “Do you know I mean you no harm?” He ground his palms into his closed eyes and combed a hand through his raven hair. “That I would never injure you and that I would stand between you and anyone who intended to hurt you?”

“Yes. I know that.”

“Promise me, even if you are frightened, you will remember this. That I would not hurt you. That I would stand between you and pain. You must promise me.”

“Tel, wh—I promise.”

“This secret is best told without words.”
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Tel allowed his eyelids to fall closed. What if knowing curses him, like Hod? He pushed this aside, labeling it rubbish, and looked inward. After a beat, his mind was well-lowered, so he held his palms in the air between his ribs and Vared’s. He opened his eyes. Vared was frozen, holding his breath.

Above each of the lined flats of his hands, a loose ball of white light appeared. Vared shrank backward but kept his seat, legs crossed. Tel made the fist-sized globes of energy change colors. One shifted through the rainbow until it was the blue of Vared’s hair. The second stopped when it reached the warm orange of his irises. Tel shrunk the blooms and made them brighter. Vared squinted. Placing his hands in his lap, Tel made the blue sphere chase the orange in wild arcs and loops under the dome of dirt, roots, and disintegrating papers. They paused a moment, hanging, until one pursued the other into the woods.

He returned his right hand to the space between them and conjured a sour apple in his palm. After taking a large bite from the fruit, he held it out before the boy again as he chewed. When he swallowed, the apple faded in his hand until it disappeared. He looked at Vared, trying to assess what he was thinking and feeling. His expression was opaque. He did not raise his eyes to regard Tel. Instead, he continued looking where the apple had been.

Tel passed his left hand over his right arm from fingertips to elbow, cloaking it, bit by bit, with invisibility. He reversed the motion, making the forearm visible again. At this, Vared gasped, covering his mouth.

“It is painless. I am only hiding it.”

“Is—Could you hurt someone?”

“I would not hurt anyone. Least of all, you.”

“That’s not what I asked. How powerful are you?”

Tel answered, firing a bolt of energy from the cave, making the air scream and hiss. The lightning struck the side of a cow-sized boulder, blasting away a third of its mass. It fell to the forest floor in smaller rocks, pebbles, and dust. Above them, birds fled the trees.

“What else can you do?” Vared asked, too much white in his eyes.

“I can read the thoughts and feelings of those I touch. Plant a suggestion in their minds or hearts. Sometimes, I think I receive thoughts and feelings without touching people, but I cannot make any sense of those.”

Vared scooted away from him a bit, without seeming aware of it. “Have you…”

“Never. No. Never. I have wanted for so long to be able to see inside of you, so I might know…but I could never. I would find no peace after such an invasion. Never, I swear it.”

“I believe you.” Vared’s body remained tense.

“You are Kelseigh’s favorite person. She looks forward to being with you.”

“You can—Horses, too?”

“I am a dynast. I have so seldom been tempted to share it with anyone other than Caip, but I cannot help but let you see me entire.” He had a closer look at Vared’s face. “Are you frightened of me?” He leaned forward and took his hand.

Vared’s eyes filled with tears. He pulled his hand from Tel’s and rocked up into an awkward squat. “I need to go.” His attention darted about the space. His breaths were rapid and shallow.

Tel knew Vared was approaching the brink of panic. He had seen him like this before. To give him some room, Tel eased his body backward on the dirt.

“No!” came Vared’s sharpened scream. “I cannot find my way back. I need you to take me.”

“I was not going to leave—” Tel rose slowly and brushed debris from his clothes. “I would not leave you.”

Vared trailed him rather than walking at his side. Tel’s throat and chest burned with every step.

* * *




The next afternoon, Tel and Caip returned from a clearing in the forest, where they had taken a couple of unusually quiet hours for archery and sword work. They found Mor walking circles in the yard, clearly watching for them. Vared hugged his knees on the grass.

Caip knitted her face. “What is it, love?” 

Mor looked at his prince. “A young woman and her daughter, coming from southwest of here. Walked into town, dirty and starving. Says they escaped your brother’s forces two weeks ago.”

“How old is the child?” asked Tel.

“Eight seasons or so.” Vared stood. “I rearranged things. They’re in the littlest cottage.”

“Good.” Tel tried and failed to hold Vared’s eyes.

“Does she know she’s safe now?” asked Caip.

Mor said, “She’s scared. Beyond scared. But I think she’s more scared of what’s behind her than she is of us.”

“I will speak with her,” said Tel.

“No,” said Vared. His hand flicked out, and a few of his fingers curled around a few of Tel’s. He looked at their hands and withdrew his more quickly than he had sent it out. “Let me watch after her. They don’t need to see you. They don’t need to be overwhelmed by seeing a prince for the first time right at their lowest moment. Let them rest. Get their bearings.”

Caip nodded.

“Thank you, Vared. Whatever you need to make them as comfortable as possible. I will speak to her tomor—whenever. When and if she wants to. I leave it to you.”

* * *




The young woman was ready to see the prince by early the next evening. Vared insisted Tel and Caip go to her. Foghar Castle might be humble in your estimation, but it’s a castle still.

The prince, the rightmajor, and the woman sat on overturned crates in front of the cottage. The little girl stayed with Vared a handful of meters away, bouncing and babbling on the lawn.

“I am glad you are here, Ruitha,” said Tel.

She twisted strands of her black hair with her fingers. Her left leg vibrated in front of her. “Me, too. Your highness. Thank you. We came so far. A few days in, I realized I didn’t know where we were going. People said to go to Prince Tel.”

“You should not be thanking me. I should be apologizing to you. For my brother’s people.”

Caip gave Ruitha an empathetic but direct look. “We’ll need you to tell us what happened. We know it’s a fresh, uncomfortable memory, but it will help us understand.”

Ruitha’s eyes appeared to defocus. “They came to conscript those of the right age. Just swooped in on the town. Not even a town. It’s hardly a village. Less than a hundred. Just a bunch of houses with farmers and craftspeople inside. And several of our young adults already marched for the emperor. Probably put on ships to Kamber, so there are even fewer of us.”

“How many of them? The emperor’s women and men?” asked Caip.

“Let us break,” said Tel, tight-jawed, “the habit of calling my brother that.”

“Twenty, twenty and five. Maybe more,” answered Ruitha. “Not everyone can join the service. Not all of us. I’m not eligible. I have Ofya. She needs me. My brother—” Her throat caught. The speed of her fidgeting increased.

“Ruitha, perhaps we could talk another time,” said Caip. “If you would r—”

“No, rightmajor. Allow me a minute.” She appeared to subdue the emotions threatening to overwhelm her. “My brother and my man. They…told the soldiers. Enough of us have gone. The soldiers said if we weren’t willing to help, we must not be real Feighans. We must all have Kamb or Omelan lovers. Maybe we were even hiding some. My brother got upset. Just as he would when my father would talk in the old way about off-Feighans. The soldiers called him names. Threatened him. My man tried to reason. To explain that we couldn’t give more women and men. Respectfully. The harvest really is just months off. We need some strong backs…” She cleared her throat.

“One of them said—I’ll remember it always for the way he said it. It was so…dark. One of them said my man was making sense. They couldn’t take all of us. Then, he told me to choose. Since I couldn’t spare both of them, I should pick. He expected me to choose my brother or my man to go with them.” She absorbed her tears with the loose, ratty cuffs of her sleeves. “He said I was taking too long. I needed to decide. Then—” She croaked, overcome. A frustrated grunt came from her chest, like she was willing herself forward. “Just as I was about to answer. He was screaming in my face, and I was about to tell him, and…one, two. He stabbed them. I didn’t even know he had his blade out. But he stabbed them. Just like that. One, two.”

“Sacred Doe, I am sorry.” Tel rode a swell of rage. He wanted to smash something—to destroy anything.

“Even after this, they wouldn’t leave. I had to beg them to let me burn Fas and Sol. They ate our food and drank our ale and slept in our homes. And watched us. Bothered us. One of the women, she was especially nasty, slept in our house. Mocked my crying. But she had too much ale one night. They all did. And I didn’t know when they would leave or what else they would do before they did. I took Ofya and ran.”

“We’ll do our best to keep you safe,” said Caip. Tel heard the disguised anger in her voice.

“I had to get her out of there.” Ruitha gave a start, her head whipping around until she found her daughter with her gaze.

The girl sat on the ground, watching Vared. He threw a large stone into a lazy upward arc. When it landed, he imitated the sound of the impact. “Plonk!” It sent Ofya into hysterics, which Vared seemed to find contagious. Side-by-side, they shared a belly laugh.

“You are tired, Ruitha,” said Caip. “If you would like to sleep. We will mind Ofya and bring her to you when she is sleepy.”

“How does she have so much energy still?” Ruitha asked. “After all this? I’m so tired.”

“Sleep, Ruitha. So you can keep up with her tomorrow.” Caip placed her hand over the young mother’s.

Ruitha nodded and stood. “But don’t you want to know…”

“Know what?” asked Caip.

“What choice she had made.” Tel frowned. “Her brother or her man.”

Ruitha nodded. “Yes.”

“It’s not important,” said Caip.

“It is. It is.” Tel stood and moved to Ruitha. “Not because one choice was good and the other bad. It was ugly. Impossible. But because you need to speak your reasoning out loud.”

“Yes. Thank you. Yes.”

“I would hear it if you would let me.” Tel reached for her, placing a hand on each of her upper arms. “I would hear it.”

She gave him eyes like bruises. “Fas. My brother. I would’ve sent him to war. Only because he was childless. And Ofya needs Sol. But now…If I’d found the courage to say my brother’s name…”

“No, no, no, Ruitha. There is no sense in that.” Tel took her in an embrace. “Never forget, the ones who did this—my brother’s people—are responsible. They will be held to account. On this, you have my word. And your reason makes sense to me. For Ofya.” He let her go and showed her a gentle nod. Calling some authority into his voice, he said, “Now sleep. She is in good hands.”

“Thank you, your highness.”

Caip rose and walked with her toward the cottage. When they reached the little stone step, Caip turned back and looked at Tel, a question on her face.

* * *




A handful of evenings later, Tel sat fidgeting in the garden. Caip approached at the appointed time and joined him on the bench. The sun had set hours before, but the night’s air carried true summer warmth. The Stag’s eyes cast their moody light across the valley, making it feel like dawn or dusk.

“It’s lovely out,” she said.

“It is.”

“What’s happened between you and Vared?”

“I did not ask you here to talk about that.”

“I don’t care. You’ve been avoiding one another for over a week, both of you trying to act carefree, which only exaggerates the fact that you aren’t. When you do cross paths, it’s impossible to be in your presence. The atmosphere thickens. Like foul pudding.”

“I kissed him.” The memory caused an awful pang—behind his eyes, in his throat, and through his guts. 

“You must be a terrible kisser.”

He whacked her thigh with the back of his hand.

“He didn’t react well? Surprising.”

“What would be surprising about it?”

“You two have been aching for one another for months. And months. Both thinking you’re so subtle about it. But all you did was miss months of…one another. The pair of you are dense.”

Dense as a milk cake. Tel’s laugh was short, quiet, and bitter. 

“But the kiss wasn’t good?”

“Of course it was good,” said Tel. “I have not had one like it.”

“So, what happened?”

He closed his eyes and fiddled with his hairline. “I turned out to be not what he was expecting. A different man.”

“What did you say? I’m sure it can be fixed. Decide what you feel and go to him and tell him. You’re forty and one. You shouldn’t be wasting time.”

“Listen to you,” said Tel, stopping himself from rolling his eyes. “The romantic.”

“Mor’s done this to me. But I mean it. What is it you feel for him?”

It took him a while to find his throat. His eyes stung, and nausea came over him. He waited until the sensations abated. “Respect. I respect him. I want for him the best dreams in his head. He deserves more than any man could ever give him in a hundred romances. Me, especially. Behind his…shields…he is so tender, even after the world has hurt him so much. His gifts are—they put me in awe. In worship. I worship him. And my respect and worship do not permit me to press or try to woo him. I cannot do that. I cannot be the entitled royal, expecting to be given what he wants. Not with him. I would only ever ask him to be alive and to pursue his pleasure. If he wants me, I shall give myself to him. If he wants the world to be rid of me, I will put my own neck under the axe’s edge. If he asks for this castle, it will be his. If he asks for nothing, it will be his.”

She moved her head in a series of slow nods and pulled him into an embrace.

“Why are you hugging me?”

“Because I don’t want you to hurt, Tel. Because I adore you.”

“Please remember this feeling.” He squeezed her upper body into his. “Please remember.”

She pushed herself out of the hug and searched his eyes, which caught someone approaching.

“Ah, Dar,” said Tel.

The major showed the top of his head. “Your highness. Rightmajor.”

“It’s good to have you back, Dar,” said Caip.

“Good to be back.”

Tel straightened his posture. “We have two subjects to discuss tonight. Major Dar, please tell Caip what you shared with me yesterday.”

“First, Nik’s safe in Athair. He’ll continue to do the contingency planning Prince Tel asked him—”

“Planning?” Caip narrowed her eyes.

Tel raised his hand in a blade. “Let him finish.”

“The fighters who hold Athair number somewhere above two thousand. Their leaders are convinced they can have another thousand or more.”

“Nothing compulsory,” said Tel.

“As you instructed, highness. No one will be pressed into service.”

Caip’s fingers came to her lips. “Goddesses and gods.”

Dar continued, “Rightcolonel Sitha’s four hundred soldiers will march for you if you send word, along with the two hundred or so already stationed in and around Coltach.”

“And you have asked a sample of these soldiers if they will fight…next to someone different from them?”

“Yes, highness.” Major Dar answered. “And to a woman and man, they will. Others will hesitate, maybe even refuse, but the ones I polled aren’t troubled by it. They’re troubled by your brother much more.”

“Different from them?” Confusion pulled at Caip’s features.

Tel rose from the bench. “My friend. I ask you again to remember our hug a few moments ago.” He raised his arms to shoulder height. “I have the blood.” From his hands burst two great plumes of fire, more than two meters in length. “The blood of the antlered god.” Orange light and heat streaked over the planes of the faces of the rightmajor and major. Three beats later, they were again solely lighted by the moons.

“I—Of course,” said Caip. “Of course.” Her face collapsed into her hands. “The fire in the alley with Gran. So many other—”

“Remember our hug, Caip,” said Tel. “We will talk of this after you have slept on it. If you want to leave, I will let you go. I have kept things from you, my friend. But I respect you. I would happily give you the castle. I would happily give you nothing. But I would prefer it if you accept more than nothing. Lead my army. It sounds like you would start with thirty and six hundred behind you. And a dynast prince next to you. We can grow the army with a bit of cunning and luck. We will need more than a bit, for the other side has some sixty thousand here and twenty thousand in Kamber.

“I can no longer cling to my love of peace while so many Feighans have none. They are terrorized. When I set this plan, I knew it could be abandoned. I assumed I would abandon it. But I needed to explore options. And I needed to think. Just when I thought I might go through with it, I began to waver. Because of the evil of violence and the whiff of self-interest. But Ruitha and her little one arrived just in time to show me what to do. I will knock my brother from the throne and knock my uncle into a pit. That, or I will lose my head. If you join me, you may, too. But I will not hide that head while thousands of people call on me to raise it high and end this wickedness.

“Dar, now you know it was no stranger I had in mind when I asked you to test the sentiment about fighting alongside a dynast. I do not understand why I matured with my powers intact, but I know I did not ask for it. It makes me no better or worse than if I could not make the fire or disappear myself. Pick a few people and ride out tomorrow to see how many from the area you can recruit to march under the cross and ring.

“Caip, decide if you can forgive me. And if you can, we will begin planning, and I will share what I have already arranged. I leave for Athair in twenty and five days with all who will follow.”

Tel walked toward the castle. When he was far enough away that it could not be seen, he allowed himself to tremble. He was frightened and tired, and he had not even begun.








  
  
  Twenty and Three

  
  




As the hot afternoon considered surrender to evening, Prince Tel changed into a festive but simple outfit to ride into town. While colorful, his attire was free of billows and puffs and embellishments. More and more, he eschewed layers of princely garments in favor of plainer ensembles. Cheerful, grass green leggings disappeared into knee-high boots of creamy, brown leather. A quilted doublet in a mellow, rusted amber closed around a thin tunic of a brighter orange. 

He would join the people of the valley to mark the anniversary of the end of the Kamb occupation of northern Feigh with dancing, drinking, and four spit-roasted forest hogs. Although the fighting ceased centuries ago, the Feighan victory was still observed as a significant holiday across the kingdom, particularly in and around Foghar. A unit from the region had been crucial in dislodging Kamber’s hold on the capital.

At the stables, he found Kelseigh still missing. He had not seen Vared all day and had paced about, trying to not fret about it or ask if anyone knew where he had gone. Because he could not manage to smooth the worried etchings on his face, a handful of attendants and soldiers had asked him if he was well. Vared had left the estate without escort. Tel was, by turns, furious and sick with fear.

What else can I do? Castle or nothing. It is not my choice. He would try his best to enjoy the celebration. His people were excited to have him here for the holiday for the first time in sixteen seasons, and he would play his role. After fussing over Pony for half an hour, he saddled him and took the road through the heart of the valley until he reached the open meadow used for the festivities. At the paddock’s center, a giant pyramid of wood of all kinds stood ready to be ignited. It would be Tel’s honor to bring the bonfire to life.

The smell of roasting meat greeted him before any villager. His stomach rumbled, and his mouth flooded. Increased appreciation for food was one of his favorite aspects of avoiding the drink, and he looked forward to the rustic feast. After tying Pony, he spent a full ninety minutes being welcomed by his people. He sat in time to hear a smith tell the story of his daughter’s recent birth. The child arrived a bit earlier than he and his woman had anticipated, and he relayed the story with humor and pride.

Tel giggled through the smith’s tale and enjoyed other folks’ updates, struck by the possibility this might be the last time he would see many of them. This could even be my last summer on the world. He was not too seduced by the darkness of this notion. Instead, he chose to savor this time with good Feighans.

Someone called Vared’s name, and Prince Tel leapt to his feet. The response was involuntary. He could see the unmistakable, slight, cobalt-topped figure in his periphery, securing Kelseigh before ambling, terquin case in hand, toward the revelers. Tel pretended not to notice and made a ruse of having stood only to start a friendly competition. “Did someone bring a rope for a tug of war?”

Someone had, and Tel organized the game. Determined to not lift his head to seek out Vared’s, he joined in round after round until he felt he might collapse. A pair of young men rescued him, telling him it was time to light the bonfire. Soon after that, they would feast. Most of those in attendance gathered near. Despite his best effort to avoid notice or care, he saw Vared had taken a seat on the grass twenty meters away. He played a quiet song to a small audience, who sat entranced.

Telling himself everyone would know soon enough, he considered using the stagsblood to ignite the towering pyramid. He chose instead to observe tradition and tossed an oil lantern onto the base. When it smashed, the gathered townspeople hooted their delight. He watched the flames spread up and around the structure. It was as difficult as ever to pull his gaze from a fire. He was surprised when Mor sidled up to him.

“Your highness.” His tone was warm. He showed his prince the top of his head.

“Hello, Mor. I was worried I would not see you tonight. Is Caip here?”

“Of course.”

“Is she—”

“You have a long, complicated friendship. She loves you like a brother. She always will. But leave her be tonight, your highness.”

Tel heard the certainty in Mor’s voice. Although he felt none of that sureness, Tel understood in an instant there existed territory of Caip’s interior he would never know. This territory was for Mor and Mor alone. The realization made him burn with an odd, resigned envy. He felt no hostility toward the man, just the sensation of melancholy chewing at the soft tissues of his chest. “I will not bother her.”

“And if I may ask of you one more thing, my prince?”

“Ask it, friend.”

“Do not stop until your rear end is on top of that throne and your head’s under the rack crown,” Mor whispered. “And please keep her alive.”

Tel’s eyes widened. Mor gave him a small, tight nod. “The more likely scenario is she keeps me alive.”

Mor chuckled as he walked off, no doubt to find his partner. “Happy night to you, your highness.”

Finally, it was time to eat. Tel and most of the attendees did so with gusto, enjoying an unrushed and casual feast. The mood was joyful. Caip offered Tel a brief smile from a distance. Seeing that it changed her eyes as much as her mouth, his throat stung with gratitude.

Once the children had taken their fill and retreated to the outskirts of the celebration to play, the adults laughed over jokes and friendly taunts, which became more vulgar with each mug. Tel was happy to be so relaxed when surrounded by overindulgence. He was, however, preoccupied with thoughts of Vared—and with chiding himself for those thoughts. Even over the raucous sounds of the feast, he caught fragments of distant tenor, terquin, and silvery laughter.

* * *




Many of the townspeople had left the paddock for home, especially older residents and those with children. Both the flames and conversation had mellowed. It became much trickier for Tel to pretend to ignore Vared when people called him closer to the fire to share some music.

Vared complied. Tel tried to balance the amount of attention he paid him as he approached, wanting to avoid the appearance of tension or awkwardness. He knew it was irrational, but he felt as if all of them—the arresting songmaker included—could read his thoughts as easily as if he screamed them at the limits of his voice. He tried to look at him, but not too much, all while maintaining a neutral but not unfriendly expression. This is absurd. I am absurd. 

When he stepped into the dome of gold light, Tel noticed the difference. He had shortened his curls a great deal. His dainty cheekbones were entirely visible, now that the hair had retreated from his features. What was a massive, feral tangle was now a pleasing, balanced, blue vessel for his face. When the Omelan turned to show a smile to a young woman, Tel’s breath hitched. A peek—a tantalizing sliver—of the nape of his neck was exposed to the night air. Warm light and gray shadow from dancing flames tickled the perfect skin.

Something in his movements and posture was changed, as well. After puzzling over it for a few beats, Tel knew he was observing the telltale signs of drunkenness. Just as it came to him, he saw Vared gesturing for a drink. A mug was placed in his hands. He made a show of taking a large swig, to the applause of the crowd.

“What’ll you play?” asked the woman at whom he had grinned.

“Hm.” He readied his terquin. “Prince Tel was kind enough to send me to the Academy at Sonagrein not long after I arrived in Feigh. I’ll sing a little song the students taught me. They said almost everyone in the kingdom knows it. If you do, sing with me.”

His strumming was jaunty as he tore into the introduction, to which he could not help adding his charming, nimble-fingered trickery. He struck the strings with atypical force but maintained graceful dexterity as he locked eyes with Tel until the prince could look no longer. It took a bit, but nearly everyone indicated they recognized the tune with hoots and cheers before he began singing.

You better mark my warning

                                   I give it to you freely

                                   Take care you don’t lose your head

                                   ‘Cause you’ll lose your head

                                   Fooling with th’ stagsblood

                                   I’ll tell you of my best friend

                                   With a dynast he was smitten

                                   So he gave her his dong

                                   It rotted off before long

                                   From dippin’ it in stagsblood

Tel’s experienced a gauzy sort of deafness and did not hear the chorus. He carved a cheerful expression onto his face and even managed to bob his head in rhythm as he withdrew a good distance inside himself. He set to calculating how long he would have to stay at the affair to avoid the appearance of tension or offense.

Surfacing from his own depths after what he guessed was another two or three tunes, he got to his feet to begin the tedious process of giving his goodbyes. As he clasped hands and wished folk well, he refused to look in Vared’s direction. He made his way through the townspeople, his brief visits bringing him in wider and wider orbits around the fire. Behind him, he heard the singing and playing stop before a round of applause.

Daina, the miller, walked alongside him as he shuffled across the grass toward Pony. “Won’t you stay? We’ll celebrate until dawn, I think.”

Tel said, “I think people will enjoy themselves more without a prince of the realm lurking.”

“But we’d love to have you stay.”

“I am tir—”

“She’s right. You should stay.” Vared emerged from the gloom and caught up to them. “Aren’t you having fun, your majesty? Highness.”

Tel saw Daina take note of the shadow that slid across his features and excused herself. “I’m terribly thirsty. Sleep well, your highness.”

“Thank you, Daina.”

“Why are you leaving?” Vared asked, insufficient space between the words.

“I would like to sleep.”

“What about fun?”

“I have enjoyed myself,” said Tel. He moved around Pony and fiddled with leather. “Thank you,” he added, feeling the muscles under his ears tightening.

“Don’t you like my hair?” He let his mouth hang open while he played with his curls. It was theatrical flirtation.

The question and Vared’s manner infuriated Tel. He swung himself into the saddle.

“I think,” slurred Vared, “you don’t want me to have fun. Because you don’t get to have any fun anymore. You don’t even like a fun little song. Maybe you should have some mead and relax. Like me. I like to have fun. To drink sometimes. To go to bed with someone. Get my cock wet. Where are you going?”

Tel fantasized about dismounting and punching him into the dirt but instead said, with forced casualness, “Home. I am going home.” 

“You don’t think we should talk?”

“Goodnight, Vared.” As he rode Pony away, he turned to see the songmaker weaving back to the revelers, muttering. “Have fun,” he called back, venom on his tongue.

He rode up to one of Caip’s soldiers. “Make sure Ambassador Vared stays safe. Keep your distance. Do not bother him. Let him do whatever he likes. But do not let anything happen to him.”

“Understood, highness.”

* * *




The sun screamed down on Caip and her drilling troops. Their ranks had increased. Over a dozen young women and men from the valley had joined them.

She cupped her hands around her mouth and bellowed, “You are—to a person—soft and slow. Too much mead last night. You think a larger, better-equipped force will show you sympathy because you’re hungover? Move!”

Fully outfitted and armed, she paraded them back and forth over the field, pausing at the end of each pass to execute a tight choreography of movements and postures. A drum pulsed.

“Goddesses and gods, hold the damned formation. You look like leavings out here.” She jogged alongside a raggedy line. “You’re not even awake.”

Tel watched them from underneath the visor he made of his hand. Despite the untidy work of the soldiers, his chest was full. He enjoyed seeing his friend doing what she loved so. In her, he had every confidence. If he were to take Affas, it would be because of Caip.

Caip trotted over to Prince Tel. “I’ll have them in better shape than this.”

“I know,” Tel said. “And there will only be more to make ready as we go south.”

“We’ll need to be twice as clever as we are strong,” she said.

“That we will. Our ranks will expand. We are on the side of peace.” He shook his head. “Listen to me. The doublespeak of warmongers. I will stand in front of the Stag for this after my life here.”

“Stand in front of him now,” said Caip. “Go to the forest and ask for him. You can’t lead this endeavor with your heart in two. Get it whole. We are on the right side. No one thinks you’re a warmonger. Your whole life’s work shows the opposite.”

“There will be war in my name. I am not sure it is forgivable.”

“You speak like you live outside reality. What are we supposed to do if attacked? Stand peacefully? You don’t believe so. I saw you in that alleyway in Affas. You sensed danger and fought to survive, as you’ll do when we march. Peace is an ideal. It’s perfection. Or…it can only sustain itself in perfection. We’re women and men. We weren’t made perfect. If the Stag and the rest of them wanted peace, they should’ve made us better. All of us.”

“They made me particularly flawed, I fear.” Tel cast his gaze at his feet and took a pair of slow, full breaths. He raised his face. “Caip, I am sorry I kept it from you. For a long time, I resented the prejudices and superstitions about dynasts. I told myself they kept me from being myself. I was superstitious, too. Because I shared it with Mother and Hod, and they were taken from me. From us. And then I found the longer I held such a secret, the more impossible it became to release my grip. I—”

Caip appeared to absorb what Tel had said for a moment. She gave a slight shrug. “I didn’t even know you showed the blood when we were young.”

“It started with the rain and wind. Sensing the thoughts and feelings of others through touch. Nothing spectacular. Do not worry. They are more trouble than they are worth. And I never read you. When the other magics began to develop, the dirt and fire, I was old enough to need to hide it. Or to feel I needed to hide it.”

She crumpled her features, thinking again. “Stagsblood or not, makes no difference to me. At least, it won’t over time. The shock of it will fade. I’ve thought of a thousand reasons you would’ve hidden it. It stings you didn’t tell me. And it stings I didn’t see it. Because, truly, I should’ve. That’s not the real belly punch, though. You kept that you were considering a challenge to Lag from me. You sent Dar to do what I should’ve been sent to do. And you kept that from me, too. I’ve earned your trust. Your confidence.”

“And you have it.” Tel regarded her heart-shaped face, pausing until he had her eyes again. “You have it. Dar is capable of what I asked of him. More than capable. I knew you would have argued that it should be you to explore raising an army. But I needed you here, with me. To be my constant. My steadiness. Remember, when he rode out with Nik, Gran and her goons were here, watching us and harassing Vared. I needed my best with me. Here. Keeping us safe. Especially him.” He lowered his eyes, feeling his skin warm and prickle. “Rumors in the capital say Lag’s troops are making no progress in Kamber since the first wave of the invasion. A standstill. Between five and ten thousand more will be sent north in ships.”

“Excellent news, if true.”

“It is a tragedy, Caip. A waste. More death on both sides,” Tel said, voice wavering. He took a few beats and found steadiness. “But, yes. For our purposes, it presents an opportunity. It takes soldiers off the table for them and betters the odds for us. Anything keeping those ships off the southern Gray Sea is good for us. We can only hope they continue to underestimate us. Our threat to them increases as their respect for us decreases.”

“Have you thought about…about what happens if you take the throne? About what happens to your brother?”

“When Aith is eliminated, Lag will be rudderless and will sue for peace. Trust me. He is an ignorant, bigoted fool, but he is not in control of this kingdom. I will figure out how to deal with Aith first.”

“How can you be sure?”

Tel turned his attention to the drilling soldiers. “Aith is a dynast. A powerful one. Twice as powerful as me. More. He invades my mind with the wind and rain dynasties while I sleep. He gives me nightmares. He does not seem able to influence my waking thoughts. That may be because such magic is outside his ability or because I am also a dynast. It may be that he will find a way. I am uncertain. But I am certain he is using the tethers to control Lag. Our focus must be ridding the world of him. Somehow.” 

He faced Caip again and found her only response was a slackening of her jaw.








  
  
  Twenty and Four

  
  




The morning blazed hotter than any had for eight seasons. Tel arrived before even the rightmajor, armored in leather and anxious to burn some energy. The rest of the soldiers trickled in while the day’s steam thickened over the valley. As they reached the green silk of the field, Caip paired them off. Tel had not practiced a single maneuver, and his black hair was damp already.

Vared was last to arrive. At first, Tel assumed he intended to spectate, but then he saw Caip match him with a partner—and a formidable one. This was not to be some easy session like the singer had been taking now and then with Caip. Tel had asked for training to be intensified. They would be knocking each other around all day.

He set his mind again to ignoring the Omelan as best he could. “You are to forget I am your prince and try to knock my cock into the dirt,” he told his partner, a taller, muscled corporal with a nose that had clearly been shattered more than once. Tel figured the enormous soldier lacked his speed, even if he had a significant advantage in brute strength.

The corporal grinned, and a sound—half chuckle, half growl—crossed his lips. “For Feigh, then.”

Tel’s eyes found the glossy network of scars stretched across the giant’s fingers and knuckles. “For Feigh.” He swallowed.

“Begin,” cried Caip.

Tel winced and braced himself, lowering his center of gravity in preparation for an onslaught. 

The corporal held his position. “Heh.”

“What is your name?”

“I’m Bin. Of Athair. Like your mother.”

“Athair? Soon you will be home.” Tel began a careful arc to his left. Bin’s response was not immediate. His movements to keep Tel in front of his body—at a safe angle and distance—lagged. Corporal Bin showed no concern, no vigilance. He did not see his prince as a threat. “Tell me, what do you think about being a traitor for me?”

“A traitor to your brother?” Bin wiped beads of sweat from his brow with the back of his mighty hand. “I don’t give a horse’s set o’ balls about your brother. He’s dumber than me. And you’ll let me cord my woman.”

“Your woman?” Tel picked up the pace of his dance, watching for an opportunity, waiting to spring. “Why would you not be allow—He has forbidden cross-cording again.”

“Yes.”

“Tell me about her.”

“A sailor.” Bin smiled. “On an Andowian merchant ship. Came into port back home a few seasons ago. Small but strong as a bear. Doesn’t take any leavings from me. Or anyone else. A blessing to a pair of eyes, too. You’ll let her live here with me, yellow hair and all.”

Tel swept his eyes sideways to locate Vared before turning his attention back to his sparring foe. “Yes.” He saw something cross Bin’s eyes. Tel lunged forward, attempting a thrust with the waster. Bin dodged, and Tel found himself within the taller man’s reach. Bin brought his elbow down, striking the place his neck met his shoulder. He crashed to the grass at Bin’s monstrous feet.

“There. Your cock’s in the dirt, highness. You’re welcome.”

“Thank you.” Tel rocked in pain while he massaged the impact point. “So much.” Sure he now had an opening, he rolled and tried to take Bin down by the legs. The beast did not budge.

“Get up, highness. You need to focus.” He offered his hand and pulled Tel to his feet. “I know you can fight better than this.”

“Right.” Tel slapped dust out of his clothes. “Let us—” A cry of pain slashed through the sounds of friendly taunts and wasters meeting in the air. He saw the blue head on the ground beneath his hulking opponent, in much the same position he had been a few beats before.

Tel marched across the field. “Ambassador Vared, a moment of your time?”

The songmaker moaned and spun onto his back. He rubbed his lip, streaking scarlet across his face. “I’m occupied at the moment, Prince Tel.”

“Get up. Now. Please.” He moved to give him his hand but decided against it.

“Very well.”

“The garden.” Tel strode in that direction.

* * *




Under the hanging foliage of an ancient sulking tree, filtered speckles of sunlight landed on Vared. The breeze shifted the leaves and branches, making the bright dapples dance over his skin and hair. Tel looked up at him from a bench.

“You’re the one who suggested I learn how to fight.”

“I meant—” Tel heard the heat in his voice and paused to begin again. “I meant for you to take some exercise. Perhaps learn some skills in case you found yourself in trouble. So you could escape. Not so you could stand and fight soldiers.”

“You think I’m too weak for it. Too dainty. I’m n—”

“Would you please sit with me?”

“I’ll stand.”

“Stand, then.” Tightness returned to Tel’s throat. He waited for it to dissipate. “It is not that I think you are weak. Or that you are incapable. But these women and men, myself included, have trained to fight for years. Decades. We are going to war. And you are going home.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“We are here for a few more weeks. Then we will head south. At Coltach, you will board a ship for Omela. Your departure will more or less be timed for the end of the exchange. You will have completed your full four seasons of service to your queendom.”

“I will stay. With you.”

“No. You cannot.”

Vared rolled his eyes and took a seat next to Tel. “I don’t have anyone in Omela. I have you and I have Caip here. I know you’re angry with me. The bonfire. I can’t remember, but I can imagine. I remember my mood. Sometimes, I don’t like how I feel for you. It’s so…predictable. You’re powerful, and the stagsblood dynasty only makes you more powerful. While I’m just—I was disgusted with myself for so easily…And now you want to be rid of me.”

“Look at me.” Tel swung a leg over the bench, so he was straddling it. Vared mirrored him. “I have no power with you. If you knew what I saw looking at you, what I hear listening to you. What it is like to smell you. Months ago, you asked me a question. How is anyone to refuse you? But the question is for you. How? I am sending you home to keep you safe. Against everything I feel. Selfishness would have you stay. To have you in my sights. To have you in my tent at night.”

“Let me stay. Keep me safe.”

“I cannot. The odds…are not good for our side.”

The orange eyes found the stone of the bench between them.

“You know it is true,” said Tel. “So. I will do the unselfish thing and send you home. We will say goodbye at Coltach. As if—”

Vared lifted his gaze and took Tel’s eyes. “And if you win?”

“I will send for you. Or choose an heir, abdicate, and come to you, if that is what you prefer. I do not care for power. I give it to you. I only want justice in my kingdom and less fighting on this world. And you.”

“I still choose to stay.” Vared hung his head. “If I lose you when we’re apart, I won’t be able t—”

“You will be able. You must be able,” Tel spat. He waited until his flash of anger dimmed. “If something happens to me, you will survive. You will. No one knows this better than me. No one. Grief makes time a strange and vicious thing. Each beat will feel like a year, yet seasons will pass unnoticed. And you will have somehow breathed through the whole nasty stretch, even when you had no will to do so. Then, you will sometimes notice your breathing. A long while after that, you will appreciate the breaths now and then. And you will write a ballad so, in a century, at least Omelans will know that many people in Feigh, most of us, did not want trouble with the rest of the world’s people.” He searched Vared’s expression for understanding. The songmaker nodded. “I am sorry I scared you with…I should have been more thoughtful about the way I told you I am a dynast. It seemed so wrong to keep it from you another moment. But that was only more selfishness. I wanted you to see and accept m—” He was paralyzed by the sight of Vared gliding across the stone. Their knees met.

“I am of your blood. If it is stagsblood, then I am of stagsblood.” Vared tilted his head and brought it through the air to Tel, who accepted his kiss.

Their mouths joined with more urgency this time. Copper from the fresh cut on Vared’s lower lip greeted Tel’s tongue. All apprehension and hesitation fell away. They devoured one another, which only resulted in further, deepening hunger. Pretense evaporated. Vared’s fingers wound themselves into the back of Tel’s hair. Their bodies pressed together—mouth to mouth, chest to chest, cock to cock—over the polished stone of the bench. They melded, hot.

For Tel, the union straddled the border between satisfaction and disappointment. He experienced contentment because the tension of anticipation—only worsened by their first, tenderer kiss—was broken. A knotted muscle gave way. The sudden relaxation gifted so much relief. He gloried in the crashing of their wet mouths. A dim regret shaded the ecstasy because he knew even the deepest, most fully appreciated kiss can only demonstrate its limitations. It cannot last forever. The lovers cannot be closer than this. One cannot crawl inside the other’s skin and live and die there, though both may desire it. He knew there would be future kisses, though. They would have some weeks, at the least, and he would happily try, as many times as Vared would allow, to find a kiss closer than this one.

Tel had lost any concept of time before Vared said, “I have to stop. My lip.” He gave a little laugh and touched the swelling with a finger as he pushed himself backward. He stood, catching his breath.

His own lips were warm and raw, so Tel understood. “And I have to stop before I mount you under this tree like an animal.”

Vared’s laugh was sturdier this time. “You mean, before I mount you.” He heaved a direct look at Tel. The Omelan’s whole face shone with truth and mischief.

Tel had never been the passive sexual partner, even with his decades of debauchery. He had made a couple of clumsy, unpleasant attempts. Still, it was headily arousing and right. “Yes, Vared.”

The songmaker walked back to the bench, eyes still on Tel. Vared bent to kiss him again. Tel eased onto his back as Vared’s mouth took possession of his. Vared ground the swollen hardness in his leggings against him. He nipped Tel’s lower lip between his teeth, and every muscle of the larger, older man melted under him. “Yes, Tel,” he said, mouth still on his. “I see the part of you that wants to practice yielding to someone else.” Vared mashed his bulge against Tel’s once more, wicked satisfaction crooking his whole face. “The part that pretends to be a wise teacher, but really is an eager student. The part that wants to know just how dainty I am not. So, it is not you who will mount. Not for a long time.” 

“Yes.” Reality wavered before Tel’s eyes. He pinched them closed, feeling Vared move away. Tel remained on his back, breathing to quiet his twitching stomach and skittering heart. He was filled with internal chatter. He worried about his sexual prowess as he had not since his first few encounters. Because he had not been with anyone since he had gotten dry, he had no idea what his performance would be like. He opened his eyes to see Vared playing with a broken section of sulking branch, looking down on him with what seemed to be warmth. “What?” He sat up.

Vared grinned. “You’re going to win. It just came to me. It’ll be hard and you’ll sacrifice. A lot. But I know it as I know this stick will fall to the ground if I let go.”

“I wish I had your confidence.” Tel wanted to weep.

“You may borrow some of it, if you wish,” said Vared. “I have more than enough in you.”

“I have to leave tomorrow. Caip made me realize I need to…do something. I could be gone a week or two. Do not torture me about it. Shortly after I return, we will leave for Coltach. From there, you will sail for home. But we will have a few weeks on the way. Would you share my tent? If you do not mind that it will not go unnoticed.”

Vared snorted, sputtered, and placed a hand over his flat stomach. “Dense as a milk cake.” He shook his head.

“What?” Tel asked, giggling, still lightheaded and aroused.

“Don’t you know everyone sees us? They see us, Tel. Before we see us.”

Prince Tel’s answer was half croak, half groan.

* * *




Tel walked into the woods for two days. Even the shade boiled. Like the constant pull toward the drink he once felt, the blood urged him to the wilderness of the far western reaches of Feigh, but he did not have the time for that. He wanted to go to the little cave made by his tree but knew he must go deeper, into strange forest. When the sun made its second trip over the edge of the world, darkness settling, the prince of Feigh settled, too. Water was near. He would do only the work of the faith until he had what he needed from the woods—no stagsblood magic.

The first morning at his little camp, he took some water, shed his clothes, and prayed for his antlered master to come to him, forgive him, and guide him. To wait, he lowered his mind and let it empty. His whole being listened. The forest dimmed. He did not eat.

The second day, he prayed for the Stag to come and feed him. He meditated again until the pain of stillness was terrific from his black hair to his filthy toes. The forest dimmed.

The third day, he asked again in prayer and waited again in meditation. Still, he drank water and ate nothing. He was glad the rain hid his tears, even though no one was watching. The forest dimmed.

The fourth day, he swore and demanded. He would not eat. He would not move. He would stay right here. The physical pain was the strongest his life had known. As night arrived, he abandoned his search for the Stag’s will and used the stagsblood to try to form a tether. With the dynasties of the east and the west, he reached out, searching for Vared, not knowing if his gift had strengthened enough to make contact. He knew in his bones that his uncle had some mastery over this form of magic. The scoundrel had sculpted his dreams with it. Finding how to use it himself might prove invaluable in neutralizing him.

Knowing Vared was in the world by feeling he was in the world would also lighten his heart, which was burdened by the songmaker’s absence and his own failure to hear the antlered god.

Hours passed. Repeatedly, his mind sank low and burst high in frustration. He could not see past the chatter—the grasping, the wanting to find him—to the opening, the allowing. In need of an anchor, he could find nothing suitable, neither sight nor sound.

Realization plowed into his mind. He is the anchor. If I hold him and him only in my head, letting all else fall away, even the wanting, I may find him.

It became so easy. Vared. And only Vared.

There. There he is. He was obsessing over a fragment of a new song and fretting over Tel’s mysterious trip.

Tel withdrew. He had already transgressed enough. Vared would rightly be horrified if he knew of the intrusion. 

Later, he would only remember of the fifth day that he thought he might die in meditation.

The sixth day was senseless. Weak, he asked forgiveness for his demands of the Stag, for using the blood when he had promised he would not, for reaching into Vared’s mind, for the drinking, for the selfishness, for the waste, and most of all, for what he was about to unleash on the dirt of Feigh. The sounds of the forest ridiculed him. With dusk a short way off, he needed to interrupt his meditation to empty his bowels. He cackled, as he had not eaten in days and could not see how he had anything to empty. Dizziness took him as he stumbled away from the camp. 

He woke, his throbbing head resting on a bloody rock at the bottom of a small trench. Somehow, he had stumbled into it. He could barely move. A sharp, dead branch, thick as a baby’s wrist, was lodged deep in his right shoulder. With great effort, he extracted the wooden dagger. He moaned against the scarlet rock.

The stink of sweat and seed hung in his nostrils. 

“I have given you much,” said the prince’s god, looking into the trench.

“And—Yes.”

“You get angry, but you never doubt,” said the Stag.

“I do. But no. There is Hod. But there is Vared.”

“Yes.”

“Will you forgive me?” asked Tel. “For the war?”

“I do not know. You have not yet done it.”

“How can we stand in peace if who and what we love dearest is threatened?”

The antlered one was silent for a moment. “I do not know. We have given you a mystery. You do many things in it. Kindnesses. Hatreds. I am in a mystery. How to love all of you when you are so—”

“So like you made us,” said Tel.

“Yes, fruit of my Doe. You must get up now. Use my dynasty to seal your wound. Eat in the morning.”

Two hours later, Tel sat, legs dangling into the trench. Covering his left palm with scorching white energy, he brought it to his shoulder and cauterized the gash.
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Starving, bruised, and marrow sore, Tel arrived at his castle a couple of hours before sundown to find a half-dozen Hebite men in his yard, playing a card game. They paid him little attention, which irritated him. He walked into his home, stomach lurching.

He wanted to call out when he stepped inside but could not seem to make his voice work. The sounds of conversation met his ears. He followed them to the dining room, where he found Vared, Caip, and Gawash. The rightmajor was seated at one end of the table, her face showing an expression designed to convey impassivity. Because he knew her so well, Tel saw the anger, visible as the fur on a dog. Vared sat on the other end. Gawash sat perched on the table near the Omelan, legs hanging in the air. His upper body was cheated forward. He hovered over the blue head, close enough to enrage Tel.

“Respect to Hebite culture, Lord Gawash, but we do not sit on tables in Feigh. It is rude. Sit in a chair or stand, please.”

“It’s Viceroy Gawash.” He oozed off the table.

Vared stood. “Tel.” His eyes flicked to the Hebite. “Your highness, what happened?” 

“Goddesses and gods.” Caip’s back stiffened.

He had forgotten his filthy, injured state. “A long story I will tell you another time when we do not have such an honored guest.” He poisoned the phrase with treacle. Vared stepped to him. “For now,” he said, stroking the Omelan’s jawline briefly with the backs of his fingers, “suffice it to say, I am grateful to see you.” Tel was unprepared for the tears that clung to his eyes, through which he viewed the prettiness he found so overwhelming. A small streak of greasy dirt from his fingers remained on Vared’s skin, making his beauty all the more undeniable. 

He laid his shimmering eyes on Caip. “And you, my friend.” He was likewise almost crushed by the gravity of her loyalty. “I missed you more than you can know.”

“I’m surprised by this emotional display, Prince Tel. I’ve come so far to your…lovely little house to see you. I’m glad you’re back from your mysterious errand. In time for dinner, which I was told some time ago would be ready soon. You look…I want to say terrible, but that’s unkind. I suppose I only mean you look like you could use a bath and a drink. This evening’s a reunion of sorts. It calls for a celebration. Surely, some wine.”

“I do not believe we have any.” Tel shrugged. He winced, his shoulder barking to be heard above his general achiness.

Gawash scoffed.

“I have given up drinking.”

“What?”

“Fogs the mind. Slows the body. But I am sure one member of my guard or another has something that will get you pissed. Caip?”

“Absolutely.” She moved to rise.

Gawash waved a hand. “Thank you. I’m fine.”

Tel let his sore muscles rest in a chair. Both Vared and Caip eyed him as he lowered his body too slowly. “What brings you here?”

“Antlered goddess and god, Tel,” said Gawash. “Do friends need a purpose for a visit in Feigh? I had a break in the business of Table and wanted to check on you. I know the last year has been—”

“A relief.” Tel smiled but wanted to slap the words of the faith out of the pretender’s mouth.

“A relief?” Gawash’s mouth hung open.

“You observed once what a reluctant king-in-waiting I was. I no longer have the awesome responsibilities of being sovereign. In fact, my brother does not even seek my counsel. My way of looking at the world has…fallen out of favor.”

Gawash chuckled. “That it has.”

“I appreciate you checking on us. As you can see, we are all well. Will you be heading back to Affas after dinner, or somewhere else?”

“I thought my men and I would stay here for a few days.”

“Unfortunately, that is impossible,” said Tel. “My little house does not have the room.”

“The singer has already told me you accommodated soldiers in the great hall for the winter. That would do nicely for my guard. I thought I’d simply share a bed with you again, but it seems that won’t happen.” He looked down the length of his nose at Vared, lips pulled into a sneer. “Unless?” The hairless head swiveled to Tel. He winked.

Tel wanted to look at Vared’s expression but could not manage to face him. His cheeks felt like rocks in the sun. “The great hall or a tent outside are your only choices. And we have guests coming. They should arrive by nightfall tomorrow. I am afraid we must say our goodbyes in the morning, Viceroy Gawash. I hope you will remember to give my brother my best and tell him I look forward to seeing him soon.”

Gawash stammered. “I had hoped to speak with you privately about some matters of state. I also wanted to talk with you about the faith. I know you’re particularly devoted and thought after din—”

“I have had a trying journey. We will have to save our discussion of politics and religion for our next visit,” said Tel. “Where is that food? I am famished.”

* * *




After the hushed meal, Vared went straight upstairs. Gawash invited Tel on an after-dinner walk, which he refused. Smirking, the Hebite insulted Feighan food and said he would not be able to digest or sleep without some exercise.

The moment he was out of sight, Caip said, “It’s difficult to be in the same room as him.”

“He is—”

“You slept with him? Even for you, that’s—”

“I know.”

“You are in a lot of trouble. A heap.” She looked at the ceiling under Vared’s room.

Tel made a sound of dread. “At least Gawash does not seem suspicious.”

“He’s impossible to read. You’ll be pleased to know Dar was able to muster one hundred more from the area. I had only counted on another few dozen. We now number more than one hundred and fifty here. Dar has them camped in the town paddock. He’s training them. Or attempting to. It’s our good fortune they’re out of sight. Gawash has only seen the number we left the capital with. He has no evidence you’re raising an army.”

Tel nodded. “Good. The goddesses and gods have protected us.”

“What happened to you?”

“That’s three thousand and seven hundred and fifty if we can get to Athair,” Tel said, eyes defocused.

“You asked for the Stag?”

“Still difficult odds.”

“Tel, talk to me.”

“Tomorrow, Caip.” He eyed the ceiling. “I have even more difficult odds to face tonight.”

“But—”

Tel labored to get out of his chair, then stopped, half-risen. “Wait. Wait. Would it be possible for you to organize taking Gawash and his guard into custody overnight?”

“I don’t see why not.”

He straightened. “And chances are, it can be done cleanly? No loss of life.”

“Most likely. But why?”

“Information. Leverage. We need to take every advantage we can when we can.”

Caip said, “If you order it, I’ll make sure it’s done.”

“Take them.”

* * *




Dejected, Tel began to pivot away from the door to Vared’s chamber when it finally opened.

Vared looked at the floor. “Hello.”

The neutrality of the greeting was violence. Tel asked, “Would you like to talk?”

“What’s to talk about?”

Greater violence. “Please.” He took a step toward him.

Vared held his hand between the two of them. “I am tired. You are tired. Very tired.”

“I had a difficult experience in the forest.”

“See? Not tonight.”

“Vared.”

“If you’re feeling lonely, perhaps you could find someone to share your bed. Again.”

“That was not—We never shared a bed. Not for a night. Not like—”

Vared looked about the hallway. “Come in here. No one needs to hear this.” He stepped aside, and Tel crossed into the room. Even though he had closed the door, Vared lowered his voice to a whisper. “Did you fuck him, or did you not?”

Tel’s eyes widened at Vared’s use of the word. “I did. But it was in the past. I did not know you. There is no need for this je—”

“Oh, no. No. You’re not going to do that. This isn’t about jealousy. You’ll not make me into that person. This is about judgment, Tel. He’s disgusting. Everything he says drips with bad faith.”

“I was drinking. And he had given me an herb. It was also not an easy night for me. You saw me in Queen Cessa’s garden. The death rite for my mother and Hod. And more death. My father.”

“You were drinking? You lost your people? That’s what you say? You have a convenient pardon for decades of your life on both accounts, then.”

Tel said, “You are right. Of course.” He felt the sick pressure of shame and regret from his throat to his groin. “Very well. Goodnight.”

“I have something you’ll want to see. It’s important.”

“Important?”

“I found it. At your tree. The cave. Tucked into the sod and roots. It looked so much newer than the rest. I didn’t see it when you brought me there.” Vared went to a table piled with books and scrolls. From one volume, he removed a folded piece of paper. “Forgive me for reading it.”

Tel took it in his hand and forgot about it at once. “You went to the tree?”

“I was missing you. For some reason.” He gave a little shake of his head and walked to the door. He held it open. “Sleep well.”

“Sleep well.” Every muscle crying out, Tel shuffled to his chambers. He placed the paper on his bed and disrobed. Lowering his body into the warm, perfumed bath he had requested, he wondered if he had ever felt so tired.

After cleaning himself, he dozed for a time in the tub. When he woke, he dreaded even the short walk to his bed. When he reached it, the paper was waiting for him. He crawled into the covers and read. Wide awake at once, he sat up straight against his pillows.


My brightest boy,

I hope you find this. I know you still sometimes come to the tree. I see now so clearly what my own brother has done. I have given him much responsibility over the composition of my Table. Blindness. All at once, it came to me. They are all now in the middle of their terms. I am dying and have no hope of replacing them. I have been lazy, wanting to enjoy my accomplishment, our accomplishment, peace. I missed what he was arranging.

If I go to the black and you have not returned from Omela, Craid will be the only one to stand between Lag and the throne. He is old, sickly, and in recent months, often absent from Table.

I am trying to live. I am not certain I will even make it back to Affas. If I am wrong and outlast your trip, I know you will be a good king, but I worry the drink will rob you of greatness. I fret it will snatch from you some of the mass you could add to the right side of the scale. I love you, so I must tell you directly. You take too much comfort in your mugs and goblets.

It will seem like madness, but Aith hovers, even in my dreams. He is a danger. He has never freed himself from the bitterness of losing his family to Omelan hands. He does not understand that his kind of loss, our loss, is why we must avoid war. His ideas are relics, and your brother is susceptible.

I have only not been stalked here because this final trip to Foghar removes me from the capital. You are rightfully the next sovereign of this land and its people, and I have failed you with my bumbling. Even though you are lost in the drink, this is your responsibility. This is my will. It may not matter, but this is me.

Vith




Tel refolded the note and stowed it in a drawer. He wondered if Aith might have not only invaded his father’s mind but also made him sick of body—if he had killed him. 

He asked himself why he was not more upset. Should he not be shaking with rage and grief? Instead, his blood was cool. He would follow his plan and devote his life to destroying his uncle and ridding Feigh of his beliefs. His mind quieted without trouble. He let his exhaustion and pained body take him down to sleep.

* * *




He woke. The bed was moving. Only the softest moonslight shone in the windows.

“I couldn’t sleep.” Vared slid across the mattress until they were touching.

“I am quite hurt and tired,” said Tel. “I would prefer to be feeling better our first time.”

“You are presumptuous. I didn’t come here for that. You’re still being punished for your bad taste. I came because I couldn’t stop worrying about you. That note.”

“It helps me know I am doing the right thing. Because it does not feel like it always.”

“Your poor father.”

“Yes.”

“I would’ve liked to know him.”

“He would have loved the song. The one you sang at solstice.”

“Your song. I hope so.”

A moment of silence passed. Tel felt the tempo of their breathing synchronize. “Vared?”

“Mm.”

Aware of every cut and bruise, Tel rolled to face him. “Did you also come because you missed me?”

“No. I’m furious with you,” said Vared. He placed a kiss on Tel’s forehead. “You’re on punishment. I just told you.”

“I deserve it. You know…with Gawash…I was different then. And it was just…”

“Yes. I don’t want to talk about it.”

“All right.”

“I thought you were hurt,” said Vared, snickering.

“I am. You have seen me.”

“Not all of you is hurt.”

“So? Yours has been poking me since you crawled into my bed.” Tel turned over and faced the other way because that was how he had slept since he could remember. “Do you think you will be able to sleep now?”

“Yes. This is better.”

“It is.”

* * *




Tel sent the two guards away and walked into the great hall carrying a neatly bundled linen napkin. Gawash sat on a pallet in the far corner, arms bound behind his back.

“Such a big room for such a small man.” Tel clucked.

“Where are my soldiers?”

“Town. I have some of my best figuring out how we will accommodate them. And you, of course. You will be reunited with them soon. You can all keep each other amused. You will be released once I am well south of here.”

“South.”

“An indirect route, but we are off to Affas to remove my brother from the throne. Which, as you know, means to remove my uncle from the throne.”

Gawash let out a reedy, staccato laugh. “Liar.”

“Lying is too much trouble.”

The viceroy repeated his laugh. “How? Who with? A few dozen men?”

“And women. We value women in this kingdom.”

“Foolish. You’re not this stupid.” He laughed yet again.

“Are you hungry?” Tel held out the little linen package. “I know mirth can be exhausting. You must need to replenish your energy. It’s spicy bread. One of my favorites.”

“Funny.” Gawash shrugged his shoulders to the extent he could.

“Of course. Sorry. Come off the pallet. On your knees. Face that way.”

“A man on his knees facing away from you. First time for everything for Prince Tel of Feigh.”

“Are you hungry or not? Do you want to move your arms a bit or not?” Gawash swung around to kneel as instructed. “Do not fuss. My dirk is quite sharp, and I would not want to accidentally stab you ten or eleven times.”

Gawash turned and showed his profile, speaking over his shoulder. “Hilarious. A waste you’re a prince. Should’ve been a panto.”

Tel pulled out his antler-handled blade and made quick work of sawing through the cord binding his prisoner.

Gawash rubbed his wrists and rolled his joints. Tel handed him the bread. “Aren’t you concerned I’ll try to escape? To attack you?” He asked his questions around a mouthful of bread.

“Hm.” Tel bent down, placing his dirk on the floor within reach of Gawash. “Escape. Attack me.”

“You have armed people in and around this castle. I wouldn’t make it far. I get it.”

“Perhaps this would help. Make things a little fairer.” Tel held out a flattened palm. A sound, akin to the noise of paper slowly ripping, accompanied the sight of an identical dirk shimmering into existence in his hand. He bent and put it on the floor. With his boot, he gave it a gentle nudge. It slid across the stone to join the first weapon. “There.”

Gawash laughed for a third time. Now, it was wilder. “Very well. You’re…one of those. You’ve intimidated me. I’m legitimately frightened. I mean it. So, ask me what you want to know.”

“I do not need to ask.” When he bent down to pick up the original dirk, the other dimmed until it was gone. “I swore I would never touch you again.” He placed his hand on the smooth brow and felt Gawash’s entire body stiffen.

“What’re you doing?”

“It is done.” Tel removed his hand and wiped it with vigor on the outer thigh of his leggings. “And just as I suspected, you are mostly useless. They do not trust you. Consequently, they tell you very little. Still, I had to see what you might know. Even you intuit that you are just a pawn. You are full to the brim of little anxieties and panics. Terrible. But you do offer one piece of information. One fact that will get me through the day smiling. They have totally underestimated me. Believed I would have made my play before now. They think I will stay isolated here or cross the sea in exile, despite their goading. They have no idea of my plan. No concern about me at all, really.” Now, it was Tel who laughed as he walked away.

“Because it’s insane,” Gawash called after him. “It’s no plan, Tel. It’s suicide. Even with your magic tricks. You can’t win. They have the largest, best-trained army on the world. You’ll lose. And even if you escape with your life, you’ll lose that pretty Omelan, too.”

Tel froze.

Gawash continued, “You know it. You excite him now. You’re a prince, and he’s nothing. You’re still handsome, but how long do you expect that to last? Sixty seasons older. A joke. And a sad one. How long before you go ugly and your cock goes soft? Think he’ll stay for that? And waste more of his youth watching you slide into a cremation fire? Even if he stays, he’ll resent each of his lengthening days and each of your deepening wrinkles.”

Tel walked the rest of the way out of the hall. When he got to the other side of the door, he turned to one of the guards. “Take him to the others. Tie him up again. Tightly.”
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The dynast prince of Feigh tried and failed to clear his head after a long day of planning with Caip. He could find no real quiet. Now that he had set so much in motion, Foghar felt too still and stifling. This valley and this castle had been, his whole life, a place of air, space, and comfort. Now, the verdant hills and gray walls closed in, choking. He knew he would be able to breathe once they set out for Coltach in the morning, at least for a time.

The feeling of tightness could not muffle the beauty of the place, however. Through his window, he let his eyes record every rock and leaf within reach of his sight. The wounded, pink-orange sun bled as it eased itself beyond the horizon.

Two quiet knocks on his door were echoed by a pair of spasms in his chest. He had no doubt Vared would be on the other side. Still, he prayed for it to be so. “Come in.” He heard in his own voice a mote of dread.

The door swept open, unhurried. “If you’re busy…” He was a wispy blue flower in the archway.

“No.”

“Or want to be alone.”

He knew it would be easier to send him away, just as it would be easier if he could have a drink. Some part of him denied himself the softer way, like a parent providing firm instruction. “No.”

Vared stepped into the room and pushed the door closed with his back. He stayed there, leaning. Like the prince, he wore leggings and a linen shirt, though Vared’s featured a wider neck, in the style of his queendom. His clavicle was exposed. “You have been in here most of the day.”

Tel looked at the floor near the Vared’s feet, feeling the orange eyes upon him. He was unable to lift his gaze, though he wanted to do so. “Caip and I have been working. It is quieter up here.”

“It’s been busy downstairs.”

“You will be ready to ride come morning?”

“I will.”

“We will have you sailing home in a few weeks.”

“I don’t want to go home.”

Tel pulled his eyes from the stones and looked at him. “So you have said.” Feeling the rigidity in his throat, he paused to find evenness. “So you have said. Many times. But go home you must.”

“Because you say. Because you’re a royal and I make songs.” His face was as sour as the words.

“Will you say that in twenty years if I am of one mind and you are of another? Will you always rely on that little jab? Every disagreement, I should yield to you? So it does not appear I am lording my station over you?”

“You’re older than me. The highest of the highborn. And you’re a warlock. Tell me what that would feel like. Put yourself in my place.”

Tel scoffed. “I hate that word.”

“Tell me. Imagine.”

Tel scoffed again, this time rolling his eyes.

“Do it.”

“I do not know what you are asking me.” In the elegant creature leaning against his door, he saw firm earnestness. “Very well.” He closed his eyes, withdrawing, trying to understand. “I would feel at a disadvantage. Scared, I suppose. I would feel subject to the whims of…the, uh—”

“Older, highborn warlock.” 

Tel opened his eyes and admonished him with a look. 

“You’re doing the imperious eyebrows. Only a royal could have such eyebrows.”

“Fine. Yes. I would feel powerless,” said Tel.

“And? What would you want?”

“I do not know. I do not know. Must we play this game? Why do you not simply tell me what you want?” Vared looked at him with a tilted head, expectation naked in his expression. All at once, Tel understood. “Vared, would you please sail for home? So you will be safe? Would you do it because I ask?”

“Yes. I’ll hate it, but I will. Because you ask.”

“Thank you.”

“I will hate it.”

“I know,” said Tel. “I feel cheated.” He realized the gravity of that truth. A part of him had been buried by his own hand—the part of himself only wanting to flee with Vared. He longed to shed the responsibility to right his land. He could happily spend his days listening to him sing. They could disappear. They could cross the Gray Sea. He ached to put something in the Omelan dirt.

“I understand.”

Tel felt the weight of the loss of him, and it had not yet happened. He hung his head a bit, certain the premature grief was making his face look old. “But you need to do it, too.”

“Do what?”

“Be in my place. Tell me what it would feel like.”

“I’m rich. I have a castle. Servants. It feels wonderful.”

“Funny.”

“Tell me what you mean.”

“Try, Vared. Be me. I will be you. I am young. Much younger than the prince. Much. I have nothing material. But I am beautiful. Talented.”

His pretty face screwed in thought. He did not rush his pondering. “I would worry whenever someone got close. About what they really wanted. About if it was me.”

“Yes.”

Vared’s features were swallowed by gloom. “That’s not me. I don’t want anything, Tel.” 

“I know. And I do not think of you like that. When I am alone with you, all that falls away. Even when I see you across the room. But our worries, our darkest wonderings—they do not feast on truth. They sustain themselves on…something else.”

“We should starve them, then.”

“We should.”

“Good.”

“Vared?”

“Mm?”

“Would you step away from the door and actually come in?”

Like him, his laugh was small and pleasing. He took a few steps toward Tel. “There. Better?”

“Much.” His chest and stomach twitched. Thoughts formed slowly. He tried to know what to say. It felt like an hour passed.

“I feel nervous,” said Vared.

“Why? I do, too. But why you?”

“Telllllll.” He colored it with both sweetness and exasperation.

“I am not certain your hair will grow long enough by the time you get home to restore you to Omelan decency.”

Vared’s hand stroked the curls at the back of his head. “I’ll wear scarves or high collars, like when people lose their hair.” He looked down. “I only cut it to…have an effect on you.”

“I had guessed. For what effect were you aiming?”

“Well, I couldn’t expect an Omelan reaction. Anything. As long as it was intense.”

“It was. Both intense and Omelan.” Tel tried to hold his features steady, but a crooked smile burst through the mask. Fire rushed up his neck from his abdomen. He looked away.

Vared asked, “Could we sit?”

“Yes.” He gestured to the little couch against the wall. “I never sit here. I use a chair or sit up in bed.” Again, he had to avert his eyes, feeling the heat of embarrassment. Mentioning his bed might have been a misstep.

“And who’s this?” Vared searched the painting hanging above the sofa. He sat.

Tel delighted in the way Vared had taken his seat. He had almost stepped onto the cushion before dropping onto his folded legs. It was a boyish maneuver which again brought to his mind his age. “Some relative or another. I have never been able to discover exactly who. I like it because he looks like he has a secret.” 

“Like you.”

“Hm?” Tel lowered himself onto the couch.

“You always look like you have a secret.”

“I suppose I always have, for the most part.”

“Pure mischief.”

“You have thought a lot about my face.”

Vared shrugged. “I confess.”

He had to look away from him again, overcome by bashfulness. “I have, as well. Thought about yours. Your face.” He was not sure if it was Vared, the lack of drink, or a combination, but he had never felt this kind of awkward fear. Desperate, he leapt at honesty. “Why is this so difficult?”

Vared turned his body and scooted closer, near enough for Tel to smell him. “I don’t know, exactly. But I’m glad it is. What do you do at night?”

“How do you mean?”

“Your routine. What would you be doing before bed if you were alone?”

“Ah. Well, I would read a bit. I would pray. I would lower my mind for meditation. I would practice with the stagsblood. Then, I would sleep.”

“What would you pray?”

“For steadiness. Right thinking. A sense of peace for myself and peace on the world. To be free of the thirst. For my mother and Hod and my father. Lag. At least, I would pray for all of that if I was not feeling selfish and sorry for myself. And you? What do you do before bed?”

“I play sometimes. Often, something I know well. It relaxes me. I might get in bed and write some words I could turn into a song. Not to actually assemble a song. I do that in the morning, usually. But I like the way my thinking gets at night. When I’m most tired. Freer. And right before sleeping, I take stock of my day. Kindness in the mystery. What kindnesses did I do? What kindnesses were offered me? When and how and why was I unkind? Can I do anything about it tomorrow to repair it?”

“Lovely.”

“I didn’t do you kindnesses, at first.”

“I do not blame you,” said Tel. “I did not even remember…”

“Still, partly, I don’t want to do you kindnesses. I didn’t want to end up here. I don’t only mean Feigh. I mean here. With you. I resisted. I know you have to worry. When someone smiles your way. Why are they smiling? You or your station? And I had to worry the same. Him or his station? But the minute I saw you speak in Omela, I saw the troubles on your face. Even later, when you were sloppy and drunk and embarrassing. Even now, dry, I see the troubles on your face. And I want to take them. From you. Not your station.”

Tel shook his head. “You should have no troubles.”

“Let me decide what I should have.” He moved closer. “What else do you do? At night.”

“That is it. I have told you,” said Tel.

“That’s not it.”

Tel felt warmth bloom over his cheekbones. “No?” 

“Well…That’s not it for me. At night.”

“No?” 

“No, Tel.” He swung a leg around the prince, so he was in his lap, knees on the cushion on either side of him.

“What else?”

“I touch myself.”

“You do?” He wanted to look away. The strange Omelan eyes burned but held him.

“Every night. You?”

“Sometimes.” Tel felt himself harden.

“Sometimes?”

“Often. Not every night. I am older. I do not…require…as much relief as I used to.”

“I require a lot.”

“I know.” Tel’s cock pulsed.

“Every night. I think about you.”

“No.”

“Yes. You? Do you think about me?”

“No,” said Tel. “I would never allow myself.”

“I want you to.” He took Tel’s face in his hands.

“Think about you?”

“Touch me.”

He let his trembling hand explore the front of Vared’s tights. When he gave the fattest part of the hardness a little squeeze, Vared put his mouth on his, in his. One tongue battled for the greater taste of the other. After a time, Vared’s right hand moved around to the back of Tel’s head. He grabbed the hair there and pulled.

Tel looked up at him and found something animal in the prettiness. Vared pulled harder. 

“Yes,” Tel mouthed, without sound. He was unable to find his voice—and unsure of the question he had answered. 

The prince’s chin was tilted up, exposing his neck. Vared lowered his mouth to the bare skin, just shy of contact. He let the heat of his breath tease for a long time. Finally, lips met throat and slowly traced a route up to ear. He whispered, “I know you’re hurt still. Tell me to stop now. Once I start—”

“No.”

“I won’t be able…”

Tel could not discern whether Vared’s lips were touching his ear as he whispered. His mouth may have just hovered achingly near. It made him feral. In normal circumstances, he would now take control and find his way on top of his lover. This partner was smaller and weaker, but Tel’s paralysis was utter. All his willfulness evaporated under Vared, leaving him free of burden but frightened. It was thrilling, like sitting saddleless upon a robust horse and allowing the beast to go at the strongest gallop.

Vared sat back a bit and pulled his bone-colored shirt off, dropping it behind him. From above the lean tower of his torso, he beamed a wicked grin down at Tel. “We’re not the brightest, the pair of us. You too,” he said, indicating with a finger that the prince should remove his shirt.

“Not the brightest?”

“We’ve waited too long for this.”

Tel struggled and grimaced as he worked the shirt off himself. 

Seeing his wrecked body, Vared gasped. “Tel!” He climbed off him. “Stand up.”

He did as he was told. The boy assessed him, eyes lingering over the raw, glossy shoulder.

“Is it—Do you find it unattractive?”

“No. Of course not. I just worry…”

Tel could not stomach being even a few feet from him any longer. It appeared Vared felt the same. They moved to one another simultaneously, colliding in a kiss that was cousin to violence. Tel’s hands felt enormous on Vared’s slight waist. They bumped into a table, causing the younger man to lose himself to giggles.

Tel froze, mouth open, looking at him. “You are so godsdamned beautiful.”

“Prove it.” Vared’s eyes shone with impish twinkles. He walked backward toward a wall, wriggling his leggings off. Leaning against the stones, his long cock swayed before him.

Praying he was as skilled as he had always believed, Tel stepped to him. He dropped to his knees, unrushed, never breaking eye contact, until he had the smell of him in his nostrils—clean but ancient, wild, and male. That virility was secreted deep, under Vared’s delicate appearance and demeanor, and being invited to reach it felt like a privilege. A kind of headiness, a drunkenness, overtook him. He inhaled and closed his eyes. Needing to taste that scent, he wet Vared’s balls. His essence spread over his tongue. Tel did not hear himself growl.

He surrounded the base of Vared’s twitching cock with his fingers. Tongue lapping at the tip, he coaxed the last rush of blood into the thing. He tortured, doing soft, wet work at the head and the head alone until the Omelan begged wordlessly. Tel removed his lips and tongue, squeezing the hilt as he looked up. Vared returned the look and begged again, louder.

He took all of him in his mouth, opening his throat, holding his nose in the blue hair. Yet again, Vared nudged him with a whimper. Tel was a beast now, frenzied by the smell and taste and sound of him, overwhelmed by the elation of a long wait ended. Gone was everything other than his devotion to this man, to his body, to the meat in his mouth. His drive to please was as pure as it was intense. In this way, it was immaculate, already unlike any coupling he had experienced.

“Tel. I can’t. I’ll—Not yet.”

It felt unnatural to stop, to shatter the singlemindedness, but he would give him anything for which he asked.

“Come up here. I miss you.”

The prince stood and looked at him, feeling a slight embarrassment that his hunger had been so exposed.

“Give me your mouth.” Tel obeyed, and they kissed again for a while, Vared flicking at his nipples until it was the prince who moaned. The singer purred a laugh. “I’ve found your weakness.”

“I am only weakness right now.”

Vared fingered the little Doe pendant around Tel’s neck, smiling at it. He formed a fist around the charm. With his knuckles, he pushed against Tel’s chest, moving him across the rug until the back of his knees met the bed. He offered no resistance. Before the Omelan, he stood defenseless. Tel’s submission was total, baffling, and numinous.

Vared narrowed his eyes. “Naked.”

He removed his leggings.

“Bed.”

Tel eased himself onto the mattress. Vared stood at the side of the bed, staring. After too long, he said, “Look at you.”

“What?”

Vared put one knee, then the other, onto the bed, and crawled unhurriedly toward him. “Mm.”

When the younger man reached him, his legs fell open. It had happened without thought. Vared kneeled between his black-haired thighs.

The songmaker leapt on him, and they kissed again. Each moved to get as much of his skin in contact with the other’s as possible while their mouths merged. Tel threw his legs around Vared’s waist. They were cock to cock, grinding and bucking and mashing. The prince leaked, the constant trickle making the friction all the more pleasurable. He came near to climax, but Vared seemed to sense it and eased the pressure.

“What is this?” Vared’s fingers ran over a small, raised bump on Tel’s right thigh. “It’s hard as stone.”

“I forget it is there. Lag and I had a fight in the garden at Affas. That is, Lag had a fight. I was a pacifist by then. I simply defended myself. We were adolescents. I was scraped up badly. The grit worked its way into my skin and…stayed.”

“The Feighan dirt is a part of you.”

“No one has ever noticed.”

“I’ll soon know everything about your body.” Vared reached down between them and squeezed Tel’s cock, coaxing from him a little whispered moan and more sticky fluid. Features set by wickedness, he brought two fingers up to the prince’s lips. “Taste.” Tel welcomed the slick digits into his mouth, savoring arousal and sweat. “Share.” Vared replaced his fingers with his tongue. It was their most rapacious kiss yet.

Tel’s body rocked with a spasm when Vared’s wet fingers landed in the valley between his buttocks. He withdrew the touch, causing the prince to reach for the singer’s hand. Tel guided it back to where it had been and encouraged him with a greedy kiss. The teasing was gentle at first, fingertips tracing little orbits around his hole. Vared ended the kiss, moving down Tel’s body to take his leaking meat into his mouth. With each stroke of his lips and tongue from tip to base and base to tip, he applied a bit of further pressure to Tel’s opening.

Mouth agape, dumb with excitement, he looked down at Vared sucking and teasing, wanting what was coming but unable to see how it could happen. As if in answer, the Omelan flattened himself on his belly and began to open him with his tongue. Tel had never received this type of attention before and lost himself in it. He stopped just short of stroking himself to climax. Not until his arousal came near to cresting did he realize his cock was in his hand at all.

Vared moved away and off the bed. Tel began to form the question, but he realized what he was doing. He could not see him but heard him rummaging through the collection of potions and powders he seldom used. Returning with a pretty little jar of emollient meant for the face, he crawled back over the prince and kissed him. It was deep but sweet. “No one has ever…taken you?”

“Never successfully.”

Vared kept his face near Tel’s. They regarded one another, the prince still unsure of the reality of the moment. The Omelan seemed to be trying to communicate something with his eyes. Tel smiled up at him, trust entire. Smiling back, Vared used some of the cream to stroke him with slow skill.

“Vared?”

“Yes?”

“I would like to stay facing you.”

“And I would like to stay facing you.” Vared slickened his own cock with the emollient.

The prince saw him touching himself and responded with a sound of need and wonder. Vared pressed his now slippery finger into him with a sting. The unpleasant sensation subsided as he stroked and teased the little spot just inside and upward. He began to draw the finger in and out.

“Good, Tel.”

Hearing Vared say his name made him senseless with longing. “More.”

He obliged and added a finger. Tel whimpered, moving his head side to side on the mattress. When he stopped his flailing, Vared quickened the pace and increased the force.

Prince Tel was crazed by the invasion. He was crazed for it. From his solar plexus, he groaned.

“More?”

He could only manage a nod and accepted a third digit. Vared stroked his hole with growing vigor, but his face conveyed only a determined tenderness.

Soon, Tel worried he might lose consciousness if he did not speak. “More.” His own demand surprised him. Vared withdrew the fingers, which both relieved him and left him feeling an odd sadness. The songmaker swept a pillow under him, lifting him a bit off the bed. Tel gripped the sides of Vared’s torso.

He aligned himself, cock huge and wet and poised. “Tell me you’re mine.”

Tel’s hands slid down until they held the muscled teardrops of his buttocks. “Have been.” 

Vared began to work his way inside. He pushed the head past the first point of resistance, causing Tel to cry out and unconsciously back away. “Are you…should I stop?”

“It burns.”

“I w—”

Tel gritted his teeth. “No. If you stop, I’ll die. Please. I can do it.” His chest heaved. He knew Vared would not hurt him. The only true injury was not having this.

In a slow, single stroke, he buried his cock inside him.

Tel heard himself emit a little extended yowl, a whine from his throat unlike any sound he had ever made. Vared remained still. Tel felt his hole yielding around the monstrous thing. He caught his breath. “More.”

As Vared began to fuck, he kissed Tel. The kiss dissolved away in the quickening rhythm, and their faces simply rested together, touching, as they grunted their exertion. By the time Vared was at full speed, Tel had shot his semen between their torsos. He had not even been stroking himself. He had simply clamped his hand around his cock without realizing it.

His climax did not dampen his desire. Vared crashed into and retreated from him over and over again. The pleasure of receiving him—of bucking himself up to match and accept—was beyond orgasm, and he felt his ego shatter and fall away like glass. He was not himself anymore. Thoughts and wants dissolved but for a singular need. Under Vared’s sweat and strength, he was pure appetite. That hunger was for this man and his seed.

It was not long before he planted it deep and laid his soaked head on Tel’s chest.

“Your hair is my favorite thing on the world,” said Tel when his breathing slowed.

“Your ass is my favorite thing.” They both snickered. He tasted Tel’s tongue again and propped his head on his hand, elbow on the mattress. He eased his cock out of him.

The prince gasped at the sudden emptiness. “I am relieved you enjoyed it.”

“You used a contraction.”

“Contraction?”

“When I was trying to pry you open.”

“Did I?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sure I didn’t.” He stuck his tongue out. “But if I did, it is because that long, fat thing turned me into an animal with no respect for language.”

“The first to take a king. Even if I don’t care about your station, perhaps that’s how I’ll be remembered.”

“A prince,” Tel corrected.

“You’re leading an army tomorrow to take the throne, aren’t you? Because you and many others believe you’re the rightful king of this place?”

“I am.” He hoped to conceal the terror this realization elicited. “I do.”

“Then I’ve just been inside a king.”

Tel rolled up onto his side and elbow, mirroring Vared. “And I hope you will be again, soon.”

“Maybe sooner than you think, your majesty.”

“Yet another burden of the crown.”

“Good.” Vared looked at him directly. “It’s really when you sing.”

“What is?”

“My favorite thing on the world.”

“Please. I am terrible, I am sure.”

“No. Your voice is lovely. Especially when you think no one’s listening. To hear you being musical…it makes my chest nervous.”

Tel leapt on top of Vared and kissed him on the mouth. He tasted the sweat on his collarbone and licking his way up his neck to an ear. He nibbled the lobe, the younger man wriggling beneath him, before sitting up and looking down at him. The Stag had blessed him beyond comprehension. He felt like his ribcage was expanding against the inside of his skin, threatening to break him open.

“You would stay with me, knowing the risk?’

“Yes, Tel.”

“I do not want to be apart from you.”

“Then don’t send me home,” said Vared, shrugging.

“I will not allow you to fight. Do not bother to try.”

“Very well, your grace.”

“Very well.”

“You’ve made me happy.”

They kissed again for a long while.

Vared’s cock returned to life, so Tel took it in his hand and began to sing. By the end of the first line, the Omelan vibrated beneath him with laughter so loud, Tel thought it might wake the entire valley.

You better mark my warning

                                   I give it to you freely

                                   Take care you don’t lose your head

                                   ‘Cause you’ll lose your head

                                   Fooling with th’ stagsblood

                                   I’ll tell you of my best friend

                                   With a dynast he was smitten

                                   So he gave her his dong

                                   It rotted off before long

                                   From dippin’ it in stagsblood
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Before opening his eyes, he felt Vared against him, warm. Still, the sight—the reality—of him there, peaceful, was a giddy blessing. Watching him inflate and empty with the comfortable rhythm of sleep, Tel quietly reveled in early light filtered through cobalt twists.

His face was lengthened by the relaxation of rest. Slender but well-defined blue brows sat untroubled above placid, smooth eyelids. His jawline was strong but fleshy. It ran to the little cup of his chin. If he did not know him—and had he not had the entirety of him inside himself just a few hours previous—he might think he was looking at a woman of uncommon allure. That the prettiness concealed such raw, wild power thrilled. The space in Tel’s body that Vared had twice filled the night before ached in a way that was strictly pleasant but for the sense of absence.

Bit by careful bit, he eased himself away from him. When he got one leg over the side of the bed, Vared croaked. “No.”

Tel rolled back to him, grinning, and kissed him. “But I must arrange things for our little plan.”

“You’re…not regretful?”

“Who is dense now?” asked Tel.

“And we’ll share a tent tonight? And I’ll remain with you?”

“Yes, my veery.”

“What’s that?”

“A bird with a beautiful song.” He saw his expression. “If you do not like it, it will only encourage me to call you it more.” He kissed him again, this time with wet depth. Pulling away, he carefully regarded his face once more. The ludicrous beauty caused a grin to streak across Tel’s face. He launched himself off the bed.

Downstairs, he found the castle and its grounds were kinetic in the mugginess that had not, even in darkness, blown away. Caip barked at some of the greener arrivals, who, seeing Tel approach, showed the tops of their heads.

“General, a moment. please.”

“General?” she said once they were out of earshot.

“I have promoted you. Just then. When I said it. Congratulations.”

“Quite a promotion.”

“Quite a woman. If we have any chance, it will be because of you.”

“Some of them are not ready for a march, let alone a fight.” Her face was bunched with concern. 

“You will guide and shape them on the way. I have no doubt. And soon, if we survive long enough, you will have more. Many of them will be seasoned.”

She strode toward a cluster of troops who had been with Tel’s personal guard a long time and promoted one of them to chief in much the same way her best friend had just done, leaving the freshly elevated man slack-jawed. “We take this one stage at a time,” she said, turning away from them to assess another group. She formed a visor with her hand and shook her head. “First, we need to get to Coltach to join Sitha.”

Vared crossed from a stone path to their location, dressed in the short style of shift reserved for special Omelan occasions. When he reached Tel, he kissed him. It had been no mere peck. Seeing this, the women and men of Tel’s guard clapped and whistled. Vared buried his face in the prince’s chest.

“This is,” beamed Caip, “the least surprising surprise in history.”         

“How soon can we set out?” asked Tel.

“Two hours.”

“Good. We are taking a minor detour.” He looked into the lively apricot disks of Vared’s eyes. “In the meantime, make sure they all know about this.” He pulled his father’s note from his doublet and handed it to her.

* * *




At the riverbank, dressed in a soldier’s leather armor and garb, Tel stood on the spot where his mother and first lover had gone into the water. To one side of him stood Caip, rod straight. To the other, Vared’s curls danced on the eddies of a slow, intermittent, thick breeze. Before the triad were about one hundred and fifty soldiers and a small group of camp followers—Ruitha and little Ofya included—fanned over untidy grasses. Some in the ranks muttered and whispered.

Tel walked forward to be among them. “No more of you are leaving?” He weaved through the women and men. “Give me your eyes as I pass you,” he said, now beginning to clasp hands and pat backs. “Not one of you is afraid of my blood? I repeat, no reprisal. I have kept a secret from you all for too long. From my people. There is wickedness in secrets. But I am not wicked. Give me your eyes, I said.” Having reached the end of a line of troops, he spun on a heel and walked in the opposite direction, cutting this way and that, assessing their sweaty faces. “Leave now if you do not believe a dynast can lead Feigh to peace and justice. Leave now if you believe the old superstitions. I will not blame you, my Feighan sisters and brothers. I think the usefulness of those ideas long ago expired, but I will not blame you. And if you stay, you stay. I will expect your loyalty until the end. You will be loyal to a dynast. You pledge this by keeping your boots on this Feighan dirt, and you pledge it now.” He continued to plod through the group, looking into their eyes. The brash squawks of birds in a nearby tree cut through the rush and splutter of the river. “Very well.”

He took his place between Vared and Caip, where he slowly removed his boots and clothes. Once nude, he unclasped his mother’s chain and secured it around Vared’s elegant neck. Tel saw comprehension of the gesture register on Vared’s face. A tear streaked over his cheekbone and down his chin.

“No, Tel, I—”

“Of my blood. Of your blood.”

The blue head nodded.

Caip blessed Tel with the symbols of the elements—dirt, wind, fire, and rain. Next, she asked the Stag and Doe to witness the coronation and to consecrate it by sending the powers of each of the directions—north, east, south, and west. Tel knew everyone present would think she sounded strong and sure, but he detected the subtle tremulousness in her speech.

She took a few paces forward and looked at the women and men she would command in war. “Who is to love and protect Feigh, the land of the precious Stag and Doe?” Caip asked them.

“Tel of Foghar!” they cried with force. Every hair on Tel’s body tingled as he lowered himself to his knees in the dirt that was the last solid bit of the world under the feet of Fyor and Hod.

“Tel of Foghar is to be your king?” she asked.

“Yes!”

“And who, Tel of Foghar, surrenders you to the house of Feigh and places the crown on your head?” 

It stung him to remember Lag had chosen his uncle for the honor, but he looked up at the young man next to him, unable to help the thin crack of a smile that broke his solemnity. “Vared of Omela.” 

“Tel of Foghar is of your blood, of your house, Vared of Omela?”

“He is.”

“And you release him from your house to the house of Feigh?”

“Freely, I do.”

“And you accept responsibility for the house of Feigh, so long as you are of sound mind, Tel of Foghar?”

“Freely, I do.”

From a humble sack, Vared pulled Fyor’s diadem of silver leaves. Tel eyed his lover’s quaking hand. Vared slipped behind his back, to the north. Walking in a slow circle, north to east to south to west, the Omelan called, “A fruitful reign. A clear reign. A passionate reign. A joyous reign.” He completed the circle. 

Tel felt him place the little crown on his head.

“Feigh, you have a new king,” Vared said.

“Stand, King Tel of Feigh,” Caip said.

Knees dirty, Tel rose. The crowd chanted in loudening repetition, “Health and wisdom to King Tel!”

He watched Mor embrace Caip. Seeing them together brought more joy than it ever had. It cut, as well. His closest companion had found someone who thrilled her, at long last, and this day represented a parting for them. Stag and Doe, keep their separation temporary.

In the excitement, Vared rushed to grab Tel’s clothes. He shoved them into the king’s arms. “That’s enough. Cover up. You’ll drive me crazy. Not to mention these animals.” He winked at him.

* * *




Tel asked Caip to march their diminutive army as hard as possible for the rest of the day. They moved southward along a country route chosen for the low risk of encountering any of Lag’s troops. Once they made their temporary village and everyone ate, Vared took out his terquin and entertained a good many women and men by singing Omelan children’s songs to Ofya. A couple of musicians joined him. Tel stood a few meters away, hypnotized by Vared’s talent and charm.

Caip ended his reverie, appearing alongside him, her voice taut and strained. “Walk with me, your majesty?”

They strolled the length of the camp together. About fifty meters beyond the tents stood a copse of trees. They leaned against rough bark, watching the army prepare for sleep. “It is quieter than I would have guessed,” said the king.

“Most of them are exhausted because most of them are new.”

“Mm,” said Tel. “The weeks of marching will have everyone in better condition.”

“I have two concerns—”

“Concern is your role, after all,” he said, chuckling. He had misjudged her mood.

“First, there are rumblings. Rumblings you wouldn’t hear but that I hear, and my trusted people hear.”

“Oh?”

“A very small minority are uneasy about you…and the stagsblood.”

“I will not blame them for their uneasiness.”

“I’m saying we might lose some. A few. Not many.”

He rubbed his face with both hands. “What? A dozen already left. Did I n—I walked among the rest. Goddess curse it! I told them to make their choice at the river.”

“You did. And for that reason…Because you were so clear…” She closed her mouth and her eyes.

“What, Caip?”

“You know the punishment for desertion.”

He nodded.

“And you have the stomach for this?”

“My brother and my uncle. Gran and Gawash. They all think I have the stomach for nothing. I have made my decision with care. I have weighed these values against those. This virtue against that. Temporary violence for lasting justice. My soul is already marked before the eyes of the Stag. I have decided. I will answer to him one day, in the black. Meanwhile, people would be wise to avoid testing my stomach.”

Caip absorbed what he had said for a few beats. “Good.”

“If they see me working as hard as them, marching with them, they will trust me. I must believe that.”

“Perhaps. But be ready.”

“I am,” he said, perturbed. “You have another concern?”

“Yes. Our goal’s to get to Athair by way of Coltach without a fight.”

“You are worried we will be intercepted. Or that we will happen upon—”

“You haven’t let me finish,” said Caip. “We can’t control who we happen upon, or if we’re ambushed. But is there something we can control?”

“What do you mean?”

“Originally, I thought we should just get everyone to the larger force in Athair. The march to Coltach should improve their bodies. And it should improve cohesion. Avoid a fight and focus on the fundamentals until our odds are better. Slightly better.”

Tel crossed his arms in front of his armored torso. “However?”

“What if we can give them a test? Get them in a fight? Something we can control. I’m not talking about storming Affas by autumn. But something to give a sense of accomplishment. Pride. Faith. It would do a lot of good.”

He leaned his head back on the tree. “Then we will get them in a fight.”

“How? Where?”

“I know just the opportunity.” He pushed himself off the tree. “We can discuss it tomorrow. I am tired.”

“Goodnight.”

“Thank you.” He started walking toward the camp. “And General?”

“Yes?”

“Make sure the banner guard can manage to keep my colors out of the dirt tomorrow. Or assign some others to that duty.”

“Yes, your majesty.” 

He heard the smile in her voice. Returning to the fire, he hoped for a song or two, but the musicians were nowhere to be found. He walked to his tent and noticed his guards bowed more slowly and deeply than before.

He slipped into the flap and smiled. “You are here.”

Seated on a chair he had pulled to the center of the tent, Vared said, “Waiting.”

The sight of him, hair disheveled, brought a woozy flutter to Tel’s skull. His skin heated. He looked down.

“Give me your eyes, Tel.”

He obeyed. 

“Show me the top of your head.”

Tel felt an excited confusion flash across his own face.

Vared’s expression was still. “Show me the top of your head.”

Tel bowed. His cock was already fat with blood, making the maneuver uncomfortable.

“Good.”

Tel knew to keep his eyes on the floor. He was dizzy enough to worry he might tip over.

“Kneel.”

Again, Tel obeyed.

“Come to my feet.”

Hot and painfully hard, on his knees, he shuffled to Vared’s boots.

“Give me your eyes now, Tel. Good. You can’t be king always. It isn’t good for you. So. I’ve decided for you. Because you cannot decide. Tell me thank you.”

“Thank you, Vared.” He did not understand why, but the sentiment was genuine.

“Now tell me you’re beautiful.”

“You are so beau—”

“No, Tel. That you are beautiful.”

“Vared—”

He put a hand under Tel’s bearded chin. “You’re not king here.”

Feeling an alien, embarrassed thrill, he got the words out. “I am beautiful.”

“Good. Stay on your knees. Spin around and show me the back of your neck.” Tel did as he was told. From his seat, Vared leaned over and kissed, licked, and nibbled his nape. Tel lost track of time and puzzled at how powerfully exciting he found this new attention. He felt drugged and thought he might climax in his breeches. Then, Vared pulled away. “Now, I’m hungry. When I turn around, very soon, I’d better see that hole—my hole—on the bed. Understand?”

“Yes.” Silently, Tel stripped and mounted the bed, raising Vared’s meal in the air.

It was different from the previous night. Vared teased mercilessly with his tongue until Tel was nearly mad with desire. The prince whimpered and groaned and begged senselessly into the pillows and blankets. Vared flipped him over. When he began to push his way in, he demanded Tel’s kiss. The taste of his own hole aroused Tel even more, and he opened around the warm hardness of Vared’s cock. He pulled him in.

They did not fuck in the usual way. The songmaker did not thrust. Instead, their bodies wrestled, pressing not for leverage or escape but for contact. They were like grappling combatants, except that the object of the match was to get as close as possible to one another. Moaning into one another’s wet mouths, they tried to grind themselves into one flexing, sweating physicality. Vared only broke the kiss when he neared climax, saying he wanted to see Tel’s face as he emptied into him. Still inside, he coaxed the Tel’s seed out with a few determined pumps of his hand.

Several quiet moments passed, their breathing finding evenness in the warmth of the tent. Tel shifted his weight to get out of the bed. “No,” Vared said, grabbing his wrist.

“I am just going to get something to clean us—”

“No. I want to…Let’s stay like this tonight.” He was himself again, asking rather than demanding.

“Whatever you like, veery.”

Vared winced. “There it is again.”

Tel planted a quick kiss on his lips.

“Don’t make me call you warlock. Of course, you’re king now, outside this tent. You could have me executed.”

“I am a king today because you told me I was a king last night. And I could have had you executed when I was just a prince.”

“True, warlock.”

“I hate it so much.” Tel snickered. Then, with mock gravity, he said, “Execution it is.”

The singer rolled the little Doe pendant between two fingers. “Thank you. For this. And for letting me stay. You’ll keep me safe, and I’ll keep the royal hole happy.”

“A perfect arrangement.” Vared could not have seen him chewing on his bottom lip.

* * *




For the next ten days, Tel and Caip were merciless. When not marching, the army drilled alongside the camps they made. Sleep was minimal. The king and his general allowed for enough to hold insanity and dangerous discontent at bay. Tel did not exempt himself from the grueling routine, pushing himself harder physically than he ever had. He was older than most of them by a stretch but avoided complaint and showed as much vigor as nearly any of them.

Even Vared trained. Like Tel and Caip, he marched alongside his mount all day, then practiced smallsword and grappling as the light leaked out of the evening. After a few nights, the king stopped hounding him about overexertion, finding him immovable. Tel was staggered by his lover’s marked improvement.

One dusk, Corporal Bin caught the dynast king staring dumbly at a fierce demonstration of the Omelan’s new prowess and said, “Your little flower has feathery petals, but the stem is iron, eh?”

The first moonsless night, Tel, Major Dar, Bin, ten seasoned troops, and forty green but promising soldiers departed camp. Caip had expected to be at the head of the operation, but Tel insisted it was important she remain behind to watch over the other hundred or so women and men, including Vared. She put up a milder protest than usual. Whether that had been because she was less willing to argue with a king or because she agreed, Tel did not know.

In the paltry starlight, they staged themselves out of sight but within striking distance of their target. The king made himself invisible. Dar needed to clamp his hand over the mouth of a young man who had, until recent days, tended a bit of dirt in Foghar Valley with his parents. He was so disturbed, he let out a sound that was a hybrid of a gasp and a scream.

Tel shed the magical cloak. “It is still me,” he whispered. “Still Tel. I am son of Vith and Fyor. Same man I always have been. The same person who went to Omela to make peace. With your help, I will stop my brother. I will end the warmongering and the rounding up of children and good foreign people and farmers like you who cannot afford his taxes. We will stop them from sending your sister and brother north to kill folk because they have red hair and we have black. The same Tel who took his comfort neck-deep in barrels of ale and balls deep in any ass that moved.” Several of them stifled laughter. “I would like to sleep in Affas Castle one day soon, so I can look after the land the antlered ones looked after long ago. And I will look after it just the same if I can make lightning with my hands or if I cannot. But I can only sleep in Affas—and I can only look after Feigh—if you all stay with me. And convince others to stay with me. Stagsblood or not, I believe I will add more to the good side of the scale than the bad. Just as my father did. Will you stay with me?”

Mouth still covered by Dar’s meaty hand, the man nodded. The king raised the magical cloak again and faded from their sight. “Thank you.” He enjoyed a silent chuckle about how unnerving his disembodied voice must be. 

His long strides covered the distance in a short time. A careful approach was unnecessary. Even if he disturbed the ground as he moved, the gloom would hide it. The breeze served to disguise any noise of his footfalls. When he arrived at the foot of the timber edifice, the light wind also hampered his ability to listen, which he strained to do.

Hearing and seeing nothing of consequence, he began to circumambulate Fort Gontrahd, where Lag had ordered the dynast children and other undesirables taken. He saw no one staffing defensive positions—the situation the rumor mill had told him to expect and the one for which he had been hoping.
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Nearing camp, King Tel grew uneasy. The sun had begun its lazy descent toward the horizon, but the heat of the day had not flagged. While the women and men around him talked of longing for food, the king’s stomach felt full of sand.

Soon after they crested a little rise which served to hide the camp from the west, the tents came into view. He realized something was amiss but failed to understand at first precisely what was wrong. To get a better view, he jogged to the front of the group. Dar must have recognized something in his face or body language because he joined him at the tip of the unit. It looked as if a few of the tents had been taken down. Moving a bit closer, Tel saw. They were knocked over.

“Goddess, have they been attacked?” Dar asked.

“Go have Bin hold the prisoners with a few people. If they make a sound, he is to put a blade through their throats.” Tel was surprised at the ease with which the violent words had flown from his mouth but ignored it. He continued to try to discern what was happening at the edge of the woods below.

Before he knew it, the major was alongside him again. They led the soldiers unoccupied with prisoners down the slope. Cutting toward the western edge of the encampment, they kept their profiles as low as possible. Their movements were quick but near silent. Sand now filled the king from his bowels to the back of his mouth.

A small, protruding rock ripped free from the soil under Tel’s foot, nearly sending him to the ground. As he righted himself, he saw the unmistakable figure of Caip standing among a cluster of soldiers. He surmised from her posture that, while tense, she did not feel any imminent danger. He accelerated down the hill toward her. 

When he was close enough to see her face, her troubled expression was plain. Feet peeked out from under two makeshift shrouds near her. He saw nothing because he could not see any blue curls among the tents. The feeling of being packed with sand made it impossible for him to speak as he barreled toward Caip.

She looked down between her feet for a few beats. The panic it caused dislodged something, and Tel heard himself scream, “Where is he?” He was moving too fast to see if she answered, and he heard nothing but his own repeated question. “Where is he?”

Tel ripped one shroud away, then the other. Vared was under neither. He spun in place, trying to find him. Caip was speaking, but he could not understand her. Something in him wanted her to be quiet. Seeing his own tent, he stomped to it and lifted the flap.

Vared was there, sitting at the foot of their pallet, legs crossed at the ankles. His orange eyes were fixed on the floor. Their ascent to meet Tel’s was slow.

King Tel cleared his throat. “I thought…”

“I killed one of them.” His speech was flat and breathy.

“Are you hurt?”

“No.”

Tel had his first deep breath since he and the soldiers had reached the ridge. “What ha—Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not now.”

“That is fine.”

“I think I’d like to go to sleep. Now that I know you’re here.”

He had said it like a child. It nearly ripped Tel open. He clamped down on himself and said, “That is fine, too.”

“I know you need to…to talk with Caip. But stay with me a while.”

“Of course.”

“Until I fall asleep.” Without undressing, he crawled toward the head of the bed. He curled on his side on top of the blankets.

Tel moved his body against him. After a long, silent vigil, Vared’s breaths slowed and evened.

* * *




Standing over a fire near the center of the encampment, not far from Tel’s tent, Caip turned a log over with her sword. It popped and hissed. “We lost five. They lost three times as many.”

“They had someone stalking us?” asked Tel.

“That’s my guess.”

“They were so outnumbered,” said Tel. “And in the middle of the afternoon? Foolish.”

“Who doesn’t expect a surprise attack in the night?” She had a brittle laugh. “They followed the stream and came up through the woods. Probably knew you took a third of our force with you.”

“Still.” He shook his head, lost in the flames.

“It speaks to their lack of respect for us. We were fortunate. Very fortunate. A few of our people were walking down to the water to bathe. They saw them and were able to alert us. Still, they penetrated the camp and killed some good people.”

“This is already so awful,” said Tel, throat burning.

Her hand came up to shush him. “Don’t do that.” She gritted her teeth, looked around them, and lowered her volume. “Absolutely not. Tel, this is nothing compared to what’s coming. Steady yourself. We did well. We need to move faster, though. We have a handful of prisoners, but a few others ran. I don’t think there’s a larger force nearby, based on what one of the prisoners told me. They were to join the ones at Fort Gontrahd. You could verify the truth of the prisoner’s statement? By touching her and using the stagsblood?”

“Yes. And you are right. About steadying myself. About what is to come. But thinking I had lost Vared. Seeing him that way.”

“He was remarkable, Tel. The one he got was bigger than him by a lot, too. But he came out of that tent and engaged him without hesitation. Stepped between the oaf and one of our inexperienced boys. Saved his life.”

“Of course he did.” His mouth was dry.

“He’s like you,” said Caip. “Has the advantage of speed and agility. I was trying to get to him, but I had to fight my way there. I saw the whole thing. He let the big man overcommit with too much of his weight. Once he was off-balance, Vared danced around him and got him in the side.”

Hearing it made him proud. Feeling the pride nauseated him after a moment. Hypocrite. 

Tel asked, “Did Ofya see any of this?”

“No. Ruitha had her down for a nap.”

“Thank the Doe.” 

“Tell me about Gontrahd.”

“It is so foul, Caip. And I had to…experience it, in a way, reading their soldiers with the stagsblood.”

“The children?”

He looked at his friend, feeling the rush of tears, tasting salt. “No children. Burned. In the courtyard. One by one, as they arrived. A danger to the kingdom.” He laughed humorlessly. “The empire…”

“Precious antler—” She swallowed, blinking away her own tears.

The king struggled to find his throat. “They burned adults, too, but not before they amused themselves with—”

“Torture?”

He nodded. “We lost no one. I blasted through the postern door with the lightning. Our people tumbled in. It was over before it started. We freed nine people they had locked up. They returned to camp with us. An Andowian, two Omelans, one Kamb, three Hebites. And a pair of disloyal Feighans.”

“I met them. When you were with Vared,” said Caip.

“If you have not already, do not bother,” Tel said, “to meet the soldiers we took prisoner. Nasty lot. I read them with the stagsblood. They relished their roles. True believers in this Feighan purity nonsense. Child murderers.”

She looked as far away as the moons. “You have your first victory. Victories.”

Tel felt as distant. “I burned it to the ground. With the blood. Pure rage.”

“They will know.”

“An empty fort would have told them as much. And they have already attacked us. They know we are on the move. You need to sleep. Extra watch on tonight?”

“Yes.”

He stepped forward and embraced his friend, seeing how it surprised her. “Thank you.”

* * *




In an endless sea of grass taller than him, Tel walked under a ceiling of clouds, each stride raising a shh to his ears. Otherwise, silence. After a long while, he sensed someone at his side. He stopped and turned to his left. His uncle stood there.

“I know this is a dream. And I know you have sent it to me along a tether with the wind and rain magics. Where are we going?” Tel resumed his walk.

Aith was sweet. “We’re going to see your aunt and cousin.”

“But—” He decided against reminding him they were gone. Maybe here, they are not.

“I’ve missed them. It’s been a long journey back to them, but it’s almost over now.”

“How much farther?” Tel asked, but Aith was gone.

The sward moved around the king as if stirred by wind, but the air was still as a boulder. The whole enormous stretch of green waved and undulated, tickling Tel through his clothes. Disconcerted by the sensations, he walked faster. Some blades of grass were glossy and sharp, nicking his face and hands as he struggled forward. He could not see Aith. Denser and denser was the growth. He felt like he was swimming through it. All around him, it moved, more animal than plant. His boots no longer touched soil. “Uncle? Uncle? Can you hear me? Where are you?”

All at once, the resistance disappeared, and he tumbled out of the grasses, landing on flat, brown dirt.

“Nephew!”

Tel shook his head, stood, and brushed the debris from his clothes.

“Nephew!”

One hundred or so meters before him was a platform in the middle of the field of chestnut dirt. What looked like a dusting of snow surrounded the feet of the structure. Feeling cold, he looked down. A black Omelan shift had replaced his clothes. His feet were bare, sinewy legs exposed to his upper thighs. He trotted toward the platform.

As he grew closer, he saw that neat, careful stacks of timber formed the platform, which was a bit more than half a man’s height. Despite its broader than usual footprint, it was unmistakably a Feighan funereal pile. It sat upon an enormous circle of odd, iridescent chips of white stone. 

“Nephew, at last.” Aith now wore the rack crown.

“How did you make it here before me?”

Uncle Aith gave a little shrug. “I let myself be pulled down to the Feighan dirt, which brought me.”

Tel formed a visor with a hand and spun around, searching. “Where is here, though? Where are we?” Beyond the brown dirt, on all sides, were walls of giant, sage blades under a slate sky.

Aith tilted his head a fraction and offered an empathetic, closed-mouth smile. The expression did not look at home on his face. “I just told you, Tel. Where Feigh brought us.” 

“I do not understand.”

“Would you like to see your aunt and cousin?” asked Aith.

Tel tried to crane his neck to see around him. “Are they here?”

“Yes. This way.”

Knowing what he would see, anxiety rippled through Tel.

He was right. Aith’s woman and child were there, dead, on the platform.

“Come closer, nephew.”

“I do not want to.”

“But you will.”

They crunched their way across the little pearl chips. The flakes of stone dug into the flesh of Tel’s feet. His aunt and cousin were unshrouded. Tel saw the wide crimson yawns where the Omelan sailor’s knife had opened their throats. He squeezed his eyes shut, revulsed and angry. “I know this is a dream, Aith. I know you are tethered to me and putting this in my head. What is the point of this? Let me wake up. I will see you very, very soon.”

“The point is the funeral, nephew.” His tone was saccharine patience.

“Let me wake up.”

“Not before we’ve burned them.”

“Then burn them.”

“But you will burn them. With the dynasty. Not before our last guest arrives, though.” He surveyed the sky. “Ah, here he is.” He pointed to a tiny black smudge against the clouds.

The dark spot shot across the ashen heavens, moving closer. The suggestion was of flapping wings followed by easy skates along the current, like a bird in flight.

It was a bird.

No. He knew it was much too large to be a bird—a racing blur of blue and green, at least the size of a man. It did not slow as it neared the field of brown. He thought it might crash into him, his uncle, or the platform. Reflex made a shield of his arm. After a beat, he heard the little stones disturbed by an impact much less intense than he anticipated.

“Welcome,” Aith said.

Tel lowered his arm to see Vared standing there, folding massive green wings at his sides. “Hello, warlock,” he said, affection plain. He smiled. “You look so handsome in Omelan clothes.”

“Veery.”

“Why am I here?” asked Vared.

“For the funeral.” Aith had spoken as if referring to a holiday party. He rubbed his gloved hands together.

“Why isn’t he sad, Tel? Whose funeral?”

“Turn, come, Vared. This way.” Aith stepped closer to the pile.

Tel scurried to put his body between them. “Say his name again, Uncle, and I will kill you where you stand.” He turned to Vared, who was moving closer to the timber. “Fly away, Vared. I will stay for the funeral. You do not know them.”

“He knows them.” All Aith’s sweetness was gone. “He killed them.”

“I’ve never killed anyone,” said Vared. “Except that one man. For Tel.”

For me.

“Look, songmaker,” said Aith. “You killed my family, too. Look!”

“Oh, no. No. I killed them? Tel, did I kill them? Even a child?” Vared began to sob.

“No, veery. Of course not.” Tel moved to comfort him.

“Why would I do that, Tel?” Blubbering, Vared pushed his lover away. “Why?”

King Tel moved back in front of him. “You did no such thing. Vared! You do not have to look. Look away.”

“I cannot. I cannot look away.” He was hysterical. “Why would I do this?”

“Why, indeed?” asked Aith, disgust on his tongue.

Vared’s whole body seized with sorrow. Impossibly red eyes threw sheets of tears down his beautiful face. He choked, beating his enormous wings on the dirt. Green feathers danced in the air about him. 

“He can’t breathe, Tel,” his uncle said, like he was stupid.

Tel tried to spin Vared around, but he would not budge. He kept himself between the boy’s eyes and the bodies on the wood. Vared knocked him to the ground with a great wing. The tears flowed pink now, tinged with blood.

“He can’t breathe, and he can’t look away, nephew.”

Tel scrambled to his feet, nearly blind with frustration, muttering. “I must stop him from seeing. He cannot breathe. I must stop him from seeing. I must stop h—” He lowered his mind, and the platform caught fire. Still, Vared quaked, skin turning color from the lack of air. The blaze was not fast enough. Tel doubled the flames. He tripled them.

“He cannot breathe. He killed for you,” taunted Aith, before turning to dive onto the blazing pyre.

When Aith’s body hit the flames, they burned a searing white for a beat and disappeared. Nothing of the lumber or dead remained. 

“Vared. It is over. They are gone. You did nothing wrong.” The Omelan’s condition was unchanged. “Vared, just fly away. Look at me. Just fly away, Vared. You must. Please! Vared!”

“I’m here. I’m here. I’m here, Tel. Don’t worry.”

It was real now. Tel was awake. Vared’s delicate face, molded by concern, hung in the air near his. They were in their tent.

“You’ve had a dream,” said Vared.

“Yes.” Tel was breathless.

Vared kissed him. He kissed back, gratefully, mouth lost and desperate and searching—until his thankfulness was swallowed by passion. He pulled him closer. Vared answered by swinging a leg around him, so he was on top. Tel’s hands knitted into his soft, blue curls.
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King Tel tugged a strap, making sure the pannier was secure on Pony. The stagsblood touch told him the little horse wanted him to be in the saddle for the day.

“Oh, Pony,” he said, scratching the animal’s neck. “I would like nothing more. I am tired, but I cannot be the spoiled king. I will walk near you again.”

“Your majesty?” Tel turned to see a large-eyed boy standing there, a bit too far away for conversation. Seeing the king’s face, he stepped forward a couple paces. “Idiot,” he spat, after a few beats, clamping his eyes closed. “Not you, your majesty. Me. I forgot.” He offered the top of his head.

“You can breathe, soldier. I dropped and buried my leavings behind a tree this morning, same as everyone else in camp. My tent is just bigger and nicer.”

“Yes, your majesty.” He bowed again.

Tel laughed. “Just one bow and one your majesty is enough. What can I do for you?”

The boy shifted his weight, foot to foot. “I wanted to thank you.”

“What for?”

“Vared saved my life. I…froze. That big one would’ve taken my head off.”

“Ah. You should be thanking Vared, not me.”

“I will,” said the boy, “But he’s your man, isn’t he?”

The heat of embarrassment and the dizziness of desire visited Tel’s head. He chuckled. “Again, you would have to ask him. Fortune should smile on me so brightly. I am certainly his man.”

“They are just like us,” said the boy.

“Who?”

“Blue—Sorry. Omelans.”

“Yes. Of course.”

“My family’s for you. Always have been, from what I remember. They loved your father. They were sad when Lag became king. My mother and father wanted the warring to stop. But I think I had some of the old ideas about Omelans. Everyone likes Vared, though. Reminds me of my sister. The way he walks, like he’s not touching the ground. The way he pays attention to everything. How he’s quiet at first, then very friendly. She sings, too. My sister.”

Tel absorbed what he had said with a smile. “Do you think you will have children one day?”

“I would like to convince my girl to cord with me. And start a family.”

“When you have that family, remember your king asked you to teach them about how Omelans are. And Hebites and Andowians and the rest. Tell them about Vared.”

“I’ll do that, majesty. And I promise I won’t freeze again.”

“I believe that. A man willing to change his mind—to let it grow—is a courageous man.”

“Thank you.” He offered a little bow again and turned to leave.

“Soldier?” The young man turned. Tel rocked onto the balls of his feet and continued. “If you speak to Vared, you can leave the part out about fortune’s smile. I do not wa—”

The boy sputtered before enjoying a loud and hearty laugh. “I think you two are past the need for games like that, don’t you?”

When all was ready, at least an hour later than the king had hoped, Caip bellowed the order. The little army moved with crisp neatness, forming up in front of Tel with an efficiency he found heartening.

The breeze was a mercy, making it feel cooler than it had in weeks. Tel’s flag opened on that gentle wind. He eyed the pumpkin-colored cross and ring on the green field. Next, he found Vared, looking as straight and serious as any of the rest. He was among the others, with no place of honor, although he would undoubtedly march alongside the king most of the day.

“A little more than a day ago, many of you were completely untested.” Vared’s expression remained stone. “Now, I stand before women and men who have had their first two tastes of victory. Let that sweet flavor sit on your tongues. Do you taste it?” As one, they shouted in the affirmative. “Good. Now swallow. There are also five of us—good people—now in the black. And children. Many. The children of Gontrahd. Children with the stagsblood. Children like me, your king. They are in the black. Let the bitter flavor of that flood your mouth. Do you taste it?” Again, they answered in unison. “Now swallow. Remember this flavor, so the next time someone to your east or west is in danger, you will do anything to avoid it again. Do not look for the bitterness. We have tasted it together, and that is enough. We will taste it together again. That is enough. Do not seek it out. Do not hold it on your tongue.”

He walked among them now, talking directly to them, seeking eye contact, like he had at his riverside coronation. “There are those on the other side with the bitterness of four hundred, eight hundred seasons ago still in their mouths. Those we rescued from the dungeon of Gontrahd can attest to that. Anyone among you who loves bitterness that way may leave now. You are not welcome in the new army of Feigh. Treat our prisoners well—all of you—no matter how foul they have been. If you fail at this, you will answer to me.

“Keep your eyes open and your posture tall, siblings. They know we are on the move. We may not make it to Coltach before we are engaged again. If we remain ready, if we protect the person to our east and the person to our west, if we do not hold the bitterness on our tongues, we have a chance. We will still surprise, even if they know we are coming. Will you do these things for Feigh?” For a third time, they boomed their agreement. “General!”

Caip joined the king and led her army forward.

* * *




Even though Tel and Caip pressed to get to Coltach as soon as possible, the going was slow. They cut through wilderness and unpopulated countryside wherever they could. They did not want to risk conflict along the roads, so they avoided them when able, no matter how difficult.

In the middle of one afternoon, they skirted the grassy boundary of marshland. Maps of the area were useless in their vagueness, and the king and general hoped the wetter ground indicated a lake or pond nearby. They aimed to pitch camp near a good source of fresh water, although the muck seemed to stretch on without end. The heat was nearly unbearable. With pride and appreciation, he noted the only complaining he heard about it was the griping in his own mind.

When they at last found themselves looking at a small body of water, Vared wordlessly knitted his slight form to the front of the sweat-sopped women and men. He removed his boots and rushed toward relief, shedding clothes along the way, hooting all the while. After dunking himself, he called encouragement to the three dozen or so following suit. The pure, playful joy of the moment—conveyed by Vared’s mad smile—almost stopped Tel’s heart.

With that sweet, dull ache in his chest, he turned to the work of setting up camp. Compared to evenings only a short time ago, the speed and ease of the operation stunned him. Rather than bellowing orders, Caip was free to lower her head and quietly tend to her own tasks.

Later, in the middle of all the tents, Tel stood, twenty and five soldiers sitting in an arc around him, relaying the tale of his first, tense meeting with Prince Belo of Omela. He saw the smudge of wild blue enter his periphery. When he paused for some laughter, the smudge moved closer.

“Your majesty,” Vared said. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I need you for a moment.”

The soldiers nudged one another and raised eyebrows, mumbling suggestively.

“No,” Vared said, “General Caip and I.”

Their puckish mutterings only grew lewder.

Giggling, Tel turned to Vared and said, “I will finish telling them about your prince some other time, then.”

Vared led him to the little lake. “They love you already, you know.”

“I hope—What is it?”

“Leave them be, sometimes. You’re forever trying to be at the center. Either that or hovering. Evaluating. You mustn’t hang and flutter about them constantly. You’re working them hard. You’re working yourself hard. And you’re working even harder to be ordinary. To be among them. They’d die for you. You have nothing to prove. Let them relax.” He placed a little kiss on Tel’s cheekbone. “Be ordinary with me.”

Tel nodded, and they walked in silence for a few moments until they reached Caip, who stood watching Ofya. The little one seemed happy to look at her feet while she twisted at the waist, swinging her arms and babbling. Tel came alongside Caip. Vared walked to Ofya.

“Where is Ruitha?” asked the king.

“Sleeping early. We offered to give her a break and wear the child out.”

Tel sat and hugged his knees. Caip mirrored him. Together, they watched Vared and the child by the water. Before long, Tel’s body was rocking with laughter. The Omelan crawled around the dirt, pretending to be a cat. He rubbed against Ofya’s leg, groomed himself, and slinked to and fro in an elegant, feline manner. The pantomime was excellent.

“Kitty, kitty, kitty,” Ofya said, Vared meowing and purring at her feet.

“He’s good with her,” Caip said.

“He is.”

“Hm.”

“Hm, what?” asked Tel.

“Have you ever thought…”

“Listen to you. So domestic, suddenly. Just because you began a great romance behind my back while I was occupied with my drunkenness—”

“Have you?”

“Not really. Again, I was a little busy getting pissed to make much of a father. Not to mention the added complication of finding a willing mother. I am sure if I were going to bring a little one into the world, I would have done so already. You?”

“There’s no way to know how much longer I’ll remain fertile.” Caip pursed her lips for a few beats before shrugging. But, if we get to the other side of this war, I’d happily make a baby with Mor.”

“What you do is a form of mothering, is it not? Leading women and men. Inspiring them. Disciplining them.”

“I suppose.”

“I am sorry,” Tel said, “I am just now getting to know you. I was—”

“Busy getting pissed. I know. And I always thought you would get around to it. You’re a good man at your core. Even when you were drunk. At your core. And you’d be a good father.”

Tel pointed to Vared and Ofya, chuckling. They had reversed roles. While the little girl hissed and stretched and preened, the curly-haired adult scratched her head, saying, “Kitty, kitty, kitty.”

* * *




Somehow, Ofya’s vigor did not wane for a few hours. When her energy finally gave out, it faded all at once. Her cheek, still fat from babyhood, rested against Vared’s chest. He had taken the girl from Caip’s arms when the general retired. Singing her a sweet Omelan lullaby, he had walked back and forth over the little beach until she was deeply asleep.

He returned to where Tel sat in thought and whispered over her raven hair, “Take her, warlock. My arms are tired.”

Tel’s answer was to freeze and widen his hazel eyes.

“Just to walk her back to the tent. Don’t tell me you dislike children.”

“Of course—” He remembered to whisper. “Of course, I like children. I just do not know how to hold them. I have spent much of my life in debauchery.”

Vared rolled his eyes. He did so with such aggression, Tel thought it looked painful. “Take her.” He was insistent.

Tel rose and returned an eye roll meant to outdo Vared’s, confirming it was a bit painful. “I do not want to hurt her. How do I do it?”

“As soon as she is in your arms, you’ll know how to hold her safely. Unless you’re a monster.” The Omelan songmaker stuck his tongue out at the king of Feigh. Tel felt himself relent. Gingerly, Vared moved the child from his chest and placed her in his lover’s stiff arms.

Vared had been right. After a few beats, instinct took over. Tel relaxed, cuddling Ofya to his body. She stirred and leaned away enough to get a good look at his face. He met her appraisal with a smile and said, “It is just me, King Tel.”

She looked at him as if she did not care if he was a bear or the antlered god himself. It both humbled and delighted him. “Nn,” she said, nuzzling back to his tunic.

“Not so difficult, is it?” Vared whispered.

“No. It is quite nice,” Tel whispered back, managing to make it sound grudging and exasperated. With one of his long, delicate hands, the singer stifled a laugh. The lively glimmer in his orange eyes made Tel dizzy.

“You’re beautiful right now,” Vared said.

Tel began to form a protest but instead said, “Thank you. And thank you for this.” He cuddled Ofya and kissed her head.

“Let’s get her to her tent and get us to ours.”

“Yes,” Tel agreed.

When the short walk was over, he did not want to wake the child. He enjoyed holding her and felt terrible about rousing her. “Ofya. Ofya. Your mother misses you.” She looked at him. Even in her half-dreaming, half-awake state, her eyes were enormous. They were the darkest brown, but the irises still brimmed with warmth.

“Ruitha,” Vared gently called, holding the flap of the tent open.

King Tel lowered the girl to the ground. She rubbed an eye with a plump fist. Looking at her brought upon him a terrible feeling of responsibility. Within a few moments, she had helped him forget all his burdens and made his awareness of them vivid and entire. He looked at Vared and wanted to cry.

“My love, come here with me,” the mother said. It was a hoarse song.

Ofya tramped into the tent, like an oddly proportioned, drunk adult.

“Thank you,” Ruitha called.

“Sleep well, you two,” said Tel.

“Goodnight.” Vared allowed the flap to close. When they were a few paces away, he said, “I was so frightened she’d ask about her father. Or uncle. What a thing to grow up with that kind of loss.”

“Veery, you grew up with that kind of loss. Two times over. No father and no mother.”

“I suppose.”

“Are you so unselfish it did not even occur to you?” They had reached their tent, and they both gave the guards standing outside it a quick smile. Tel gestured for Vared to go ahead of him.

“I’m not unselfish,” the songmaker said, stepping inside. “I just don’t think of it a lot. And you lost your mother, too. Did you forget that?”

“I suppose I did. But I was also more or less a man. And I think of it frequently.”

“Mm. I know you do.” Vared looked up at him and encircled his torso with his ropey arms. 

“You are so strong for such a little thing,” Tel said, burying his face in the hair on top of Vared’s head.

“And you’re so sweet for such an oaf.” He squeezed Tel. “Did I overstep earlier?”

“When?”

“When I told you to give the soldiers space.”

“No, Vared. No. Of course not.” He pried the younger man off himself so he could look at him. “On the contrary. You help me remember…I have a different experience of the world than other people. I need that. I need you.” He paused, feeling his own features fall.

“What is it?”

“I have made a decision.” Vared made a little sound and turned away from him. He felt the air inside the tent change. “Is something wrong? What is wrong? I have not even said—”

“Nothing’s wrong. I’m not sure why you’re asking.” He still did not look at Tel. “You have made a decision. That’s what kings do.” It was like they had returned to the first weeks they knew one another. Every syllable was jacketed with ice.

“Vared.” He could read in the small movements of his lover’s shoulders and head an internal struggle.

Vared spun on him. “I need that. I need you,” he said, mocking Tel’s highborn timbre. “You need me, but you’re about to push me onto a ship and send me across an ocean. You need me? But you send me to another continent while you face your biggest test?”

Tel began the slightest move toward him but rethought it. “I would only keep you here out of selfishness. I need you to be safe. I almost lost you, vee—”

“Veery. How many pet names have you given? How many on your long list? How many before me?”

“That is not f—”

“Not fair? You’ll be rid of me just like them.”

Tel felt slapped.

“Nothing to say?”

“Will you let me sp—”

“You need me.” Vared scoffed. “On a different continent.”

“Vared, are you trying to make strife between us, so the parting is easier?”

“Don’t do that. If you want to read my motives, just touch my skin, dynast.”

Tel wanted to scream, but his blood went cool. “Well, I do not want strife. I will have a walk and hope you are calmer when I return.” He moved toward the flap of the tent.

“You’re leaving? Won’t I be gone soon enough for you?”

The words froze Tel at the opening of the tent.

Vared continued. “Too many hours to bear between here and the sea?”

Tightness in his chest, hands balled into fists, Tel turned and took a step toward him. “You. Are. Hurting. Me.”

“You’re hurting me. Why must I leave?”

“To keep you safe. We are at war.”

“I’m a grown man. I fought and killed a grown man. I saved a life. I can keep myself safe.”

“It will not be like that,” said Tel. “They will target you. They can get to me by getting to you. You are my weakness.”

“Let them try. I’ll kill them, too.”

Tel moved another step closer. His chest heaved. “Vared. I will be dead in two seasons.”

Vared’s mouth fell opened as he searched the king’s face. Closing his eyes tight, he groaned in apparent frustration and rage. It was the lowest tone Tel had ever heard from him. Vared’s hand flew to his own neck, where he clawed the skin enough to split it. He stumbled backward. He stumbled again. Trying to ease himself to the floor, he fell half the distance, landing on his backside. “Stop saying. Stop saying. Stop saying that. Stop leaving.” With each syllable, he had less breath. “Shut up, Tel. Stop saying that.” He looked about himself, searching. “I ca—breathe. Breathe.” He stuttered little gasps and gulps. “Tel. Tel. H…Tel, help.” He looked around again, still fighting for air, still drowning. His hands fumbled on the floor beside his legs as if trying to find something he could not see.

Tel’s alarmed trance shattered. He moved to sit behind Vared on the floor. The boy was between his legs. “I am here. I am here. Do you feel me?”

Vared’s nod was desperate.

“You trust me?”

“Yhh—” It was a horrible, strained sound.

“You are breathing here.” Tel placed a palm flat against the very top of Vared’s chest, near his throat. He patted the bones there. “Here,” he repeated, applying a little pressure. In front of him, Vared still sputtered and rocked. “I need you to breathe here, veery.” He slid the palm down, so it rested on his belly. “Here. Just breathe here. Not up there. Down here. I will sing to you, and you try to move my hand. Just listen to my voice and breathe. Listen and move my hand.”

The only song he could think of was the one his mother loved so—the one she sang right before she slipped into the river. He sang it to Vared—barely louder than a whisper—and sang it a second and a third and a fourth time. Between lines, he stroked his lover’s stomach and encouraged him to breathe.

Midway through the fifth rendition, Tel realized the Omelan’s respiration was slow, deep, and even. When he finished, Vared said, “Once more.” After the sixth time through, he said, “I wish you sang more.”

Tel said, “I am embarrassed, singing to you.”

“I know. But you sing well.”

“Thank you.”

“Come with me to Omela. Run.”

“You know I cannot. Ofya is just one of many.”

“Yes,” said Vared. “Yes. I know you can’t.”

“There is nothing I want more than to be near you, Vared. Not a castle. Not a throne. Nothing.”

“I know that, too.” He turned his damp face to Tel. “You don’t really think it’s hopeless?”

“No. Not hopeless. There is magic in the world. I do not mean the things I can do with the blood. True magic. Deeper magic. Ofya’s innocence. Me not wanting to drink anymore. Meeting you.”

They sat in silence for a long while, holding one another, before they moved to the bed to sleep.
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Sitha’s delicate appearance surprised King Tel. Long and bony, it looked like a moderate gale could carry her away to Andow. Even as she strode to him, waves of black remained obediently tucked behind her ears, revealing the angular strokes of her face.

She offered the top of her head. “Your royal majesty, I am Rightcolonel Sitha. I offer my loyalty and the loyalty of seven hundred and forty and one Feighans, if you will accept.”

Tel fought off an impulse to hug her, an urge he would not have felt four seasons prior. He allowed himself to smile at her. “I will, Sitha. You have, in less than a minute, quadrupled the size of my army.” 

“You will want to see the ships, I imagine. The Crunadam and a dozen from Omela.”

“A dozen? She has come through. More than I had hoped.” Tel turned to Vared. “Have I told you before how much I adore that queen of yours?”

“You have mentioned it, yes.” Vared smirked.

“The songmaker,” said Sitha, smiling as she assessed him.

Tel nodded. “This is Ambassador Vared of Omela, songmaker and—”

“I’m the king’s man.”

Tel felt a burst of pride he would have found embarrassing to admit.

“The rumors are true, then.” Sitha narrowed her eyes for a few beats. “Yes. You’re good together. Big and small. Blue and black. Young and—”

“Thank you, Sitha. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Vared interjected, stepping forward to take her hand in his and lead her a few paces away. “You’re from this area? Lovely.” He turned back to Tel and winked.

With her usual crisp professionalism, Caip merged the two forces, then marched them through the town on the main thoroughfare. The everyday activity of the citizenry ground to a halt. People stepped into the afternoon heat, lining the road to greet the king. Tel’s elbow grew sore from all the waving, but his spirits were high. He knew some people loyal to Lag must live in Coltach, but the enthusiasm of the reception felt genuine. Most of these Feighans—no doubt because of their affection for Vith—placed their hopes in Tel. He prayed to the Stag and Doe they did not have to pay a price for their faith.

“What’s that?” Caip strained her eyes to see ahead of them. “Who are they?”

Tel could make out nothing but smudges in front of them on the broad public square.

“Goddesses and gods,” she said, awe in her voice. “Tel,” she whispered. 

Step by step, the picture sharpened. He could not believe it, even when it was clear to his eyes. Hundreds of people stood on the square, dressed in black. A blue head crowned each.

“You Feighan bastard!” a familiar voice barked.

“You Omelan prick!” he yelled back. 

“I have brought one thousand friends.”

Tel jogged toward the square as one of the Omelans broke from the group and moved toward him. They met in the middle. “Belo,” Tel said, embracing him.

Clearly surprised by the hug, Prince Belo of Omela said, “Good to see you, my friend.”

“Not nearly as good as it is for me to see you.”

* * *




At a cockeyed table in a dim corner of Coltach’s finest inn, Prince Belo and King Tel enjoyed a private afternoon meal of fishes, pearlgrowers, sea plants, and starchroot. The Omelan ate like he was famished but retained his manners. 

“My mother regrets she was not able to send more. We cannot risk it with Gawash to our north. He has moved many thousands to near the border. As have we.”

“A thousand good people is more than I asked for,” said Tel. “We will be more Omelan than Feighan until we reach Athair.” It amused him. “I wrote to ask to borrow the ships and buy the equipment. I did not ask for people.”

“Equipment. We have more than swords and armor. Wait until you see.” Belo raised a blue eyebrow.

“And I certainly did not guess she would send you to deliver them personally.”

The prince washed some food down with a gulp of ale. “This is not a delivery, your majesty.”

Now Tel raised a brow. “What do you mean?”

“I will be staying. If you will have me. You are a friend to Omela. The queendom is a friend to you and to Feigh. The Feigh of King Vith and of King Tel. I will fight for you. Please do not talk to me about it being an uphill struggle. Or of it being a risk to the queendom. We know the situation and have decided. If your brother is not stopped, he and Gawash will be making war with us sooner or later. Either have me or do not.”

Tel sat back in his chair and swallowed hard with his burning throat. “Of course, Belo. Of course.”

“Good. You look well. Not drinking agrees with you.” He pushed his plate forward and relaxed into his seat, mirroring Tel.

“Thank you. You are sickening in your handsomeness, as ever.” He chuckled. “It is shocking how much better I feel without it.”

“It shows,” said Belo, grinning. “And you eat now. Extraordinary. But there is something else, no?”

“Something else?”

Belo nodded and appraised his friend through narrowed eyes. “Our songmaker.”

Tel attempted to maintain a neutral facial expression, but it cracked and fell away, revealing an embarrassed smile. “I…It is that obvious?”

“To see the two of you. It is clear.”

“Yet another kindness your mother has done me. He is…” Tel found it difficult to qualify what he thought and felt. He shrugged, feeling foolish but not uncomfortable.

Belo’s face exploded into an expression of delight and, he pounded the table. “Nothing is impossible. Tel of Feigh dry and holding a man for longer than a night. Truly I can say I have seen everything on the world.”

“And how is Doma? The children?”

“Well and healthy. And more than I deserve, as always. I see them too little. After this campaign, it will be time to domesticate myself. To be a father and husband and to prepare to be king.”

“Preparation is impossible,” Tel said. He explained how he believed Aith had manipulated his dreams—and his brother—with the stagsblood. When he disclosed he, too, was a dynast, he did not even check for onlookers or eavesdroppers. His lifelong secret dwelled in the light now. He made a little fire with one hand, a bit of lightning with the other.

The Omelan prince’s reaction appeared to straddle fright and wonder, as Tel had expected. After a few moments, Belo said, “A weapon on your own.”

“But we must not forget, they have at least one dynast, too.”

“Come with me. To the shore outside the city.” Belo chuckled. “I will show you something they do not have.”

They rode out of town until they encountered a small detachment of Belo’s people. Beyond the soldiers, in the road, a dozen curious objects were arrayed. Little two-wheeled carts sat in a line. On each cart was a metal tube. Belo followed Tel as he walked to the alien things. The tubes were broader on one end than the other. Slots were cut into the top of the wider halves, which terminated in a closed bulb shape. The skinnier side of each tube was open at the end.

“We call them findos.”

“Hm.” Tel could make nothing of them.

“You have seen our skycolors. They led to the findos. These do not loose decoration, though. Would you like to see?” Tel nodded, uncertain. “We shall want to back up a good deal. Everyone, his majesty is ready.” 

The two royals strode to the border of the road opposite the dunes, stepping through unfriendly shrubs and grasses. All the soldiers but one put distance between themselves and the findos, bending their knees and squatting low to the ground. The one still in the road carried a slender pole about the length of Tel’s arm. At its end was a lighted slowmatch.

“Watch the piles there.” Belo pointed to collections of wooden items stacked crudely into tall mounds beyond the grasses. The refuse was nearly one hundred meters away, Tel guessed.

“Now,” ordered Belo.

The soldier touched the slowmatch to each of the twelve little vents before scurrying away. She squatted into a crouch near some of her comrades.

“Your ears.” Belo shielded his with his hands.

Tel did the same. Still, he heard the world itself crack apart a dozen times, like thunder had clapped inside his own head. He felt the blasts in the depths of his chest just as much as he heard them. The piles down near the waves shattered. Wooden shards launched high into the air. He looked at the Omelan prince, who smirked. “I might have pissed myself.”

Belo chortled. “Now you know the value of the findos,” he said. “We are making them fast as we can. We thought you might find these useful.”

Possibilities raced through Tel’s mind. “What happens if someone is…”

“It’s hard to imagine they would feel any pain. I will show you how they work. It is like magic.”

* * *




Tel and Vared faced one another in the pallet bed. The sky had not begun to lighten. Tel had only been able to cross half the distance from wakefulness to sleep, spending the night either lost in foggy thoughts or listening to his lover breathing. Vared had not slept much, either.

Their union the night before was gentle and unrushed but intense. Both were tearful—a fact neither acknowledged. When his tongue tasted the salt from Vared’s eyes, Tel became preoccupied with what he might have done to prevent this temporary parting. Perhaps he could have long ago been more vigilant, more suspicious, as Caip had always urged. Maybe if he had stopped drinking sooner or had reached out to his brother more, something would have changed. Could he have worked harder and faster on the peace negotiations? Might the treaty have been signed four or six or eight seasons earlier? Would he have even met the songmaker in that case?

Tel wanted to ask Vared these questions, knowing he would comfort him, but could not bring himself to speak. He would not let him see his self-pity or burden him with useless thoughts. Instead, he asked, “Would you like to watch the sun come up?”

“Yes.”

All but Vared’s terquin and one outfit had been stowed on the ship the previous afternoon. He and the king dressed quietly, eyes on one another in the gloom.

Stepping out of the tent, Tel told one of his guards that he and Vared would be walking alone. He instructed her to make certain Ruitha and Ofya were brought to the wharf on time. They would stay in Omela for the duration of the war. Belo had written a note for them to give to his mother. They would be well looked after. Belo had offered passage to the foreigners and Feighans Tel had liberated from the dungeons of Fort Gontrahd, but they all chose to stay and join the fight.

A few minutes outside of the encampment, Tel asked, “Did you enjoy seeing some Omelan faces?”

“I did.”

“And you met your crown prince. Were you impressed?”

“I’ve met his mother. And I’m her favorite. How impressed could I be?” He giggled.

“Do you find him handsome?”

“A prince? I only find kings handsome now.” He cupped Tel’s chin with a hand and kissed him. “Black-haired kings.” 

Tel adjusted the strap on the terquin case, which he insisted on carrying. “I can feel the autumn in the air this morning.”

“It’s not autumn yet, savage. All this time with me, and you haven’t learned to mark the seasons correctly?” Vared brushed the king’s fingers with his own. They clasped hands as they ambled down the empty road.

“I am willing,” Tel said, giving a little squeeze, “to alternate years.”

“I like that.”

“I hope I can see Laich’s Omelan drama one day. Belo says it is quite a tribute to your history and culture.”

“I’ll tell him that,” said Vared.

“Sounds like he really loves the place.”

“Seems one cannot spend much time in Omela without becoming a bit Omelan. I’ve found the same to be true of Feigh.”

They did not speak for a long time but continued to hold hands, their legs dangling over the spray. They looked at one another more than they watched the sun as it breached the horizon to will itself skyward.

The town was coming to life around them, a sign Vared would be gone soon. Tel silently cursed his people, ordering them back to bed, demanding they stop the day. As unfair as it felt to have to see him leave—and to not know for how long—he knew he did not deserve to question the justice of the circumstance. Looking at him closely, he was sure of his own unbelievable and unmerited good fortune. That certainty was an odd pressure in his throat, chest, and gut. After all he had done and all he had failed to do, he still found Vared in his path. That the songmaker had noticed him and given him affection was kindness beyond measure.

Tel’s composure broke apart and fell away. He saw through his tears the similar state of his man. He let go of Vared’s hand for the first time in two hours. He took the Omelan’s face and pulled him to his mouth, kissing him long enough and deeply enough to taste him. When his cock stirred, he withdrew. He wanted the contact for its sweetness, not its heat.

Vared fished Fyor’s necklace from his clothes. “You’re sure I may keep this?”

“Yes. You are Vared of Foghar now. Vared of my blood. Vared, my king.” He saw that his words had moved and astonished the boy. He cleared his raspy throat, fighting through breathlessness brought on by crying. It threatened to grow into sobbing. “I have so much to say but…to try…It would be fruitless. You cannot know…”

“But I do,” Vared struggled to whisper.

“Oh?” 

“Yes.”

“I believe you.” Tel vibrated, restless. “I do not think I can—”

“Me, neither,” Vared said. “Let’s say goodbye.”

They stood, Vared swinging the terquin case Tel had chosen for him onto his back. Their embrace was short and bordering on violent. They shook in one another’s arms.

When the hug broke, Vared showed the fire of his eyes to the king. “Get to your brother and uncle and do what needs to be done. Soon.”

Tel realized he was nodding. “You can be certain I will.”

Vared made an elegant turn, of course. Tel could not stand to watch the distance between them growing, so he turned, too. Head down, he began the walk back to camp. The day warmed slower than it had in months.








  
  
  Thirty and One

  
  




The king, his general, the crown prince of Omela, and the newly promoted Rightmajor Dar sat in Tel’s tent. On the makeshift Table was their best map of Feigh.

“Thinking about this in terms of a larger strategy at this stage is pointless,” Caip said.

“Pointless,” King Tel dully echoed.

“We mustn’t get ahead of ourselves,” she continued.

“We will have no plan,” said Tel, almost to himself.

“I would not say th—”

“We are at war,” said Tel. “Strategy is pointless?”

Dar cut in. “What Caip’s saying, I think—”

Tel’s eyes were fixed on Caip’s face. “You do not think we can win.”

Caip flattened her palms on the map. “That isn’t what I said, and it’s not what I believe. Even if we get as many soldiers as we dare hope to join us in Athair, your brother still has ten times as many across Feigh. Over fifty thousand. And half that number again fighting to the north. We are lucky in that respect because the ships being occupied with an island war may just let us sneak into Athair by sea. May.”

“If your intelligence is to be believed,” Belo said, “near ten thousand of those fifty thousand lay siege to Athair. Just in that place, our first test, they will have us bested two to one.” He stabbed his finger at the port city on the map and took Tel’s eyes. “They have piled all those thousands down there with a stalemate to the north and you and your claim to the throne unchecked. They are not going to sit outside that city through winter.”

Caip nodded. “We must focus on the first stage. And that’s ending the siege. We don’t have the luxury of tens of thousands of troops to plan with. We have a few thousand in Athair, but they’re trapped. We have to see—if we can win at Athair—how many of us survive before we can think of what’s next. I want total focus on breaking the siege.”

Dar appeared to have been struck by realization, his face at once a lighted lamp. “And it’s not just about the numbers.”

“Go on,” said Caip.

He looked at Tel, his lips crooked into a slight smirk. “The people loathe your brother. The further south we go, the truer this is. He’s treated the southern half of the country like an unwelcome houseguest. Your mother was loved, so it galls them more. And they love you, too. You look like her. And they know you gave years of hard work to this kingdom. But…”

“Honesty,” said Tel.

“But those years were given for peace. The peacemaker prince. Most Feighans appreciate that work, and they’d be proud to have you as king. But they also know Lag has a real army and you don’t. Not to speak of. The people always know the lay of the land. And they think, Am I going to risk my head because I hope the peacemaker prince and his few thousand are going to defeat the huge Feighan army? They’ll sit it out. Keep themselves and their families safe. But if you can give them reason to answer that question differently—”

“A victory. A victory when you should lose. When you should be crushed,” said Belo.

“Yes. Exactly.” Dar leaned over Table. “Kick their asses at Athair, send ‘em running. Give people reason to support you openly. To join the fight. You may even attract some of Lag’s ranks to your side.”

“Many of them were conscripted. The others are doing a job. Most of those, if they have any loyalty, it is more to your kingdom than to Lag,” said Belo. 

Caip’s expression was grave, her brown eyes on the map. “It’s the only way we win. By attracting more soldiers. And a decisive win in the first battle is the best way to do that.” 

“And if we lose at Athair, it is done.” Tel searched Dar’s face. 

“Yes.”

When the king looked at him, Belo said, “Yes.”

By the time Tel’s eyes found Caip, she was nodding. He said, “Then, all my silver on this bet.”

Belo put a hand on Tel’s shoulder. “And ours.”

Tel narrowed his eyes and let his tongue play between his teeth and cheek. “Wait. Wait.” He saw he had their attention. “My uncle and brother know I have support concentrated in Athair. They rebelled in my name. They fly my colors. Lag and Aith know what we are about to do because it is simply…”

“Our only option,” said Dar.

“Yes, to counterattack. To break the siege. To arrive by sea and consolidate my force. Increase our numbers.” He stood, bent over the table, pulling the map toward himself as his fingers walked over it. His index finger tapped a spot. “What do you know about this town? About…Thasach?”

“Nothing,” said Dar.

Caip turned her palms up.

“Dar, find someone who does. Quietly. Bring them here.”

* * *




The king and his slapdash Table considered and debated for a few hours. In the afternoon, Tel started at one end of their village of tents and made his way to the other. He met all the new soldiers he could, shaking hands, clapping backs, and expressing his gratitude. Of those who did not know him yet, most were nervous. Their eyes seemed to register awe. Tel wondered whether they were struck with his stagsblood or his station.

“Relax,” he told some of them, “I am yet only king of this camp and you sad, dirty piles of leavings.” It won him laughter and apparent approval.

Remembering Vared’s admonishment, he avoided loitering. He simply introduced himself and said a few words before moving on. The Omelan contingent was larger than the Feighan, and he was pleased by the absence of tension. He did not detect resentment from the black-haired soldiers about fighting alongside former enemies, nor from the blue-haired about being brought across the ocean to risk their lives for a foreign king.

His visits lasted into the night. Craning his neck to look at the stars, he realized how much his feet ached. His stomach protested, for he had not eaten all day. He shuffled to the largest structure on the site, his tent.

“Antlered god,” he swore, seeing Caip sitting inside. “You startled me.”

“Why are you not in bed? We sail early.”

“I could ask you the same.”

“I’m worried about my friend,” said Caip. “Come. Sit. There’s some food.”

Wide-eyed, he thought he could kiss her, so he did, on the forehead. “It is as if you have heard my prayer. Remind me to give you a castle or estate or—”

“I would prefer a ship, honestly.”

“Done.” He allowed himself to fall into the chair. Before him was a plate of smoked fish and boiled vegetables. 

“You did a good thing today. Meeting them.” She flicked her chin at the tent’s flap.

“They are—” He felt tears coming on, which irritated him. Using that frustration, he choked the sentiment back. “Impressive. I thought it might be helpful. To let them know me.” He attacked the plate of food.

She smirked as she watched him. After a couple of mouthfuls, she leaned toward him. “But that’s not all.”

Tel took another bite. “Mm?”

“It was helpful to you, not only because your soldiers came to know you.”

Tel stood and moved to a little table next to his bed, on which a pitcher of water sat. He poured a glass and took a drink. “How else was it helpful?”

“You’ve kept busy since the moment you returned from the wharf this morning. Now you’re exhausted. You haven’t had a chance to be with your thoughts. Since he left.”

He returned to his chair and popped a small, pale starchroot into his mouth. He chewed, savoring the creaminess. After swallowing, he took another swig of water. “We will all be busy now. Not much time to be with our thoughts. We are at war.” He had a bite of fish.

Caip tilted her head. “I know it feels good to be busy. But as you say, it’s only going to get busier. And maybe it isn’t beneficial. Maybe being with your thoughts is what will be most helpful.”

Tel waved his hand. Mouth partly full, he said, “Pining for him—dwelling on it—is not going to end the war any faster. It is not going to get him back here. If he even wants to return after gods know how many seasons. Assuming we win. He is young. Young people are fickle. He will only be alone for so long. Someone else will take his eyes.”

Caip crossed her arms in front of her body. “You’re awful, sometimes.”

He eyed her face, seeing how solemn she was. “What?”

“Vared’s my friend. Don’t talk about him like he’s some fool you dipped your prick in.”

“That is not what I said. Or meant.”

She glared. “Did he say he would come back to you? Did he say he was your man?”

“Yes.”

“Has he ever given you cause to doubt those things? Or anything he said?”

“No.”

“Then don’t spit on his word. You’re trying to find ways to avoid grief. This is…what you do. Used to be with drink. Now you do it by trying to make what you have with him…less important.” She uncrossed her arms and sighed, her face softening. “Don’t jump over the sadness. It’ll prowl after you and pounce at the wrong time. On the battlefield, perhaps.”

“Just a few weeks. That is all we had. A few weeks of…honesty about wanting to be near one another. For one hundred seasons, I had not cared to have that with anyone. Then, there he was, in Omela. Then, I had to bring him here with his terquin and his hair and his talent and his haughty attitude—the haughtiest orphan who ever lived—and his godsdamned eyes. And behind all of it, this endless well of kindness and selflessness and wonder. People say I am lucky to have my mother’s face. I am even luckier he has her heart.”

“He’s brought out your parents in you. Woken up their blood in your veins,” said Caip. “You’re likable again. I’ve always loved you. But there have been some seasons it’s been difficult to like you.”

He made a strangled sound of agreement before being carried away by laughter. It proved contagious. Soon they were both giggling.

Tel said, “I never would have guessed what the last four seasons have brought me. Terrible and pleasing, both. Never, ever.” He finished his water. “How do you…cope with being away from Mor?”

“I make sure he’s in my prayers. Make sure I think of him often. I don’t want to avoid thoughts of him. I want him near the front of my mind.”

“But is that not painful?”

“Yes,” said Caip.

“And…that is good?”

She grew animated, throwing her hands in the air. “Where did you get the idea that life was supposed to be free of pain?”

“I—”

“This is how you fell in love with the drink. It’s strange and self-centered—to think life’s never going to assault you. So, when it did, you numbed yourself. And over time, you needed to deaden even the little hurts.”

He remembered Craid.

Caip continued, “I can be in pain without suffering. Without letting it kill me. When you decided to let Vared know how you felt about him, did you know there was risk involved?”

“That I could be hurt? Of course. It was terrifying. Is terrifying.”

“Not that you could. That you would. Vared will hurt you. He’s just a man. You’ll hurt him because you’re just a man. And life could take him from you. It will take one of you from the other, even if you’re together until the end. One of you will leave the other first. To the black.”

Tel frowned but said with good humor, “You are not much of a best friend.”

“Would you prefer you hadn’t met hi—”

“No. Doe and Stag. Of course not.”

“And I feel the same way about Mor. I’ll miss him. I’ll pursue the missing. There’s happiness even in the missing—in the pain of it. Because he’s Mor.” Her eyes glistened in the lamplight.

“We are so old.”

“Ancient,” she agreed.

“Because he is Vared.” He gulped.

“We need them. In the front of our minds. The thought of getting to them…may get us to them.”

After a long silence, Tel let out a breath. He stood and stretched, twisting his upper body until his spine popped. Looking at the bed, he made a little sound of dread. “May I ask you a favor? Please say no if you like. But remember,” he said, turning to cock his head at her, “I am your king.”

“Yes. I will sleep here with you.”

“Thank you.”

Under her breath, she said, “At least now you don’t reek of ale.”

The king was breathless with laughter. “I deserve that.”

“No argument from me.”

“I think I have just enough energy,” Tel said, “to try it.”

“The tether? This ability…is new?”

“My powers are different since I stopped getting pissed.”

“But you could always read people before if you touched them?”

“I never used the dynasty on you, Caip.”

“Good thing for you, eh?” She whacked his shoulder with the back of her hand.

“I suppose so.” He snickered. “I am glad you will be with me. On the Crunadam. Not only because we need to practice tethering.”

“I’m glad, too. Besides, you need protection. Especially since you won’t have a findo on your ship.”

He lowered his mind, pulling from nothingness a spherical tangle of hissing, humming lightning. It hung about a half-meter in front of his sternum. “I am my own findo.”

“You’ve made your point.” The tent dimmed as the lightning disappeared. “Now, how do we practice?”








  
  
  Thirty and Two

  
  




An hour after sundown, King Tel and Corporal Bin ascended a tower on Athair’s city wall.

“Antlered ones.” Bin looked down at the besiegers through a crenel. “There are a lot of ‘em.”

“This is the fourth night in a row you have made the same remark,” said Tel.

“No less true tonight than it was the first.” Bin spat over the parapet.

“You cannot hit them from here.”

“Maybe the wind’ll take some to a face or two.”

“We can hope,” said Tel, grinning.

“Those trebuchets are frightening. Not sure how long this old wall would stand.”

“With luck, we will not need to find out.”

“I never asked why you wanted me in your boat. I’m not part of your guard.”

Tel chuckled. “Firstly, you are a good fighter with a keen mind. Secondly, I like you.”

“An’ my mother said I’d never amount to anything. Liked by a reformed drunk of a king.”

“I am not only a reformed drunk,” said Tel. “Please do not forget I used to toss my seed at anything that moved.”

“Why? I’m sure most of them did by the next evening.”

“I see now the affection between us goes only in one direction,” Tel replied with mock sadness.

“You think it’ll be tonight?”

Tel squinted. “I know they have not been in any real danger. At least, I am almost sure. I do not let myself fumble around in her head for very long. It does not feel right. All I know for certain is they have not been in position yet.”

“Should’ve been.”

“Something has delayed them.” Tel closed his eyes and started to bring his mind low.

“It’s spooky. The look that comes over you.”

“Quiet.” Tel moved his breaths from his chest to his belly. As he did, his own thoughts slowed and thinned, like clouds giving way to fair sky at the fringes of a storm. His awareness spread, fingering out from him—in every direction but no direction at all. Free of his own internal noise, he could listen to the din of thoughts and feelings of others, pushing aside the ever-present, repeating worries and longings of the soldiers inside and outside the walls. He’ll never stay faithful…we are trapped here…disloyal scum…don’t want to die…can’t wait to redden my blade…I’m missing the harvest…

He was lost in an ocean of chatter, more letting the current take him than swimming. Allowing the stagsblood to lead him was a challenge. Every instinct cried out for him to flail and search the dark and endless depths. Like seaweed brushing a night diver’s skin, secrets tickled and startled him from the ink. I need her…the baby should be talking by now…thirsty…Doe, please forgive me…

Tel wondered how long he had been searching, trying to find something familiar onto which he could grab. It was challenging to let go of the question. He thought of Bin watching him, which caused his mind to lift. He found his breath and wrestled himself downward, letting the tide retake him. Time passed, his fatigue building.

Mor.

He thought he imagined it, so he was carried past.

Mor.

It was her. Hearing it again, he reached out.

Mor.

He had her. Gently, he beckoned her mind to come to him along the stagsblood tether. His search was careful. She was tired and needed to eat. Some soldier or other had irritated her earlier in the day with his laziness. Aith frightened her. She missed Vared. She loved Mor. Tel’s best friend loved her man so much. Most importantly, they were ready. Tel opened his eyes.

“Anything?” asked Bin.

“You will want to stand back for this.”

“I’m not sure why you have to do it.”

“She cannot consistently hear me along the tether. It is my failing, not hers.”

“They’re in position?”

“Did you think I was kidding about standing back?”

The muscled, scar-covered soldier opened his mouth as if to speak, then closed it. After two rearward paces, he looked at Tel before taking two additional, larger steps toward the battlement.

Tel pushed his mind to return to a meditative state, gathering his strength. A bit of nervousness gnawed at the edges of his consciousness, slowing his progress. He became worried about the worry itself—about pushing it away—which only stoked it. Soon, nervousness swelled to fear.

At Coltach, he had said he could do what he was about to attempt as if he were talking about walking from one end of a room to the other. Now, he doubted. Would it kill him? Dread kept him from lowering his mind. He was tethered to trepidation as he had been tethered to Caip moments before.

“Majesty?”

“Sh.” He needed to leap past the fear, to strain its leash until it snapped. He thought of Vared. His mind anchored to the memory of the orange eyes, the sweet way they had regarded him. He repeated his pet name for the Omelan silently. He felt a swell of amusement about how irksome Vared had found it. After a moment, all other thought sloughed away. Mind blank and low, he was soon speaking his mantra aloud. “Veery. Veery. Veery. Veery. Veery.”

Tel raised his right arm above his head, turning the palm to the stars and gauzy strips of cloud. As his fingers spread, his chanting quieted to a whisper. His head snapped back. An eddy of salted wind curled around him. He felt the dust stirring about his legs. He stopped chanting.

An argent bolt of lightning screamed from his hand into the night above Athair, as brilliant as any summer squall’s. Unlike the fulmination of an ordinary storm, however, it did not abate in less time than it took to blink. The silver tower of energy persisted. For five beats, it threw daylight and shadow over the city and its besiegers. When it finally stopped, the king was left nauseated. His hair and back were sopped.

“I don’t think she could have missed that,” said Bin.

Tel waved him over. “I have to rest. Can you help me?”

Deflated, he leaned on Bin until he was in the carriage at the base of the wall. As the horses pulled them through the heart of the city to the large home of Des’s family, he collapsed into sleep. When they arrived, Bin supported him again as he walked from the carriage to his bed. Tel crawled across the covers in his leather armor and thin cloak. He did not even remove his boots.

Bin said, “Are you going to be—”

“Just need sleep. Thank you,” muttered Tel. “Possible this creates a reaction outside the walls. Rouse me, if necessary.”

“Of course.”

“Bring a bucket of cold water.”

Bin chuckled in the dim room. “Need anything else?”

“No.”

“If I didn’t know you, I’d be petrified of you.”

“Good.”

* * *




Mid-afternoon the next day, Tel scaled the tower again. It occurred to him he had not looked upon the army outside in the light. They appeared even more formidable. It was a glorious day, warm but dry. If not for the continuous sea breeze, it would have been hot in the sun. Small, cheerful clouds crawled across the vault of sapphire.

Caip and Dar had argued against this next phase, but Belo had supported him. It would not have mattered to the king if he had found no one on his side. He would never enjoy another night’s sleep if they did not try. Nik had the knack for politics of his late father, Craid, and had quickly risen to a position of importance in the besieged city. He had volunteered for the task without hesitation.

Tel could not see the massive portal open from his position, but he heard and felt it. A few beats passed, and the process reversed. The door was closed. Nik appeared below him, walking backward on the road, toward Lag’s army. In his hands was a staff with Tel’s banner, which he held perpendicular to his body, so the colors were on his left. Approaching a force in this manner—back shown to the enemy, banner displayed but with humility—had for centuries denoted a request for a peaceful discussion. No weapons, aside from personal dirks, were permitted.

Nik crossed half the distance between the gate and the earthen mounds and trenches protecting Lag’s soldiers from counterassault, past the ramparts protecting the city. Straight as the pole he held, he stood waiting. The green and orange rode low on the light wind. After a painful pause, someone approached Nik’s position, walking backward, bearing Lag’s colors.

A meter separated them. Lag’s soldier must have asked Nik if he would turn in peace because Nik spun to face him. After a brief discussion, the soldier scurried back to his side. Within a handful of minutes, another person walked to Nik, this time facing frontward and with less caution. The second emissary was likely of some significant rank.

Tel realized his breathing was shallow. The muscles of his body had tightened from jaw to calves. He strained to see. The talk lasted quite a bit longer than the first. When it ended, Nik strode to the city gate. The king scrambled down to the base of the wall.

Nik approached, shaking his head. He gave the ground his black eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry about. What happened?”

“He was third in command, he said. I told him our side wants peace in Feigh and peace on the world above all other things. I said this was an impossibility with Lag on the throne. That his actions have demonstrated this. I told him we didn’t want to turn good Feighan dirt into mud with their blood or ours but were willing to do so to end his reign. I offered them the opportunity to surrender, after which they could return home or join us. As you requested, I asked him to take my word our side was not as outmatched as they believed, and we would very soon bring many of them to the black if they didn’t take the wise course. I told him they have until sundown.”

“His reaction?”

“He laughed and walked away.”

“He said nothing?” The king saw an unhappy flicker in Nik’s eyes. “What is it, Nik? I must know.”

“He said they had no doubt about being able to take the city easily once the order came. They were not impressed with your display last night. One dynast does not intimidate them. He said a scout had seen the ships approaching from up the coast, and they knew it was you and your army. Word of your arrival is on the way to Affas. That this meant the order would come before too long.”

“It does not sound as if they know all the ships but mine were empty. And? What else did he say?”

Nik hesitated, squeezing his eyes shut and sighing. He opened them and said, “Emperor Lag’s treacherous brother is behind that wall. We’ll see his head separated from his body even sooner than we hoped. He laughed and walked away.”

“Thank you, Nik. I am sorry to say blood will hit the dirt soon after tomorrow swallows today. I hope the Stag looks upon our offer with some favor.”

* * *




Dark came without word from the besiegers.

Although his mind chewed at the endless possible outcomes of the night ahead, Tel found himself able to nap for a short time. He was still drained from his recent output of magic, and he would need every shred of physical, mental, and dynast energy for what was before him.

Not long after midnight, just shy of three thousand Athairian fighters, more than he had ever dreamed, stood ready inside the main city gate, alert in proud columns. The king ruminated on the irony that the military placed such importance on crisp order in their preparations for the bringing of chaos. He and one hundred archers took positions atop the wall. What he could see of the enemy camp indicated a typical nighttime routine.

An eternity passed in what must have been a quarter of an hour or less. Tel thought he could hear the archers’ breathing above the quiet chatter from the camp. He considered reaching out to find Caip’s thoughts but decided against. It would be a foolish expenditure of the dynasty. He knew she was ready from his contact with her the previous night. They had reviewed the plan countless times before she and the bulk of the little original army had gone ashore at Thasach, a two-day march north of Athair. He had faith she would execute with perfection. The only question was whether the scheme would succeed, giving them a significant victory.

The racket popped out of the darkness beyond Lag’s army. Twelve tremendous, clean cracks sounded, one after the other. Following the explosions, an unsettling silence seemed to stretch impossibly. The quiet below ended in a manner the king would not have guessed. Rather than being thrown into mayhem, the sound was of an enormous beast unhappily roused from its slumber. It moaned and griped as it stretched. Then came a clamor that conveyed something closer to fright.

Some of the archers shifted their weight, fidgeting. A few nocked and raised. “Not yet. Easy,” said Tel.

The second set of findo reports came. This time, cries of panic and pain reached the battlements.

“Nock,” called Tel. “Draw.” One hundred bows were angled to send their missiles into the besiegers’ ranks. He allowed his eyelids to fall. Veery. All the arrowheads were aflame. He heard a few archers gasp, no doubt startled at seeing their first use of magic. “Steady. It is only your reformed drunk of a king.” He looked to his left and his right, waiting for calm to return. When it did, he gave the order. “Loose.”

As the flames at the tips of the arrows had no real fuel, he had to maintain a lowered mind until they sailed through the air and landed. He was shocked how few of them caught fire when they found the army below. It did not alarm him, however. Accuracy was not the goal. Surprise and fear were the aims. What he heard from Lag’s force told him they had succeeded. Minutes had passed since the initial loosing of the findos, and he discerned no organized response from the enemy.

For a third time, a dozen explosions split the night. The weapons were closer now, and the balls must have torn through the camp. From Lag’s force rang sounds of terror and death.

“Nock. Draw.” He whispered his man’s pet name, bringing his consciousness low. On either side of him, an orange glow warmed the gloom. “Loose.” Tel waited for the arrows to land. “Come,” he said, leading the archers down to the gate. He ordered it open, and three thousand women and men flowed into the main road from Athair, fanning out when they were beyond the city’s ramparts. They began to spill over the enemy’s barriers. Soon, he heard swords striking swords as shadows met one another at the edge of the camp.

The king was alone, striding up the center of the road. Three soldiers entered the thoroughfare in front of him, smallswords raised. He lifted an arm and sent lighting into the woman in the middle. The others gaped at what was left of her sizzling corpse and dropped their weapons.

The besiegers had been unable to muster any order. Too many of them had started to move toward the walls, scrambling away from the awful findos. Those fleeing only met the focused Athairians, who had the advantage of knowing the time and shape of the attack. Tel and Bin ended up fighting not far from one another. Seeing the monster of a man to his right calmed him, even as he witnessed him chewing through nearly a dozen soldiers who made the unwise decision to challenge him. 

Caip had just less than two thousand, but they were far more experienced than the city’s force. The general’s advance from the rear was rapid and disciplined, squeezing Lag’s people to the middle. Tel’s army gave them no opportunity to mount an organized retreat, although many fled along the coast to the northeast and southwest of the city, deserting.

As both sides of Tel’s force pressed closer together, he found he had to use the stagsblood as a warning more than he needed to unleash it on people. For the most part, the women and men would see his frightening capabilities and cower or run. As Lag’s thousands were pushed into a compact knot between the king and his general, it became apparent the seasoned, hardheaded core of officers could no longer spur the rank and file to mount a defense, let alone a counterattack.

Just a few hours after it had begun, Lag’s banner guard emerged from the chaos, walking backward toward King Tel and the city. They carried the brown and white low. Tel called for Bin, who rushed to his side. The corporal’s clothes and leather armor were slick and blood-darkened. “Take a banner and approach them in peace. Remind them we made an offer less than a day ago. Tell them each person may choose imprisonment here in Athair, where they will be cramped but well-treated, or enlistment in my army. Explain I will be able to read whether they are sincere about fighting for our side with the stagsblood touch. These are the terms, or the fight continues.”








  
  
  Thirty and Three

  
  




Between their triumph at Athair and the weeks leading up to the winter solstice, Tel’s army tore northward. Lag sent wave after wave, trying to end his brother’s upstart campaign safely in the south. Clever use of the stagsblood and the keen martial thinking of Caip, Dar, and Belo brought them one victory after another. They took a series of forts and towns, their ranks swelling with volunteers and turncoats. Many of Lag’s women and men had no love for their leadership, fought like it, and chose to switch sides over imprisonment of indeterminate length. Some, however, preferred life in a cell to marching for a dynast, unaware they had already been doing so. To others, the stagsblood dynasty was immaterial. They simply refused to take orders from a bluebell lover.

The inhabitants of the town near Fort Falbra reported Lag’s army had scrambled away. Tel’s brother had ordered the army split in two. Their best intelligence and a bit of guesswork told the rebels Lag had about thirty thousand troops remaining. Tel now had nearly as many. Fifteen thousand loyalists melted back to protect Affas, while the others headed for Larotha, the largest city in the western third of the country. There, they would shelter behind the wall and under the rooves for the winter before resuming the fight.

Tel, Caip, Belo, and Dar agreed Lag hoped they would hunker down for the coldest weeks in and around Fort Falbra before heading north again. Come spring, as they engaged those defending the capital, the force from Larotha would swing up behind them. Tel’s hopes would be choked to death just south of Affas before the air grew hot again.

King and Table had unanimity in believing they needed to make a play for Larotha. An unusual mildness had so far held the worst of the cold at bay this year, but the ice and snow could not be avoided forever. They hoped they had enough time to make it to the city and take it. A conventional assault would be costly in the best scenario. Larotha was a relatively young Feighan city with strong, sophisticated fortifications. Even with the siege weapons they had acquired, they could be held off for a long time, if not permanently.

As soon as Tel decided to bank the westward turn, he was almost overtaken by a tingling pleasure immediately under his skin. Finally, he was answering the mysterious inner goading toward the western mountains of Feigh. It had been with him since he had put down the drink.

The area of the country west of Larotha was wild and free of settlements. A vast forest tumbled down the Chreok Mountains. These peaks formed most of the boundary between Feigh and Sheruck. The enormous woodlands spread over the hills beneath the range and extended over flatter ground, deep into the kingdom. As the solstice approached, Tel veered the army south of Larotha into this wilderness. They marched northward until they were directly west of the city, as close to the edge of the forest as possible without risking detection of their fires.

“I will send Sitha back with word as soon as I can,” King Tel told his general.

“This whole plan makes me uneasy,” said Caip.

“Me, too. But we cannot fight our way in without too many losses. And we cannot chance facing the two halves of Lag’s force in the open. We would be in a vice. One half now. We rest and recuperate until the ground thaws. Then, the rest.”

“Very well,” she said softly. “Be fast. I hate the cold.”

King Tel led four hundred and fifty and five soldiers away to the north. All were Feighans from the southern half of the kingdom who had volunteered for the mission. He would have preferred a larger number, but that was as many as he thought would seem realistic.

They traveled light and pushed fast. When they were far enough north of Larotha, they looped east, out of the forest, before banking south. It needed to appear as though they were traveling from the direction of Affas.

* * *




Tel, Bin, and Sitha sat at a table laden with a sumptuous feast in their honor in an equally lavish home. It belonged to a distant relative of King Tel. He had never met his lord cousin but knew he did not appreciate his taste in décor, thinking it was all garishness and pretension. The lord had been called to Affas.

“I hope you do not think it rude of me to ask you to please share the purpose of this surprise visit,” said General Fen. He was one of the most well-known and respected leaders of the Feighan military. Tel’s father had always liked him. He was fair-minded and sharp. His love of his nation was unimpeachable. Tel thought Fen’s support of his brother and uncle must be based on an understandable belief that the younger brother was the rightful leader of Feigh.

“I hope it wasn’t an unpleasant surprise,” said Tel, in the higher voice he had, with the help of Caip’s ear for impressions, practiced. He tinged it with a bit of menace.

“Of course not, Table Head Aith. I just want to know how I can best help you,” Fen responded. Tel could see past his attempts to hide his fear. “Is the wine not to your satisfaction? You haven’t had a drop.”

“I fear my tongue’s been spoiled by the fine reds of Andow served at the castle,” said Tel, continuing his approximation of Aith’s voice. “All else is swill.”

“The lord of this house must have some of the good stuff,” said Fen, flicking a hand over the table. “Paig!” Into the room stepped a slight servant girl with braided hair. She could have been as young as forty and four seasons or merely tiny at sixty. She would not raise her eyes from the carpet.

“Unnecessary. Thank you,” said Tel, feeling sweat rising over his body. “My throat is sore, at any rate. I’d prefer to skip niceties and get directly to the matter at hand.”

“You still haven’t told me what that is.” Fen’s perturbation was evident. He modulated his voice, adding some light and air when he said, “I’m eager to hear what you have to say.”

Tel was confident in the cloak of disguise he had made using the southern fire magic of the stagsblood. He was less sure of the voice. Fen and Aith had never been close but had been casually acquainted for decades. Tel’s head also swam intermittently, a kind of mild intoxication upon him now that he found himself near the Chreok Mountains. He said, “Emperor Lag dispatched me here with news, and to oversee the response to that news.”

“News?”

“Yes, General Fen. Seems my traitorous nephew has decided to come west to attempt to take this city. We have information he and the fat Omelan queen’s son should arrive in two or three weeks.”

“Good luck to him.” Fen scoffed. “This place is better fortified than Affas. An army twice the size would not breach these walls, even with the new Omelan weapons. And it’s only going to get colder. A siege in the heart of the western winter will alone kill hundreds. I’ll be happy to welcome them to Larotha.”

Tel slapped the flat of his gloved hand on the table, causing dishes to jump. “Antlered ones! We won’t underestimate him again. We thought we had laid a trap for him in Athair. He crushed us. We thought he was too ill-equipped and shorthanded to survive his march up the guts of the kingdom. Instead, he overwhelmed us in the open and in our strongholds. All the while, he grows his army, attracting our own soldiers and citizens to his treasonous cause, no doubt using the stagsblood for mind control. Your arrogance proves the need for my presence.” He stood. “The rightcolonel and corporal here will take charge of your defenses and report directly to me.” Bin and Sitha rose from their chairs, the corporal still chewing at a mouthful of food.

General Fen sprang to his feet. “Table Head Aith, please. Sit. Enjoy the meal. I understand your perspective, and I’m grateful for the assistance. You and your people will have cooperation and anything you need.”

“Good evening, Fen. I hope you understand my seriousness,” said the king, wagging a finger. “This traitor, Tel, will plot and plan and scheme right under your nose—under this very roof if he could. And you’d be none the wiser. As for the food, sadly, it’s not much better than the wine.” He swept his vision across the tabletop and pulled a face.

When they were out of earshot, Bin said, “I thought the food was good.”

From the corner of her mouth, Sitha said, “Putting a little extra crust on the pie with all that under your nose, under this very roof business, don’t you think?”

“Swept away by my own performance,” said King Tel.

* * *




A couple of evenings later, disguised as his uncle, Tel decided on a long stroll around the neighborhood where the rambling house stood. The food of the west really was both blander and heavier than the cuisine of the rest of Feigh, and he took the exercise to spark his digestion. The first serious cold of the season was threatening, filling him with worry.

The streets of Larotha—and the activity upon them—felt odd. Too many soldiers strutted about. It reminded Tel of his last weeks in Affas. Ordinary citizens seemed to scurry from one point to the next, eyes on gravel and cobbles. 

When he turned down a little street to begin looping back to the property, he saw him, five meters or so ahead. The stranger was across the uneven road, walking in the opposite direction. Tel’s breath hung dry in his throat. The lithe young man appeared to float down the pavement. His height was a match, as was the bouncing mass of curls. It was not Vared, of course. The lad was Feighan through and through. Even in the dying light of approaching dusk, it was easy to see the tresses were as black as Tel’s own hair and beard.

He allowed the man to pass. Looking about to be sure no eyes were upon him, Tel pulled a cloak of invisibility over himself. He began to follow, watching. Unlike almost anyone else on the street, he was unrushed. His gait was graceful but lazy. Embarrassment heated Tel’s skin, even though detection was impossible. He waited, unsure of what he anticipated. This was as close as he could be to Vared, and—silly as it was—he needed to take the opportunity. Indeed, the boy had the shape and the elegant manner of carrying it. The more he followed, however, the less like Vared he seemed. By the time the thin man ducked into an alehouse, Tel’s embarrassment had turned to shame. Ambling down an empty street, he transformed from nothing to his uncle again.

When he returned to the house, he collapsed on the bed in what was meant to be Aith’s guest room. The days of maintaining a cloak for hours at a time exacted a toll. Disguise magic brought a different kind of weariness than did anything else of which the stagsblood made him capable. Along with the mental fatigue, a vicious headache stabbed at his temples. All the discomfort was eclipsed, though, by the absence of Vared. The manifestation of the sad longing was as physical as tiredness or a screaming skull. A hollow, dull burning gripped him from his throat to his bowels. Even in his misery, a nap tugged him down.

A knock at the door pulled him back up to a confused consciousness. He was unsure how long he had been out. It would be Sitha and Bin. “Come in.”

“We can come back, Table Head,” offered Rightcolonel Sitha, for the benefit of anyone passing near.

He remembered to alter his pitch. “No. Of course not.” He got to his feet. They entered, mouths agape.

Bin closed the door behind him. “Unlocked, majesty? And you can’t just tell people to come in when you’re not disguised.”

“If I may, your majesty, you look exhausted,” said Sitha.

Tel allowed his weight to fall onto the mattress. “Only because I am exhausted.” He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “Now. Out with it. How will we do this?”

“I’m going to insist you sleep. We can share the details in the morning,” said Sitha. “We have a plan, and we’ll put it into action tomorrow night if you approve.”

“Surely I can hear it now.”

“No.” Bin took a step toward the bed. “General Caip specifically talked to me about this. I’m to make sure you rest when you need it.”

“But…”

“But nothing,” said Sitha.

“You’re using the blood a lot. We’ll need you to use it more,” said Bin. “Sleep.”

“Breakfast. We will talk then.” Tel forced himself to follow them to the door, so he could lock it behind them.

* * *




Tel doubted he had moved a finger once he had fallen asleep. He woke up famished and tore into his breakfast with more gusto than even giant Bin. Only a mug of hidybrew sat in front of Sitha on the shaky little table in Tel’s room where the three of them sat. She declined food, saying she had eaten soon after rising, three hours before.

“The southwest gate. It’s the least secure because the guard’s a bit lighter. We’ve made it even lighter, reassigning people to other vulnerabilities,” she said. 

“And now that area’s staffed mostly with our people,” said Bin.

“That corner of the city is also regularly neglected by their patrols.” The rightcolonel pushed her face over the table toward the king. “In a short time, we’ve seen a lot. Studied the routines here. Would we prefer to have longer? Of course. But we don’t have that luxury, as you know, your majesty.”

Tel nodded as he finished chewing on a hunk of toasted bread. “And we simply let our own army into the city?”

“At the right time,” said Sitha, “we’ll open the gate. Thirty thousand of us will stream in and take the city.”

The king popped another piece of toast into his mouth. When he swallowed, he said, “This bread has a resistance to it. Chewy. I have never had anything like it in Affas or Foghar or anywhere abroad, for that matter. At least not all their food is rubbish.”

“You’ll go from lean prince to fat king.” Bin chuckled. “It’s always the way.”

Sitha looked at the corporal with rounded eyes.

“I am using the dynasty more than ever. It is making me hungry.” He enjoyed a few gulps of fruit juice. “There will be fighting. Here in the streets of Larotha. It will be bloody. The bloodiest thus far. And the people. They will be close to it.”

Bin pushed his plate back and laid a hand on his stomach. “We’ll surprise ‘em. We get lucky and perform well, less blood’ll hit the dirt.”

“No avoiding it,” Sitha said, “if we want to take Larotha this way. Our only other options are to lay siege or to fight the force defending Affas first.”

“No,” said Tel, fingering the worn edge of the table. “My mind is made up. The stagsblood has given us this advantage. Let us take it. You leave tonight?”

Sitha nodded. “I’ll have a horse and head right out the southwest gate. It’ll be much quicker than our trip here because I can take a direct route. In six nights, we’ll return. The army will travel slower, but it’ll still give us an extra day for unforeseen circumstances.”

“May the Stag and Doe walk alongside your mount, Sitha. Thank you.” Tel nodded at the rightcolonel.

Sitha and Bin left him alone in the guest room. In his veins, the dynasty bade him walk out of the southwest gate himself and disappear into the woods, where something waited.

Eyes closed, he wondered how much of his fatigue came not from his extensive magical works but from the tremendous burdens of war. He was not only now a fighter, but the person in whose name tens of thousands fought. Thousands of them had died already.

What would mother think today? Father? They could not have anticipated this. What about Vared? He only knew of this in abstraction. If he saw me killing—ordering others to kill? And he waits for me, not knowing this moment if I am on the world or in the black. Not knowing if I am the same man or if violence on this scale is rotting my heart in my chest like meat in the sun.

He had to tell himself he was stopping many more deaths by making war than he would by staying quiet. His brother’s designs on empire would require much more blood, Feighan and foreign. Lag’s strange obsessions with security and loyalty were making citizens into paranoid neighbors. On balance, doing what he needed to do to put himself under the rack crown would be better for Feigh and all the people on the world. 

He had to tell himself these things but was haunted by the number of times his certainty had been proud folly. I judged my brother backward but harmless. I believed I would never see another war in my lifetime. I knew more people than not would reject me because of the stagsblood. I was convinced I did not want to have a man again.
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A few moments before Tel planned to slip out of the house to head for the southwest gate, someone banged on his door. He was irritated to have to form the disguise just to answer the knock, knowing he would need every bit of magical energy for the battle ahead. Tel unlocked the door and yanked it open, revealing General Fen sweating in the hallway.

“Fen? What is it?” asked Tel with Aith’s voice.

“Something you need to see.”

“This cannot wait until morning?”

“It cannot.” Fen’s jaw was tight. 

“Very well, then,” said Tel, throat aching from days of impersonation. “Lead me to what it is I need to see.”

Fen escorted him to the room his lord cousin used as his study. When the general’s hand touched the hardware on the door, he hesitated. He turned his head to the side, enough so Tel saw his profile. “I know I’ve chosen the wrong side now. I was trying to serve Feigh.” He pushed the door open.

“Tel of…what is it now, Omela? I’m so pleased to see you.”

She had said it before the door had opened all the way. Tel had recognized the voice immediately. Before him, Gran stood next to a chair.

“General, have a seat. Tel, come in.”

King Tel stepped into the room, stomach sour. Fen sat in the chair at Gran’s side.

“I’ve never seen you so quiet.” Lieutenant Gran waved her hand in his direction. “Perhaps because I didn’t end up in Kamber, as you said I would. I think you can drop the costume now.”

Tel wanted to wipe her off the world then and there. He could do so with little effort. His hatred—an intensity of ill will of which he did not believe himself capable eight seasons ago—beckoned him to violence. He strained to wrestle the sentiment downward, needing to find out what was happening here. With a subtle adjustment of his mind, he allowed the stagsblood disguise to fall away.

“At first,” Gran said, picking at her coat under her smirk, “I merely thought I was the luckiest woman in all of Feigh. Can you believe I arrived a day and a half after you? And for the same reason you gave General Fen for your visit. Or Aith’s visit. To look over the security of this place. To prepare for the arrival of the rebels.” She gave a dry laugh, which struck Tel as forced. “Fen didn’t even believe me. A misunderstanding, he said. He was in Affas when I left, I said. I don’t know you, Gran, he said. Couldn’t take my word for it. He’d just had dinner with Aith the night before. Do interrupt me if I leave anything out, Fen.”

Her smirk grew. “All it’ll take, I said, is a little observation. I suggested just listening from the next room. Sadly, though, this house is well-put-together. I’d need someone in the room. Impossible, of course. Unless we could get someone between the walls. Someone small enough, but smart enough to listen.”

Blind and burning with rage, he knew she spoke of the servant girl, Paig. “Where is she?”

“Close, Tel. Close. And if anything happens to me tonight, she’ll be killed. Most unpleasantly. An innocent. So, you’re going to stay here with me for a while. There are other reasons you’ll stay with me. I’ll tell you those. But I need to do something first.”

She moved to the side, so she was behind Fen’s seat. His defeated eyes were locked on the lush rug. In smooth flashes of her wrist and elbow, Gran had her dirk out. With equal efficiency, she drew the edge across his throat and pushed him off the cushion into the already pooling crimson. She spat on him and watched the spasms weaken until they stopped. “This is what happens when you question the word of a true, pure Feighan. He worshipped too long at the altar of your traitor father’s peace cult.”

Tel had seen enough blood mix with the dirt now that his reaction was intellectual—not emotional—horror. He could not afford sentimentality. It would lead only to him curling into a ball on the battlefield and dying. This room was a battlefield now. He needed her to continue talking. Feeling wholly unmoored by the shock of finding himself in the same room as Gran, he tried to lower his mind.

Gran cleared her throat and walked around the chair. She stood with her right foot in Fen’s blood. “In another year, maybe two, mushy-minded women and men like him will all be gone. The non-Feighans will be gone. Maybe most important of all, those who want to dilute the line from Stag and Doe to us, the ones who want to erase what it means to be a Feighan, will be gone. The Stag’s lesson will be spread over the world. A third of this city’s forces are on the streets, many outside this very house. You’ll not get far, even with lighting and fire. I know because a close friend who understands these things told me your magic isn’t endless. It’s finite. If you leave, you’ll be dead as this so-called general soon enough.”

“You know he is a dynast?” asked Tel. “But I thought this was an abomination?”

“He was made a dynast by the Stag to oppose you. To keep Feigh safe from you and your power and your kind. Your weakness.”

“As ever, Gran, you make no sense. If he was made as him, and you were made as you, then I was made as me.”

She crossed most of the distance between them and pushed her face toward his, snarling. “I make no sense? You’re engaged in a conflict you cannot win. A conflict that only removes more of you from the world. It ends within a day. Here. In Larotha.” She looked around them, arms swept into a broad gesture. “All of it’s over, Tel. There’s another third of the army in the wilderness. And another third just outside the southwest gate. Five thousand in front of Caip and your little messenger, Sitha, and five thousand behind. With the advantage of surprise. Stay with me, and the prisoners we take will be spared. Leave, and they die. Along with Paig, who never raised a sword in her life. And you, of course.”

“You do not even know.” Now it was Tel who spread his arms wide.

“What?”

Tel fought to lower his mind and form a tether. He grasped for Gran’s inner life. “That most of them are innocent. Always have been.”

“What?” 

“Paig is innocent. She never raised a sword, as you say. But those who have, in this fight and others? Those who have raised a sword since the beginning? Most of them were innocent. Doing what they did for queen and queendom. Doing what a king asked them. Doing what they needed to do to eat. Keep their families safe. Or escape from an unsafe family. A drunken father’s fist. A sibling’s advances. So many of them are innocent. And until we change the ways of the world, the ways of the queens and kings and ladies and lords, the innocent will keep dying with raised swords. That is the Stag’s lesson. It is not to pay tribute to the goddesses and gods as we Feighans do. It is not to force the faith on others. It is to honor his grief by living in peace.”

He knew by the tether Gran had lied. Young Paig had hours before been killed with even less ceremony than Fen. When the general had made the mistake of asking Gran a question about her plans, she had frightened him into compliance by murdering the girl.

King Tel ended Gran’s life with lightning and made himself invisible.

* * *




The district in which Tel’s lord cousin’s house sat was the old heart of the city. Its streets were thick with the brown and white. King Tel noticed how relaxed they seemed. Although they had to know what had begun, their lack of concern was apparent. Tel meandered through them at a speed he found painful. Even invisible, he had to wait for opportunities to pass through them undetected. He needed to get to the southwestern corner of the city. 

He reached less densely-packed roads and alleys after too long, allowing him to travel with some swiftness. He started to jog. Passing a rutted side street, he heard someone say, “Can you fuckin’ believe this one?” Squawks of laughter, derisive and threatening, stopped him. With care, he peered around the corner, forgetting for an instant that no one could see him. In the little street stood a clump of soldiers.

One of them said, “Thinks he can just tuck the red hair up under a hood.”

Straining his eyes and ears, the king began to move toward them. Even in the darkness, he could see peeks of red, bright as berries. He was a Kamb.

“Thousands of us in the streets, and this pile of leavings is out strolling,” said another of the soldiers. More cruel laughter rang.

Tel found himself wondering what had happened to the innocence of these soldiers. How had their minds been molded into this perverse shape? They were Feighan girls and boys, just the same as those on his side of the fight. Kingship felt more burdensome than ever.

“And what about the young lady? You must like Kamb cock,” said a third soldier. “Must like ‘em little.”

Tel said, “Step away from them, or you will die in this street.”

“Who’s that?” The speaker squinted in Tel’s direction. “Show yourself, coward.”

“Final warning.” Tel heard himself growl. “Move away from them or die.”

One of them stepped back a pace. With nakedly false boldness, he asked, “And who are you?”

He allowed himself to appear in the street. “I am the king of Feigh, and I warned you.” They drew their smallswords. Six crackles pierced the cold, thin air as Tel cut them down, one by one. The clean smell of rain mingled with the rank odors of burning hair and clothing. “Get somewhere safe.” The Kamb man and Feighan woman scrambled away, looking back at him, big-eyed.

Tel moved to continue toward the southwest gate, but nearby footfalls froze him. At the end of the street ahead of him, a woman bolted around the corner.

“There,” she shouted, finger pointed. 

At least two dozen spilled into the street, drawing their weapons. They each crouched a bit and started to move in his direction. At least as many again piled behind them. Almost fifty soldiers advanced on him in an open roadway. He eased himself backward, knowing he could eliminate them all if he needed to, but wanting to protect his rear. Something about the leisurely pace at which they moved made that desire more acute.

He was right to be concerned. More soldiers entered the street behind him. The sounds of swords leaving sheaths woke the hairs on the back of his neck.

“It’ll be so much better for me if we can take you alive,” a woman said, sword waving. “Give up, and we’ll see how merciful your brother’s feeling when we get to Affas. Or die here. I’m sure we’ll still be heroes.”

A low chuckle rumbled from one of the men. “Your friends are already dying outside the city, pretender.”

Without thinking, Tel pushed his hands through the air, fingers splayed, in the direction of the lines of soldiers who had first entered the street. Veery. A wall of fire, tall as a man, walked toward them. The inferno hung, churning in the air above the road. The flames had no fuel to keep them alive, only the stagsblood, so he needed to move quickly. Thinking he could save some of his magic, he said to the smaller group at the other end of the street, “Drop your swords, and I will spare you. Keep them in your hands, and you will not live.”

The demonstration of his magic did not deter them in the least. They strode much faster at him now, determined faces stroked by the shifting glow. Branches of lightning fanned from Tel’s free hand, sending weapons clanging and bodies thumping to the ruts. Seeing five of their comrades die by stagsblood still gave the others no pause. They continued their advance, and the king killed seven more as he worked to hold the barrier of flame behind him. Four more separated from the pack and marched forward, infuriating him. A nasty tangle of energy screeched at them, cooking the front halves of their bodies. All but one of the rest raced from the street.

This last soldier dropped his sword, lowering himself to his knees. He shielded his face with quivering arms. “Surrender. I surrender.”

“Give me your eyes,” Tel boomed. The pretty boy he had followed a few evenings before looked at him through his lashes, wincing. Tel felt the wall of fire weaken behind him. He stabilized it with a thought. “You?”

“Surrender. I surrender.”

“I am not going to hurt you,” said Tel. “Why do you fight for my brother?”

“What?”

“Why do you fight for him?”

The boy began to whimper. “I don’t have a choice. Me or my sister, they said.”

Tel’s eyes stung. “You can fight for me. Then you can go home.”

“What’s the difference?”

The fire behind the king wavered again. He turned and saw through the flickering orange, yellow, and white tongues that most of the soldiers on the other side had left the street. They could be upon him from the other side at any second. He jogged away, looking back at the young man with the black curls. As the stagsblood fire died, Tel saw the ink of night swallow him.

Nearing the southwest corner of the city, he encountered more evidence of fire. The smell of it filled his nose and mouth. He saw a few towers of smudged white smoke stretching into the dull sky. Whether the blazes had been set deliberately or were the result of an accident in the chaos, he could not be sure. The sound of warfare, unmistakable and familiar as a friend’s voice now, skated off buildings and along streets. Somehow, Caip had pushed at least partly past the walls.

When he reached the fighting, the mayhem was so total, it was almost impossible to comprehend what was happening. What he saw was less two sides locked in battle than a mass of one-on-one fights and larger, vicious brawls. Many had lost their weapons, striking with fists, feet, and heads. He could not discern friend from foe until he was upon them. Both forces were lost in a confused orgy of violence. Soldiers wrestled and punched one another to death atop mounds of bodies. Boots splashed through crimson puddles.

The king pressed into the melee, saving his soldiers as he moved, eliminating his brother’s. He brought his mind so low, he lost a swath of time. Coming out of his trance, drenched with blood and sweat, leather armor dripping, he only knew he had been using the dynasty to cut down his enemies because he was still alive and fighting. More and more of his people began to find him in the night, recognizing him because of the lightning. They rallied to him, restoring a cohesion that had dissolved in Gran’s surprise, two-headed counterattack.

Yelling questions to this soldier and that, he began to form a sense of things. Caip had used the bulk of her force to defend from the rear, holding off the five thousand that swung on them from the wilderness, while a smaller group blasted the findos at those approaching from the city. As had happened so many times before, the Omelan weapons had terrified the opposing ranks, causing disorder. They had beaten a chaotic retreat into the city but had been unable to secure the gate. The findos had continued to loose. By the time Caip had the rest of her people within the walls, there had been no gate left to close. Sitha had died outside the city, swinging her sword even flat on her back.

Tel had many of his people reorganized near the western wall. Word came of another large group, pressed to the southern wall. The women and men held their ground for hours while he became increasingly frantic about reconnecting with Caip. Lag’s side continued to come in waves. The king sent fresh personnel to relieve those along the force’s edges, allowing the front to melt backward for rest. Over and over, he made these swaps. Only twice did he step back from the most active fighting for a handful of moments, asking himself how much longer it could continue—and how much longer he could.

As the sun rose high enough to spill over the top of the eastern wall, the battle’s tenor shifted in a manner Tel failed to understand at first. Something more than the light and temperature had changed. After a time, a woman, features obscured by filth and blood, found him and made a report. Larothan civilians, by the hundreds or thousands, had taken up arms—swords, shovels, and sticks—against Lag’s soldiers.

The other side was compressed into a tired knot, squeezed by Tel’s fighters, those with Caip along the south wall, and the civilians arriving from the north and east. Lag’s women and men began dropping their swords. Their banner was marched backward out of the fray, the white disk at its center stained pink. King Tel accepted the surrender personally. Voice bellowing but shaky, he made them the offer he always made. “Swear an oath, join our side and fight in good faith or be imprisoned until the end. Give it thought. I can know by the stagsblood if you dissemble.”

Next, he expressed his gratitude to the civilians who had taken to the streets, telling them he now knew why the people of the west had earned their reputation for toughness. He asked them, too, to consider joining his army.

It took two hours to sort the details of where the prisoners would be brought and held, and who would bring them there. A sudden slap on the back almost knocked him to the ground. He knew before turning it was Bin. When he faced the corporal, the big man embraced him, squeezing hard enough to make him sputter. “I’m glad to see you alive, majesty.”

“The same, my friend,” said Tel, once his breath had returned. He regarded Bin’s face. His friend was not smiling. Tel’s stomach shifted sourly. “Caip?”

Bin looked at the Feighan blood spilled on the Feighan dirt.
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Save the initial work of separating those new prisoners who would fight sincerely for him and those who merely wanted to escape confinement, for a long time, King Tel did not call upon the stagsblood. He slept away the better part of a month, sweating through dreams about climbing the city’s walls to disappear into the great, howling western wilderness. The Battle of Larotha left him hollowed out. When he was up, it was for a few hours, and he ate like a beast as he took updates and gave orders.

He would return to bed, where he longed to have Vared against him, believing his presence would somehow make the rest more restorative. His strength was slow to return, and he could not spare the mental energy to fret about missing him. Instead, he simply allowed himself to ache.

The winter was as hesitant about blowing out as it had been about blowing in. Once it had taken hold, in the days following the battle, its grip had been merciless. Now, well beyond the equinox, a day hinting at the mild air to come was followed by one frigid enough to stiffen the muscles on the first step outside. A very light snow fell, too far into the spring even for the west.

“Will this weather ever break?” Bin entered the parlor Tel had been using as an office, little white flakes disappearing into his hair.

“That’s what we were just discussing,” said Dar.

“And I always thought Feighans did not complain about the weather,” said Belo.

“My thinking is it will break all at once, and we’ll be thrown quickly into summer.” Relaxed in his chair, Tel laced his fingers on top of his head.

“Does have that sort o’ feeling this year.” Bin let his weight fall into a seat.

“I do not want to wait much longer. It is time to march for Affas. I am restless, and so is the army.” Tel eyed Dar. “How much notice would you require?”

“We’re more or less prepared. Two days.”

“Consider this notice, then.”

With a grin and a nod, Rightmajor Dar said, “Very well, majesty.”

“How are your people holding up?” Tel asked Belo. His contingent had absorbed disproportionate losses in the fight for the city.

“We are ready,” said Belo. “They love you as they love me.”

“I doubt that very much.”

“They would like to return home before they go gray, however.” Belo tucked a tumble of blue hair behind his ear. “The sooner, the better.”

Bin squinted at King Tel. “And you’re really feeling strong enough?”

“It has been months.”

“You didn’t answer his question.” Caip strode into the room. As usual, Tel tried and failed to prevent his eyes from finding the empty right sleeve of her jacket. “I’m sorry to be late. I was screaming at some sloppy Larothans making a butchery of a drill.”

“Naturally.” Wiggling a black eyebrow, Dar smirked.

Caip took Tel’s eyes. “Answer.”

“I am not quite totally myself, I admit.” He shifted his weight forward in the chair. “But I need movement. Air. I must get out of these walls. Stretch my legs. March. Camp. Get back to the fight. If I keep sitting still, I will never have my full powers. Even two days feels like two days too long.”

Bin stifled a laugh, which only caused his body to rattle with it.

Tel asked, “What?”

“You sound like one of us,” said Bin. “A lifetime military man. Peacemaker prince, indeed.”

Corporal Bin could not have known how much the comment stung, so Tel did not respond or—he hoped—let it show. He wrestled his features into a smile.

Caip’s gaze had not shifted. “Two days.”

“Excellent,” said Tel. “Gentleman, may I have a word with Caip?”

“Come on, boys,” Bin said, rising. “Mother and Father need to talk.”

“He didn’t mean anything by it,” said Caip, once they were gone.

“We do bicker like a corded pair.”

“You know very well I meant the peacemaker prince comment.”

“Yes.”

“Someone should cut out his tongue,” said Caip, shaking her head.

“I think I will make him a lord, instead. It is good to have someone to remind me, king or not, I still piss with my cock in the wind.”

“What’s on your mind?”

By a reflex he did not understand, his eyes again flicked to where her right arm should be. Heat prickling the skin of his face, he looked at her. “We need to talk about it.”

“About what?” The question had come out hotter than Tel’s cheeks.

His mind returned to the moment Bin had led him to her after the battle. Her arm had been badly mangled in the fight. Trying to save her, a soldier had amputated above the elbow, but she was bleeding through the dirty bandages. Tel had told himself it was not as bad as it looked. Some of it is not her blood. Some of it is not her blood. Crying and nauseated, he had used the dynasty to seal the wound.

“Do you not understand I need to say I am sorry? You hesitated about my plan, and I did not listen. Perhaps if we had done it your way…”

“Goddess, Tel.” She spoke through a tight jaw. “You’ll even make my loss about yourself.”

“But it is about me. How dare you?” He rose to his feet, huffing, and raked a hand through his hair. “How dare you? Firstly, you are my friend. Secondly, it is my responsibility. You are a warrior, and the hand with which you hold your sword is gone. It hurts me. It is very much about me.”

“I wonder sometimes if you ever bother to listen to yourself. To hear yourself.” She paused. It looked to Tel like she had turned inward. She reemerged after a handful of beats and took a breath. With a lower voice, she said, “It is your responsibility. Welcome to war, Tel.” She shrugged. “How many people died or lost a hand or eye or leg because of a choice I have made these last few seasons? I’m a leader of women and men. We are leaders of women and men. If we dwell on that question, if we hold onto those thoughts, we’ll be paralyzed. Unable to lead. Useless.”

Sensing she was not done, King Tel sat and gave her his full attention.

“I was in bed healing for some long weeks. I had the chance to relive the whole experience again and again. Your choice was correct. We won the battle, we have the city, and we have taken half their army off the field. My arm was but one of the sacrifices. I’m not saying this to make you feel better, to take away your guilt. You will have to work at that.”

The space under Tel’s ribs ached. He could only manage an understanding grunt.

Caip allowed her head to fall back, so she was looking at the ceiling. “If we’d done it a different way, maybe we would’ve lost. Maybe we would have won with less loss of life. Maybe more. Maybe it would’ve been someone else’s arm. It still would’ve been your choice. This is why you hate war. Why I hate it. Why we worked to avoid it for years. Maybe one day it won’t be necessary, but I don’t think it’s that day yet. And I long ago swore to do what was necessary until that day. You entered this fight with your eyes open. You were willing to do what’s necessary, too. We caused the loss of my arm. We live with it.” She returned her eyes to Tel’s face. “Living with it is the necessary thing if we want to see this through.”

He gave a solemn nod. “And you are ready for that?”

Caip opened her mouth to answer, but a commotion in the house interrupted her. They froze in their chairs. Tel strained to hear, looking at his friend. A voice spoke excitedly, but he could not make out words.

“Your majesty,” said Dar, stomping into the parlor. “I don’t believe it.”

* * *




Tel’s uncle had arrived, sending an elaborate banner guard marching backward to the gate. King Tel sent Bin out to speak for him. The corporal’s talk with Aith’s officer went quickly. As nightfall was approaching, Aith and his people would set up camp and sleep. In the way of formal peace discussions taking place on the field, Tel’s uncle’s side agreed to erect a large tent where both sides could negotiate comfortably, beginning at midday. Aith insisted he talk directly with Tel. Each of them could bring one person who would wait outside the tent. Only personal dirks would be permitted.

Tel did not sleep.

In the morning, he and his Table agreed chances were good Aith had no intention to surrender, although they acknowledged the possibility. They were confident they could take Affas with the troops they had. Perhaps Lag knew it was over.

As she had the day before, Caip asserted she did not like the idea of King Tel alone in the tent with his uncle. “It should be one of us. Your uncle can’t be trusted.”

“I know that. I am not afraid of him. I am more afraid of Bin. Because I have good sense. Speaking of which,” he said, producing a scroll and flattening it on the surface in front of him, “does Table agree I am of sound mind?” He snatched a quill from the mess of papers, books, and mugs.

Caip, Dar, Bin, and Belo looked at one another and quietly indicated their agreement.

“Very well. I have no children and no heir named, which is reckless. It feels especially so today. Upon my death, Caip of Foghar will be the rightful queen of Feigh. Do I hear any objections?” Seeing her widened eyes, he raised a finger. “Not you, Caip.” After searching their faces, he signed the document and rose. “Bin.”

Tel ordered the others to stay behind and continue with preparations under the assumption they would still need to fight for Affas. He and Bin rode out to the eastern gate without saying a word.

Two hundred meters beyond the wall stood a tent under the high, strong sun. It looked tiny from the city. Aith’s contingent of soldiers stood far enough behind the temporary structure to appear nonthreatening. All evidence of the previous day’s dusting of snow was already gone. Knowing matters of solemnity demanded a humble bearing, Tel removed his doublet and cloak, revealing a plain ivory shirt. Eyes on the gate, they walked backward to the tent. Halfway there, Bin said, “If you need me, just call my name. I’ll cut down the one outside the tent and come to you.”

“Thank you.” Tel’s throat was dry. When they reached the tent, he asked, “Will you turn in peace?”

“We will, nephew.”

The high pitch chilled the king. Memories of posing as Aith soured his stomach. His mind conjured an image of Paig, the little servant girl. He saw the black gleam of her braids.

Aith had brought a nondescript soldier, much smaller than Bin. “You look well, Tel.”

“I prefer to dispense with the small talk, Aith, and begin a meaningful discussion.”

“Fine. After you.”

Tel slipped into the cool tent. A few oil lamps threw light onto the fabric panels and over a small, central table. Tradition dictated the king should negotiate from the side nearest his army. A shabby antique trunk, burnt honey in color, sat in Tel’s place. Scratched and grimy, it was meant to be his uncomfortable perch. Aith’s side, naturally, had a cushioned chair. When they were seated, the uncle was taller than the nephew. Before they began speaking, the king noticed a faint, familiar smell. Has he been drinking?

Tightlipped, Aith peered down at him.

Tel resented having to speak first, as he had not asked for this conversation. He forced his pride down. “Your representative indicated you wanted to discuss peace.”

The old man clucked his tongue. “You don’t wish to catch up? We’re family.”

“I have long hoped,” said Tel, “to understand the purpose of this playacting you do.”

“Purpose? Playacting?” Tel’s uncle folded his hands on the table.

Aith was not wearing his gloves. The skin on his fingers and the back of his hand was scaly and inflamed. Tel felt uneasy at the sight of it. After clearing his throat, he looked at his uncle and said, “I am not prepared to offer many, but what are the conditions you propose? What are the terms of your surrender?”

“You’re the very worst sort of person, nephew.”

“I know your feelings about me. You have shared them before.”

“What’s so wrong about peoples who have always fought keeping to themselves?” asked Aith. “Centuries of war. Millenia. For ages, the different cultures simply have been unable to coexist quietly. Why cannot Feigh be only Feigh? Omela be only Omela? We look different because we are different. Why cannot we just stay in our homelands?”

The tangy odor menacing Tel’s nostrils had grown more intense. Still, it did not turn his stomach as much as his uncle’s words. “You and my brother started a war with Kamber almost immediately. Now you ask why the nations cannot let one another live in peace?”

“Because, Tel,” Aith said, coming to his feet and gesturing with both diseased hands, “of people like you. Centuries of evidence to the contrary, and you think living amongst one another, trade, cultural exchange, and mixing will bring about an age of understanding. Peace. I don’t think so. We have no reason to believe that’s possible. Even if it were, so much would be destroyed. Feighanness. Omelanness. If these things mean nothing, why were we made so our differences were so obvious?”

“It is hair, Aith. All of us on the world live and die and love and hate and screw and work a—”

“You prove my point.” Shaking his head, Aith retook his seat.

“So, you would have Feigh be all alone. Feighans only in Feigh. No outsiders.” Tel squinted, his grasp for understanding genuine. “Then why invade another land?”

“Because people like you aren’t just here. The naïve aren’t just in Feigh. They’re spread over the world. So, the world must be made Feighan.”

“You would eliminate everyone from every oth—”

Aith smirked and tipped his head toward Tel a fraction. “We’d eliminate the Feighans like you first.”

“Uncle, you understand most of the people in our kingdom think more like me than you and my brother, do you not? It is why you have no choice but to come here and negotiate your surrender. Your bent philosophy started dying off long ago. Before your brother’s rule.”

“I’m not here to negotiate our surrender. I’m here to ensure yours.”

“You must see you are beaten. Continuing the fight only delays the inevitable and makes more mud of Feighan blood and dirt. It is a matter of time before I take my place in the capital. I am the rightful king of Feigh. I will be a good king. All your trying to muck about in my head with the tethers has not made me feel otherwise.”

Aith gave Tel a strange look from the side of his eyes, forehead knitted into a jumble of creases. “You will surrender. Now or very soon.”

King Tel laughed for a moment, then pushed his snarling face over the table. “On the dirt my parents are part of now, I will never surrender. Not if this war goes on for a hundred seasons. Two hundred. You are foul. I am here to send your ideas to the black. If you follow, I will not grieve. I will not honor you with the death rite. The Stag and Doe demand this.”

“Very well.” Aith sighed and drummed raw fingers on the table. “Maybe a gift will change your mind.”

Tel’s animal face was unchanged.

“Your songmaker.” He tapped his fingers again. “The name escapes m—”

“Vared?”

“Ah, yes.” Aith’s lips twisted into an obscene grin. “Vared.”

“Vared is in Omela.”

“No, nephew. No.” Slowly, Aith shook his head. “That ship did not make it to Omela. It came upon a Feighan vessel. To think of the chances. We’ve had so few ships to spare to patrol the eastern coast, especially that far south.”

Open-mouthed, dizzy, Tel found he could say nothing.

“The ship was boarded. A terrible mess. Bloody. But your Vared was among the prisoners taken back to Feigh. To Affas. Of course, it was not long before someone recognized him. So, we held onto him. Everyone else, we eliminated. But not your songmaker. And a Feighan child. Eight or so seasons when we found her.”

“Ofya.” He could not see.

“Yes. No sense in harming her. Her mind could still be saved. She’s with good, pure Feighan people now, back in Affas. At the orphanage in which your mother showed such interest. Of course, it’s more of a school now. Alongside other children who’ve been liberated from disloyal families, she’ll learn the true faith and the superiority of her Feighan blood. But we did keep the Omelan housed in one of the cells of Affas Island all these months. Knowing I was coming to see you, I decided we should take him on this trip. So we could return him to you.” Aith rose and walked behind his nephew, moving toward the tent flap.

King Tel felt like he was going to fall off the world. “Give him to me.” He dropped his head. “Please.”

“But you have him.” Tel heard the tent flap open. “You’re sitting on him.” The flap closed.

Tel threw himself from the trunk, stumbling. He weaved a senseless, ragged circle around the tent. “Help me,” he whispered. Knowing he needed to say it louder, he tried to scream but could not find the back of his throat. His stomach felt as if it was pierced by a blade, and his hand flew to cover the nonexistent wound. A memory came to him, disjointed—another tent. He tried to move his hand by breathing into his stomach.

“Bin,” he shrieked, turning in time to see he was already walking in.

“Majesty,” he said, wild-eyed.

Tel was unable to face the box upon which he had been carelessly sitting only a moment before. “Is that him? Bin, is that him? You have to tell me. You have to look, Bin.” His finger, awkwardly held to the side and back of his body, bounced in little jabs in the direction of the chest. “Is that him? Is that him? Is it?” It was difficult to see, but he realized the corporal was no longer in front of him.

Bin gasped. “Oh, my goddesses and gods.”

A thud.

“It is him?” Tel screamed.

“Yes.”

King Tel burst from the tent and ran after his uncle, who was not yet halfway back to his troops. His experience was that of watching himself, unconscious of choice or will, flying toward his target. Tel crossed the turf like a man half his age. He was upon Aith and his bodyguard in what seemed like an instant. Hearing him approach, they turned and froze. Tel did not even know the antler-handled dirk was in his hand until he drove the blade into the solar plexus of his uncle’s escort. The man fell to the dirt on his back, scraping his boots on the ground as he rocked in pain.

Tel lunged at Aith, tackling him to the ground. At the edges of his awareness, he knew the other soldiers had to be moving in his direction.

“Peacemaker prince,” spat his uncle. He snickered.

“What did you do? What did you do to him?”

“The stagsblood touch told us nothing. We didn’t know if it was some magic of yours. So we had to try to make him talk. We did so much. He gave us nothing useful, and we really expended so much effort to…encourage him. He was completely broken by the time he joined us for our trip here.”

“No.” It was more primal grunt than word.

“Yes, Tel.”

“What did you do?”

“Are you sure you want to know?” Aith’s smile was a nasty taunt.

Tel responded with a punch to his uncle’s mouth, the dirk’s handle in his fist. His knuckles bled. “What. Did. You. Do?”

“Last night, we drowned him in a barrel of ale. In your honor. It was perfect.” Even with a destroyed mouth, he looked to be in ecstatic reverie.

Before Aith had finished his confession, the stagsblood had shown Tel everything. They had slowly poisoned his father. They had driven Craid mad and thirsty with the tethers. They had tried to do the same to Tel. They had tortured and killed Vared. And Lag—not Aith—was the dynast. In just two beats, King Tel experienced all the fetidness—the many seasons of treachery and cruelty.

He made no decision but became aware he was stabbing his uncle’s chest. Bin was on him, dragging him back in the direction of the tent and the city. He was not sure how many times he had sent the edge into ribs and flesh.

“Tel, Tel. They’re coming,” said Bin. “He’s dead.”

“No.” Somehow, he found the strength to buck the giant corporal. He charged forward at the advancing soldiers, about twenty and five of them. On the way, he sent lightning into his uncle’s companion, still moving on the ground. Raising his red, dripping sleeves, he sent two bolts into the turf a short distance in front of the troops barreling at him. They were undeterred. He cut them down, one by one, with the dynasty, until a handful had the good sense to flee.

When the threat was eliminated, Tel held his bloody arms over his head, braying in wild, irrational triumph. He walked back to the tent, past a sputtering Bin.

Tel secured the lock on the chest and lifted one end of it off the ground. He began dragging it toward the gate.

“I’ll help you.” Bin walked to the other end of the box.

King Tel roared at him until he stepped back.
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Once the king had pulled the box containing his dead man inside the wall, he asked the group of soldiers arrayed near the gatehouse, “Who is in charge of the gate?”

“I am, your majesty.” Her voice quaked.

Tel saw only her feet as she stepped forward. “Do not collect their bodies. Do not burn them. Do not offer them a syllable of prayer. Give them to the scavengers. Kill anyone who tries to tend to them.”

“Yes, your majesty.”

He raised the end of the chest by the leather handle and began walking west. The people who had gathered near the gate, hoping to hear news of a war ended, melted from his path.

“Your majesty,” Bin begged, “let me help. Tel. Please. We’ll get a wagon and take him that way.”

“No. He is my responsibility.”

“It’s too far.”

“Ride home, then.” He did not pause, pulling the chest over the street without looking up.

“I won’t leave you.”

Tel answered with a guttural rumble.

“If you’d let me take the other end so we can carry him properly.” Bin made a move for the strap.

Tel dropped his end of the box. As it struck the cobbles, he saw Bin look at the container and wince. “Leave him alone.” He lifted the chest again and, eyeing it, sobbed. “I am sorry I dropped you.” He continued down the street, dragging Vared behind him. “I am sorry. I am sorry. I am sorry.” He shook his head, eyes burning. “I am sorry. I am sorry. I am sorry. I am sorry.” The words shook apart and were replaced by tremulous humming.

A bubble of silence surrounded them as they progressed through the city. Tel had the sense—pressure on skin—of people watching. They dared not speak or move. The only sound Tel heard outside his own whimpering and rambling was the chest scraping over the stones. It was enduring thunder in his ears.

After a while, he heard something else, but from inside himself. Although his mind was not lowered, he seemed to be sending out grasping, undulating tethers. The connections were brief. He received fragments of thought and emotion from all directions as if the dynasty was at work independent of his will. He was barraged by shards of consciousness, animal and human. The stagsblood read everything and nothing at all—a maddening din.

He needed to switch arms frequently. His shoulders, forearms, wrists, and fingers were dull fire. After an hour or more, he stopped, lowering the box to the street with care. He craned his neck to look at the sun. “Of course. Now. Finally.” He shed his bloody shirt, whipping it to the side.

The undershirt was thrown to the street a handful of blocks after that. Sweat dripped from his aching body. He smelled himself in the air as he panted and pulled. Maybe this will kill me. “Because I am not stopping. Not stopping.”

When three-quarters of his procession was complete, one end of the leather strap by which he was dragging the chest detached from the wood. Tel’s arm was twisted painfully as the box lurched over and downward. He had not thought of Bin in a long while but now noticed him visibly rein in his urge to assist. The reminder of his presence filled King Tel with a quiet rage.

He began to stagger and weave as he neared the end of the pathetic march. He stumbled to the ground a pair of times, moaning as he straightened and resumed dragging Vared to his absent lord cousin’s house. When he finally pulled the box inside, he heard the voices of Caip, Dar, and Belo. He understood nothing save one word.

“No,” Bin boomed.

Tripping and falling and grunting, he heaved the chest up the stairs, pulled it into his room, and slid it onto the bed. He crawled alongside the battered coffin and collapsed on his belly. For a long time, he was still and silent while his mind raced. The thoughts came so quickly they were incomprehensible—some his own, some pulled in by the tethers. Hours passed. All was a gale of meaningless noise. He slept.

* * *




His rest was not long. The indigo light told him it was early evening. He wondered how it was possible to wake up crying. Face still on the pillow, he folded his body, so he came to his knees.

He wailed into feathers and fabric and snot, hugging his abdomen. Tel keened so long and hard into the pillow he thought his throat might bleed. He hoped the blood would drown him. Let them have the kingdom. Let them have the world. Let them create not mud of dirt and blood, not rivers of red, but oceans of it. Let them cover the whole of the world. A dark liberation was upon his mind. He had lost.

Time passed. He was on his side in the nearly black room, hugging his knees, looking at the box, listening to all the tethers lure pieces of people into his mind. He heard nonsense.

Caip’s voice followed some knocking behind him. Squeezing his eyes shut, he could make no sense of her words. She left. He waited as long as he could, then got to his feet because his bladder was full. When he reached the door, he froze.

I cannot leave him. Cannot leave him alone.

He pissed in the corner and returned to the bed.

Between twitching fits of sleep, he moaned.

* * *




The next morning, he opened the door and yelled for a servant. He asked her to bring him a hammer, nails, and blankets. When she returned, trembling, he began covering the windows.

Caip knocked when he had finished hanging the first blanket and opened the door. “My love.”

“What?”

“I wanted to—I heard the banging.”

Tel moved to the next window and hammered a nail through the luxurious blanket. “Made for the bed of a lord,” he muttered. “Soft enough for the slumber of the antlered ones.” He needed her to leave. She should not see him. His mind was slipping away. It was humiliating, but he could not stop.

“Would you eat something?”

“No.”

“A drink? Juice?”

“Go.”

“I…I’m so, so sorry.”

In her voice, Tel heard the tears. He kept hammering. Moving to the third and final window, in his periphery, he saw her leave.

Tel got into the bed and pressed his back against the wooden thing holding Vared. He wanted to look at him—to open the box and see for himself.

Maybe he is not as bad as you think. Maybe he is not even d—

The fear was too strong.

If you loved him, you would look.

He thought of the summer day he had removed the stinger from the back of his neck.

If you loved him, you would not have put him on the ship. He begged to stay.

Tel covered his mouth with his hands and screamed into them. He could listen to himself no longer. Finding the tethers, he gave his attention to the inane buzz of humanity. Numb hours passed. He slept.

He woke in confusion, not understanding where and when he was until he felt the box next to him. Throwing himself out of bed, Tel began pacing around the bedroom, praying aloud as he wept.

“Please hear me. Please. I do not know what you expected me to do. What I should have done differently. I know you want peace. I know you do. Can you not see? Can you not see, with Lag, there will be no peace? What was I supposed to do? Let him make an empire? Let him murder the whole world until it is all Feigh? Is that what you made us for? Would you murder the beaked god? The finned goddess? Would you watch someone else do it?

“I know I am a hypocrite. That I have thrilled in combat. I know. Maybe I should be punished. I drank my life away. I was careless with people. I know. I know. Selfish.” The king began jabbing an index finger in the air violently as he walked in circles. “But I was doing better. Trying. It is so hard to remember all the things. All the things we must do to be good. It is so much. You try it! No. You are perfect. We are so…we are people. I am a person. What do you want?”

His gestures grew broad and wild. “It was not enough punishment? My mother and Hod? Not cruel enough? I must be the worst person to ever live. Why else would you do this to me twice? It almost killed me. It almost killed me. Is that what you want? Then why not take me in the war? Give me a disease. Have them drown me. Give him back. Caip can rule. Lag. I do not care. Give him back. You punish him? You take him? Did you hear him? Why would you take that from the world? He made so many people happy, and he was so young.

“What is wrong with you? You took his music from the world? And I am supposed to believe you are fair? That you are just? Who could believe that? You are abandoners in the first place. What is wrong with you? Life is not hard enough? You take good things from the world. You give us nothing. Nothing. And that is what you are. I hate you. Come here and give him back.” Tel’s open hands were at his sides. “Prove you are not nothing. Come here and answer me. Show yourself. I. Am. King. A king speaks to you. Come here. Now!”

From his right palm, a small bolt of lightning arced. It leapt to a chair and scorched the back cushion. A narrow column of flame jetted from his left hand into the air. About a dozen strange black crystals, the size of peas, materialized in the middle of the room, instantly falling to the rug with tiny, hushed thuds. Tel had not lowered his mind to ask for these conjurations. Frightened, he sat on crossed legs where he was, waiting for the Stag and Doe. He stayed still until he could remain upright no longer. He lay on the rug and slept, the black crystals cutting him in his fitfulness.

* * *




In the morning, eyes not yet open, he heard the slivers of people’s lives on the other end of the tethers, one after the other, after the other, after the other. Once he pushed past the sea of noise, he realized he was not alone. He opened his eyes, rolled over, and seeing them there, closed his eyes with a short moan. Rolling his body again, he faced away.

“It’s time,” Caip said.

“Time?”

“We have—” Her sentence died in her throat.

“Tel, we have to take him,” said Bin.

King Tel scrambled to his feet, putting his body between them and the chest on his bed. He backed up and sat on the mattress. “No.”

“This isn’t right,” said Bin.

Tel looked at Caip. Her face was twisted with agony. She did not raise her eyes to him.

“It’s not good for you,” said Dar, softly.

“Everyone’s worried. You need to eat. The people need to see you. Your people. This is the third day,” said Bin.

“Your people are asking for their king,” said Belo. “And, we need to move, while we have the advantage. We need to march on Affas now and take the capital.”

“Move? More death,” Tel said. “Eat? More flesh.”

“Less.” Dar leaned toward the king. “If your brother has to choose between Kamber and Affas, he’ll choose Affas. Every day we sit is a day we risk reinforcements arriving by ship from the war up there. We have them vastly outnumbered and demoralized. If he puts more on the field, there will only be more death.”

“More death.”

Caip scooted to Tel’s feet. The sight of her doing so with one arm made him swallow hard. She looked up at him, showing him her grief-carved face and swollen eyes. “Tel. We have to bury Vared. Deep, the Omelan way.”

“Here?”

“It has to be done,” she said.

“Not here.”

She took his left hand in hers. “It’s not good to keep him with you. He can’t stay. We’re doing it tomorrow. We’ve decided for you.”

“Because I cannot decide.”

Caip said, “Yes.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“Belo,” Tel said, without looking at him.

“Yes, friend?”

“He should be home. Not here. He was so Omelan. He should be added to Omelan dirt. If we burn him. The ashes. They could be brought to Omela for burial…”

Belo said, “It is done. Sometimes. In war. But you must do something publicly.”

“At the market cross, maybe,” Caip said.

“Publicly? Market cross?”

“There will be no dealings,” Caip said. “No sales. Your people know what’s happened. Many will want to be there. They need to. For you.”

King Tel squeezed his best friend’s fingers. “Tomorrow.” His scorched eyes again threw tears into his beard. “Not on a pile. I will burn him with the stagsblood. Clean on stone.”

The bed moved under him. Dar and Bin were taking the box. His whole body twitched as instinct told him to fight them off. His friend did not let go of his hand. A groan, soft and pinched, escaped him. “Caip?”

“Yes?”

“May I rest one more day?”

“Yes.”

* * *




Freshly bathed and dressed, Tel sat in a chair in the room that had been serving as his. Feeling a bit better to be clean, he had taken down the blankets he had hung over the windows. He could not manage to bring himself to open the shutters, even though it was a warm day. His chest and gut hurt. The vexation of the tethers was constant. A knock at the door caused the room to vibrate.

It took a few beats to gather his strength to make his voice loud enough. “Come in, Bin.”

“You’re dressed. Good.”

Tel did not look up. “Yes.”

“What will you use for the ashes?”

“One of the cooks said there was a plain box,” answered Tel.

Corporal Bin took a couple steps toward him. “I have this.”

Tel looked up to see Bin presenting a wooden container on his palms. “It is pretty.”

“It is my woman’s. Her mother used it for odds and ends. She cleaned it and painted it for me. For keepsakes. Some of her yellow hair. A few letters. Rocks and shells. I pack it up with my tent and have it with me wherever I pitch it.”

“I cannot take your keepsake box.”

“If you look at the picture she made, it’s a little frog and a stag.” He brought it closer for his king to see. The paint on the cover was primitively rendered but clear and colorful. “For the two of us. She’s the Andowian frog, and I’m the Feighan stag. I know it’s not perfect. Vared would be a bird. But the meaning’s the same.”

“It is too special for you to give up.”

Bin squatted so he could be eye-to-eye with Tel. “That’s exactly why I must give it up. Vared was my friend. And my woman would want the same. You would do us a great honor.”

Tel felt a glimmer of gratitude for the first time since the people of Larotha had joined their fight for the city. He saw his friend’s sad smile, and the flash of thankfulness sparked like steel hitting a flint. He appreciated the brief respite from the tide of baneful thoughts as much as the gift and sprang at Bin, embracing him.

“Thank you,” Bin said.

Caip knocked and said it was time.

Crossing the distance from the bedroom to the front of the house was the most difficult walk of Tel’s life. The open air and light of the day loomed and daunted. Outside was the brightness of the spring and the darkness of his new reality. Inside, he could pretend he was exempt from time itself. Outside, Vared was dead. Inside, Tel could, at least in part, deny it.

In the street in front of the house was a simple, flat wagon hitched to a horse. People, standing quiet, lined the road. Belo stood at attention next to the cart. On it was Vared’s body, tightly shrouded in black. Tel had expected the chest. “Who wrapped him?”

“The three of us,” said Dar, behind him. “We did not want anyone else to do it.”

Vaguely, Tel considered how horrifying it must have been. He could only find a little of his voice. “Thank you.” He turned to Caip. “The people. I do not want them to feel they have to be here. It is vulgar if they must be here just because I am highborn. None of them know him. Most of them do not know me. Or you. Many of them have lost just like we have. They will lose more.”

Caip said, “That’s exactly why they’re here. We’ve all lost. And will lose. They believe you to be decent. They know a decent ruler bears a little bit of each loss.”

King Tel took his place behind the wagon. Belo and the three others fell in behind him. Clutching the box Bin had given him, he let his vision dull and soften. Still, he could not miss the many Larothans who, as a sign of respect, held palmfuls of dirt—Feighan dirt—out for Vared as they passed. The procession lasted close to two hours.

At the market cross, the silence was utter, despite the presence of thousands. All the tents and stalls were gone. Even the wind did not dare to stir. Caip, Dar, Bin, and Belo lifted Vared from the wagon. Gingerly, they placed him down on one of the large slabs that formed the wide row dividing the usually bustling market in two.

The march had exhausted the king to numbness. He asked himself why he could not feel anything and realized it was a blessing. His steps to the slab were deliberate. In front of his lover’s head, he stopped, still holding Bin’s woman’s piece of handicraft. He looked at the frog and stag. Bringing his eyelids down, he lowered his mind, which caused the noise of the tethers to swell in his head. He focused past the voices.

Veery.

It was not a fire, exactly. It was instantaneous. With the dynasty, Tel incinerated him. He was now ash and fine bone on the slab. Tel was paralyzed for a few moments. All the people watched and waited. “Thank you for being with me, Larotha. I should have said a prayer. I should have told you about him. I am sorry.” He worried he had done everything the wrong way.

He squatted and, using his bare hands, put the ashes into the container. He hated that it was impossible to get it all into the box. Even in the stillness of the day, some drifted away. Some would not come off the slab, clinging. He wondered if he had part of his hair, his nose, the flat belly, the elegant fingers. Desperation and panic might have swept him away, but he remembered the eyes upon him.

King Tel and his friends made the long, silent walk back to the lord’s house.
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Tel wanted to go up to sleep immediately, but Caip and the others forced him to eat. They shared a meal together in the enormous dining room. The king’s gut both demanded food and grumbled about its arrival. He had never known such a combination of hunger and nausea and could only pick at some starchroot.

Caip, Dar, and Bin shared a few memories of Vared. Tel could have kissed and punched them all for it. Eyes damp, he stared at a dish on the table as his friends chatted and enjoyed respectful laughs.

When he thought they would let him leave, Tel excused himself.

“I have something for you.” Caip pulled a fine handkerchief from her pocket. It was folded into a tidy square. Handing it to him, she said, “I was not sure if you would want it now or if I should hold it. Tell me if I should.”

He unwrapped the little silk package. The chain and Doe pendant almost slipped off the fabric onto the floor, but he caught it. He felt sorry he had not even thought of it. “I am glad to have it,” he said, beginning to weep. “Thank you. I will wear it.” It was difficult to see through his tears, so he fumbled with the clasp.

“Here,” Belo said, putting his hand out. “I will put it on for you.”

Tel gave his friend the necklace that had belonged to Fyor and to Vared. He stared at his own fingers while Belo secured the chain around his neck. “Thank you,” he choked out. “Goodnight.” Behind him, he heard Belo clearing his throat.

“Friend,” the Omelan said. “Tomorrow. We must talk about what comes next. We must leave soon for Affas.”

Tel picked at his right thumbnail with his opposite index finger. “So soon?”

Belo’s voice was firm. “Freezing you in place was the aim of…what they did. It is harsh. And I do not envy you. But yes.”

“So soon? With Vared still under my fingernails?” He spun on the foursome. “Do you see this?” He threw his hands in front of himself. “He is still on my hands.” A dancing ball of lightning appeared, encircling the end of his left arm. He wondered at it. “I seem to have trouble controlling it. Because I am not myself.” His voice began to thunder. “Because the stuff of my man is still stuck under my nails! I know the war is important, but can I clean him—Fuck!”

A hundred or so tiny black gems materialized around Tel and fell to the table and floor. The tethers shouted their rubbish at him. A corner of a napkin caught fire in front of Dar. He smothered it by banging it with his hand and pushed himself back from the table, openmouthed.

Tel began to struggle to speak between stabbing breaths. “You want me to finish this. You want me to finish this war. How do I do that? How do I make war when all I want is to be tender? I have just now learned. I have just now learned to be tender. Vared has just now taught me. And I am to bring death? To bring that kind of hardness? How can I be hard when life is already short brutality? Where do I put the tenderness now?”

He fell to his bottom on the rug. As he hit the floor, orange sparks jumped from him in all directions, like pops from a fireplace. A bolt of lightning, originating a half-meter in front of his face, screeched under the table, blasting part of a wall away. It barely missed Dar’s leg. The entirety of the house shook. Small objects crashed to the floor. Dust rained.

The others got to their feet and cowered in the archway between the hall and the room. “I am sorry. I do not kn—” He fell onto his back and heard a great commotion in the hallway. He was unable to make sense of it. Then, along one of the tethers, he heard a woman’s voice, clear as an early autumn sky.

I’m a dynast. I’m here to help. I don’t want to hurt them. Tell them to let me in.

Tel mustered all his strength to yell, “Let her help me!”

A few seconds later, he felt her and saw her shadow but could not focus. More obsidian beads fell on them.

He heard Caip say, “What is that? What are you doing?”

It felt like a yellow needle plunged its barb into his earlobe. He calmed.

* * *




Someone joined him on the mattress. A shadow hung. He felt a pressure on his ear for a pair of beats. Something changed. A veil had been pulled up and away. His senses began experiencing the world around him in the typical ways. Gone was the gauzy warmth and sense of pleasant detachment.

“I’m Icas,” the figure sitting on the bed told him. She flicked her hand, and the lamp on the table beside the bed came to life. Gray-eyed and pale-lipped, she had a broad forehead and a small mouth. A bit of a wave appeared at her temples. Otherwise, her silver and black hair was straight. She looked to be between twenty and forty seasons older than him.

“You are the dynast.”

“Yes.”

“I am King Tel. I am also a dynast.”

She rolled her eyes. “Really?”

“I do not like to presume people know who I am.”

“Every reasonably trained, moderately gifted dynast knows you now. Intimately.”

The king sat up against his pillows. “What does that mean?”

“Tell me about the last few days.”

“I would rather not.” He let his head fall back to the pillow.

“We all know you lost your Vared. You’ve been throwing out a thousand forceful, unwelcome tethers about it. It’s why I came to you.”

He turned a look of disgust to her. “I am sorry to hear I have inconvenienced you with my grief.”

“I accept your apology,” said Icas. “You’ll have to ask the others.”

“The others? What is wrong with you?” Getting out of the bed, he nearly knocked her over. “It was outside of my control.”

“Precisely the problem. You were casting all kinds of undisciplined energy over all the nations. The unintentional fire and lightning and conjuring you saw was only the beginning. We call it the bleeding. Had it intensified, you could’ve torn the whole of the world.”

“Ridiculous.” He rubbed at his sore left ear.

She softened her face. “Yours is an extraordinary gift. Dynasts all have a bit of the stagsblood in us. You have more than most. Remember, it’s the blood of the gods. The ones who made the world. If they had that power, they had the power to unmake it. That power is in us. In you, especially. But in you, it’s raw and unshaped and dangerous. Because out there, they’re ignorant and fearful. They expect us to let our gift die. But some of us are so strong, there is no dying. Like in your case. And it’s a risk to the world itself.”

“And in your case?”

“No. I ran away, west, as a child. I was called here. We all were. Some of us young, some of us older. You were called, but you ignored it.”

“To the forest.”

“Not far from here,” said Icas.

“How many?”

“Just more than one hundred.”

“Undiscovered? No one has ever come upon you?”

“If they did, I don’t think they’d like it.” She chuckled. “But, by combining our magic, we make it so no one can find us.”

“Invisibility.”

“No.” Again, she gave a little laugh. “You can still walk into something invisible. It’s more like tethering. We send out a dome of…emotion. Anyone without the blood who approached us would be overcome by fear. They wouldn’t continue.”

He was overwhelmed by the thought of a hundred dynasts living together. “Why are we pulled to the forest?”

“We don’t know but suspect it’s because of the bloodpines.”

“Bloodpines?”

“A kind of tree. The wood has a strange effect, but only when it pierces the skin. It renders the stagsblood useless,” said Icas. “More or less renders the whole dynast person useless. They can’t do magic, and they can’t do much else. I put a bloodpine pin through your ear to keep you from killing your friends.”

“I…” Tel’s mind raced. “Would you like some hidybrew?”

“It’s my favorite,” she said. “Gods know I’ll need it if these questions keep up.”

* * *




They talked all night over pot after pot of steaming hidybrew. The members of the king’s miniature Table looked in on them frequently, foreheads wrinkled over narrowed eyes.

Icas explained the value of proximity to others with the stagsblood. It was not merely about the transmission of skills or knowledge. Pointing out Tel had taught himself how to lower his mind, she told him his lack of exposure to others with the gift was likely the reason his control over the magic had begun a perilous disintegration. Dynasts, like all humans, needed socialization to thrive and maintain their sanity. Their requirements in this realm were specialized. Some of the socialization must be with others with the stagsblood.

“So, I am stronger with the magic of the fire and dirt than any of you?” Tel turned his face to the pastel light beginning to show around the shutters.

“Yes. You’re stronger—at least you have the potential to be—with the rain and wind, too. But they have been more difficult to master. They always are. The fact that you can work with them at all is unusual. Amazing. Except that—”

“Except that I was once very close to a dynast. Even if I did not know.”

“Yes.”

“When I killed Aith, I could not believe it. I had looked inside him before, but not deeply and not for long. I thought it was him. Thought he controlled my brother with tethers. That he took advantage of my brother’s stupidity and vanity.”

“But Lag is the dynast.”

Tel saw the smudge of his reflection in the polished tabletop. “It was he who took advantage. Of my uncle’s cleverness and ambition.”

Icas clucked her tongue, nodding. After a few beats, she wrinkled her nose. “Why did you hide your stagsblood, even as a child, from your family? Before recent seasons, not even the most backward feared the children.”

King Tel frowned. “I told my mother. Only after the dynasty did not seem to be leaving me as it should have. She asked me the same question. And helped me answer it. I was the son of the king and queen. I had to be the perfect Feighan. She told me I was a damned fool, in the way only a loving mother…” He was stunned by how much he still missed her.

“Sweetheart.” Icas moved her hand to cover his. “What if you’d been uncooperative when I arrived here? What if the bleeding had been so great there was no getting control back?”

“I am not sure.”

“A cataclysm. An apocalypse. We would have two choices.” She lifted her hand. “We would’ve had to kill you, against the faith. Or would’ve had to take your dynasty.”

“That is possible?”

“At a great price. The one to draw another’s stagsblood out along a tether destroys their own dynasty in the process.” As if even speaking the thought aloud had troubled her, she pushed a breath out through her lips. “In your case, many of us would’ve had to make the sacrifice. And your brother?”

“Lag?” He was not certain what she was asking.

“What would happen to Lag if he were to feel an enormous loss? The loss of a kingdom.”

He felt dizzy. “He is stronger than me. I can feel it.”

Icas nodded. “We can feel it, too. More powerful even than you.”

“I will have to…kill him? I will not do it. My own brother? And I am not going to create a martyr. I need to unite this kingdom. I will exile him.”

“Then you’ll need to take his power. Subdue him with the bloodpine and pull it from him.” Icas’s eyes drilled into his. “And in the process, you’ll give away your own.”

“But I do not want to do that.” He had not meant for it to be heard. It had slipped out. “There is no guarantee. He is stronger.”

Her small eyes glinted in the low morning light. “If you move fast after getting the bloodpine in his skin, we think you’ll be able—”

“Think?” He looked at the ceiling, shaking his head. Icas stood and padded to the window, opening the shutter. The cold morning spilled into the room. “Think? You must help me. I cannot leave this thing undone. This war. I have to try to make him face this loss. And there is no guarantee we will win. You must help my army win, and then you must help me contain my brother. It is the only sure way.”

She moved to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. She looked like she was about to cry. “We can’t do that.”

“Why?”

“The faith.” Her exasperation was apparent. “We can’t participate.”

Tel’s bitter laugh rattled through the whole house. “So, you will endorse me killing my own brother? Or at least me cutting a path of death to get to him so I can strip his stagsblood and give away my own? You will encourage me to march an army to his door? But you will not participate. You will not sacrifice. An…apocalypse, as you call it. But you will do nothing to stop it. You will have others stop it for you.”

Icas raised a finger. “Many in our community were willing to sacrifice the stagsblood to stop you from destroying the world.”

“None of you will answer the call of your k—”

“We do not have kings in the Chreok Forest, Tel.” The muscles of her jaw were rocks. “Our decisions are formed around what the majority wants. We didn’t ask for this situation. We live outside your society because of the fear and prejudice of the non-dynasts.”

“I live openly.”

“You live openly now,” said Icas. “And you’re a royal. For centuries, for millennia, what’s perfectly acceptable for one of you is disallowed for the rest of us. We must be with one another, openly, or else our powers become dangerous. In trying to keep themselves safe from us, this kingdom has made a much more precarious situation. A threat to the world the goddesses and gods made. To every living thing on it.”

“But still not a profound enough threat to call you to action,” said King Tel, under his breath. He worked at his lower lip with his teeth until it hurt. “I think the most threatening things of all are moral absolutes. Even the love of peace. I used to think it primitive that women and men solved problems with violence. Any problems. But keeping your hands at your sides while someone bloodies your face is madness. Nonviolence in the face of apocalypse is suicide. Lifting those arms to form fists—that might be violence. It is an affront to the antlered ones. But letting someone punch you to death—that is violence, too. To yourself. And an even bigger insult to the gods.”

She met him with a wall of a face, immovable. They sat a long while, as the shadows were slowly chased from the room.

Icas ended the quiet. “You didn’t want to drink when you lost him?”

“I…It did not even come into my mind. To think I used to need a slug or two just to get through a short meeting.”

“Something was repeating in your mind while you bled. Over and over.” She hummed part of the song Vared had written for him.

Tel was frustrated to the point of rage to be sobbing again, tears and snot running into his black whiskers. It was a flash of angry resistance before he allowed himself to surrender.

“Would you tell me about it?” asked Icas. “I only could discern a few words. But that melody…”

King Tel told her about the song and its maker before she returned to the wilderness.

* * *




Tel and Caip rode through the city to join the larger force waiting outside the walls. He was moved to see her in Kelseigh’s saddle. She had brought Pony for him. Nodding and waving to his people on the way, he told her about his long conversation with Icas. When he related the truth about Lag, the threat he represented, and how he must contain that threat, she became enraged. Caip wanted to charge into the forest and demand the dynasts help Tel. He explained it would be fruitless. Their decision was firm, and the dome of fear would prevent her from approaching. Inside a pocket of his doublet, he fingered the bloodpine pin.

The city guard raised the gate, and the thousands of soldiers outside roared upon seeing their king. Tel could not escape the air of anticipation and eagerness among the army. They had the advantage over Lag’s force in every conceivable way. He would lead them to meet their foes outside of Affas. In about three weeks, the final battle would be joined.

That night, in his tent, Tel spoke to Vared. “Veery. Do not think I have forgotten about you. I never could. I am not trying to make what we had less important. But for the next weeks, I will have to ask my feelings to wait. I must be king and king only for a while. I will be back to my heart and to you soon. I will see my grief through.”

He found sleep without trouble.
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The rigor of the march helped him continue to sleep easily for the next two nights. On the third, he fell asleep without trouble but was awakened in the middle of a terror. His brother had been working at his fears. It was not the dark nature of the dream that had launched him to wakefulness on his pallet. The drums were thundering alarm. Once it registered, he was outside, scrambling to Caip’s nearby tent. She was already giving orders.

“What is it?”

She did not even face him. “They approach. Their whole force. From the north.”

“All of them?”

“I think so,” said Caip.

“They want to meet us in the open instead of defending Affas?” Tel could not believe his luck. “It’s a blunder.”

“Tel,” she shouted at him, finally showing him her face. “They’re marching presently. Tonight. They’re almost upon us.”

He swallowed. “Now, then.”

“No. We retreat.”

“Larotha.”

“No,” said Caip. “You don’t understand. They are almost here. We wouldn’t make it to Larotha. And even if we could, I have no taste left for turning those streets red. Those Larothans who still want to fight are with us. We couldn’t put those people through more than they’ve already suffered.”

“All right.” He pulled on his beard. “To where do we retreat?”

“The road to the southeast. In that direction, it’s hillier and rockier. We’ll make it harder for them to maneuver. To flank or surround us. All these months, we’ve done better on irregular terrain. It flummoxes their side. And I’ll not let them make all the choices about how this battle is fought.”

“Very well. I trust you as ever,” said Tel, eyes shimmering. “We withdraw to the southeast and pull them into the hills.”

“This is…the first time…I don’t know what to do,” said Caip. “I can’t fight with one arm.”

Tel hugged her. Chin on her shoulder, he said, “I am no king without you, Caip. I am not sure I am a man without you.”

Striking camp was a terrifying scramble, doom hanging about every sweating soldier and pack and tent stake. Tel only cared about keeping one possession near him. Carefully, he nestled the stag and frog box in a basket on a back board.

The king’s general and her officers pushed them hard to the southeast through the darkness. Caip and Tel walked at the front of the snaking column, leaving their horses to others, as they often did. Tel found himself checking over his shoulder frequently, wondering just how close the enemy was. He considered trying to sense their proximity using the magics of the east and west, but he knew it would be wiser to hold his energy for the coming fight.

A fog materialized around their boots. They did not make it to the rocky hills.

Those hummocks had just begun to show themselves against the bluing predawn when the horrible sound came at them, seemingly from every direction. A rumble and clatter shook their bones, spooking person and beast. A mild sort of chaos seemed to swirl around Tel and Caip, everyone trying to discern what, exactly, was happening.

The sounds, of course, did not really hit them from all sides. When the screeching joined those lower noises, it became clear. Another force—not the one at their backs—approached from the northeast. By the time the realization had settled in Tel’s mind, it had already begun.

They had not even tried to soften them up with archers first. Their cavalry simply charged, shearing their parade of thirty thousand neatly in two. Tel’s soldiers fled in every direction, like rabid, drunken bats. The king found he was frozen in his place. His thinking was trapped in a useless cycle as he tried to understand from where all these enemies came. He stood dumb.

Caip yanked at his leather armor, but he turned and squinted in the gray-blue light as he shuffled backward, trying to see the enemy as they hacked away at his sisters and brothers in arms. He was convinced he would see Hebites swinging those swords, that Gawash had sent his emperor reinforcements. It was the only explanation. His gut twisted when he saw, to a person, they were black-haired. They were Feighan.

Tel said, “Where…”

“Come on!” Caip screamed at him.

It pulled him from his stupor. He remembered he was a dynast. “No.” He ripped himself away from her. He raised his arms and lowered his mind.

She stepped in front of him. “We need to think. To regroup. Organize. Let’s go.”

Caip had uttered it as an order, and Tel obeyed it. They clamored away until they were walking uphill. None of Lag’s women and men pursued them. Some of the troops retreating in the same direction, among them the banner guard, began to recognize their king and general and fell in behind them. When Caip told them to stop, they were five or six hundred.

From a lower slope at the beginning of the range of hills, they regarded the mayhem. Tel had vastly overestimated the number of his soldiers who had fled. The bulk of his army was engaged with the enemy still. Others, having scrambled away at first, appeared to be heading back to stand with their comrades.

“We cannot sit up here. Especially not me,” said Tel, looking down at his feet, belly hot. “I am too strong to hide.”

“Stag and Doe,” a young member of the banner guard said, pointing.

Tel returned his attention to the battle below. Thousands more of the brown and white charged through the mist toward the fight. He understood. “Lag pulled the force from Kamber to destroy us. They came up behind us. The ones from Affas…” He hung his head again, thinking of Vith, ashamed to imagine what the dead king would feel if he could see his land from the black.

It occurred to Tel his father was the most courageous person he had ever met. He had led a suspicious country to an understanding with their bitterest enemy, like a shepherd leading a skittery flock through hills like these. He had done this knowing the dirks would come out for him. 

Tel’s own lack of courage—his inability to face his easy, gilded life without numbing—had rendered him unable to shepherd the nation to an internal understanding. That was the second half of the journey. His father had left it to him to complete it.

He raised his head. “I am going.”

“There’s another way,” Caip said. “Surrender. I’ll take your colors to them now. You run. For Omela.”

“I will not surrender. Not to Lag. Not to his lunatic ideology. I will not dishonor my father more than his sons already have.”

“There’s honor in surrender, Tel,” said Caip. “When it’s hopeless. It saves lives.”

“I cannot. You will be queen when I am gone.”

“Queen of wha—Tel. My friend. It is hopeless. They have the numbers. They timed it perfectly.”

“Then this is the last weight I have for the scales.” Tel began to trot downslope toward the violence, raging for the fight. His singleness of focus prevented him from noticing for a moment the sound of the people behind him. He turned. Every woman and man who had been perched with him marched at his back. “It is hopeless, even for me. All the lightning in the world cannot stop a sword from piercing my heart just like anyone else.”

“You’re our king,” Caip said.

He could see clearly what would happen. His army had managed to regain some order. He watched them form a tight wedge, which they used not to hold ground, but to press forward, into the enemy lines. They had decided to refuse to yield or fall back, instead choosing a mad offense. The other side—as fresh and invested in the fight as he had seen the enemy since the war started—outnumbered them two to one. Lag’s force would simply continue to send people forward, broadening their front until they could wrap around the sides of the wedge. He looked at his friend and knew instantly she had made an identical assessment.

They walked in tense silence for a few moments. “This is where the general stays,” Tel said.

“I’m not staying anywhere.”

“Caip. I have no doubt you will ably swing a sword with your left arm in a few years’ time. If anyone can adapt, it is you. However, you are not able to fight today. He removed his back board, leaving it with her. Get to Omela. They will need you very soon. Lag will not stop. Get word to Mor. So he may join you.”

She screamed—a frustrated, guttural, animal cry.

King Tel and the others continued toward the melee. “Caip of Foghar,” Tel called, without turning, “you deserved better than me.”

Tel ran in an easy arc at the battle, so he could charge the enemy’s flank. Yelling with all his throat, he began to loose compact silver bolts of energy at them. “Veery! Veery! Veery!” He gave no concern to preserving his powers. Instead, he threw everything he could, delighting in the way they panicked when they saw him tearing their way. The satisfaction was perverse and deep, a sensation he felt in his balls.

It did not take long for them to adjust tactics. Maybe a thousand of them broke off to face him. His stagsblood would be depleted before he could cut them all down—well before at his reckless pace. He asked himself what would happen when he had no more left to send at them. He shouted, “My dear Stag and Doe, if you still listen to this warmaker king, let him collapse dead, spent on this Feighan dirt before they have the pleasure of seeing his hot blood on their blades. Veery! Veery! Veery!”

The sounds of lightning cooking the spring air stood out from the din of ordinary warfare as he pressed forward. Over the chaos, the sizzle and scream of his magic filled his ears. Something about the noises seemed strange. For a moment, he stopped sending the bolts out. He realized the sounds continued despite his stillness, distant. The whole irregular mass of enemies seemed to lurch in his direction.

He thought for a long stretch of beats that he was losing his mind. Then, he saw the wedge of his army push forward. It was a matter of a handful of meters, but it was progress. In front of them, Lag’s lines seemed to fray. The spasmodic ripple of their troops sideward and in his direction continued. The pace of the bleeding of the force from its flank quickened. Soon, many women and men had caught up to the contingent that had begun advancing on Tel.

Resuming his assault, King Tel pressed forward. He sent out a tether, probing. Never had he heard and felt such a stew of fear and misery. It threatened to bring him to his knees, but he heard something else.

There. Icas was here. She and more from the forest had joined his fight.

Within an hour, it was over.

* * *




Icas and Este, a soft-bodied and soft-spoken old dynast woman, sat at the little round table in Tel’s tent near noon the next day. He brought them each a mug of hidybrew and prepared his own. He took a seat. Even though it was morning and he had only been out of bed an hour, he was exhausted and relieved to be off his feet.

He asked, “What made the community decide to let you come?”

“The community did not decide. Nineteen of us chose to help you.” Este eyed Icas darkly.

Tel took his first sip of hidybrew and set his mug down. “But what will happen? You have defied the will of the community.”

Icas seemed to withdraw into herself, closing her eyes for a moment. “I don’t think we’ll be welcomed back home.”

Este choked on a sob.

“My gods,” said Tel. “This kingdom…is indebted.”

“It was the right thing to do.” Icas put her hand over Este’s, stroking her fingers with a soothing thumb. “Our best chance of rejoining Feigh in our lifetime.”

“And that is what you want?” asked Tel.

“It’s what some of us want.” Este lifted Icas’s hand to her lips and kissed it. “At least, we do now that you’ve made it possible.”

“It was my father who did that. His openness. His broad heart.”

“Have you tried to tether your brother?” Icas looked from her lover’s hand to Tel.

He fumbled to explain. “It is…He is too big…too loud. It is—He overwhelms. I cannot find him because he is everywhere.”

A long time passed. The only sounds were from outside the tent. Tel drained his hidybrew and rose to refill his mug. “I will need your help to get to him. If I can, I will draw the blood from him and give away mine. Both things are necessary. Yesterday, I felt a lust for violence. It was so powerful. I did not experience the bleeding, but now that I have felt it, I know it is possible. And I understand we could be the end of everything. Him or me.”








  
  
  Thirty and Nine

  
  




About two days outside of Affas, the tremors started.

Walking alongside King Tel and General Caip, a male forest dynast named Hil closed his eyes and allowed his head to fall forward for a handful of beats. “Lag bleeds.”

“He is panicking. Flailing,” Tel said. “I can hear his thoughts and feel his—” His mouth flooded with saliva. He swallowed. “I can feel his despair. But I cannot communicate with him. I cannot get anything inside his mind. There is no way for me to exert influence. The feelings are too powerful. The thoughts are too repetitive.”

“It’s the same for me.” Icas appeared strained.

When they were within a handful of hours of the city, they saw the ragged, smudged towers of black against the pastel softness of the early morning sky. Affas burned. The ground now shook with more vigor and frequency.

The families of Affas streamed out of the city. They headed south along the road as the army marched north, reporting that even his personal guard had abandoned Lag. Tel’s brother now loosed the occasional bolt of lightning and ball of fire from the island’s towers into the city on the mainland. White, sharp-edged crystals—most of them tiny, some as large as an adult’s fist—fell intermittently from the sky. Sections of stone and wood were simply blinking out of existence, causing buildings to fall.

Tel stopped them outside the city wall. Without explaining himself, he asked for patience and walked a few dozen meters away from his people to find some peace. He sat on the turf and allowed his mind to fall.

Veery.

Using the tethers, he searched, listening. His consciousness veered to and fro, through a dense jungle of thought and emotion. Lag’s output of magic was volcanic. Sensing a particularly overwhelming impulse of rage racing toward him along the stagsblood tethers, he braced himself. The ground shifted, rocking beneath him. He opened his eyes to see the southeast corner of the city wall crumble. White jewels the size of fat snowflakes pelted him. He saw the people of his army shielding their faces against them.

The tremors settled, and the dangerous precipitation abated. Again, Tel’s mind descended. Within moments, ignoring his brother’s eclipsing magic, he had found young Ofya’s mind. She was still in his mother’s orphanage, terrified. He severed the horrible connection. Recovering from the emotional onslaught, he shouted for Dar and Bin and gave them their instructions.

Rejoining his people, he said, “Only Dar, Bin, and the other dynasts are to enter this city. The rest of you remain here.”

Caip, naturally, objected. Belo echoed her concerns.

“You are my heir,” said Tel. “We need to minimize the danger to you in case I do not survive this.”

The twenty and two of them entered the marred capital. King Tel estimated a quarter of the structures were burning or had collapsed. Smoke and areas of raining crystals made a haze through which he could see his childhood home, gray-green and jagged but beautiful.

The party trudged the north-south road through the heart of the city in utter silence. Three-quarters of the way to the causeway linking the island to the mainland, Bin and Dar headed east. Tel simply nodded at them. They returned the gesture. He walked on, the nineteen dynasts arrayed behind him.

“I am trying to keep my mind high until I need to lower it, but I cannot shut him out,” Tel said, over more quaking. Before the round of tremors stopped, a three-story structure moaned and disintegrated thirty meters in front of him, spilling into the street. Another collapsed behind them. He and the dynasts were forced to climb over rubble.

Tel struggled to hold onto his own identity. His brother’s presence overwhelmed him. He was the weakest of the group with the east and west dynasties, but he saw his companions’ inner battles, too. The effort was naked on their faces. They were assaulted not by tethers—not by threads—but by a nest. He felt like he was walking against the most powerful of gales.

As they reached the bridge, a curtain of pure white fire appeared halfway between them and the island. It heated the skin of Tel’s hands and face.

“A boat?” said Hil.

“It is almost impossible to scale the sides,” said the king.

“Can’t very well fight fire with fire. Or lightning,” said Este.

“We don’t need to,” said Icas. “We can conjure water.”

Another of the female dynasts said, “I’ve never created water.”

“But you have made objects. You have called them from nothing onto the world,” said Icas.

“Of course. This ring on my finger was once just space.”

“Water is just another something to pull from nothing,” said Este.

In a way he could not describe—a way that just was—Tel felt the minds of his sister and brother dynasts come low. It was not the same as perceiving through the tethers of east and west. Instead, the presence of focused, intense magical work in such proximity aroused a different sense in him. Those alongside him were united in purpose. He thrummed with it. The feeling girded his will.

Tel inhaled through his nose as he took his first step onto the causeway. His lungs, throat, and mouth filled with his burning city and the spitting Gray Sea. After his next step, his face was met with significantly warmer air. An energy shift, just at the fringes of his awareness, made him tilt his chin upward. Near the top of the bright wall of strange fire, what was dry air became a tinkling mist. The white flames seemed to pull the mist closer, creating a messy ring of steam like a crown at the fire’s upper limit. What was fine spray became a shower, fat-dropped and falling from too low in the sky. Tel raised the hood of his filthy cloak. Lag’s inferno roared in response to the magic of the forest dynasts, stretching upward and thickening outward, but the shower was now a steady rain. Flame and water hissed, announcing their union. Billows of steam were born, white as the flames themselves and thick as any of the dark plumes rising from the ruins behind them. King Tel did not pause or slow his march. His brother’s dynasty did not weaken, but he strode forward, face hot and wet.

The rain screamed down in a torrent. A column of water crashed to the span and sea, massive as any falls on the Sheruckian side of the Chreok Mountains. Tel closed his eyes and walked. He was unsteady on his feet, for the whole of the bridge shook.

He had no idea how long the causeway could withstand the shaking before beginning to break into the ocean below. Although he had made peace with the possibility of his death at the start of this long journey, the notion he might die on this bridge, steps from home, terrified him. It did not matter if it was by magic fire, magic water, or a simple plunge to the Gray Sea. Still, he did not slow his pace and did not raise his eyelids.

He heard a sound, like the whole of Affas sighing. Then, all was silent except the waves at the base of the span. Even the shaking of the world had stopped. A dozen steps later, he finally opened his eyes. He found he had walked past where the unnatural fire had been. Turning, he saw the shapes of the dynasts through the churning steam. He raised both arms and showed them his palms. When they waved back, he uttered a small sound of amusement.

The causeway trembled again. Lasting only a few beats, it was stronger than any of the rumblings that had yet occurred. It knocked Tel onto his tailbone, painfully. As he recovered his senses and made his uneasy way back to his feet, he saw a crack appear, grow and split the bridge in two, lengthwise. The jagged fissure ran one hundred meters from the city side in his direction. Frozen, he watched the section to the east of the fracture detach and lean for a moment, suspended. Knowing he should run, he found himself unable to look away. The entirety of the world seemed to yawn and moan. The massive segment dropped to the waiting rocks and white caps.

The quaking resumed. Tel spun and ran, knees and elbows chugging in desperation. His ears told him more of the bridge detached. Upon reaching the other side, he saw to his right some of the island itself shearing off into the sea. The surface area that had fallen away was large enough to support a handful of merchants’ homes. King Tel pulled the slack from his jaw, lowered his hood, and looked up at the castle, trying to reason where his brother might be.

* * *




Dust and debris fell on Tel as he walked through the convulsing castle. The seat of Feighan power was in a state of disarray approaching ruin. Little piles of the glimmering white stones sat here and there, on the furniture and floor. Tapestries and paintings had torn from their anchors. Entire stones had dropped from walls and ceilings. He heard an enormous racket, as what must have been a large portion of the castle—a wall or tower—shattered and collapsed. As he reached the hallway that would lead him to Lag, the tremors stopped. He knew his imminent arrival had been sensed by his brother—and that it had focused or even comforted the younger man. The bleeding had, for the moment, ceased.

A slate haze of smoke clung to the ceiling of the corridor. A pair of thickly cushioned chairs burned against a wall. Tel was hard-pressed to estimate the number of times he had sat in one or another of them. They had been, truthfully, a bit ratty looking. He had long ago decided he would have them replaced once he was king.

A memory came, vivid enough to make a statue of him. In this narrow stretch of gray-green stones, he had once raced his brother. Lag had elbowed him, causing him to split his head open on a wall. He felt an uneasy amusement, and a hollow chuckle crossed his lips. Hearing his own laugh reshaped humor into anxiety.

He took a few breaths deep into his belly, extending the exhalations as much as he could. With aching slowness, he walked down the stretching hall. He did not even quicken his pace as he reached the heat of the burning furniture. It threatened to scorch his clothes, but he kept his gradual tempo. So much planning and struggle had ferried him to this moment, but nothing, not even flames, could force him to rush to the conclusion. He paused, closing his eyes, and took three more breaths, just shy of the archway. Every muscle hard, he crossed the threshold.

Atop the throne, under the rack crown and the great stone antlers, lounged Vared.

All the work he had done to steady his respiration fled Tel. His breaths were ragged and no deeper than the bottom of his throat. The cavernous chamber bent and twisted around him. He widened the distance between his feet and rested his hands on his thighs as he tried to steady his vision and regain composure. Sweat surfaced over the entirety of his skin. The little choking gasps he heard were, he realized to his horror, his own. He could not get air. Thinking he might die, he welcomed it for a moment.

Only the desire to see his man again kept him from collapsing. He brought the entire might of his will to bear on flattening his breath and straightening his back. His vision cleared, revealing the beautiful, blue-haired creature, wrapped in the blinding white of the winter ermine. The fur cloak opened to show the perfect silk of his skin, from jutting collarbone to navel. Throat burning, Tel began to plod toward him. His starving eyes overflowed with tears. They seemed to instantly turn to steam on his cheeks. Vared was all he remembered, pretty as morning, thin as the branch of a winter tree, delicate as the finest Omelan lace. The songmaker opened his legs, showing Tel his nakedness.

The king more fell to the throne than walked. He was drawn toward the splendid chair of his father—and all the mothers and fathers of Feigh before him—like water is drawn downslope. Two meters in front of the throne, he slowed, his right hand flying to his heart. “I love you.”

Vared’s elegant hand flashed to the cushion beneath him and produced a dirk, but Tel was on him, clamping his own left hand over the spindle of a wrist.

“You always were slower than me,” said Tel through grinding teeth. “And you always were a cheat.”

He could manage no delicacy with his right hand, so he stabbed the bloodpine pin into the place the long column of the neck met the clavicle. He watched the stagsblood disguise fall away from his brother, who slumped forward, sending dirk and rack crown clattering to the floor.

Tel fell to all fours on the rug before the throne. He croaked and moaned as if he had lost Vared all over again. This time it felt like he had caused the losing. Wailing, he realized this was not true. He had felt responsible the first time, too. I sent him away to keep him safe. On the floor, he wept a long while until he realized Lag was speaking.

“Will…you…kill…me?” His speech was labored, the sounds wet.

Tel pushed his upper body off the floor and sat on his haunches. “I thought not, because you would be a martyr. But no one truly loves you, brother. No one will follow. Not when they know you are weakened. There is in this kingdom a minority of people who see the world your way. A sizable minority, but a minority, nonetheless. They will die off as people with yellow and white and red hair come to walk among us, and we among them. So, I will banish you. To Hebe. I do not believe anywhere else will have you. Gawash will be your king.”

“Too…soft…”

“I started with an army of one hundred and sixty and four and crushed an army of nearly eighty thousand. Quite hard enough, I would say. And I spare your life not out of softness. I spare your life mostly because I know you want to die now but lack the courage to rid the world of yourself.”

Lag sputtered. It might have been a laugh.

Tel looked around. He coughed. “You have destroyed our home.”

“Couldn’t…help…it.”

“I am about to draw the blood from you,” said Tel. “You will lose your gift. You will feel a fraction of the pain you have caused.”

“So…will…you.”

“I will gladly suffer to watch you do the same. And to make Feigh safe from you.”

“You’re…not…Feighan…”

King Tel brought himself to his feet. He crossed to his brother and grabbed him by the underarms. “I said that I would knock you from the throne. Seems I will have to settle for dragging you from it.” He yanked Lag out of the seat. “How is it we had the same parents?”

“Brightest…boy,” said Lag. He sputtered again. This time, there was no mistaking it for anything other than laughter.

Tel let his brother’s upper body fall to the floor from higher than necessary. He straddled him, laying his hands on either side of his face. Frightened, he pushed his mind low.

It was agony.








  
  
  Forty

  
  




King Tel had neither the time nor the inclination to leave his wounded Feigh until more than five seasons had passed. The work of repair and healing was endless. Still, he set about it with fervor, driving himself to the physical and mental brink. In his first days back in Affas, he decided he could only preserve his sanity by minimizing complaint. The brutal schedule saved him in the handful of months following his confrontation with Lag. During this time, the main symptom of losing the stagsblood was a black mood always looming at the edge of his awareness. He knew if he gave that void his attention, a part of him would find it seductive, and he might be lost to a dark courtship. Instead, to avoid the wiles of the demon suitor, he asked himself: What else can I do?

Tel knew the many thousands of Feighans who most fiercely supported his brother had simply shrunk back, melting into the populace. Forgiveness was his policy for all but the most egregious crimes. That grace, he decided, must be coupled with vigilance. Goodwill alone could not defeat their hateful notions of Feighan purity. The king favored imprisonment over execution. During the fortnight following the evening he had pierced Lag with the bloodpine, the people of Affas flowed into the streets, demanding his head. Tel resisted the temptation to buy their favor by giving them a spectacle of vengeance. Before his brother was put on the Crunadam, Tel proclaimed the penalty would be death if he ever put another toe on Feigh. He swore an oath to carry out the sentence personally.

The object of their rage gone, the populace calmed. They turned to rebuilding their homes and the places of commerce and assembly. Tel made Icas and Este in charge of forming a proper school for child dynasts in the city. Within weeks, more than a dozen adults with the blood, dynasts who had not heeded their inner demands to drift westward, trickled into the capital, asking for an education, too. They were welcomed. Women and men with the gift were not as rare as had been long believed. Superstitious stories had pinned the sorcerers to the shadows. 

Some young Feighans, children removed from households Lag and Aith had deemed disloyal, had no close relatives left. Bin and Dar had rescued Ofya and the other parentless ones from the orphanage Tel’s uncle had perverted—the same one his mother once administered. Corporal Bin took a special interest in locating more distant kin or generous families with room in their hearts and homes. These little ones had been left to fend for themselves when Lag’s people had withdrawn from the city. Seeing Bin’s passion for the orphans, King Tel had asked Caip to discharge him from military service so he might oversee the welfare of the children. Bin was elated.

Caip remained, as ever, Tel’s rock. She checked his worst tendencies and shepherded him to the realization that healing the kingdom would be a project that would outlive them both. As Table Head, she continued to tell him when she disagreed with his thinking. She debated him sharply, as she always had. However, when a decision was made, she carried out his orders with her usual fire and excellence. Mor came to Affas to live in the castle with her. King Tel blubbered with joy at his arrival more than she.

Early on, he had left it to Caip to decide when it was safe for him to sail to Omela. Near the first day of the Feighan autumn—the very middle of the Omelan summer—she told him to go.

* * *




Some weeks later, the king of Feigh stood in a hole nearly as deep as he was tall, shoveling Omelan dirt over his shoulder. The sun was growing gentler in the sky above him. The hole was in the corner of a meadow, near a handsome tree.

“How was Cessa?” asked Turo. The former athlete leaned on his own shovel, looking into the hole.

“Sweet and round as always.”

Turo snickered. “I shouldn’t laugh at my queen.”

“She wouldn’t mind. She adores you.” Tel returned to his digging.

“You’re thin.”

Tel opened his mouth to disagree but changed his mind. “I know.”

“I’m not careful, I’ll get roly-poly,” said Turo, patting his abdomen.

“I wouldn’t say that. The life of a farmer is not exactly sedentary.”

Turo made a visor of his hand. “Isn’t it beautiful here?”

Tel smiled at him. “Truly it is. As you told me. And I thank you and your parents. For letting me do this here. Cessa didn’t understand. He will not rest in the palace of Omela? He will not rest with you in Feigh?” He chuckled at his own impersonation. “But he deserves to be in the dirt of Omela. And he never cared for palaces or castles. Or kings and queens.”

“He cared for you.”

Tel wiped the back of a filthy hand across his damp forehead. “He was the one who convinced me I was a king. But he never once looked at a king when he looked at me. Not really. Not once.”

“Hm.”

“And now, at least, he will be with an Omelan family who will look after him,” said Tel.

“He will. This is deep enough.” Turo let his shovel fall and walked to the hole, offering Tel his arm. The limp was mild but noticeable. Bending his body, he pulled Tel out.

“I know a high one should start this, but…”

“The high ones do their part and then leave the family,” said Turo. “This part’s for you.”

Tel looked at Turo’s painted face and asked, “What do we do?” His nerves fluttered.

“We can just sit. And you say the kindnesses Vared gave you in the mystery.”

Tel turned to the tree. “Ofya, my love, will you come to me, please? I think I need you to hold my hand.”

The girl, now sixteen seasons old, had been chucking pebbles at the trunk. She bounced to him, giggling. “I will hold your hand.” When she reached him, he scooped her up and placed a kiss on the tangerine ribbon in her black hair. “You are dirty.”

“And you’re heavy, little one.” Tel pulled a face. She mirrored it.

The three of them sat in the sable dirt near the grave. Tel’s hand surrounded Ofya’s. The box with the painted stag and frog rested in his lap. He looked at his companions and took a breath.

“Vared’s kindnesses to me were uncountable. He didn’t want to love me, but he let himself. He made me a song once. I’ll always have it. It’s about grief and almost as lovely as he was…”
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Vared is not only the most beautiful young man in Omela. He is also its finest tenor and most promising songmaker. Forced by his wealthy adoptive father into a yearlong contract to entertain the queen and her palace guests, he looks forward to setting out on his own. The contract is nearing its end and Vared will soon be free from the whims of the rich.




But the highborn have other ideas. He will now be sent to Feigh, a strange kingdom an ocean away, to serve as a cultural emissary. Vared is to join the household of the Feighan prince, Tel, for an additional year.




At first, it seems older, charming, handsome Tel might inspire Vared to scuttle his plans to run away from it all. But the songmaker quickly judges the prince to be just as bad as the rest of the elite.




“Songmaker” offers Vared’s perspective on the opening days of The Stagsblood Prince. The beginning of his personal adventure also marks the start of an epic tale of love, magic, war, faith, loss, myth, and redemption.
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