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A NOTE ON THE TEXT

 


Although this history of the kingdom of Damas
is written in English, the people of the kingdom do not speak our
language. This text is a rough translation of histories and
journals describing the years between 3024 to 3057, and glimpses
into the past and future of the land.

Though Damas's words would be
unfamiliar to us, their tone and accent highly resemble that of
Northumberland in England, near the Scottish border. If Damas’s
denizens were to speak English, that is our closest example of how
they would sound. To hear this accent, visit the

BBC's archives.

 


 


 


My beloved, do you know

When the warm wind comes again,

Another year will start to pass?

And please don’t ask me why I’m here;

Something deeper brought me

Than a need to remember.

 


Moments lost, though time remains,

I am so proud of what we were.

No pain remains, no feeling;

Eternity awaits.

Grant me wings that I might fly.

My restless soul is longing.

No pain remains, no feeling;

Eternity awaits.

--VNV Nation,
"Beloved"

 


 



PART ONE: A Sword Through a Battlefield

 



Chapter One: Firstlight

 


This is my first memory:

Snuggled deep in my bed, I woke to Arthel’s
kiss on my forehead. He had not meant to wake me, but when I opened
my eyes he said only one word: "Goodbye."

"Arthel?" I said, sitting up, rubbing my
eyes. But he had left the room and was already moving down the
hallway, a sack heaved over his shoulder. It clattered, suggesting
his suit of armor was inside. I heard his boots on the floorboards
of the stair and ran after him, my small legs slow with sleep.

Downstairs, the faces of our kin were long
and cold, reflecting the gray color of the dawning and overcast
late-winter sky. They seemed not to notice as I raced past, trying
to catch up to my oldest brother, Arthel, the closest thing I had
ever had to a father.

"Arthel," I said. His hand was on the latch
that held the door. "Where are you going?"

He turned to me, letting his pack fall to the
floor, and knelt down low to meet my gaze. His gold hair tumbled
around his forehead, though it too was turned ashen by the cold
light. His blue eyes were hard, but behind them I saw the softness
he reserved for me and our brother, Emlyn.

"Kirin," he said, touching my face. "Little
sister, you will not understand, but I have to leave this
place."

"Will you come back soon?" I asked.

"I do not know. But do not worry, Emlyn will
be here." He stroked my hair, stood up, and slipped out the door,
which closed heavily behind him.

I stood at the door for ages, its silent,
dark features numbing me. I wanted to cry but the tears wouldn’t
come.

Slowly I walked back through the house, whose
stone walls loomed tall around me. I paused at a doorway to look
inside, where the others sat motionless near the hearth. Mother’s
face was blank, a cloth tied tightly round her head, her eyes
staring into a space above my head. Emlyn sat at the dining table,
arms on his knees, head down, his dark hair curtaining his face.
They seemed frozen, and did not flinch as I did when a loud peal of
thunder shook the floor and the rain began to hammer against the
roof.

I ran back to my room and stood at the
balcony ledge, which overlooked the plain where my father-brother
Arthel and his dark horse raced toward the sea-road out of our
city, kicking up mud and rocks in their haste. The sea heaved in
the distance, stirred by the storm.

It was two weeks after my seventh birthday.
Arthel was nearing 20.

 


The memory of Arthel’s departure was one I
often revisited, especially late at night when the world’s
stillness mirrored the hollow space in my heart made by his
absence. Other times I recalled a different memory, not real, a
story I told myself when I could not sleep.

We are all resting by the hearth after an
evening meal. Mother is stitching embroidered flowers onto a new
pillow-top while Emlyn is oiling his sword, eyeing its gleam with
the pleasure of a soldier and swordsman. Friends of Mother’s sit
nearby, softly gossiping about goings-on at the castle.

There is a sound at the door, a clinking of
steel, and then his worn, familiar voice, calling, "I am home."

I race to the door, thrilling at the sound.
Arthel stands there, the hearth-light giving his filthy, dented
armor a golden glow. Mud is falling from his boots onto the worn
wood floorboards. He leans down, grasps me by the waist with both
hands, and lifts me above his head, laughing. I am laughing, too,
and I feel weightless as I wrap my arms tightly around his neck,
nuzzling into him.

"You came back," I say. "I knew you would
come back."

Arthel kisses my cheeks, smiling, his eyes
unguarded. That is how I know this is only a fantasy: his eyes are
never unguarded.

It is a girlhood wish, but it is my favorite
memory of him nonetheless. I have imagined it so many times that it
has almost become real.

 


I remember nothing of my childhood before
Arthel left, only vague traces of my feelings toward my family. All
my love was kept for Arthel and Emlyn, my brother-protectors.
Mother birthed me, but she barely acknowledged me, which left me
feeling as significant as the crumbs on her plate after a meal. She
left me to nurses and nannies, though I vastly preferred the
company of my brethren. Father died shortly after I was born, so I
do not remember him. Few people will discuss him in my presence,
though I have asked about him so often that others now scold me for
trying.

Most of what I know about that period comes
from stories Emlyn taught me later, when I was old enough to take
an interest in the politics of our kingdom, Damas.

One afternoon, when I was 13, I followed
Emlyn down a grassy hill to the stone-walled pond near the edge of
the castle grounds, one of his favorite thinking-spots. It was
seldom used, but close enough to the court for observation and
eavesdropping. On this afternoon, I found him was standing on the
ledge that surrounds the pond. He held a sheaf of papers, which he
examined closely while swearing and muttering under his breath.
Behind him, broken stone columns rose into the air, supporting
nothing but the open sky. A scum of old leaves floated on the
still, dark water.

"What are those?" I asked, hoisting myself
onto the ledge and nodding toward the papers.

"Letters from Arthel, written months ago.
They just arrived," he said, grumbling. My brothers continued to
correspond in the years after Arthel’s departure, though they
sometimes went many months without writing to each other. Other
times, their letters were intercepted, Emlyn said. I had written to
Arthel a few times, but he never replied. Despite my favored
memories of him, I feared that he had begun to forget me.

"What do they say?" I asked, skimming my
fingertips on the water.

"He is -- or was -- fine, but far away to the
north, in Haelin." I could see by Emlyn’s dark eyes that he was
keeping much from me.

"How far away?"

Emlyn sat down next to me, pulling a page
free from the bundle. It was a hand-drawn map, likely made by our
elder brother, with swooping sketched lines and words like "ambush"
and "sweep" written near them. Emlyn indicated a harbor at the
bottom-left corner. "That is Damas," he said. He pointed to nearby
kingdoms: Lalosse to the east, Caerlan to the near north, and then
traced the long roads that led to Haelin.

"It is good that he is there," Emlyn said,
choosing his words carefully and occasionally glancing toward the
columns that framed the site. "Haelin is one of the biggest cities
in this country, a major trade hub, so big that it remains
politically neutral. But his letter does not say how long he and
his fellow travelers will stay. It sounds as though he is near to
moving on."

"Do you miss him?" I asked lamely.

Emlyn pressed closer to me. "You always ask
me that, and you know what I always say."

"You do miss him, but you think it is safer
for him out there than here at home."

"Safer for him, and safer for others," Emlyn
agreed, looking back at Arthel’s close, ragged script on the pages
in his hand. He shook his head.

"Kirin, the week before our brother left,
something frightening happened here in Damas." I nodded slowly. He
looked around once more, checking to see if anyone was listening,
but we were alone.

"As you know, King Scathan came here with a
political agenda, one that sought to revolutionize the way this
kingdom is run. He felt that the old traditions were preventing
Damas from becoming a modern land that could compete in war and
economics, and that those who held to her traditions were keeping
her from becoming ever more vibrant. He was able to convince many
others here that he was right," Emlyn said, adding, "And, in a very
short time, our whole economy changed, and Scathan was able to gain
enough power to seize the throne away from the long-established
line of kings."

"So what happened?"

"To be sure everyone in Damas knew he had
come to power, he forced every last citizen to witness his
coronation," Emlyn said. "He said he would execute anyone who
refused."

"Was I there?"

"You were there, though you do not remember
it," he said, his eyes fixed onto a space in the middle distance.
"We stood in the balcony, overlooking the main throne room, along
with hundreds of others. Arthel and I were with you. We watched
over the railing as Scathan walked down the marble aisle with his
red cloak and his men trailing behind him. He then stood on the
dais while Dyfed unwillingly put the crown on his head."

"Dyfed, the mystic? Did Scathan threaten him,
too?"

"Him most of all," Emlyn said. "Without the
blessing of the kingdom’s mystic, Scathan’s rule would have been
ineffectual.

"The moment Scathan was crowned, a group of
traditionalists, the noblemen of the old court, turned and walked
out of the castle, pre-empting Scathan’s coronation speech. The
next morning, every last one of those noblemen was found dead in
his bed," Emlyn said. "With his wife dead next to him."

I gasped.

"Arthel wanted to walk out out with them. We
fought about it the night before, because I told him I wanted him
to stay. I had a feeling something terrible was going to happen. He
said something terrible was already happening, and that he would
not stand idly by and watch as it was carried out. But he stayed,
for my sake," Emlyn said. "Later, when he saw what happened to
those other men, he said that he too would wind up dead if he did
not leave, and I knew he was right. He thinks he can change things
more effectively from outside our kingdom."

"And what do you think?" I asked.

"I do not know. But his survival and his
travels give us time to think of other strategies. I have stayed
because I hope to find a way for me to change things from within,"
he paused, touching his fingertip to my nose. "And I stayed for
you."

I grasped his large hand, callused from work
and the sword, but did not reply. Emlyn sat with me in silence,
then returned to the letters he had been reading when I arrived. I
studied his face, not knowing what I sought. Then I broke away,
playing among the dead leaves and broken columns while he read and
muttered to himself.

"Kirin, do you know how this place was
damaged?" Emlyn asked, folding the letters and tucking them into a
pocket. "Before you or I were alive, there was a battle here. You
can see the axe-marks and sword-marks on the stone, if you look
closely," I did, and could see the chinks and slivers that had been
cut into them. I imagined the darker ones had been stained with
blood, and fingered them curiously.

"Our father’s fathers fought in that battle,
defending Damas against armies from Finullan, the island far off
our Western shore. They hoped to take our land and control the port
and harbor, which we have long defended. We won, by a fair margin,
but in the fighting this structure took so much damage that the
heavy stone roof collapsed, snapping some of the columns as it came
down. Some of the men, ours and theirs, were killed by the weight
of the stones falling. Eventually the townspeople used the broken
pieces for other things -- paving, chimneys, stoops. But the
columns remain."

"I like it here," I said, swinging around one
of them.

"I do, too, sister," Emlyn said. "It reminds
me how important it is for us to keep fighting, especially with
someone like Scathan on the throne." His voice turned bitter as he
uttered the name, and then continued in the softest whisper. "It
seems fitting now. According to his most recent letter, our brother
has gathered a band of exiled Damas soldiers in the outlying lands,
and is fighting off some of those same armies -- the grandsons of
those who came and died here, right where we are standing."

 


So much of my childhood was spent shadowing
Emlyn, both studying with him and simply studying him. In a sense,
I feared that if I let him out of my sight for too long, he might
leave as Arthel had left. But sometimes, particularly when he was
studying the Damas histories, he would ask me to leave him in
peace. On such days, I went to the stables, picked out a horse, and
rode.

The stable-boy, Ged, was always there,
grooming the horses and making sure they had fresh water. "Hello,
Kirin," he said as I approached one sunny autumn afternoon.

I nodded to him and went inside, going
straight to a dark chestnut mare with a white star on her forehead.
Ged called her Lacha. I loosed the stable door and stepped up onto
a hay bale so that I could reach her. Lacha would not tolerate a
saddle or even a blanket, but she loved to run with me otherwise.
Within moments we were in the open air, racing along the road to
the sea, no sound but the steady beat of her hooves. I closed my
eyes and let her run, let the rhythm seep into my bones. We slowed
to a walk, skirted the cliffs above the sea, and I looked down to
the waves crashing on the small beach below.

When I was with Lacha I thought about nothing
else but the moment. Not Mother and the cold stone house, not
Father lying in the ground, not Emlyn hunched over history books or
practicing his fighting maneuvers with the other soldiers, not
Arthel far away and forgetting me. The sun and wind and rhythm
scrubbed me clean.

But on this afternoon, I looked back on the
path and saw one of the castle guards approaching slowly, almost
casually. When he saw that I had spied him, he turned back, as
though he had intended only to walk that far. A shiver passed
through me and I kicked my heels, spurring Lacha onward along the
seaside trail, letting the thunder of her stride erase my
thoughts.

As I returned to the stables with the setting
of the sun, I rode Lacha through the streets of Damas, watching as
the orange light painted itself onto the western walls of homes and
shops. Many of the roads were wide, wide enough for two horses to
pass comfortably. Merchants, their faces worn and tired, locked
their doors and shuffled to nearby pubs or their homes. Fewer
children ran and played in the lanes now than just five years
earlier. As the light faded, I urged Lacha onward, away from the
densely clustered buildings and toward the stables, located at the
end of a path behind the castle.

Coming closer, I heard the crack of a whip. I
stepped down from Lacha, approached cautiously, and found Ged
kneeling in the center of the stable, bent over as an older man
struck him with a length of leather strap. Both were silent as the
ears of the horses flicked in time with the slapping sound. I
looked away, returning only when the sound stopped.

"Now you will think twice about napping in
the hay, insolent boy," he groused. Without looking back he walked
out, running the leather strap through his hand as he went.

I helped Ged to his feet.

"What happened?" I asked.

"My parents used to maintain this stable, but
they sold it to that man, who offered them more money if I would
continue to work here," he said, fighting tears. "I was glad to. I
have always loved being among the horses. But now each time I relax
or play, as I used to, there is punishment. He tells me that the
horses will not learn to be strong and fast if I do not set a good
example by working hard."

"Can you leave? Can you do something else
with your time?" I asked.

He shook his head. "My mother says they need
the money to buy food and repair the house. Everything costs money.
Too much money. And the price goes higher and higher each
year."

"I do not understand. Why do you have to work
when I do not?"

"Perhaps your family has other plans for
you," he said, turning away to grasp the handle of his
pitchfork.

 


 



Chapter Two: Joy

 


Ged was right. Emlyn’s frequent lectures on
Damas lore and language had woken in me a thirst for knowledge, one
that he was keen to reward.

After my fourteenth birthday he enrolled me
in the historians’ university, about which I had heard much in my
childhood, though I had never been allowed inside its ancient-stone
halls or its well-stocked library. Emlyn had graduated from the
school when he was younger, and said he was certain it would be
important for me to do the same. Enrollment was restricted to those
who had royal or noble blood; I did not ask him how he got me in. I
only know that from the beginning, I was suffused with the joy I
took in learning to write and recite the history of our people.

On my first day, I met Damas’s historian, a
tall, severe, black-haired woman named Djellin. Along with the
other students, I was copying passages from one of the
leather-bound history books when Djellin leaned over me, and
whispered into my ear: "Do you know the secret of the poet’s path?"
Her voice was deep and her breath smelled as though she had
breakfasted on books instead of bread and cheese.

"No," I said, looking up into her black
eyes.

"When we write something down, we make it
real, Kirin," she said, crouching down to meet my eyes. "Historians
have a special place in Damas. What we write becomes truth, becomes
reality. Do you understand?"

I nodded, but I did not understand, not yet.
I wanted to. I wanted to, because the thought of it, whatever it
was, filled my belly with a powerful and secret feeling that
removed all fear.

Djellin had been appointed the historian
shortly before Scathan’s coronation, but she had been trained many
years ago in the old tradition. Her teaching straddled both worlds.
The university charter required her to teach us the complete
history of the kingdom, while Damas law ordered her to teach us
rhymes and lore about the new monarchy and its culture. Scathan
made sure that some of his own men-at-arms were present in the
classroom at all times. They reported to him on everything that we
were taught.

One of the first things we were taught, of
course, was the history of Scathan himself. He came from a kingdom
many months’ journey to the east called Rywode, the only son of a
nobleman and his wife. He had trained in commerce at Norsilla, a
large university on the eastern coast, where he had learned about a
long-abandoned form of economy based on currency. Scathan saw its
possibilities and was eager to find a new home for the old idea. He
made several attempts to convert one of the kingdoms near his home,
but the decades came and went and Scathan was unable to gain a
foothold. It was then that he learned about Damas, a fabled port
city to the far west, and traveled here as quickly as he was able
to gather enough loyal nobles and guards to make the idea
possible.

On the journey, Scathan studied us more
closely through those histories and stories that had made their
long way to the east. When he arrived, he knew our army, our
stories, our geography, and he made plans to dominate them all.

My fellow students did not appear to notice
the stark differences between the verses produced by the new
kingdom’s poets and those chronicled in the histories. While older
verses were hopeful and idyllic, the new ones were full of
references to Scathan and his noblemen, and they praised hard work
above all but the court. They promoted an outlook that left little
room for the friendly, carefree ways Damas dwellers had once
enjoyed:

 


See the king in crimson cloak

Drive the oxen, wear the yoke

Work the land in sun and rain

By this we honor Scathan’s name.

 


Rhymes like these were not only taught to the
students, but recited in the drinking-halls, at meals, in the
fields; any time people gathered and sought ways to pass the time.
The kingdom’s lore was by no means secret, and was designed to be
shared and repeated. It was customary to update older verses to
reflect newer times. But Scathan’s men corrected anyone who changed
verses describing the new king. And anyone caught delivering them
with irony was swiftly punished with more work, the stocks, public
beatings, imprisonment, even exile. Before long, the townspeople
came to accept the new rhymes and songs. Some seemed to like
them.

Djellin taught us most of the older passages,
too, and those awoke in me the ancient memory of our kingdom:

 


The sapphire king, the starry sky

Our kingdom bless and purify.

The golden king, the morning light

Our kingdom welcome and unite.

 


I asked Djellin about the verse. "This makes
it sound as though we had two kings at one time."

"Once, long ago, we did," she replied. "They
shared the throne, one ruling during the day and one ruling through
the night. They were twin brothers, Ludd and Nudd. Their reign was
a time of much peace and prosperity for Damas; our borders grew and
our population doubled. There was always a bustle of ships at the
harbor, bringing in goods and visitors who wanted to see the
twin-king realm for themselves."

"That sounds wonderful," I said. "Are there
more stories about them in the books?"

"Yes," she smiled. "I will have to see
whether we can access them." She leaned down close to me and spoke
softly. "Each king, you will find, has had an enormous influence on
the people of the kingdom." She turned away swiftly, and I returned
to my study, feeling the eyes of Scathan’s men upon me.

 


Before long, my studies became as much of a
respite from the outside world as my rides with Lacha were. I would
lose many hours, even days, studying verses and committing them to
memory. I began to see in myself Emlyn’s obsession with the lore of
our people. Djellin would find me there, long after the other
students had gone home, silently chanting the old poems and
stories. Sometimes she would awaken me by relighting the candle at
my wooden table and sitting down next to me in the darkened
classroom, its stone walls absorbing nearly all outside sound. By
then even the guards had gone home, leaving Djellin free to teach
me some of the lore Scathan had forbidden.

Not all of Damas’s history was stored in
books, we students soon discovered. One cloudy afternoon, Djellin
took us outdoors to a secluded garden near the edge of the castle
that was kept hidden from the townsfolk. She ushered us in, where
we saw a long, serpentine tunnel of thin, dark-stone arches winding
their way across the field. Tall stones rose around them as though
guarding the archways, which were spaced about five paces apart. We
gathered in one corner and waited for Djellin to speak.

"It looks like that game with the hammers and
the balls," said Jochi, one of the more capricious students.

"Ssssh," I said, eager to hear about today’s
lesson.

"You can’t be so serious all the time,
Kirin," he scolded me.

"This, class, is the Row of Kings," Djellin
said. "Each archway contains information about one of our monarchs,
starting with the very first, King Damas himself. It moves forward
through time until you come to the newest arch, which was installed
shortly after Scathan’s coronation. Though it is called the Row of
Kings, all of our queens are represented as well. When you walk
underneath each one, you will watch and listen as one of the
leaders tells his or her story. Now, line up; each one of you will
get a turn."

I waited behind some of the others, who
pushed to get to the front of the line. While we waited, one of
them asked Djellin how the arches functioned.

"They are made from a stone called juniperon
that was once mined from the hillsides that protect our eastern
border. Its crystalline structure is perfect for storing messages
that you can hear and see. This quality interacts with our energy
fields so that when we step through the arches, we can hear those
transmissions in our minds and see the face of the speaker, if his
or her image has been stored within the message. Some of these
arches were made by the king while he was in power, and others were
made later, mainly by historians who knew the king’s face, voice,
and story well enough to fix it in this form. The messages stored
in these stones should outlast any of us," she said.

As other students walked through the Row of
Kings, I made notes in my scrolls. Between my studies and Emlyn’s
stories, I already knew a fair bit about Damas’s kingly lineage,
but I wondered what the archways would hold. Under Scathan’s rule,
history was documented methodically in books. The oral traditions,
which had clearly been the foundation of this garden, were
discouraged.

Finally, it came my turn to step into the
first arch, and in my mind I saw the face of King Damas before me.
He wore a full beard and golden crown, and his eyes shone with
wisdom and humor. A long scar ran along his left cheek. His mouth
opened and I heard his voice in my head.

"I came to this land as a boy with my family.
Nobody had settled here; it was only an open expanse of fields,
with the hills to the east and the roaring sea to the west. My
father was a farmer and this was by far the best land he had ever
seen. He raised me to grow crops and husband cattle and sheep,
which we ate and traded to nearby townships. He was such a friendly
character that others wanted to settle near us, and by the time I
was a man there was a small, nameless village here, with crofters
and cobblers and even a tiny marketplace in the mornings. It was a
miracle that nobody had yet settled the harbor and put it to use."
Damas’s voice echoed in my head. I loved the sound of it, deep and
velvety. I closed my eyes to focus on his story.

"But it seems as though nothing can remain
good and peaceful forever. Before long, we found ourselves under
attack by some of those neighbors with whom we had bartered.
Because we had no ruler, they believed they could simply take our
land by force. My father and I hastily prepared a militia. We were
backed by Dyfed, a mystic who had recently taken up residency near
the edge of the township. He taught us to move with our weapons, to
take on frightening guises, even to divert enemy attention away
from vulnerable districts of the kingdom. There was only one
battle, and I was its unwitting leader. We were victorious, with
very few lives lost on either side. The enemies were so frightened
by our defense that they did not come after us again for many
years. And at the end of it all, the townspeople said that I should
become king, for protecting our village. Those nearby territories
became Caerlan and Lalosse, and with work, we were allies once
more. That is how it began."

Another voice followed, explaining that King
Damas ruled four hundred years ago, and sat on the throne from 2643
to 2672, when he died peacefully. His middle son, Alem, ascended to
the throne and continued the creation of the kingdom of Damas.

I walked to the next arch to hear Alem’s
recorded history before moving on to the many kings who followed. I
learned more about the twin-kings Ludd and Nudd, who had been the
most popular kings after Damas. They reigned together for many
years, from 2812 to 2869; many attributed their longevity, as men
and as kings, to the round-the-clock rulership their unique reign
afforded.

I became lost in the stories of these kings
and queens, soon forgetting to write down what I learned from each
one. Finally I reached the second-to-last arch, the one that came
before Scathan: King Ruthin. Ruthin’s tale spoke of a peaceful and
prosperous Damas following the battles against Finullan and other
forces. My mind had been lulled by the succession of voices, all of
which were trained in the arts of public speaking and rhetoric. I
was just ready to move on when Ruthin’s voice, hushed and
desperate, broke through my fading attention.

"Kirin," he pleaded. "You must uncover the
truth about what they did to me!"

My eyes snapped open, and I glanced nervously
at Scathan’s guards, who watched me as they spoke to each other
under their breath. My startle had caught their eye. Quickly I
calmed myself, and when they looked away I proceeded to Scathan’s
archway. I paid it minimal attention, letting it pass over me
quickly so that I could excuse myself from the Row of Kings.

I returned to the cluster of students,
wondering what I should do. I caught Djellin’s attention,
whispering that I needed to speak to her, in private, as soon as
possible. She quietly assented, whispering only the phrase,
"Tonight, after class."

 


It was so common now for me to stay late into
the night that the guards no longer scolded Djellin about it. So,
as the candles were lit, throwing golden light on the stone walls
of the university’s rooms, I told my teacher what had happened that
afternoon. I asked her whether any student had received a direct
message from one of the kings.

"Not that I know of," she said, searching her
memory. "If they did, they kept it to themselves."

"Why would Ruthin’s message appear different
to me than to anyone else?" I wondered aloud. Djellin thought for
several moments before responding.

"As I told the other students, the stones
work by interacting with your own energy field, re-creating the
stories directly in your mind," Djellin said. "It takes large
amounts of focused intent to store these tales in the stone. This
is only a guess, but perhaps that message was different for you
because it was designed to be."

"Did Ruthin create the story himself?" I
asked.

Djellin pulled out a small log-book, flipping
quickly toward the back. "Ah, here it is. Yes, he did, rather than
having a historian do it later. Many of the recent kings have done
it that way, including Scathan."

"So he could have stored a message that would
speak to me when I walked through. But why me? He did not know me,"
I said.

She sat back in her chair, studying me, then
spoke again. "There is much I am forbidden from telling you. I do
not even risk it when nobody is listening. Scathan seems to have
ways of finding out what his people are up to even when they think
they are alone. Tell your brother that you are now ready to be told
about King Ruthin. He will know what I mean."

 


That weekend, I convinced Emlyn to take a
break from his constant study and sword practice to ride horses
with me along the borders of Damas. We went to the stables,
greeting Ged at the gate. I took Lacha while Emlyn rode a black
gelding, Rachim. Together we raced the long road by the sea,
galloping far to the northern border of the kingdom. There, we
tethered the horses to a wind-blown tree and sat by the cliff
overlooking the blue waves. I passed to him the message Djellin had
given me. He leaned back on his elbows, studying the white clouds
breezing across the sky.

"I knew this day would come," Emlyn said,
shaking his head. "But I hoped it would not, because I felt you
were much safer not knowing."

"What is it?" I asked, wrapping my hand
firmly around his arm.

"Do you remember anything about King Ruthin?"
Emlyn asked.

I shook my head. "My memory of that time is
gone, if I ever had it."

"Ruthin died shortly before Scathan came to
power. He had been ill for many years, but held on because he
wanted to produce an heir to the throne. He had four sons, but all
of them died as well. I know little about their deaths, and if they
were investigated by the court, that information was never made
public. Scathan had already wormed his way into the court and was
amassing supporters. Ruthin’s only sure protection against Scathan
was to produce a child of his own who could ascend to the throne,
but that did not happen."

"That is strange," I said. "No other king had
so many children -- and yet had none live to succeed him."

"There is more."

Emlyn stood, looking out over the waves,
which marched from the distant horizon in clustered armies,
breaking against the shore.

"Listen, Kirin," he said, turning back to me.
"This has been kept secret, and must remain so. Ruthin was Father’s
brother. Our uncle. Before you were born, before Scathan arrived,
they made a pact to keep separate households, and with time they
were able to make the townspeople forget that they were brothers.
They were following advice from Dyfed, whose counsel, we have
learned from experience, is to be heeded without question. Father
and Ruthin pretended to be no more than fellow folk in a common
town; that is why you did not know the king was your uncle."

I shook my head. "That does not make sense.
We have always had a strong army, Emlyn. Why go into hiding? Why
not bar Scathan from coming here? Surely it would have been simple
to eradicate him and his entourage."

"One of Ruthin’s policies, which helped keep
the kingdom peaceful during his reign, was that he would not fight
someone who had not attacked first. Scathan did not harm anyone in
coming here, and did not openly do so until the night of his
coronation," Emlyn replied.

"But Ruthin’s pacifism wound up luring the
enemy well within our own court," Emlyn continued. "When Ruthin
took ill, he asked Father whether he would take the throne, but he
refused. He did not want that kind of responsibility or danger
placed on him and his family, despite the fact that Scathan was
almost certain to take the throne if nobody else came forward. And
then, before Ruthin died, Father died. He left it up to his heirs
to choose for themselves when the time came. That means that the
throne could go to Arthel, or to me. Or to you."

I shook my head again, trying to comprehend.
"Is that why Arthel left?"

Emlyn nodded. "It is one reason. He felt
exile was better than rashly going after Scathan and his men. I can
only imagine what he would have done, or what would have been done
to him if he had not fled after the coronation. He hates Scathan
with a fire that would have swallowed his love for this place."

"Do you want to be king, Emlyn?"

He shook his head slowly. "Nor does Arthel,
though we will need to find a way for one of us to reign here. If
we are able to remove Scathan and his vultures from power, that
is."

"You could be twin-kings, like Ludd and
Nudd," I suggested, a little sadly. I wrapped my arms around my
legs, resting my chin on my knees and revisiting King Ruthin’s
message in my mind. I still did not know what force had caused him
to speak to me directly, still did not know what his plea
meant.

"Do you know what King, er, Uncle Ruthin
meant, that I have to find out what they did to him?"

Again Emlyn shook his head. "My knowledge is
that he died quietly in his bed after many years on the throne.
That is how our newest history books tell it, and the history books
have a way of becoming reality."

"Djellin said something like that," I said.
"Do you know what she meant?"

"I do, but if she has not taught you yet,
then I must leave it to her," he said with a smile.

"Our royal blood. Is that how you got me into
the university?"

"Yes. Djellin knows, as you can see. But we
convinced Scathan’s men that you had a natural aptitude, and that
the Damas historian was making an exception in your case. In truth,
it is your heritage that affords you that aptitude."

Perhaps that was why his guards watched me so
intently each day as I kept to my studies.

Emlyn sat down next to me, wrapping a long
arm around my shoulders and pulling me close. "Listen, I am sorry I
kept it from you, but as I said, I felt you were safer not knowing.
It has been difficult enough to keep the secret this long, and it
is a secret that must be kept if we are to survive here. Now that
you know, I must teach you to defend yourself. You have had
rudimentary lessons before, but those were mere games compared to
the skills you will need. I may not always be here to protect
you."

His eyes followed the waves to the horizon
once more, and I wondered how difficult it was for him to choose
between watching over me and all of Damas and joining Arthel in the
battles beyond our borders. Battles which, to judge by the letters
Emlyn shared with me, were gathering momentum. I wondered how long
it would be before Emlyn chose a different path than the one he had
taken when Arthel left.

 


 



Chapter Three: Darkangel

 


For many months after that conversation,
Emlyn spent his evenings training me. As the light fell low over
the green fields of Damas, he lent me a sword and taught me what to
do with it. Though my years riding Lacha had given my legs the
strength they needed for a good sword-stance, it took some time to
learn to be light and quick on my feet. At first, the sword seemed
heavy and unwieldy. The daily repetition of cuts and thrusts were
excruciatingly dull compared to the inner workings of lore and
history to which my hungry brain had grown accustomed.

Eventually, that repetition became a balm,
allowing my mind to grow still and contemplative, as easy and
singular as the sharp edge of the weapon, or the goal of cleaving
an opponent’s limbs from his body.

Emlyn was my mock opponent, letting me strike
him countless times. I was tentative at first, and often he urged
me to swing harder. He reminded me that the soldiers did this
daily, and that those bouts were the reason his torso, arms and
legs were often decorated by a rainbow of fresh and fading bruises.
I should not be afraid to hurt him, he said.

One such evening Emlyn stood before me,
wearing a set of tightly stitched, padded over-clothes that he
often wore beneath his armor. This was enough; I was not yet good
enough to hurt him with the dull blade I used for practice.

"Now, begin in your stance, one leg behind
the other," he said, gently repositioning my right leg so that it
was held back, the hip cocked. "Yes, good. Bear your balance
equally with both legs." The stance was familiar, but not yet as
natural as it needed to be.

He returned to his position in front of me,
and raised his own sword to his right shoulder, as though readying
to strike.

"Now, step toward my left side" I began to
move, but he halted me. "No, not yet. When you do, turn your hip,
and then your torso, and then your shoulders, whipping the motion
into your hands, into the blade, and into my body."

I stepped back into place, rehearsing the
motion in my mind. We had practiced it a great deal, but I had been
moving too much of a piece. Now, the spiraling movement came more
easily, and I felt the strength in my body course through that line
from my knee to my hip to the length of my sword. It connected with
Emlyn’s shoulder as my right foot touched the ground behind his
ankle. This time I felt him wobble backwards, off balance. He
smiled broadly.

"Excellent! You see, there is no reason that
your size, however small, should prevent you from being powerful in
battle," he said. "It is all a matter of how you channel your
energy into the weapon. Your opponent will not expect it. This will
be an advantage for you. Now try again." He gestured me back to the
spot where we had begun.

I raised my sword, and this time did not
rehearse the motion in my mind beforehand. I simply moved, letting
my muscles remember what had worked before. This time my blow rang
through Emlyn’s chest-plate, knocking him backwards into the tall
grass, laughing and gasping for breath.

"Next, we shall work on control," he
wheezed.

As the weeks passed and I learned to choose
the speed and power of my attacks, Emlyn began to teach me tricks
he thought would add to my arsenal of methods for besting attackers
larger than me -- which would, undoubtedly, be most of them.

One evening, as the sun lowered itself toward
the harbor, Emlyn put his helmet on. It masked his face completely,
leaving only slits for his eyes and a face-guard that came to a
point like the front of a ship.

We had been practicing a battery of confusion
tactics. In this one, I was delivering patterns of quick, light
blows to Emlyn’s head, one sure method of muddling an attacker’s
mind. The sound of steel on steel rang out as his helmet bobbled.
Eventually he became disoriented under the noise and rhythm of the
blows. Emlyn sat down, removing the helmet and massaging his head
gently.

"Sorry," I said, lowering my blade.

He shook his head, the tall grass behind him
bowing in the strong evening breeze coming off the harbor. "Do not
apologize. You did well. The only way to learn truly is to practice
on others," he said, adding proudly, "You are becoming quite fast
with the blade. Soon I shall teach you to combine it with shield
work so you can deflect others’ blows while you’re mowing down
fields of men."

I grinned proudly, massaging my sword arm
with my free hand. But the thought gave me pause. I had seen his
fellow fighters, who had trained so many years.

"I have only just started," I said. "How can
I ever catch up to you and the others, who have trained hard since
you were boys?"

Emlyn rested his arms on his knees and looked
up at me. "Do you remember when you were ten, and you begged me to
teach you to use the sword? It was so heavy, you could barely hold
it up, and every time you swung it, it would fall out of your
hands."

"So you gave me that long dagger," I
said.

"Yes, but your body was growing, and your
movements were so awkward and frustrated that you gave up. You
threw that dagger into the mud beneath the pig-pen and swore you
would never need to learn ‘this awful nonsense,’ as you put
it."

I held my arm straight, pointing my sword at
the horizon, and looked down its straight edge to the sea.

"I have watched other soldiers take years to
learn what comes more naturally for you, my sister. It is happening
very quickly, now that you want this skill."

"Yes, in some ways, I notice. My muscles grow
stronger every day," I said, feeling the new bulk of my shoulder.
"Fortunately, my day-clothes hide it, so the other students do not
notice the change."

Emlyn waved his hand dismissively. "There is
no need to hide it from them. It is completely natural for a woman,
particularly one related to Damas’s warriors, to train and fight
among us. You know that. But we have not had as many women enlist
since Scathan took hold of the throne."

I shrugged, then raised the sword again,
pressing the tip under Emlyn’s chin. I raised his head to face me.
"Perhaps it is not the oppression of such a king but the
inspiration of a fine soldier-brother that gives a lady a push in
the right direction," I teased.

Emlyn casually guided the blade away from his
neck, put the helmet back onto his head and placed himself before
me, raising his arms. "Now, hit me as hard as you can."

I advanced quickly, but he stepped to one
side, handily moving past and behind me. I felt him reaching
forward to bind my arm and I pivoted quickly, appearing to aim for
his shoulder, then dropped my elbow at the last moment, delivering
a powerful blow to the tender meat of his side. As he coughed I
pulled back, then thrusted directly into his belly. He fell to one
side in the grass and straw at our feet and coughed again.
Forgetting myself, I reached out my free hand to help him up.

"No! No! You have your opponent on the
ground! What do you do now?" he shouted through the helmet.

I raised my sword point-down just over my
head, thrusting it quickly downward into the gap between his helmet
and the breastplate, stopping short of beheading my brother.

For a moment it was too real. I threw my
weapon into the grass, walking quickly to the other side of the
field. Many times in my training I reached this point: I realized
not only that I had the power to kill, but that my only training
partner had been the one person in Damas I could not lose. One
mistake and I could have done him deadly harm. Then I wondered
whether I was ready to take anyone’s life, even if my own life were
at risk.

I turned back to him and said quietly,
"Brother, I would like to train with the other soldiers."

Emlyn walked toward me. I could tell he
wanted to deny me, but I interrupted. "If I need to learn to defend
myself, I need to learn to fight against others besides you. Who
knows what is in store for me. I must be ready for anything,
right?"

"I do not want you too see too much of the
fighting world."

"How can I protect myself without tireless
and varied practice?" I countered.

He paused again, studying me slowly. "Already
it is too clear that my blood, that Arthel’s blood, that our
father’s blood and King Ruthin’s blood, flows in your veins as
well, Kirin. Let me talk to the other soldiers."

 


Because my evenings were consumed by sword
practice, I no longer kept late hours at the university. Djellin
made sure I knew how much she missed those quiet times together.
But my coursework did not suffer, and soon I had memorized every
verse and story to which I had been exposed. Now she had me tutor
the other students, some of whom struggled to keep straight the
sometimes complex lineage and history of Damas’s years as a
kingdom.

One morning, Djellin stood before the class
and spoke in her bright, clear, voice. "Until now you have learned
a great deal of what the poets before you have written. Now it is
time for you to begin to understand the other side of what we do.
King Scathan has called a meeting of merchants, both from Damas and
abroad. He will allow us to watch from the gallery. Since it is my
duty to record the proceedings in our histories, this will be a
unique opportunity for you to see how I work and to think about how
events, once written, become the known reality of the kingdom."

It was a short walk between the university
buildings and the castle, no more than a quarter-mile along the
marketplace path, which was laid with flat, blue-hued stones. Soon
the path widened into a straight, gray-tiled walkway leading
through the gardens and to the wide stone steps of the castle,
which was made of a bright white rock cut so fine it looked as
though it were fashioned from crystal. We climbed its steps
quietly, almost reverently; even under this dark reign the
structure still symbolized Damas’s honor and beauty through the
centuries. Few among us had visited it more than once.

Guards in steel armor stood outside the main
gate, while more opened its heavy steel doors and ushered us
inside. Two others, clad in leather armor, kept their left hands on
the hilts of their swords as they followed us up the richly
carpeted red stairs that led to the gallery above the throne room.
I, like the other students, remained wide-eyed and silent. Quickly
we filed into the gallery, a wide balcony with cushioned seats and
a full view of the throne-room floor.

Scathan's throne was upon a dais at the far
end of the room. I took a spot in the front of the gallery and
looked down over the crowd assembled there. Dozens of merchants had
come. I recognized many from the local supply houses, and there
were others that I had not seen before, some dressed in the blues
and browns of nearby kingdoms, others in rich reds and yellows or
fabrics woven with metal thread that sparkled in the sunlight that
filtered in through the tall, crystal-paned windows. Toward the
back of the main hall, the captains of Damas’ army were gathered,
dressed in mail and leather armor, swords sheathed and hanging from
their belted waists. Emlyn was among them, whispering and gesturing
animatedly with one of the other soldiers. When he spied me, his
eyes smiled but he did not wave or interrupt his conversation.

"Silence!" boomed the voice of a man who
stood by the dais, wearing blue velvet vestments over which his
long silver hair curled. He was one of Scathan’s noblemen, though I
did not know his name. "Prepare for the coming of the king!"

The man stood down while a door near the
throne opened. Scathan entered, sunlight catching in the crimson
velvet of his cloak and the blood-hued rubies set in his golden
crown. He quickly came around to the front of the throne, standing
before it and raising his arms to greet the crowd at his feet. Even
from this distance I could see that his face was heavily lined, the
flesh of his eyes and cheeks beginning to sag. He did not smile,
but his dark eyes shone with a peculiar warmth that made it
difficult to look away, or look beyond them and see what was hidden
beneath their sheen.

"Greetings, countrymen," he began. Despite
his advancing age, his voice was smooth and sonorous. "I have
called you here this morning because I have made an important
decision, one that affects you all.

"When I was crowned king of this land, it
became my responsibility to ensure the prosperity of the kingdom.
Those who came before me -- Ruthin, Alem, Damas, and all the rest
-- worked hard to build a Damas her people could be proud of, but
they failed in two important ways. One, they did not defend her
adequately, and consequently our men died in the many battles
fought both here and in the outkingdoms. Two, they did not allow
her to be prosperous.

"It may have seemed like enough to produce
items that could be shared with your townspeople and traded with
neighboring villages. But you are doing yourselves a grave
disservice. Our merchants and farmers produce some of the most
wonderful goods and food this world has known, and that is why I
have made it my duty to see that, for the first time, they are
rewarded well for their products -- rewarded with profits that
allow them to produce more," Scathan paused, clasping his hands
together at his waist.

"We, too, have profited from that change.
With the money we have raised, we have been able to rebuild older
sections of the village, expand shops and farms, and repossess
parcels that we not being put to their full use." At this, an angry
shout came up from the crowd, but it was quickly silenced as one of
the guards drew his sword.

"Now, it is time for us to go further,"
Scathan said. His voice grew louder, ringing in the hall. "Some
kingdoms have embraced the new economy, but others have held tight
to tradition. Until now we have continued to do business with
villages that maintain barter systems, but no more. It is time for
us to move ahead together as a region. Damas will give other
kingdoms six months to convert from trade to currency. Those who do
not comply will no longer have access to our products, our foods,
or our harbor."

Voices and protests erupted from the crowd of
merchants, and at once the hall grew so loud that I could not hear
Scathan scolding them into silence.

"You cannot do this!" A woman shouted from
the back of the crowd.

"Ruthin would never -- " called a dark-haired
man from the side. One of the guards quickly grabbed him by the
arms and removed him from the hall.

Scathan raised his hands again, gesturing for
quiet. "My policies have brought nothing but good to this city.
There is no question that it will be good for the region."

One of the merchants, a woman, stepped to the
front of the crowd. She was dressed in purples shot through with
golden thread, and her dark hair was woven into thick skeins that
fell down her back. "Please, your highness, may I speak?"
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