
Recently ascended to the throne of Blythinia after their father’s death, 
Prince Rogan and his older brother Rodar, look to settle in their new roles 
of command.

Though any thoughts of peace and prosperity are suddenly crushed 
with the news of an unknown people landing on Elyria’s southern shores.  
As they gather to respond, the true scale of what has come before 
them begins to unravel, forcing them to band hastily together with the 
other Elyrian realms into a fragile alliance for any hope of meeting the 
Bronzemen head on.

Princes, kings, lords and champions will bleed as Rogan and the forces 
of Elyria commit in all out war.  Yet whether their alliance will hold in the 
face of the invasion, or how the war will unfold is far from certain.
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prologue

A thousand ships fought their way northwards against the endless waves 
of the sea, through battering storms and changeable currents. This new 

people of a different land endure enough destruction on the sea and lose 
many, but fast approach those on whom they will bring the black cloud of 
war and devastation to their lands.
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chapter 1

Thyrell strode out from the darkness of the castle and into the evening 
air. ‘Your guest is here, my lord,’ he stated primly, coming to stand 

behind the bloated ruler of the land, hands crossed behind the small of his 
mailed back.

‘Good, good,’ Innes replied casually, throwing a slither of ham towards 
his slender younglings. Each and every one of them were huddled close 
together, keen-eyed, long-nosed, quiet and patient.

‘Who is this man, if I may ask?’ Thyrell asked, looking down upon the 
bulging rolls of neck on the back of his shiny bald head, then at the half 
dozen whippet pups as they jumped in unison for another slice of ham.

‘Why? Do you dislike the look of him?’ Lord Innes replied,
Thyrell looked down at the lord of Ioa, ‘I neither like nor dislike the look 

of him, sire. It is my duty to oversee those who seek your audience. Though 
I will not deny that he carries a mistrustful feel about him. He is unwashed, 
unkempt, unshaven... dressed as a common vagabond, and for the men that 
accompanied him...’

‘He is a sailor, is all,’ Innes replied, not caring to look over his shoulder 
at the captain of the guard. A warm breeze drifted round the castle and over 
the balcony, making the several pale green streamers rise and fall gently in 
its wake. The gold speckled pike on the flags moved to the wind almost as 
they would to the current of the river.

‘A sailor, yes. But low born and mistrustful. The only law they abide 
is their own. No one law governs the sea straits and the trading coasts, no 
matter who their king or lords may be.’

Thyrell was a tall, thin kind of man, with handsome features and long 
smooth black hair. Not the sort one would expect to soldier, let alone make 
as a hardened captain of the guard. Irrespective of his sinewy strength, an 
able mind and gritted leadership had helped him rise through the ranks 
of the Ilonian professional armies to that of head of Ioa’s garrison. And 
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he pledged his service faithfully to the lord of the city he was born: Lord 
Innes, quite a different man altogether. The two shared modesty, reason 
and astuteness, but Innes was a walrus of a man where Thyrell was slim and 
slender like the green specked pike, and sigil of his lord.

‘Many men live by their own laws on land as well, Captain,’ Innes replied 
gruffly, tossing a cluster of cherry tomatoes from his platter for his grey, 
white and black litter.

‘Yes, my lord.’
‘And he is no brigand, if that was what you were judging him to be. He 

captains an Arjonian war galley in escort of their traders, is what he does. 
His very duty is to safeguard them against the brigands on the water that 
you refer. Look. That’s his ship I think, that large galley there by the Broken 
Donkey.’

The squat grey castle that they resided, stood up above the city and cast 
its shadow far eastward beyond the slow flowing Nagger, where the green 
flecked pike lurked and hunting within its waters. Below their balcony, the 
lord from his chair had watch over most of Ioa. The sun was sinking well 
behind them and washed the city in mauve shadows. The River Nagger was 
a pleasant jade green in the evening light, flowing gently south. Beyond the 
river, an expanse of willowing green fields, orchards and vineyards stretched 
out in patchwork for as far as the eye could see, dotted with several outlying 
villages and towns. In the far, far distance, the horizon was a whisping melting 
of sky blues, peach and hazing mists. To the north a small ridge of hills and 
minor white peaked mountains caught the last touch of sun, and to the south 
the Nagger flowed lazily till it joined the swell of the sea. From there Captain 
Talbot had sailed, turning his crew to oar to journey the widths of the pike-
infested river. Before the grey width of Starstone Bridge that joined the 
outlying countryside to the city, his galley would have coursed to port and 
into the harbour, situated right in the heart of the city, where warehouses, 
markets, homes, whorehouses, inns, winesinks and taverns like the Broken 
Donkey watched over the ships that would come and go.

The large square river-port itself was split into four quadrants, separated 
by stone quays where men would offload the goods from the holds of the 
trading vessels that had arrived. In the Bass and Chubb quadrants sat a 
dozen or so trading cogs and carracks from different cities and realms, 
that resided for a few days while their captains took on supplies. The city’s 
fishing fleet was moored along wooden piers down the Nagger’s banks; a 
ragged band of small river boats that would harvest the river’s fish, and 
larger vessels that would brave the sea.
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In the largest quadrant, named the Pike, Ilonian warships lined every 
dockside; long galleys with painted purple, gold and brown hulls, many with 
large blue eyes decorating their bow, and a host of various sized dromonds, 
even longer than the galleys, with tall masts and shallow hulls. The largest 
vessel in the entire port was almost twice the length and size of her closest 
competitor; a huge dromond with three towering pine masts and benches 
for seventy oars a side. At its prow, a huge golden spear thrust out, twenty 
feet long, and hence the derivation of its name. The Spear was the pride of 
the Ilonian navy and the lengthiest warship known to Elyria; and the fastest, 
as was claimed by her crew. About twenty warships in total filled the Pike, 
ready to set out downriver in defence of the most southern Ilonian city. It 
was in Bream where the several Arjonian galleys were docked, their red sails 
furled for the night.

‘I beg your pardon, my lord, I was only curious to why you would request 
audience with this... captain.’

Innes navigated across his platter with chubby fingers, through rolled 
slices of ham, roasted chicken, grapes, chunks of thick bread, several wedges 
of cheese, till he came to the cherry tomatoes, to which he put several in his 
mouth and flung a few for his pack, patiently watching. ‘Captain Talbot 
is an old friend of mine, as it happens. When I was a young lordling, and 
you were younger still, I persuaded my father to allow me to lead a small 
fleet of warships out for the Bay of Carralis with purpose to sink as many 
brigand ships and pirates as we could come across. He warned me not to 
attempt to take the fight to them on land at Shark Island, for “they will 
capture your beached ships before you even set eyes on one,” he claimed, 
and, “never sail into one of their coves, for none that do e’er return.” As 
it happened, I only had fewer ships than you could count fingers on your 
hand, so I heeded his advice, though I would have relished the glory for 
sacking any town of the brigands. On our fairings we only happened to 
come upon two carracks, feigning to be of the Rennes. We outclassed them 
with the bow then captured the rest, which we would sell to the trading 
ports along the bay to do with as they wished – hangings most like. All 
in all, it was a disappointing affair, near five hundred men only to battle 
against around ninety brigands between two ships. The thought of Shark 
Island became more appealing with every day. And for all the havoc the 
pirates and brigands were causing in the Bay, they kept unfathomably quiet 
whilst we were there. So while we were sailing the shores of their lands we 
came across a half dozen Arjonian galleys, that were patrolling their fortress 
island, Stack Rock.’
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‘And they agreed to assault the island?’
‘Fucking aye they did! Together we landed near a thousand men and 

sacked three of their fortified towns, including the ancient Arjonian 
settlement, Traphold.’

‘And it was Captain Talbot who you stormed the island with?’
Innes chortled to himself, his walrus like moustache twitching while 

tomato juice trickled down his chin. ‘Captain, no. Oarsman Talbot! He and 
I were the first to storm the walls of Traphold, and side by side we battled 
through corridor, stairwell, solar and hall till the castle was ours. His ship’s 
captain died beneath the walls and his crewmen raised him up to fulfil the 
rank when they saw he and I drenched in blood side by side at the end of 
the sacking. And I have not seen him since. Low born or no, Thyrell, of any 
blood or rank, no one can take away from you the bond that is formed when 
two battle alongside one another, through ferocious storms, deathly sieges 
and murderous assaults.’ Innes turned his thick blubbered neck to look at 
his slender captain of the guard.

Thyrell bowed slightly in acknowledgement, his long black hair sliding 
off his shoulder plates as he did so. ‘He is awaiting downstairs in the hall this 
very instant, my lord.’

‘Bring him up then, Captain. I should like to see him.’ The captain left 
the overweight lord to his food, view and whippets and stalked into the 
depths of the castle, cool in spring’s growing warmth.

The half dozen whippets all looked off to the doorway in unison, mirroring 
the actions and reactions of a shoal of fish. Grey, black and white, they 
elegantly bounded off for the guest, to each sniff and lick a hand before 
returning to where the cherry tomatoes were being chanced.

‘My lord,’ Thyrell announced, ‘Captain Talbot of the Merlin.’
Lord Innes half turned the thickness of his neck and hoisted himself to 

his feet. The captain of the Merlin was somewhat smaller than the captain 
of the guard, just as thin though, with salted hair of grey and black that 
hung in lank fashion about his shoulders. As Thyrell had said, unwashed, 
unshaved and unkempt he was indeed. He wore a cracked black leather 
jerkin over a stained, once-crimson shirt, and brown sagging breeches that 
had seen better days. Innes held out the broadness of his reach to embrace 
the captain, with his moustache and eyes thinning in a warming smile. 
‘Dear Talbot! A pleasure to see you it is!’ Talbot’s salt and pepper stubble 
bristled as a weathered, crooked smile emerged. He looked a lot older from 
whence they last met, Innes considered. The two embraced, Innes more 
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heartily than his common friend. ‘Come, come, take a seat now.’ Thyrell 
was quick to scoop up a chair from the side of the balcony and position it 
for the captain across the table. ‘Tell, tell, how was your voyage?’

‘Bland enough, my lord,’ Talbot said in a voice that told of years of 
drinking, shouting and smoking, as he eased himself into his seat.

‘Please, please, just Innes will suffice.’
‘Very well... It was bearable enough... Innes.’
‘That’s better. So how is my old friend then? Wife? Brood? Honours, 

glories?’
A smile passed the seasoned seaman’s face. ‘The Merlin’s the wife. But 

some whores from Carralis gave me three sons who all sail with me, and 
three daughters who work with their mother.’

Innes made an expression which bordered on being impressed. ‘Aye, 
aye. And glories? Any new scars to show? Fingers alost?’

Talbot held up his left hand where his little finger and the one in used to 
be. ‘Talbot has escaped a barrel ‘o scars from engagements at sea over the 
years. Pirates are never at short and the Jagknights put out ships of their 
own nowadays.’

‘No trouble on route then?’
‘Nowt,’ he replied, stealing a quick glance at the view the balcony 

boasted. ‘We had come too well numbered for trouble. Each trading galley 
itself could botch a defence if in the right formation. And the Merlin we 
brought packed wi’ men-at-arms.’

A brown-haired serving girl appeared as Thyrell stood at the rear corner 
of the balcony watching out over the city with his hands behind his back. 
A platter of the same that the lord was attending was placed in front of the 
captain, and a choice of wines, the regions finest red and pale, along with 
a cider and local ale. Talbot looked to hide his eagerness for a want to try 
everything before him, and continued modestly, ‘The king has decreed for 
every trader to fit a collapsible ram to bow, so that even the trading galleys 
can pack a punch.’

‘Collapsible?’ Innes frowned.
‘So that they break away from the ship after impact.’
‘Ahh.’
‘It means a trading vessel can ram an attacking ship and back water for 

its escape while the foe starts taking on water.’
‘Brigands usually come from the rear, if I remember rightly?’ he said, 

stroking his great moustache. He had no hair elsewhere, so his moustache 
often received ample attention.
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‘Aye, that they are prone. However, they might reconsider when they 
come to realise that a single trading galley can turn to face them now.’

‘And they were not half so fearsome when they were on the defensive.’ 
Innes chortled, and Talbot smiled.

‘It is not pirates and brigands so much that are of concern nowadays,’ 
said Talbot, turning his attention to the thick slices of ham before him. 
‘Though they still plague the waters, striking where you least need it.’

‘The Brethalians?’ Talbot nodded as he drew a silver goblet to his lips. 
There was a long scar down his right cheek under his green eyes, that Innes 
remembered him acquiring from a vicious fight in the midst of a raging 
storm. ‘It seems that we are to be good friends these days, you and I, as 
decreed by your king and our council of lords.’

‘It looks that way,’ Talbot returned. ‘War requires much resources. And 
we have many armies to keep supplied and fitted.’

‘Mmm. Tell me all? How goes your king’s struggle against the Jagknights?’
‘Since that civil war of theirs a dozen years or more past, there has been 

nothing but trouble. Since the death of King Bronan the Victor, there was 
peace, uneasy though it was. Now his younger brother Brackon has taken 
up his brother’s sword. There is warring all along the Blue Pebble from the 
lands of Theros through Steffon all the way to where their Staed Forest lurks 
in the mist. The King has sent half our lords off to deal with him.’

‘With success?’
Talbot scrunched up a cheek as he contemplated. ‘So so,’ he answered, 

before drinking down the rest of his wine and refilling from a nearby 
decanter. ‘Their country is broken from the decades of war it has seen, 
whereas Arjonia is strong, fit and healthy. Once we collapse the bulk of 
their strength, the king has ordered the lords to sweep their lands and sack 
their capital to show them what’s what. Even bring down all their walls if 
necessary, and fortify the Blue Pebble and such.’

‘But the war is to your advantage, no? It must be else wise you would not 
be keeping the traders flowing to my port.’

Talbot smiled. ‘Oh aye, the men need their wine and the sailors their 
oranges first and foremost.’ Innes smiled back. ‘Aye, the war is on our side. 
They’re foolish to even pick up the lance against us once again. I would have 
least rebuilt the country, if I were him.’ Innes nodded in agreement, flinging 
the rest of the cherry tomatoes for the whippets, who scattered in a racing 
frenzy to snatch them up before their brothers and sisters. ‘We fought an 
important engagement at sea two fortnight past.’

‘Oh yes?’
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‘Aye, just off Merret Isle. About thirty warships to thirty, it was. Smashed 
half our fleet up to cost us the victory. My Merlin survived, just. But we lost 
what former strength we had at sea. Lord Arrison of Carrel has begun the 
commission of a new force of galleys to be built to restore it. We lost a lot 
of men in the boardings too. And Lord Jaimery. Died to a Jagknight’s blade, 
he did. They packed their ships half with ‘em: Jagknights, clad in thick plate 
armour! Whereas we fought in leather jerkins. If truth be told, Lord Jaimery 
did well to win out the day.’ Innes nodded in earnest to hear more. ‘It was 
in between the straights of Merret Isle, and Lord Jaimery sent a force round 
the island to hit them in the rear. It sealed the victory for us, when we could 
have quite easily have lost it.’

‘Good tidings then... well, not for Lord Jaimery. Otherwise your ships 
would not be rested in port or yourself here today!’ Talbot saw the truth in 
that and nodded his agreement. ‘Tell me, Talbot. What are these Jagknight 
like? I have heard many various things about them. Some that they are 
mighty warriors, formidable in battle, others that they are cowards hid 
behind too much armour. All I have heard are musings from what my men 
inform me the sailors bandy about when they drink and whore. But seeing 
as you have fought them personally, tell me what they are like and what are 
they made of?’

Talbot took pause before putting back the rest of his second goblet. 
‘They did not fight like cowards, trust in Talbot! True, they don the heaviest 
armour, but I don’t think this makes them cowardly. They certainly don’t 
fight like cowards. They’re common people – not of the nobility like most 
orders. They bested our men in combat, but we bested them in the combat 
of ships, with thanks to the stars. And Lord Jaimery.’

‘The stars and Lord Jaimery,’ Innes echoed, thinking off over the balcony 
while stroking his whiskers.

‘And what of Ioa?’ Talbot asked.
‘What of it?’ Innes replied, breaking he reverie.
‘I have seen a column of riders depart whence I sailed into harbour. And 

down there...’ Talbot sat up on his chair to see over the balcony edge at the 
square he had walked through several times. The soldiers were there drawn 
up in formation in their ranks and columns. ‘I heard them drilling as I made 
for the castle,’ he said. There were a good many of them, their burnished 
bronze and golden tall helms reflecting evening light and their pikes a 
glittering forest of weaponry. The vast majority of them stood shoulder to 
shoulder in deep rich purple cloaks, with a smaller number in grey, blue or 
black.
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‘Citizen militia,’ Innes replied, ‘near a thousand of the best men of the 
city, backed up by two hundred light horse.’

Talbot peered down into the large drill square and assembled cohort, 
looking more like toy soldiers from this height. ‘Evening drill in full armour?’

Innes looked vexed and emptied his tankard in a matter of seconds 
before refilling it and finding his feet. Talbot did the same and followed him 
to the balcony edge, where the breeze stirred the pike upon the streamers 
into life. Innes sighed heavily and said, ‘Unrest, we think. In the country, 
there have been reports of looting and burning, murder and rape as well I 
would imagine. Stars above only know as to why. The taxes are fair and have 
remained the same for years now. The region is wealthier than it ever has 
been with everyone feeling their coin purse filling. The lands are full and 
ripe, and yet the peasants still find cause to squall.’

‘And that was what the riders were off to check?’
‘Indeed.’
‘How many rode out?’
‘Thirty Celtars. Our finest warriors.’
‘Aye, I have heard of their repute... not the best armoured,’ Talbot said 

carefully, ‘but with martial skill and ferocity second to none.’
‘Boiled leather and shirt in layers does more than most men think, dear 

Talbot.’
‘Of course, of course. Thirty Black Celtars should be ample enough to 

quell a few peasants, I would think,’ Talbot concurred.
‘Aye, and they picked up as many household cavalry from the garrison 

stables on their way. Though they have not returned. I commanded Banos 
to return immediately as soon as they arrived and addressed the situation. 
But he has not.’ Talbot didn’t know what to say to that. And even if he had, 
he kept his mouth shut. ‘I am thinking of leading the garrison out to deal 
with this... uprising, or whatever it is,’ Innes continued. ‘Though, it has been 
past a decade... more, since I donned my shield and helm. I fear that I have 
outgrown my breastplate. And my helm. But the people need to see their 
lord keep order.’

‘If you had become half the man I saw on Shark Island, your people who 
take to disorder should be praying to the moon and stars for forgiveness,’ 
Talbot stated. Innes smiled and nodded heavily, before turning to his friend 
for thanks. His eyes caught on something off in the distance. Talbot noticed 
his gaze and followed. ‘Heavens! That is close, is it not?’

‘Close!’ Innes retorted, ‘That’s bloody Merryditch burning! How can this 
be!’ He paced several yards closer in the direction of the southern skyline, 
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all ablack. The distant town was completely alight on the horizon. ‘Thyrell! 
send runners down to muster the garrison! We leave within the hour!’

‘As my lord commands,’ he called, having seen the scene to the south for 
himself, turning and rushing off through the doorway.

Innes wheeled round to look upon Merryditch. He had begun to redden 
in the face, Talbot noticed. ‘I will not tolerate this insolence!’ he erupted.

‘Put the lot to the sword, I say,’ Talbot declared, his ruthlessness 
emerging.

‘They are asking for it! They are! They are the...’ Lord Innes of Ioa cut off 
at that, almost choking on his words.

‘What is it, my lord?’ Talbot asked. He followed Innes’s gaze once more 
and gawped himself to the sight that befell them. The gentle Nagger was 
harbouring distant ships, many and more. More than they could count. 
More than they could estimate. Black sails, crimson sails, gold sails, beige 
sails and yet more black sails. Talbot put his hands to the balcony edge as 
he watched the horde of vessels making their way slowly upriver. ‘Invasion!’ 
Talbot whispered.
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chapter 2

Golden lances of light filtered through the oaks and chestnuts that held 
sway along a minor tributary of the Blue Pebble. Finches, sparrows, 

wood pigeons and blackbirds added their morning song to the ripples of its 
gentle current, flowing easily through the forested banks, lazily round bend 
and straight. A congregation of mounted men were gathered not too far 
from the river’s edge where the banks smoothed into a fordable crossing. 
The rest, Nobles from the lands of Espiscaly, fitted in mail and surcoats 
quartered in the red and black of Arjonia watched as their lord, mounted 
atop a great black stallion, trotted out for the crossing. The standard bearer 
followed close behind with the heavy gold-lined banner, the black swan 
holding sway in a field of red.

Arlow watched the sergeant ride his way, his cream-maned unicorn 
rearing its head in greeting. One man looked to the other. ‘Sire, the army is 
lined up how you commanded,’ said the sergeant, ‘ready for battle.’

‘Good. And the foe?’
‘Still marshalling to the field, sire. They are not battle ready and will not 

be for half the next hour. We could catch them in disarray if we attacked 
now.’ Arlow could see the excitement in his eyes, shaded albeit from his 
capped helm.

Six young priestesses had made out for the crossing from the congregation 
of awaiting mounted men. The general eyed them dubiously. Arlow was of 
thirty two years and had served as general under several of the king’s fine 
lords. And it was not common practise among the Arjonian lords to keep 
such a retinue of priestesses, lest to mention such young priestesses such as 
they. He kept his faith with the moon and stars, as every man, though girls 
like them had no pious significance in his eyes. Just youthful girls with fine 
bodies and pretty looks. Without a doubt, a pious show they made before the 
lord’s men. And a different kind of show for the lord when the battle is done, 
Arlow considered.
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Not that Lord Stratton would be lacking for women. Women practically 
went week at the knees when their dashing lord of the flood plain city rode 
past. And it was no secret that Stratton capitalised many a maiden that 
crossed his path.

Though the rank of general also seemed to have its appeal on the fairer 
sex. For all the attention Arlow would receive from the women in the cities 
of Arjonia when they rode out to war, or when they returned victorious, 
he did nothing to look the noble part or address the mess of his shoulder 
length wavy brown hair. Or capitalize in the same manner as his new lord. 
Warring was his course, not the pursuit of women.

‘We shall remain until Lord Stratton has finished his wishes and offerings 
to the stars,’ Arlow said, looking back to the Lord of Espiscaly.

‘As you will, sire.’ The young sergeant wheeled his mare about and made 
off for the battlefield through the warming spring rays.

Arlow remained and watched as Lord Stratton approached the shaded 
river. Its waters rose to just beneath his unicorn’s belly. With the standard 
bearer behind the lord, the six priestesses on foot moved to the rider’s 
flanks, three to either side. The priestesses were particularly young, and all 
dressed in red hooded cloaks and airy black silks that rested atop the water 
as they entered beside him. The youngest of the six must have been no older 
than twelve perhaps, Arlow guessed, maybe thirteen. Though it was hard to 
pick, as each wore a bronze half mask as to cover their eyes and forehead. 
She was young though, and several of the others hardly older, that much he 
was certain. Every one of the girls of the sacred order were accompanied by 
a black swan, leashed and treading easily against the current at their sides as 
they made their formation around their lord.

Arlow fully agreed with what the sergeant had said. If they were attacking 
now, then they would most like cut half the Brethalians down while they 
rushed to take position. Of course, it was wise to honour the stars with 
wishes. Arlow had done as much under a sky full of them when he and 
his party swam the Blue Pebble and silently raided the sleeping defenders 
within the Half Distance Bridge hold to secure them the bridge. If Arlow 
were in full command, he would have struck immediately, seizing the 
stroke of good fortune and descend upon the Brethalians as they scrambled 
to the field. But Lord Stratton held command, and he never failed to make 
his offerings before a pitched battle.

‘...Wonder which he’ll fuck tonight?’ he heard someone mutter to 
another across his shoulder.

‘The lot, most like,’ returned his companion in a hushed voice.
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The first grunted. ‘Lucky tosser... I’d smash ‘em all over the floor, every 
last one. That one with the freckles. Did you catch sight of her, she’s been 
sent down by the stars, I swear by it... the one with the freckles.’

The young one, Arlow knew as he listened in, while keeping his attentions 
forward.

‘How can you tell?’ another whispered back, a Noble called Lance, he 
thought by the gruffness of the old man’s attempted subtlety. ‘She’s wearing 
a mask, you dote!’

‘They’re all wearing masks, old man, but if there was a pig among them, 
I’d still be able to tell which one the pig was, wouldn’t I?’

‘If you say so!’ Lance returned,
‘And you’d still fuck the pig!’ remarked a fourth member, sparking a 

series of suppressed laughter.
Arlow turned to meet their eyes. The half dozen Nobles among the 

mounted escort caught his gaze and glanced off after a delay, their smiles 
melting away. No doubt their right, he thought to himself as he turned back 
to watch Lord Stratton scatter a handful of red rose petals into the waters.

His wishes made, his standard bearer and the six priestesses returned 
to the throng at the river bank while the birds chorused merrily above. As 
Stratton wheeled and trotted out, Arlow kicked his heels to meet him. ‘Sire, 
Brackon and his men are assembling to the field while our forces stand in 
wait. I suggest striking now, my lord, while they are unready.’

Lord Stratton was indeed a picture of dashing, more handsome than the 
proven general, even with ten years on top of him. A trimmed brown beard 
only added to his mature debonair looks and engaging blue eyes. ‘Quite, 
General, as many a man would do. Yet I will wait for him to ride to field. 
I will beat him with the honour of letting him stand ready before me. Not 
under the cover of night or when he is not assembled. When I take him to 
the king in chains, let all of Arjonia know that I defeated him fairly, and 
justly, on the field.’

Lord Stratton smiled at his general then rode up to his mounted entourage, 
‘Gentlemen... to the battlefield!’ The thirty Nobles, and Arlow first among 
them replied with a ‘HAOO’ from the full of their lungs. With that Stratton 
rode off atop his black beast, Strattus, his horn gleaming in the light and its 
body glistening as the water ran down its powerful body in rivulets.

The Arjonian lord and his entourage rumbled through the emptied 
camp, with only pot boys and serving girls remaining to continue their 
duties. All paused from their tasks to watch as Stratton rode on for the 
battlefield. Beyond the camp the battle would take place in a meadow of 
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wild grass, shouldered either side by greening woodland. The countryside 
was flat and offered no military advantage to either force, and so men and 
their deeds would decide the outcome on a fair platform. Forming a battle 
line that nearly touched both bodies of woodland, the Arjonian ranks stood 
ready in their end of the field.

The first brigade waiting for him was his elite, six hundred strong 
Nobles and their sons, brothers and squires, clad in black and red surcoats 
atop their steel, with white longshields to their sides adorning the golden 
honeycomb of Espiscaly and the Spine Lowlands. They all raised their 
lances in one unified bellow, as Stratton galloped to their front. Among 
them was the Shining Knight, resplendent in his steel armour that caught 
the sun doubly than the rest. As they rode by, Arlow dipped his lance, with 
the Shining Knight unmistakably returning the salute, face hidden behind 
his visored half helm.

Men were being marshalled to horns and urgent shouts, and all in full 
battle dress, streamed forth from their camp for the battle. Men-at-arms, 
spearmen, archers, skirmishers all rushed through to where their banners 
were flying. And so, in a rather shambolic fashion, the lines of Brethalians 
took form along the stretch of field, flanked either side by green woodland 
of rich plush trees, like spectators at a dual, joust or dance, waiting ready to 
watch the day’s events.

At the rear of the battle-line stood the shock force of the king’s army, 
a heavy cavalry contingent five hundred strong, both man and horse 
significantly weighted by the thickest plate of varying qualities and styles. 
Even the black and brown rocksalts, chargers and freelanders had been 
kitted out in stronger armour than most men of the foot regiments. At 
the head of the brigade, the line of armigers, thanes and sergeants awaited 
before their men, the units’ standard bearer in their centre, bearing the 
Jagknight’s heavy cavalry banner, that of the hammer and horse on a field 
of purple, fluttering softly every now and then.

From the camp far behind them came a troop of mounted men riding 
out for the assembling army. All eyes followed the king and his cousins as 
they approached the front of the unit. The king pulled sharply on the reigns 
to bring his black charger to an abrupt stop in front of his armoured elite. 
With black wiry hair and beard, a muscular stature and well battle-scarred 
sternness, the regiment looked to King Brackon as they had done his older 
brother and former king: a fierce, unyielding, fighting leader. Sunlight 
shimmered across the coat of his stallion, a horse only fit for a king.
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With no sons of his own, it was his five cousins, all with youthful flowing 
black hair, that accompanied him now in the time of need. Used to war, 
hardy and confident in every respect, the king trotted into a gallop down the 
line of mounted Jagknights and in a bellowing voice addressed his cavalry. 
‘Brethalians...’ He wheeled his horse back to his cousins, where one handed 
something rounded to the king. Brackon held it up before the mounted 
brigade. The head dangled freely by its dirtied brown hair, its tongue lolling 
out at one side and eyes grimly turned up to the bluest of spring skies. By 
the colour still in its skin, it was recently severed, although the blood had 
ceased. ‘A new attempt has been made on my life! This man was sent by the 
Arjonians to kill me in the hopes of throwing us into turmoil and invading 
our lands once again!’ He tossed it high enough through the air for all to see 
it spiral and thud with a splat of blood in the dirt. ‘These neighbours of ours 
suffer greatly in a lack of courage, if they have to send a cutthroat to do the 
job themselves.’ A strong wave of agreement sounded from his best.

‘If there is any courage in this kingdom, then it is right here, in this 
very unit! Our might is renowned! Our strength unbreakable! Nothing 
can quell our morale! For what little time we have graced the histories, the 
Jagknights have broken the lines of every foe and ran our enemies into the 
ground! And they will continue to do so! High born and commoner alike, 
prove your worth as men and as Brethalians together on the field today, to 
crush every foe that dare stand against us! We will drive those Pompous 
lickspittle bastards back into their lands and away from ours... which they 
so rightly think is theirs. Whatever glory they seek here, will only be to the 
glory of the worms and crows. I tell you now, that soon that self-important 
swine, Stratton, will find is army ravaged, bleeding in this very field... and he 
himself scampering wounded like a goat back over Half Distance Bridge!’

All as one, every purple lance raised to the blue sky and clattered against 
shield as the Jagknights roared out their resolve. The swell of noise from 
the unit sent a tingle down Brackon’s spine. They were ready for battle: 
to death, mutilation, murder, for victory or defeat. By their faces and the 
fierceness of their roar, it would be victory. He could feel it. And his sword 
would ensure it.

He gave them one last look before turning back to his cousins and their 
Jagknights from Mailen. Blamir was the oldest of the five and had been 
Brackon’s second man for the last year now that he was a man proper. ‘We 
will allow the infantry to advance against them while we remain at the rear, 
until we identify at which point Stratton is at. Then we ride to break him 
there.’
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‘Alive?’ Blamir asked, pushing his long black hair back to allow for his 
helm.

‘It makes no matter.’
‘He has castles and lands. His house and their king will pay a healthy 

ransom...’
‘If he comes before me, I will take off his head.’ Blamir nodded in 

acknowledgement, with two of his younger brothers showing their 
agreement. Brackon turned round to the mounted Jagknights. ‘Onwards 
men! To victory and to glory!’ With that the five hundred horse raised a 
cheer and moved out after their king.

The sergeants rode down the lines and through the regiments of archers 
in common garb, spearmen and loosely armoured men-at-arms. Both 
armies had deployed across the field of knee-high grasses and remained at 
a standoff distance, while the captains and so shouted out for courage and 
vigour. Several stranded fowl took to air, their hiding place safe no longer.

It looked to be a warm day, with the chill of night melting under the 
rising sun. Regardless of the encouragement and shouts for discipline, it 
was the sound of the arriving Jagknights plated in steel – often from head to 
toe – that strengthened steadfastness.

‘There, Your Grace,’ Renold said, pointing with his shield arm. Renold 
and his twin were the youngest of the cousins – and youngest looking – 
but looked he would soon outdo his brothers on the field with sword and 
lance, judging by the stories that the men had been telling over their drinks. 
They all peered out across the haze of morning mist towards the lines and 
banners. The large, gold-trimmed black and red banner of the Arjonians 
was anything but hard to spot amongst the rest. And he would be always by 
the army’s banner, towering over the other flags, making it the centrepiece 
of the Arjonian ranks.

Stratton sat casually atop his black unicorn next to Arlow. The Lord of 
Espiscaly leant forward and patted Strattus’ glossy neck, admiring the 
beast’s natural strength and beauty, and the lethal spiralled horn. Arlow 
addressed Stratton, ‘They are ready, sire.’ Though we could have had them 
when they were not, he thought, though he dared not say it.

‘Aye,’ Stratton replied, with almost a smile on his lips.
We are a thousand or two stronger than Brackon’s host. So regardless as 

to whether the stars have heard his wishes or not, we should clinch the day 
outright with strength of numbers and quality of steel. He hoped. Arlow sighed 
quietly before speaking again, ‘Where are we to deploy the Nobles, sire?’
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Stratton looked round with a raised eyebrow. ‘You are concerned about 
their heavy cavalry?’

There was no point in lying. Arlow cared little to how the notable 
lord regarded him, unlike many other men seeking a lord’s favour. ‘I am, 
sire. They have many a time shunned our victories and must be seen as a 
considerable foe... common men albeit. My counsel would be to deal with 
them first and foremost. Break their strength and the rest will crumble after 
them. Sire.’

Stratton looked out over the enemy lines and laughed a haughty laugh. 
‘Have confidence, General. Our Nobles are also a fighting force to be reckoned 
with, and their might in battle more than equals these... Jagknights. Besides, 
we ride to war upon unicorns. The most majestic of beasts. You know this!’

Arlow instantly thought back to the month’s engagements. They didn’t 
win us any of them.

‘Regardless, show some bloody spirit man! They have not defeated us 
and for you to be seen moping about the troops as though a captain has just 
run off with your wife, is not setting a good example for the men.’

‘I don’t have a wife, sire,’ he replied flatly, squinting out against the sun.
Stratton narrowed his dashing blue eyes. ‘No wife?!’
‘No. No wife,’ Arlow replied, looking directly out towards the enemy.
‘How so?’
Arlow turned round to look at his better almost in annoyance at being 

questioned so. ‘I have dedicated my life to my king and country, not looking 
for a wife.’

‘Really? No wife,’ he muttered to himself. ‘Well... we’ll have to arrange 
one for you when we are done here. You can still serve your country and sire 
a brood you know, General. I know plenty of notable women of rank and 
wealth back in the capital, too many if in honesty. They mill there in their 
flocks, seeking to lure and capture a good match for themselves.’ Arlow 
made no reply, avoiding an answer and the entire conversation if he could. 
‘Or does the General prefer the conquests off the field?’

Arlow forced an attempt at a smile, ‘I make no conquests off the field, 
sire,’ he replied.

‘Oh.’ Stratton looked genuinely dazzled by that. ‘Well then, a wife it is 
then. We can’t have a general of Arjonia campaigning and bleeding for the 
realm without a wife to bed on his return! It shall be seen to as soon as the 
campaign has come to an end. The king has several forces to our rear and 
more further up the river, striking even now, with Brackon occupied here. 
I doubt as much that Lord Doffry or Lord Balt will push on past us after 
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this day. But a wife, Arlow? What would you prefer? Large family coffers or 
large bosoms, obedience or flare, short of height or short of wit? Red haired 
girls, brunettes or the fairer lasses, the kingdom is in no short supply. There 
is plenty to choose from, General, plenty.’ He laughed, as if rolling over 
some personal memories.

‘Off course, sire,’ he replied modestly, letting Stratton enjoy the sound 
of his own voice. ‘So where are we to deploy, sire?’ he said, refocusing his 
attention on the enemy, lining the distance.

Stratton turned his gaze ahead. ‘We shall remain behind the centre lines 
to see where Brackon deploys his cavalry, so we can respond to his move. 
We are on the assault, but the haggard fool always rides out, no matter what 
the odds.’ Arlow nodded his agreement and the pair sat patiently in wait for 
the battle to commence.

It did not take long. They could see the last of the Brethalian sergeants 
riding along their lines, and then the horns sounded across no-man’s-land. 
One at first, then another, then another, before there was a cacophony of 
moaning blasts. The eleven thousand Arjonians remained in silence, but for 
the captains and ranked men calling discipline, as the opposition regiments 
and brigades shuffled into movement.

Lord Stratton and the general sat silently as they watched the enemy 
advance, not all in line it had to be said. Both remained quiet, even as 
Stratton signalled lazily with his arm for the archer regiments to open fire. 
Several hoarse shouts, then two thick volleys took to air, lethargically looped 
and fell amongst the foe, before the Brethalians returned their own with less 
effect. It was a quiet, still battle to begin with: a lark singing somewhere 
above them, until the booming horns blasted once more and the lines of 
Brackon’s infantry jogged the start of a charge. The Brethalians picked 
up their own voices to add to the horns as they rushed forward. A sea of 
Brethalian faces roared their worth as they broke into what best sprint they 
could muster all in armour. They met with a line long clash that sent up a 
steel-on-steel din that abruptly shattered the tranquillity of the day.

Arlow looked beyond the flail of spears and swords for the king. He 
and his Jagknights were the threat, and he caught them riding behind their 
force, down the line of archer peasants that were sending off broken volleys. 
From across the clamour, Arlow kept a wary eye on the fluid movement of 
the Jagknights as they made their way from one side of the field to the other. 
Arlow was sure Stratton was seeing the same. Stratton extended his hand 
towards the commoner king. ‘He wants to lure us, General,’ is all he said. 
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And you would not be seen to be played like a puppet now.
Turning back to the battle he caught sight of the Jagknights careering 

into a charge into the Arjonians far left flank and his eyes widened slightly 
in surprise. ‘He’s charging our left.’

‘We have a whole regiment of spears protecting the flank,’ returned the 
lord of Espiscaly. He said it with cool assurance, but a frown of uncertainty 
flashed. Arlow and most of the rest watched their century long foes career 
towards the far left of the field. Stratton called out to one of his mounted 
sergeants, ‘fire on our left flank. Into the thick of the fighting.’ The sergeant 
shouted back obedience then dug his heels to speed his chestnut down the 
lines for the particular archer regiments, loosing their volleys in regimented 
fashion. Unsheathing his broadsword, the lord called out at the top of his 
voice, ‘Nobles! On me!’ Responding quickly, Arlow drew his own sword 
and looked down the line of Nobles and their unicorns preparing to move 
out. Stratton gritted his teeth, ‘If he’s trying to break our flank, I’ll break his 
bloody centre!’



19

chapter 3

The sounds of the capital could barely be heard from across the hills. If 
one cared to ride to their top, the city and lakeside would reveal itself. 

For now, the stream was as far away from the city as one could get whilst 
so close. The white mountains could just be made out through the tops 
of the trees as they climbed eternal towards the sky and stars. Thankfully, 
no one seemed to visit the stream, despite its proximity to the city. And 
why would they when the lake provided all the fresh water Blythian folk 
could need. Dear old Lysis, Royce’s wife, used to say that the hidden streams 
that footed the toe of the mountain range were untouched paradises. And 
they were untouched, even this one that fronted the fields and grassland 
surrounding Blythia’s outer wall. Rogan often made his way out of the city 
with his companion to walk them. She loved them more than him, that 
much he was certain.

It was a light cloak of rough spun cotton, a clerk’s black tunic, simple 
breeches and fine rich brown leather boots that Rogan had donned for the 
day, making him look very much the part of some apprentice to a man 
of the Street of Guilds. Though he kept his silver dagger hidden inside his 
left boot and his longsword at his waist. Back up on the hill the breeze had 
caught flaps of his curly brown hair, now growing out since he had had it 
cut for the burial.

There was silence by the stream, compared to the bustle of the realm’s 
capital. The Royal Palace was a peaceful place, but at the city’s heart one 
could not fully escape the activity and noise of day to day business. A cuckoo 
cuckooed up somewhere in the morning sky behind him, adding its mark 
to the day. One could have heard the trickle of water nicely too, if it wasn’t 
for his companion splashing to and fro a dozen yards upstream. Every now 
and then the little black collier would look up from her play to check on 
Rogan, just in case it looked like he might want to join her. But for now, he 
was content to let her try and drown the stick she’d carried there. A proper 
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water dog, he thought to himself as he watched Tron’s two white paws slap 
down at the stick, her tongue out and happiness all over her face. She loves 
this place more than I. Her chest and each little paw were white as the snow 
of the mountains of the Spine, whilst the rest of her clean coat was black 
as jet. Tron through and through loved water, be it stream, lake, puddle or 
bog. If it was there, she would smell it and she would jump in it, regardless 
of what Rogan would shout out in disagreement. The only thing she loved 
more than leaping into a pool of water was her stick. Rogan had never seen 
anyone or anything concentrate as hard as Tron when one was about to kick 
or throw a stick. It had been a morning much like this when they were out 
riding when he had realised the only way to stop her from running off after 
the scent of water was to shout “Stick!? Where’s your stick?” to which she 
would look back and struggle with the ultimate dilemma, before ultimately 
opting for the stick. And then when they finally reached a stream or the 
lakeside, she could play with her stick in the water to her heart’s content, 
where Tron would remain so all day if left up to her.

A streak of colour caught Rogan’s eye as he rested on the grass bank. 
A kingfisher had darted up on a branch overlooking the water way. Most 
likely it was watching the black collier splashing about, and just as much 
him, sat quietly by the water’s edge. It was a stunning bird indeed. The 
richness in the blue and the contrast to the orange of its chest was exquisite. 
He had rarely seen many kingfishers, though he knew they lived along such 
streams. Old Royce had told him of how they dart down into the water and 
spear a minnow, before simply flying back out again with it in its beak. It 
did not look like he was going to grace Rogan with such a performance 
today, as the king of the stream took off and sailed through the broken rays 
of light and out of sight.

Tron – a long ago gift from Royce’s wife – was totally enthralled with 
her stick and her stream, and Feylindor was comfortably grazing the field 
behind him, beaming white in the morning sun. There would not like be 
a chance as good as this. From the sleeve within his tunic, he pulled out 
the patch of cloth, stained, worn and torn. Rogan flipped it over to see the 
emblem. The giant white stag stood tall and proud upon the cleft of grassy 
rock, though part of it was starting to fade. The cloth was soft to the touch 
after so many years of wear. There was a suspicious dark patch running 
over the stag’s hind legs and rock, a stain of some sort. Blood came to mind 
straight away. Blood, he decided. And most like not his own either. Probably 
the blood of some eluron who rallied to defend his homeland. He turned his 
father’s sigil over in his hands, pausing to look at the stag here and there and 
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trying to think of any relation between the beast and his father. He could 
not. For what he knew, the mighty white stag was gallant and majestic. Men 
said his father was gallant, but to that Rogan was unconvinced. Mighty, yes, 
but majestic, no.

He gave one last look at the sigil. If the stars were out he might have 
looked to them. But for now, the sigil and the stream would hear him. For 
a while he did not know what to think. He hadn’t either at the time news of 
his father’s death had reached him. For nights he lay awake wondering if he 
was cold or heartless. Or as to whether the stars were looking down on him 
with shame at his lack of mourn.

He sighed heavily, turning the emblem over in his hands. ‘I am sorry, 
father,’ came to mind. That is what he’d say if Jaime could be there to hear 
him. ‘Sorry, that I am not to your image. Or that we... nigh saw eye to eye. 
At least you had Rodar, eh.’ Even thinking those words, let alone voicing 
them quietly, seemed awkward. If anyone would have heard him, he would 
have gone red in the cheeks for sure. He winced and peered around him, 
just in case. No one was nearby to hear his words, only the stream, the trees 
and the sky.

‘I’m sorry I wasn’t what you wanted me to be. Rest easy, father, and may 
you be at peace.’ With that, he tossed the sigil into the stream and watched 
it bob down through the pebbles and rifts. It had only been a month since 
the death of his father. And Rogan had not shed a tear. Nor had his brother 
from what he could tell. But Rodar was a formed military man like their 
father, and would not be seen to show any soft grievance. Though it was 
commonplace for men to cry for lost sons or daughters, Rodar would show 
nothing for their deceased father, even when Rogan knew his older brother 
loved him all the more.

The sigil had sailed downstream for the lake and out of sight, and 
Rogan’s thoughts were interrupted by several light splashes. Tron stood 
with the shallow water gently pushing past her white paws, her stick in her 
mouth and eyes so wide with want and enthusiasm for Rogan to play, that 
he could not possibly refuse a throw or two. Every time he held the stick, 
she would lock onto it, moving precisely to every feint of a throw. Then 
with each toss, she would bound through water, shallow or deep, to retrieve 
it back for another. After a while, Rogan tired of repeatedly throwing the 
wet, drooled-on stick, and he rose, with his last thoughts sweeping past. He 
looked off towards where the white stag had floated away whilst brushing 
his backside down, then headed off for Feylindor.
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Tron waited for the last impatient call from her master before she left 
the water, in typical fashion. She shook from head to tail, sending a great 
spray of sparkling droplets and trotted up front while Rogan mounted. 
Atop the saddle Rogan gave Feylindor a pat on the neck. He was young, 
only three years strong, and had a serene nature unlike some that Rogan 
had seen, mostly those drilled heavily for battle. Feylindor’s horn was what 
Rogan admired the most, spiralling into a lethal point. It gleamed like the 
rest of him, but in a different manner, like that of the most beautiful of 
pearls. With a gentle prod with his heels and an ‘onwards,’ Feylindor set 
off through the grassy field, with Tron keeping up beside them with that 
relaxed look in her eye and gait.

Up ahead, two small rises reminded him of two gentle bosoms in the land, 
with the worn path running between them for the city, more an animal trail 
than of man. Far out to the right a dozen or so mounted men resided on the 
hilltop, one beside the other, all looking his way. Their streamers from their 
riding spears lifted casually in the breeze. He gave them an unconcerned 
glance and picked up to an easy canter for the track that they overlooked, 
with Tron happily keeping pace, stick still hanging from her mouth. As they 
neared the rough road, he saw them looking back at him.

There was no one using the track, that was until he reached the top. There 
Blythia opened up before them. It was the most northern part of the city, 
the highest point of the capital, and also the quietest with mainly crumbling 
old walls and ancient buildings, all under the reclamation process of nature. 
The rest of the metropolis sloped off for the huge lake that sat along the foot 
of the Mountains of Men. The lake was blocked from sight by the inner 
curtain wall, but when it could be seen clearly it stretched out to the east for 
almost as far as the eye could see on a good day, and then nearly as far to the 
south, where its waters flowed forth for Lyewes, Arjonia, and Carralis Bay.

The remains of the ancient outer walls were a half mile off, and the dozen 
riders continued watching behind him on the right bosom-like hilltop. He 
paid them no mind, for now.

There were people on this road, but few and far between; some hunter-
gatherers perhaps, farmers, traders, travellers or general townsfolk here 
and there to what he could see. Where another road crossed his, Rogan 
came upon the first passers-by; three blossoming girls and an old crooked 
man, their master perhaps. The old man seemed to be bearing a pain in 
his back, by the look from the way one of the girls supported him and by 
the stick he held in his other arm. He had wisps of grey hair remaining to 
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him, a ragged length of grey beard and a lined leathery face that had seen 
much and more before. The scar down the side of his head must have held 
a fascinating story from his earlier, kinder days – or perhaps not so kind. 
Now however, his body looked to have failed him, and by the cloak he wore, 
much of his previous life. Though, he had these three girls at his side, three 
girls all around thirteen or fourteen years, Rogan guessed, each with long 
rich straight brown hair and pretty faces, all exactly alike. Alike Sisters... how 
striking. Twins perhaps. The two not supporting the man had their arms 
full with wicker baskets and rough wooden cages. Each wore simple brown 
dresses of plain cotton. Rogan respectfully looked them over as they were 
about to cross tracks, happy to have seen such a sight before the middle of 
the day had even passed, but it was the crooked old man who addressed 
him. ‘Greetings, passer-by. How goes it?’

‘Well, thank you, stranger.’ He quickly realised it was not just a simple 
courtesy. No one made those he realised.

‘A lovely fine day it is today, sir,’ the old man replied. He had a likeable 
voice, despite half his teeth missing. Though he did not speak like, or appear, 
a pauper.

‘Aye, a very fine day it is,’ Rogan returned politely.
As Rogan turned his eyes onwards as if to continue, the old man quickly 

forestalled him. ‘I was wondering if a good sir like yourself would be 
interested in any of the catch that I have collected here?’ He gestured to the 
baskets and cages held by two of the three pretty girls. Rogan glanced their 
faces before the wooden cages and baskets. They were pretty. More than 
pretty, Rogan thought, with beautiful brown eyes and full lips to match their 
smooth stomach-length hair.

They were looking back at him upon Feylindor with a shy curiosity, 
though fully respectful. It made him flush slightly all the same, especially 
there being three of them, sisters alike. Sisters alike! ‘What is your catch, 
sir?’ he replied, looking back to the weathered man.

The man hobbled into action, releasing the girl’s arm and making round 
the others, to lift purple cloth from the cages to reveal his stock. ‘General 
purpose goods of use in the out, such as a venturing man like yourself might 
find of use; flint and spark block, wet stone, a pair of hawking gloves, a pair 
squirrel-lined for the sharpest winters, and several light riding mole-lined 
gloves for magnificent days like today.’ Rogan peered down into the basket 
of what seemed to be his finest goods he guessed. Tron meanwhile made 
a friendly greet with the three girls and dropped her stick before them in 
readiness to chase after it. One of them looked like she wanted to throw it. 
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Before Rogan had even the chance to reply, the man went on, ‘Simple things 
that many a man can find himself without to such annoyance. Though, they 
are simple things, simple things. What I really have that you might find of 
interest is a collection of birds of the sky, the messengers and heralds of the 
stars themselves.’

Rogan was intrigued and nodded his head, willing to take a look. As 
the man began to withdraw the sheets from the various sized cages, Rogan 
glanced back to the girls. Between them they were looking him and his 
stallion over with interest, and gracing Tron with a short toss of the stick 
or stroke. ‘We have then; three golden finches, a number of tits; a pair blue, 
three long tails, one great and a crested. Further, we have; a dozen sparrows 
– sublime for pies, a handful of starlings, a male bullfinch, a cheeky robin, 
a mating pair of blackbirds, a kingfisher, a young thrush and a score of 
wood pigeons that I’m training in messaging currently. Each a wonder in 
their own, and each useful for various... purposes. The blackbird gives the 
most beautiful wake up song if one desires a change to sunlight, the robin 
makes for a strange but curious companion, the pigeons a valuable role 
for message relay and all the rest as magnificent gifts for one’s younglings, 
daughters, wife, sisters, aunts, mother or grandmothers. Even the prince 
himself would struggle to find such a gift!’ I have no younglings, daughters, 
aunts, sisters, grandmothers, nor a wife or mother to gift to, he thought to 
himself, but masking it all the same with a courteous smile.

Rogan looked each of the cages over, spying the finches, gold and red 
and how each began to chirp and rustle to daylight. Except the robin who 
looked about inquisitively. And also one other, one of a similar size, though 
it had a lance of a beak and eyes of a predator in comparison. His face gave 
him away, but he voiced it nonetheless, ‘I am impressed with what you 
have, sir.’ Tron also had left her stick to sniff up at the cages, once they 
were unsheathed. ‘How might I ask, did you come to acquire them?’ Nets 
flashed through his thoughts, but on a second consideration, he could not 
picture the man ever getting within twenty yards of such birds, bar maybe 
the robin. And the three twins looked like they would fare no better lunging 
at shrubs with nets.

‘Only an intelligent wise man like yourself would inquire so,’ he replied, 
with a nod of acknowledgement. ‘Such birds and more I can catch with my 
sparrow hawk,’ he replied.

‘A hawk. I would not have thought... How does it capture them without 
killing them?’
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‘I have trained it not to do so,’ he replied, gesturing with his hand. 
‘Instead of killing it immediately, she grips the bird in her talons and flies it 
back to me where I take hold of her and put her to cage.’

Rogan was impressed again. ‘Do you have it with you?’ By his expression, 
Rogan realised the old man was not all comfortable with the question. No 
doubt he had seen the longsword at his belt and obviously noted the young 
stallion that he towered upon. ‘I was simply curious to see such a bird, was 
all.’ The man granted it, though he looked unsure as he revealed the bird. It 
was magnificent, small but a true master of speed in the sky. It wore a little 
hat and looked around gracefully at them, the unicorn, then Tron whom 
it paid particular attention, before seeming unfazed by the little beast. ‘A 
mighty looking bird, with skills unheard of it would seem.’ The man nodded 
accordingly with a smile. ‘How much for the bird?’ Rogan said.

‘Ahh... The hawk... I am sorry to say, good sir, the hawk is not for sale.’ As 
much as I thought. That bird feeds him and his girls. If they are even his girls. 
‘But all the rest are for sale. And for such a fine citizen as yourself, I can lower 
the price by two coppers for the pigeons, four for the sparrow class and one 
from the more extravagant.’ The man caught Rogan flicking his vision across 
one of the girls. ‘I am sorry, sir, I have not properly introduced myself yet. I 
am Rosslby, or Ross the Rye from my former days in the ranks. These are my 
girls; Bress, Jess and Relia, late gifts from the stars... and my wife of course.’

Rogan nodded a courtesy, ‘A pleasure.’ He smiled politely too, but it was 
forced and he rosied at the cheeks. The triplets curtseyed best they could 
with the arms of two brimmed with cage handles.

‘And all maidens as well,’ he put in. Rogan flushed even more at that. 
They were lovely though; he could not look away from that. Rosslby’s 
attention diverted elsewhere, and Rogan looked behind him to where 
he and his girls were now looking. Two riders were approaching, clad in 
streamers of light blue, and garbed in the same and white. Each carried a 
white longshield, one with a unicorn’s head painted and another with a 
cluster of blue bells sprouting from greenery. All watched silently as they 
slowed upon their group. Rogan looked back to Rosslby and his daughters. 
He looked concerned, but not worried, whereas Bress, Jess and Relia looked 
altogether more anxious. Rogan wondered whether he had a blade of his 
own under that ragged cloak.

The older rider spoke once the two came to a halt. ‘Is everything alright, 
sire?’ he said in a military like manner. He was soft skinned, and gifted with 
soft looking curls of grey, both atop his head and chiselled beard covering his 
chin and cheeks. He was a pleasant looking man, to be sure, grandfatherly 
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almost, but from the tone of his voice one would judge that he could wield 
the sword at his side true enough. Ross the Rye looked up at the two riders 
then back to Rogan, then back again.

‘Everything is fine, Belfor,’ Rogan replied back, ‘the sun is high, the 
breeze pleasant and I have Tron here in case one of these girls happened to 
want me hurt.’ He said it with a dry light-heartedness.

‘Very well, sire,’ the humble-looking captain replied. He and his younger 
companion began to wheel their unicorns, having given the strangers a last 
wary eye.

When Rogan looked back to Ross and his daughters, he was on one knee 
and hastily stirring the other three to do the same. He kept his head low, 
facing the ground. Rogan watched the four, until Rosslby spoke. ‘Forgive 
me, my prince, I thought you a Retinar... judging you so from my days in 
the ranks.’

‘I am also a Retinar-’
‘Oh yes, of course,’ Ross replied, annoyed with himself.
‘And regardless, forgive you for what? You have done nothing wrong.’
‘My thanks, sire.’
‘Anyway, I am not a prince dressed like this, so stand Ross as you were 

before.’ Ross looked hesitant to do so, but he got awkwardly to his feet. 
‘As we were before, you were showing me your catch. And I think I will 
purchase one of your birds from you.’

‘My prince is too kind, but he needs not pay. Why, anything I have here 
is yours without cost, for the prince.’

‘Nonsense! I have coin, and will pay like any other man.’
‘Very well, sire. What would my prince like?’
‘The kingfisher, if you would.’
‘Of course.’ He quickly picked out the small cage with the beautiful 

kingfisher and handed it to Rogan.
‘How much?’
‘...ah, for you, my prince... ten coppers.’
‘Ten coppers!’ Rogan said with a smile, knowing that he had most 

probably lowered his price considerably. ‘So cheap. Here’s a silver.’
‘A... silver,’ Ross repeated, somewhat shocked. ‘But, sire, that is worth 

half the birds here alone?’
Rogan smiled, while holding out the dinted silver coin. ‘Take it.’
‘My prince is too kind,’ Ross replied, bowing deeply for what he could. 

One of his girls, it could have been either Bress, Jess or Relia, Rogan could 
not tell, nervously handed him the cage.
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Rogan smiled to himself, as he looked closely at the bird. ‘Say nothing of 
it. Such a beautiful bird is worth surely more.’

‘Aye, of course, of course.’
Rogan looked back to the old man and his three daughters. ‘So, you 

mentioned something of the ranks, did you not?’
‘Yes, Your Grace. I was part of the Fifth Blythia Spears thirty years past. 

Before that I was a mercenary and fought for the warring Pireaen sea lords. 
I also fought with the Brethalians under King Bronan, till he lost. Then my 
last military campaign ended with your father’s war against the elurons.’

I thought as much. Few were not dragged into that war. ‘And this is what 
you do now, hawking birds for a living?’

‘It is, sire.’ With a humble wave of himself, he said, ‘I am beyond my 
years for sword and shield.’

Rogan smiled. ‘What would you say to putting those skills to better use?’
‘...I don’t get your meaning, my prince.’ Rosslby bobbed his head as if 

to be excused.
‘From last I checked, the Citadel was without a skilled hawker.’
Ross looked bewildered for a moment. ‘Is there not a lean captain that 

does the hawking at the Citadel?’
‘Captain Gyles of Theros. Aye there is. But I never liked the man. 

Besides, his ability was modest, and I have never heard of anyone who has 
trained a hawk not to kill its catch. You would work well at the Citadel 
alongside Captain Gyles, sharing tutorship with him and sharing your skills 
and experiences. What say you?’

‘...That is most generous, Your Grace... but... my girls. I cannot leave 
them. And they have no mother to look after them, she died birthing them.’

As did mine with me. ‘Then they will accompany you,’ he said with less 
of a smile.

Ross looked to remember how the prince’s mother had died with his 
brow pinking slightly. ‘They know little of hawking, my prince,’ he said 
uneasily.

‘They need not know anything of hawking, as they would be learning 
there.’

Rosslby’s eyes widened in disbelief. ‘Sire... the Citadel’s only for nobility 
and the elite. I am a simple former soldier, with three simple bred daughters. 
I come from no notable background, Your Grace.’

‘It’s up to I to determine who’s fit to be at the Citadel,’ Rogan replied.
After a moment’s pause, Ross the Rye quickly bowed in thanks, as did 

his girls curtsey very deeply. ‘There is nothing one could do to show such 
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gratitude, Your Grace. I am truly honoured. Your Grace’s kindness and 
generosity has touched my heart. Consider me and my daughter yours, 
eternally grateful beyond a citizen to his prince and the realm.’

Rogan looked quickly across his three lovely triplets, smooth long brown 
hair, luscious lips and beautiful slender eyes. He could well have said ‘your 
three girls can come to the palace and work there,’ or even bluntly put it 
that they would be bed warmers, and old Ross would be useless to resist the 
prince of Blythinia, probably even grateful for such a high ranked role that 
they could hope to achieve. However, even if Rodar might have done so, 
Rogan would not. There’s an abuse of power, if ever there was one. ‘Be at the 
palace in a fortnight, you and your girls, if you would. There, our Hawker, 
Garrie, will go over everything he knows to hawking, and lady Roswold will 
make a selection of dresses for-’

‘They don’t know how to read or write, sire... as I.’
‘Oh. They can learn there, along with yourself, if you wish. Four years it 

might last, girls. But then afterwards, you’ll read, write and more. I’ll send a 
decree from the palace too, to inform them of your new position.’

‘Our deepest thanks, my prince,’ said one of the triplets. Rogan still had 
no inkling to which was which. The other two echoed their thanks.

‘Once again, my deepest thanks to you, kind prince,’ said Ross one last 
time as Rogan began to turn Feylindor.

‘And it was Prince Rogan you met today good sir and ladies. Keep safe 
and well.’ With that he made into a gentle canter, with Tron pacing easily 
beside him, and the stunning kingfisher looking all but comfortable inside 
his botched cage.

Quarter of a mile from the city, Rogan stopped. He looked round behind 
him and saw Belfor and his Retinars not too far behind. Tron was off by a 
patch of long grass, one paw raised and sniffing some scent. He took the 
cage in both hands and brought it close to his face. What a gift Ross had 
delivered him to be able to see the king of the stream so close. A silver was 
well worth that alone. The vividness of its blue head and back, contrasted 
by the striking orange of its chest was remarkable. Its beak was long and 
strong, perfectly built for piercing fish from the water. The king looked back 
at the prince, and the two exchanged looks for a minute or two. His cage was 
shabbily put together and small, even for such a small bird. Rogan found 
the door at its top and opened it up. He held it high and the kingfisher leapt 
out and sped through the air away from the city.



29



30

chapter 4

The Brethalian heavy cavalry thundered towards the ranks of the 
Arjonians, swelling to outflank the Brethalian lines. The rumble of 

hooves was swiftly replaced with an almighty crash of metal and thud of 
flesh. The tumult of battle rose up to sky as men shouted and screamed in 
the fray. Not armed with a lance, like the remainder of the cavalry, Brackon 
wielded his broadsword. His steed survived the contact of the charge, killing 
or crippling half a dozen men who bore the brunt of the charger. At the 
moment of the collision, Brackon swung his sword and hit two men full in 
the face, carving in bone and cartilage of the first, and then smashing out 
lip, gums and teeth of the second, ending their lives instantly. The Arjonians 
died in droves as the murderous charge hit home.

This lot were simple folk from the Arjonian meadowlands, armed 
with spear, shield, helm and padded gambesons, but otherwise left to 
kit themselves with anything they may have owned or could afford to 
better protect themselves. Their spears were their best defence against the 
Brethalian king and his heavy cavalry, but one needed a disciplined spear 
wall or else had to be skilled to bring Brackon or any of his down. And 
they had no such defence in place. Several emboldened spearmen however 
plucked up enough courage to try their luck, though their spears scraped 
harmlessly across his charger’s barding. They felt the bite of Brackon’s 
broadsword in reply. This lot were no match for the best of Brethalia, in 
what was fast becoming a slaughter.

Brackon pushed forward, jaw clenched, arcing his broadsword left and 
right relentlessly. No one stood against him or his cousins around him. 
They were the predators, the pack of ravenous wolves, savaging everything 
around them, with Brackon the formidable pack leader, invigorating his 
men and instilling terror into the hearts of any who found themselves 
before him.
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Lances were dropped and spent and the Jagknights turned to mace and 
hammer. The real killing began, the odds evened slightly for the spearmen. 
A tall weathered man suited in a fine hauberk, an officer perhaps, went for 
Brackon, rushing forward to skewer the king off his horse. Its point scraped 
up across his cuirass, narrowly missing his flank. Brackon brought his 
broadsword down to hack firmly into skull with a sickening crunch, forcing 
eye from socket with a leaking of brains after it. As their commander 
collapsed into the ground an arrow thudded into his limp neck. Brackon 
looked skyward as a storm of missiles reigned down upon them. His 
Jagknights were being targeted. With the spearmen’s officer crumpled into 
the ground and Brackon’s cousins roaring and hacking away beside him and 
volleys being set against them from their own side, the remaining survivors 
had had enough and turned to run for their reserve or for the woods.

Brackon raised his bloodied broadsword to signal their small victory 
and turned to survey the battlefield. He caught sight of the Arjonian battle 
standard far down the line in the centre of the fighting, swaying to and 
fro as the bearer jostled in the melee. Another volley of arrows thudded 
amongst the heavy horse and a score of men toppled from their armoured 
steeds, injured or slain. The armour of the Jagknights was second to none, 
but even the best had openings and weak points. He traced a route through 
the field and then sword still raised, shouted ‘Jagknights!’ in the full of his 
voice and moved out with his men close around him. Heavy horse made 
from gallop to charge, straight at the second line of Arjonian reserves, much 
thinner than the first.

The few that stood to face them stood valiantly as the Jagknights 
murdered their way through the reserves and wheeled round down the 
line of archer regiments that formed the last lines of the Arjonian army. 
Blamir, Brackon’s first cousin, put his horn to his lips and blew on it with 
all his might as the Jagknights streamed into the archers, sending them 
scattering like sheep before wolves. The helpless bowmen, almost a peasant 
or farmhand every one, lost whatever courage they had come with when 
the horn blast announced the shuddering wake of the five hundred heavy 
horse. None turned to fight and swathes upon swathes were run down 
into the grass as the elite cavalry bouldered their way towards the centre. 
The loud blast from the horn travelled all around the battlefield and sent 
heads turning from all over as the Arjonians looked to find the enemy king 
routing their reserves behind them.
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‘Sire!’ Arlow shouted in alarm. ‘Jagknights at our rear!’ Arlow looked 
from lord to rampaging king, awaiting a decision. Routing our archers and 
surrounding us! Stratton’s dashing looks twisted in a mixture of alarm, 
uncertainty and disbelief. Though he was quick to act, turning left and right 
and raising his longsword, he bellowed out for the Nobles around him. 
In the heat of the moment, the engaged Arjonian elite broke away from 
the fray to the sound of their lord, then to the sound of a Noble’s brazen 
trumpet that rang out across the field. The Lord of Espiscaly screamed for a 
charge and his mounted Nobles grouped to engage.

Blamir’s face turned a shade of red as he put all his worth into sounding his 
cream tipped, black hunting horn as the Jagknights answered and angled 
away from the fleeing archers to meet the Nobles head on. The trumpets 
of the Arjonian elite began to sound as the two brigades raced towards 
one another, thundering through the meadow whilst the remainder of the 
armies toiled under the sun.

The weight of horses and unicorns slammed into the other, flinging 
men from their steeds and bringing mounts crashing horrifically to ground. 
Lances splintered, shields shattered. Steel slashed, cut and pierced horse, 
unicorn and rider alike, with a swathe sent crumpling to the grass in a gout 
of blood and battered flesh. More riders went to ground as the front runners 
fell to their demise.

Stratton’s steed, Strattus, screamed in alarm as the force of the charge 
neutralised, and mounts scrambled for footing. He had nearly been tipped 
from the saddle as his steed had jumped across the tumbling corpse of a hazel 
unicorn, its Noble speared clean off by a Brethalian lance. A great uproar of 
shouting arose as the mounted forces sought to slay the other. Sword, hammer 
and mace thrashed wildly as the struggle ensued. It was not the first time 
Stratton had come directly across these Jagknights. And even the mightiest 
warriors yelped like a little pup when their blood was spilt, something to 
which Stratton meant to see numerous times before the day was done.

His longsword nigh on took off a Jagknight’s head as it cut deep into the 
neck and torso, biting into his thick armour, while another’s helm crumpled 
into his skull from Stratton’s blow. More Jagknights emerged on their dark 
horses before him, ready to test themselves against their natural better and 
fall to his strokes.

A four toothed hammer blow put his shield arm to throbbing as he 
blocked a hefty strike against him, but his longsword was longer, sharper 
and cut deeper than any hammer could hope to rival. His back handed 
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strike was as powerful as his fore, as a visibly hardened Jagknight lolled 
sideways from his saddle after catching the strike to the side of his head.

More forced their way to his side. ‘Protect our lord!’ Kallos bellowed, one 
of Stratton’s strongest Nobles. ‘Protect our lord!’

Arlow heard the great voice boom up above the tumult, and so had the 
others, as Nobles began to echo the call and surge forth to get to their lord’s 
safety.

Arlow had run down two mounted opponents during the charge, 
overpowered and grounded, both men and horses getting trampled 
underneath the marauding hooves. In the thick of it he had lost sight of his 
superior. The black swan of the standard flailed not thirty yards across the 
fight. The standard bearer was in the thick of it too, by the way the heavy 
banner moved above the swords and lances. How he had lost his lord was 
beyond him. Stratton was not one for hanging at the rear and directing the 
battle, that was for sure. That, Arlow was not in the least bothered by, as he 
had seen the Lord of Espiscaly wield a sword as good as any other in the 
yearly lists.

Though now, however, this was for victory through blood, not glory 
through skill, and he had charged to break Brackon’s centre and lost sight 
of the main battle. And now Brackon has rounded us to break our centre, 
having already ruined the left! Arlow dug his heels in, hacking with his sword 
at several Brethalians who had surged into the Noble’s lesser numbers. 
The black, red and gold standard dipped ominously across the struggling 
mounted mass. And now you are on your own, pressed by their best, Stratton!

Brackon saw that black swan, arced neck, sat self-righteously amid a 
gold-lined square field of red, all proud and pompous. He cut down into the 
neck of a nearby unicorn, that an Arjonian Noble had encouraged up in the 
hopes of glorifying himself by killing the enemy king. The unicorn let out a 
short beastly scream and collapsed on the spot, eyes wide and rolling, and 
bringing down its rider with it to join the collection of bodies in the grass. 
Blamir, Jahlir and Renold, had also focused their sights on the Arjonian 
banner, and without a word Brackon and his cousins pressed forward for 
Stratton. Another Arjonian Noble noticed and valiantly charged Brackon’s 
advance with his sword held high. His ferocity was checked with Renold’s 
own sword, flying across to block his attempt on the king, mid-air. For that 
Brackon rode past with his life and took the Noble’s head clean off instead. 
Renold cut down two more, cleaving off an arm at the elbow and cutting 
through the bridge of the another’s nose as the sound of steel and shouts 
rang around them.
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Having just pulled a Jagknight from his horse and stabbing him in the 
neck as he was clambering up, Stratton turned to see the common born king 
making his way through the melee, straight for him. Kallos had seen too, 
with his broad frame and thick brown beard. ‘Protect our lord!’ he bellowed 
again. Following his own call, he urged his brown unicorn between his lord 
and the marauding Brethalians. The two attacked and their swords met 
and clashed in the air. Both were quick to strike again, and again, with the 
unrelenting urgency of life in the balance. But Brackon was younger, and 
quicker. Stratton had never seen the Trunk of Oak look alarmed before as 
he gawped at the stump of his wrist, where he had just been holding his 
sword. The next instant, Brackon’s broadsword plunged through the gullet 
of his throat and blood poured down the back of his neck from the exit 
wound. Kallos, the Trunk of Oak, slouched off the side of his saddle and fell 
motionlessly amongst the slain. Stratton stared wide-eyed at his friend, his 
closest man-at-arms, who he had shared decades of campaigning alongside.

‘You DOG!’ Stratton retorted, strengthening the grip of his longsword. 
‘You’ll pay with your life for that, regardless what the king commands!’

‘It’s your king that will pay with his life, not I,’ Brackon spat back. ‘And 
with this sword, justice will be dealt. You are fool enough to join him by 
battling me this day. And for that I will not forgive!’

‘Dog!’ was all that Stratton muttered back through gritted teeth in reply. 
Stratton was suddenly charged at from the side by an armoured foe who 
clashed into him, forcing Strattus to turn to keep his footing. The Jagknight 
swung wildly with his hammer’s hook, hoping to catch Stratton and drag 
him down. A miss. Instead Stratton would end his life. The rampaging 
Jagknight avoided death by Stratton’s sword by leaning over and grabbing 
the lord’s white and gold quartered surcoat and bringing him down with 
a grunt to the ground in between their two steeds. The world was rapidly 
a blur of hooves, legs, steel and grass. Stratton plunged his knife in and 
out of the youngster’s neck, punching holes in meat and windpipe, before 
he made to address the threat of the king. A shunt by the warhorse in the 
confusion knocked him back to the grass once again. Had it not been for 
several of Stratton’s closest men, the Jagknight king and his cousins would 
have been on him while he was down. Back on his feet again, he turned to 
see more of his men falling to the Brethalian royals.

More Nobles were pouring across to his defence to meet the Jagknights 
advancing on the Arjonian Banner. Stratton abruptly felt like an infant 
crowded by drunkard giants as the swell of horse and unicorn jostled 
amidst the din of battle. Infantry are outdone by horse. And he was afoot in 
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the thick of a cavalry melee, and defenceless without his mount. He made 
a desperate dash for Strattus, but part way to saddle one of the cousins was 
upon him, young and spattered in blood and gore. Stratton glanced his way 
and raised his shield swiftly to block Rence’s longsword. The force from the 
lad’s arm was enough to knock him away from his alarmed steed. He must 
only have been short of twenty years strong, but the boy hit like a hardened 
warrior, and the blood on his breastplate, shield and arm made him look as 
much. A second strike from the lad nearly smashed Stratton to the ground 
again, but his legs kept him from falling on his arse.

Strattus reared suddenly. In a second he almost doubled in height, power 
and strength as he defended his master. The lad looked partially worried 
before he swung his longsword. The blade nearly sheared off the beast’s 
hoof, and Strattus landed with a scream and with the injured leg giving 
way. Strattus had not gone down without leaving his mark. A horrid gash 
had been torn down Rence’s cheek from the stallion’s spiralled horn, while 
sheets of blood pulsed slick down the side of his head. The lad buried his 
sword down into the beast’s neck in a roar of anger. The fury from being hit 
had masked Stratton’s approach. Blood gurgled out of Rence’s half closed 
mouth, as Stratton pulled his blade from the lad’s midriff and innards. As 
the king’s cousin slid silently from the saddle, Stratton buried his sword into 
the armoured mount in vengeance for his dying stallion. As the alarmed 
animal jolted backwards and staggered sideways to its fall, the Brethalian 
king emerged behind, sword dripping red atop his charger.

Brackon glared down at where his cousin lay, his back and arm propped 
up against the belly of Stratton’s slain stallion. Half his face was a wash of 
red, with blood still pouring forth from his open mouth, his head lolled to 
the side, eyes shut. Blamir and Jahlir having hacked down a Noble turned 
their eyes to their fallen brother, while the king turned upon Stratton with 
a boiling hatred.

‘YOU FUCKING CUR!!!’ screamed Jahlir.
Only then did Stratton realise the press of Jagknights forming around 

him. A faint call sounded above the tumult to “save our lord!” Though it 
was weak, just like his chances in surviving this encounter. Two of his own 
charged out from either side of him to attack the Brethalians and ride to his 
aid, though to his dismay they were swiftly cut down with even the unicorns 
suffering brutal mutilation.

‘You cursed swine!’ Brackon roared, flexing the grip of his sword. ‘I’ll 
take your fucking head and spike it above my gate for this!’
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Seizing a white longshield before him from a dead Noble, Stratton 
armed himself to better what meagre defence he might maintain in such 
odds. ‘Death and glory!’ he called aloud, to the absent stars if more than to 
his foes.

‘...Fucking dead man!!!’ screamed Brackon, raising his broadsword on 
high for the killing blow. As he was about to charge a rider on a chestnut 
unicorn surged forth into Stratton’s situation. Two of Brackon’s Jagknights 
pushed to meet him. The general cut open the apple of one throat, and 
caught the other on the grip of his mace, sending several portions of fingers 
spinning through the air. The first rolled backwards in death, clutching at 
his throat while the other keeled over after Arlow withdrew his blade.

Brackon gritted his teeth savagely in his rage as Arlow looked defiantly 
back at the fearsome Jagknight king. Brackon roared from the depths of his 
lungs as he and his charged.
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chapter 5

The following afternoon was as pleasant as the last. From the palace one 
could see over it all. The beginnings of the vast expanse of mountains 

of the Spine that ran east hundreds of leagues to the misty lands of the 
Brethalians was by far the most impressive feature, their snowy peaks 
gleaming a golden-white in the sun. The city itself spread down the incline 
from the height of the hill, to the lakeside where the ancient dock houses, 
fisheries and wharfs bustled for space. From there the entirety of the lake 
opened up. Boats, barges, river carracks and galleys always dotted its 
surface, heading to and fro about their business, like little more than skaters 
on a pond. The dungeons could just be made out on the far shore, nothing 
more than a speck of grey in the shadow of the minor mountains ringing 
the far side.

The Royal Palace was the acting bastion for the city, right in its centre, 
the heart of the city, and the tallest and most formidable structure that 
offered the best view. Thick granite walls raised the bastion up from the 
hum of the streets below. The upper level of the palace was staggered to 
that of the hill and held a number of blossoming gardens and courtyards, 
making it the most luxurious building in the land. If Blythinia was to host 
prestigious guests from other lands, their place to meet would be nowhere 
other than the Royal Palace.

Servants ferried their way to and fro from the kitchens to the large 
oak table basking in the summer’s sun. The banquet was to be held in the 
main courtyard on the highest level of the bastion, overlooking the vibrant 
gardens and cityscape. An array of wooden, iron bound casks of local pale 
and copper-coloured ales and sweet orchard ciders were being positioned 
on the side tables, complimented with an assortment of Ilonian white wines, 
Courlan golds, and rich Arjonian reds, providing a dazzling assortment of 
flavoured wines from; sweet, dry, rich and dour; to mulberry, nettle, red 
current, almond, cherry, blackcurrant, elderflower, and more, chilled and 
aired accordingly.
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Atop the great table itself, the palace’s finest silver plates and cutlery, 
tankards and goblets were building upon it, with bowls of fruit, and platters 
of tasters lining its centre. The scents of spitted meats had been filling the 
palace halls all morning; roasted boar and venison from the forests; duck 
and plump goose from the palace yards; and bass, carp and catfish from 
the lake. In the bowls sat a variety of fruits and nuts; apples, blackberries, 
pears and plums from Blythia’s many orchards; and roasted chestnuts 
and hazelnuts from Blythia’s forests; while figs, grapes, dates, cherries and 
quinces had graced the awaiting banquet from further afield.

The hammered mirror gave back an adequate image of one’s self, 
though facial features were at best a blur. It made no matter to Rogan. His 
sky blue cloak was draped over the back of a tall chair. The pleasant light 
blue. It was the colour of the kingdom, the colour that every Retinar and 
Blythian guardsman robed in. His would be as theirs, save for the finery of 
the material and the lining at the bottom: of delicately sewn blue bells and 
their greenery, the odd whitebell amidst them. He lifted it off the chair and 
swirled it round his shoulders, fastening it with a silver brooch crafted in 
the fashion of an ivy leaf.

Otherwise Rogan dressed lightly, donning a rich hazel brown tunic, 
belted at the waist and displaying the country’s emblem: the head of a white 
unicorn sewn into the breast, striking against the blue of his cloak and 
brown of the tunic, sandals and curling hair. Rogan stood before his rough 
image in the reflection, adjusted his cloak and broach accordingly so that it 
fitted to his liking and was ready to go.

A slight nudge against his leg made his heart jump. He looked down to 
see a smiling face looking back at him. With a cold wet prod Tron nosed his 
leg while stood there wagging her tail, eyes bright and happy. ‘Tron. What 
have you been up to then?’ he said stroking her smooth, gleaming fur on her 
head. ‘You been in the kitchens?’ He stood back to the mirror. ‘Doubtful. 
Down the stables to pester Rod and the others more like, trying to get them 
to play stick.’ Tron gave no reply but sat against her masters’ leg, looking 
up attentively at the odd tone here and there. All done, Rogan knelt down 
and ruffled her little mane. ‘You are a gorgeous,’ he said warmly to the little 
black beast.

‘Ahh, you’re too kind,’ said a voice in the room.
Rogan turned his head with Tron’s. With a gentle way, she trotted over 

to greet Lucindor, stood in the doorway casually with hands on hips. ‘Stars 
above, Lucindor. Have you forgotten what knocking is?’
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He put out a hand to let Tron greet him with a nose and lick. ‘Oh, the 
guards don’t mind,’ Lucindor said lightly.

‘Is the feast all prepared?’
His friend smiled at the remark, ‘That it is. And our esteemed guests 

have arrived? You ready?’
‘I am.’ Rogan joined them at the door and the three left the quarters past 

the two Blue Cloaks stood either side of the door, black halberds in hand. 
Lucindor’s golden locks swayed up and down in tune with his stride as he 
walked beside his friend and prince. The pair reached the stairs that rolled 
down to the next level, with Tron nimbly trotting just in front.

‘I take it you’ve postponed the council till our guests depart?’ Rogan 
asked, as the pair descended.

‘All has been taken care of.’
‘Good.’
‘Though most will show their faces tonight no doubt. Being recognised 

is of the highest import, of course.’
‘Oh, of course,’ Rogan agreed playfully. ‘On the matter, how are our 

latest developments?’ Rogan asked. ‘They ought be close to completion 
now, by my count.’

‘Close, close indeed. The workmen are currently finishing the last of the 
warehouses on the wharf, the boats have launched from the dockyard and 
broken water, we have seven merchant houses moved in, and the fishermen 
are ready to start work, we’re just waiting on the last of the nets, is all. The 
trade shall grow and the people receive their cheap fish as you willed. And 
the three new estates south west of the city are being ploughed by the shires 
as we speak.’

‘Excellent.’
‘Though a thousand acres will not be ready all at once, might I add,’ 

continued Lucindor, opening an iron clad door for Rogan to enter the next 
set of spiralled stone stairs, partially lit by the occasional arrow slit. ‘Even 
with all the vagrants moved to furrow the fields, it will still take time.’

‘It will all be for the following year, I know,’ replied Rogan.
‘Indeed. We can expect a fresh crop of barley, oats, peas, beans, cabbage, 

onions and all the rest.’
A slight smile formed on Rogan’s face as the pair strode side by side, one 

which he could not contain. Two bitterly hard winters had lingered in the 
last six years. And though none in the Royal Palace, from servant to prince, 
would have felt its effects truly, it was impossible not to see its effects upon 
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the rest. If a summer’s harvest was poor, then the winter would be hard, 
no matter how severe winter itself could unfold, especially when the lake 
blocked itself and its fish off under a metre sheet of ice.

‘Anymore designs awaiting the people?’ Lucindor said, with an air of 
disapproval, light hearted of course.

‘There is actually.’
‘What may that be?’ He said with interest, turning to face him as they 

walked.
‘Roads, Lucindor, roads!’ he replied, returning eye contact with a smirk.
‘Roads... Sorry, I don’t quite follow?’
‘Roads, Lucindor.’
‘Right. Yes, I heard you correctly the first time. From last I gathered, 

Blythia had plenty of roads.’
‘This is beyond just Blythia, but for the entire kingdom. And the years 

could role past before we saw its’ completion.’
‘How many years?’ Lucindor asked quickly.
‘...Many a year,’ Rogan returned. ‘I mean to see Blythinia well connected 

with a good network of roads.’
‘If I’m not-
‘-Good roads, as in reliable stone roads rather than dirt tracks. We will 

expand the quarries here, in Mear and Lyewes to cover the quantity of stone 
needed, and have them built by the army-’

‘-The army?’
‘The army. They’re paid good wages already, and will get the work done 

across the length of the kingdom tenfold as fast than teams of workmen, 
trust me, Lucindor. Think of it, wide and flat roads, with a slight camber, 
as to let them never build up with puddles and trudge. These roads will be 
as accessible as they would in the height of summer, and connect every city 
and significant town, allowing safety and swift, easy passage.’

They dipped their heads beneath a low arched door and entered a 
corridor that ran along the height of the palace wall. Through the arched 
half windows, the sounds and smells of the capital drifted up, while golden 
rays lanced down to break the cool of the palace innards.

Lucindor looked slightly puzzled. ‘What would be the main point of this 
arduous task... to keep the plebs out of the mud?’

‘No. It is to... well, yes, partly to ensure decent passage, for commoner 
and common alike-’

‘I can’t see how roads would provide safety, either. There are still roving 
bands of brigands and outlaws posing as citizens and common folk.’ Rogan 
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opened his mouth to answer before Lucindor beat him to it, ‘And wolves. 
There are still wolves you know, though they tend to keep to mountains, 
deep woods and unworked land. But they find old women, children and 
cattle on the roads well enough. Even men.’

‘Yes, thank you, Lucindor. No road will defend against wolves, you’re 
right.’ At the end of the warm airy corridor Lucindor pushed open an old 
grey, sun stained door and the two entered another large stairwell that 
headed down for the belly of the palace, where their guests awaited. ‘What I 
was proposing was for fast and efficient travel, from roads unable to rut and 
unable to flood. You know as well as I what they turn into during autumn. 
And in the thick of winter they’re barely passable! Trade virtually stops till 
the spring. This way trade could continue year-round, and in time, trade 
should be bolstered, no? Remember Mannin? Always on about the barrels 
of ale and ship holds of armour sent up to Sacaria from Puffin Island. How 
he said you could ship thrice the volume from there in a single boat than by 
a caravan of carts from Blythia and still beat them there and so forth. Same 
principle.’

‘Expensive principle.’
‘...I know.’ Lucindor did not lack intelligence by any means, far from 

it. It would be costly, but nonetheless. ‘At every... say, ten leagues we erect 
a sort of... trading tavern, stronghold if you will. A place to safely stay the 
night, eat, drink and warm your bones, take a wench and leave one’s goods 
safe under the protection of stationed soldiers. We take in a handsome 
revenue between the cities alone, regardless with the neighbouring realms, 
so why not increase it?’ The pair passed several of his brother’s Blue Cloaks, 
standing icily still, and a scattered dozen servants, all bowing or giving a 
curtsy.

‘Well when you put it like that. Very intriguing. I wonder how your 
brother would receive such a notion?’

‘Probably with little care,’ Rogan answered.
‘It does involve his soldiers, might I remind. How would he take to them 

building roads?’
‘Mm...’ Rogan frowned as he contemplated Lucindor’s point.
‘You could say the roads would benefit the use of the military, providing 

quick passage for a swift defence of the realm?’
‘Perfect, Lucindor!’ Rogan said, waving a finger in agreement. Tron 

continued leading the way, trotting slightly ahead and stopping to check the 
two were in tow every now and then. ‘He would like the principle at least.’

‘And you could tax them, too.’
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‘Of course,’ Rogan realised, as though it had been staring him in the face.
‘If you build fortified taverns a day’s walking distance between, as you 

say, why not allow traders free accommodation, keep the food and drink 
dear, and tax them beyond for the use of the road and the protection of 
using it; say a local mounted militia, trained to keep order along their 
roads? But not taxing the use of roads directly. I doubt that would sit well 
with the people.’

‘Not bad at all, Lucindor, not bad at all. Sometimes I forget why I 
appointed you my second man,’ he said humorously, as he gave a friendly 
slap on the shoulder.

‘You come up with the ridiculous plans, and I implement them,’ 
Lucindor returned dryly back, bringing about a smile from the prince. 
‘Anymore, while we’re on the subject?’

‘Ah yes, there is something,’ he replied. Their cloaks brushed occasionally 
as they descended the last of the steps, Rogan’s light blue to Lucindor’s pure 
white.

‘Go on then.’
‘Writing.’
Lucindor made a face, ‘Writing?’
‘Reading and writing, Lucindor.’
Light flooded over the bottom of the stairwell, as they entered the entrance 

hall. It was the largest room of the palace, three stories high, with finely 
carved stone rails that guards, men of the counsel and other visiting notables 
looked down from. Squeezed between the white pillared council house and 
the oak beamed library, the palace looked deceptively small from the plaza 
to contain such a sized hall. Eight tall arched windows above the entrance let 
in the light of the day, which fell across the stone floor and scattered array of 
carpets, cushioned lounging chairs and tables within. The party of guests sat 
up from a horse shoe formation of lavish seats, designed to have people half 
lie upon. They were not lying however, and the group promptly rose from 
their seats as the two and Tron appeared from the small side doorway. ‘I’ll 
tell you of it another time,’ Rogan said quietly as they approached.

The dozen Courlan guests lit up as the sun caught their yellow cloaks 
and skirts. Tron trotted amidst them, excited at having the pleasure to meet 
them all. A herald in quartered green and blue, positioned by the entrance 
had not missed their arrival. ‘Prince Rogan of the Blythinian Kingdom,’ he 
called loudly. Does he need to do that? They know who I am. As the thought 
passed, the echo was still resounding around the hall, while a number of 
folk watched from the floors above.
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Rogan smiled as he walked around another layout of cushioned seats 
and rugs, with Lucindor in tow. ‘Greetings one and all! Good to see you all 
here safe from your long journey.’ Rogan proceeded to shake arms with the 
two men that moved to greet him. The dashing pair were of a similar age 
to Rogan. The three red bells of the Rennes were sewn into their surcoats, 
clearly visible against the yellow of their livery. ‘Prince Caru and Prince 
Ashe, still two of the finest of King Lauren’s seven sons.’

Rogan shook their arms first and foremost; Ashe first who smirked and 
gripped his arm firmer than he would have liked, then Caru. Caru’s hair 
was short and jet black just like it had been a year past, although starting to 
recede in the corners of his forehead. His honest smile was still there. ‘And 
you and your brother are still princes as well, we hear,’ said Ashe flatly.

‘Aye,’ Rogan replied. ‘Something to discuss later, of course.’
‘Indeed,’ Ashe replied, breathing out, as if happy that the greet was 

done with. Caru had leaned over to shake arms with Lucindor, with the 
same warm smile and a quiet quip. There was always something of an air of 
arrogance with Ashe. He was slightly taller than the rest, and he seemed to 
get on only with those he deemed of a certain worthiness. If you were not 
one of those lucky few, you knew about it.

His conker-brown hair fell in lazy swirls, no doubt part of his allure to 
women. His reputation had reached even Blythia, a man to make all the 
girls quiver when he glanced their way. The Heartbreaker they were calling 
him. The thought was enough to make Rogan want to vomit. Heartbreaker. 
Rogan did not think him any better looking than Lucindor, or even his own 
brother for that. Lucindor won all the girl’s desires with his fine features and 
blonde locks back at the Citadel.

‘Well,’ Caru greeted, ‘Good to see you! Done anything for the realm so 
far? I take it you’ve been relishing in management of matters of civility?’

‘Much and more, my friend. I hope the journey here was pleasant 
enough?’ Rogan said, directing his response at the regal two.

‘As pleasant as can be,’ Ashe returned, looking lazily at his nails, though 
they were perfect. ‘We cut through the Pass into Arjonian lands as to save 
time, stopping at Hale and feasting with that ginger whelp, Lord Jaylin, 
then onto Lyewes before finally arriving today. Lord Jaylin’s daughter is 
supposed to be something from the heavens. But she wasn’t there, sadly. 
She could have made the stay tolerable at least.’ The others were silent at 
that, with Caru giving a shake of the head for Rogan and Lucindor to see. 
No wonder he shares a friendship with Rodar. To Rogan’s satisfaction, he 
and Prince Ashe both knew that he was not the finest of the seven. Prince 
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Leyman could be proud to take that away from his younger brother, if he 
bothered to care.

‘Apologies Rogan,’ Caru said, indicating with his arm towards the 
members of their group. ‘Let me introduce you to our companions.’ To the 
senior of their party, a gruff old man, with bulk in his shoulders and a jaw 
under a coarse grey beard that would break any man’s fist. ‘This is Baxby, 
or Ol’ Baxby as he is commonly known nowadays, our father’s former First 
Knight, now captain of the guard at Six Towers, Lamonte.’ The old man in a 
cloak made from spotted deer skin bowed before the Blythinian prince, and 
the courtesies were exchanged.

Beside him was a man named Jayden, a rough looking man with a thick 
layer of black stubble over his chiselled jaw that looked like it could create 
sparks if struck by flint. He had sharp narrow eyes and receding brown hair. 
He was their master swordsman Caru confirmed, prompting Rogan to take 
note of the silver hexagonal pommel of his two-handed sword protruding 
from his back. Rogan could see the sense in having a talented sword hand 
or two for company. They were only a small group after all.

The man stood next to the captain of Six Towers was what every young 
maiden dreamt of: tall, chiselled jaw, shoulder length blonde hair, blue 
eyes and a casual, confident smile. Lendas, Ashe introduced him as, elite 
swordsman in their father’s personal guard.

In the same light there was Helry and Thezzil, Caru and Ashe’s First 
Knights. Helry was a lean, mean, silent looking type of man, who only 
spoke when spoken to. He had a gaunt appearance, with sunken sockets, 
and small, probing eyes. He kept his arms locked behind his back and the 
rest of him deathly still whilst he towered silently above the rest of them at 
the side of the group.

Thezzil on the other hand was more wholesome in comparison, and 
rough looking in a different sort of manner. He looked like he would talk 
when given the opportunity. In fact, it looked to Rogan, that Thezzil could 
easily share the same basic pleasures that his prince did, that of eating, 
drinking, fucking and lording it over their lesser. He had an over easy 
confidence in his look, and in his eyes, at how he glanced about the hall, as 
though judging it. Even when his eyes fell upon Rogan. Not too dissimilar 
to Prince Ashe then. The First Knights both donned the rich daffodil yellow 
surcoats, emblazoned with red triplet bells from shoulder down, the 
pommels of their greatswords poking out from within.

Then there was a small man, mostly bald. He was their herald. Jacob, 
his name, and he would speak to the gatehouses, taverns and so forth to 
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announce the arrival of such regal visitors or create such a facade as to let 
them pass without difficulty, by words and not swords. The finery of his 
attire could rival a prince: wearing rich silks of all colours. Outside, without 
needing to be said, there would be standard bearer, trumpeters, a captain, 
or two, and then all the guest’s own personal men and the host of mounted 
guards.

Rogan noticed a Blythinian at the side of the group, in a dark blue cloak, 
and a silver humpback whale on his breast, though he would have to wait as 
Caru continued with the rest of his fellow travellers. He turned to the first 
of the women in the group and began. ‘This is my wife to be, May, daughter 
of Common Rall of High Pine.’ Rogan smiled and bowed his head slightly 
in courtesy.

‘Congratulations to the both of you.’ And congratulations to you, Caru. 
May shone as fabulously as the light beaming through the eight windows. 
She was young, seventeen maybe, fresh, youthful and vibrant, with a 
welcoming smile to warm the heart. Healthy dark hair draped her shoulders 
and her blood red dress. And with dimples when she smiled. Rogan liked 
that, and her very much already. She curtsied deeply beside her husband to 
be.

Turning to the other ladies in the group, Caru introduced the both of 
them in turn. ‘This is Ashe’s wife, Lidia. Father paired them together just 
within the year. She comes from Laysan and is the granddaughter of Master 
Ghonin.’ Lidia was just as tall as Ashe, though not so in keeping with his 
comeliness. She was thin of face, with a nose too large proportionally. Her 
hair was black, but strained and unhealthy looking. She had hardly a chest 
at all and a naturally disapproving look on her face. No doubt he would be 
bedding her like a dutiful husband. And most likely bedding every girl he 
came across in his womanising rampages, but the partner King Lauren had 
chosen for him Rogan found thoroughly humorous.

‘And who is this?’ Rogan asked intuitively, as his eyes fell on the third 
lady among their two wives.

Caru scrunched up his face as though Rogan had just spoken some form 
of gibberish. ‘This is our sister, Rogan, if you remember? For you have met 
her many times before,’ he said, half baffled, half amused.

Rogan’s eyes widened as he took another look at her. There was little 
he could do to keep the red from showing in his cheeks as embarrassment 
flooded over him, to the quiet amusement of Lucindor and Caru. She must 
have been close to fifteen possibly, no more. She was exceptionally pretty, 
with silky blonde hair that rested delicately on her shoulders and sapphire 
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eyes that had a rippled black depth to their centre. There was a smile on her 
pink lips even when she wasn’t smiling. She gave a somewhat coy smile as 
she curtseyed to Rogan.

‘Your Majesty,’ she greeted. Rogan dipped his respectfully back.
‘...Do forgive me, Caru. It must have been nigh eight years since we were 

at Lamonte... And... you have certainly changed, since then, Princess.’ He 
cringed within as he struggled to recall her name. She was but a little girl the 
last time he remembered her, running about and playing. And even then he 
had not taken any notice of her or to any of the other little girls playing in 
the castle when he was visiting.

‘Forgive me, my lord,’ she realised, ‘My name is Lyra, daughter of Lauren 
and only Princess of the Rennes.’

Rogan was quick to reply, as though he were at fault, ‘It had completely 
escaped me that the sister of the seven Rennes princes would now have 
become such a lady. My most humble apologies again. I shall not be 
forgetting from this point on, I assure you. Curiosity bid, how many years 
are you?’

‘I am eighteen years of age, sire.’ Eighteen. She looked so young and 
petite for eighteen years of age. She was the shortest in the group for sure, a 
good foot less than Caru’s wife to be, May, and she and her must be of the 
same age. Still, that made little difference to Rogan. She was still absorbing 
his attention, her blue eyes drawing his to them. ‘And it is my resounding 
joy to meet you... properly, for the first time.’ Rogan flushed slightly with 
that. She did speak more in tune for someone of eighteen years, rather than 
a flowering girl.

There was one final member of the group that had rode out from Courlan 
to whom provided an ample diversion from Rogan’s awkwardness. A dark 
blue cloak was clasped about his shoulders with a silver brooch fashioned 
in the likeness of a whale, mirroring that on the breast of his leather cuirass. 
He stepped out briskly from the side, bowed deeply and went to one knee 
before the prince. Very military like, Rogan reflected, as his steps died out 
around the hall. ‘Your Grace, Bellaphron in your service. Fleet Commander 
of the Blythinian naval forces. My most sincere apologies, my prince. By 
the time news had arrived of your kingly father’s demise, I was at sea and 
thus received the news over a fortnight later than expected, and missed the 
funeral and your royal ceremonies. With all speed I have made my way 
back to the capital to be received by yourself, my prince, and your princely 
brother, to see what you would have of me.’
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He was of medium build this man, and plain looking. Almost humble, 
with a tangle of windswept curls, simple brown eyes – an ordinary face for 
sure.

‘Bellaphron, is it?’ Rogan replied. ‘Our naval commander. I do recall 
of hearing your name from when my father talked about the wars. That 
means that you were involved in securing Sacaria against the Avon elurons, 
I imagine?’

‘That is correct, sire.’
‘The landings on the Grey Sand Beaches, and all that?’
‘Yes, Your Grace, I was third in command that day.’
‘Oh yes? Who was first then? The common?’
‘Common Hondor was the man in charge of the expedition, sire,’ replied 

Bellaphron.
Rogan was just about to compliment Bellaphron’s father, Hondor, 

on the strength of his command for winning the coast that day, when he 
remembered old tales of valour and glory. The battle was the first major 
engagement of the wars, and the Blythinians had won it with a decisive 
hammer blow, beaching their fleet under the leadership of Common 
Hondor, whilst King Jaime remained a hundred leagues away near the 
kingdom of the Pireaens with the bulk of his armies. Common Hondor 
had won himself much credit and glory that day. That much was plain, 
for there was a marble statue of his likeness recently erected a year past 
in the lakeside docks. Though as he recalled the stories and tales, it came 
to him that Old Hondor did not sail south back to Padstow with the fleet 
after the war. Nor even live to see the evening of his mighty victory. Run 
down by a chariot, was it? Or shot by a passing charioteer, either one. ‘Well, 
Commander Bellaphron, my brother Rodar and I have been informed of 
your position and your role in Padstow and we are content to allow you 
to continue your service there as fleet commander. Unless... you object or 
would wish anything otherwise?’

Chest slightly out and looking directly past the princes in military 
precision, Bellaphron gave his response. ‘No, sire, to continue to lead the 
navy would be my honour.’

‘Who have you left in command of the fleet whilst you’re departed?’ 
Lucindor asked, stepping in from the side.

Bellaphron looked a little dubious initially as to why this man had 
asked him such a question. But he answered dutifully nonetheless, ‘A man 
called Getley, sir. Headstrong, experienced, proven and working beside my 
veteran captains, Old Nineport, and the such.’
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‘What were you at sea for?’ Lucindor asked again.
Rogan could tell, the naval commander was less than comfortable 

having a man near half his years speaking to him so, but like a good man 
of the sword or oar, he obeyed. ‘Testing the new fortress warships out at 
sea, sir. Their manoeuvrability has been tested to the fullest, and so I have 
ordered them to be put to stronger waters, outside the bay and away from 
the coastline.’

‘For three weeks?’ Lucindor was nothing if not thorough.
‘And to round back on ourselves through the bay to assert our strength 

on the water. There has been more fighting between the Arjonians and 
Brethalians. They are taking their fight to the waves. Only just a month 
past, there was a significant engagement at sea in the Merret Isle straights. 
The Arjonians seized the day. Both kingdoms seem to be putting ships to 
water to re-strengthen their fleets. Their war is disrupting our traders. More 
and more captains are claiming that Arjonian warships are bringing our 
carracks and galleys to a stop, even holding them in their ports, to check that 
we are not ferrying supplies to the Brethalians, despite the fact that we have 
every right to do so for either realm. They are not openly taking our holds, 
though we have the brigands and pirates to worry us for that. But they are 
disrupting the flow of our vessels and trade nonetheless. My prince, I have 
been considering assigning warships to traders to prevent the Arjonians 
from hindering the pattern of trade. But I would not do so without your 
consent of course. Sending swords to ward of swords threatens trouble.’

‘Of course, Commander. My thanks for informing me. I shall speak to 
my dear brother on it, but for now it seems like a sound stratagem. The 
Bay brings in much coin for us, and the Arjonians’ war gives them no 
right to interfere with our affairs as you say rightly.’ Rogan turned back 
to the Rennes royals who had left the prince to speak alone with the naval 
commander, ‘No doubt you have smelt the meal that awaits us. Shall we?’ 
They dipped their heads in agreement.

‘So, Rogan,’ Ashe began as he strode beside him, ‘where is Prince Rodar 
to be found? In the palace or in the city on business?’

‘Honestly, Ashe, I have not the slightest inclination. Not have I seen 
him once today, though I can assure you he is here, at least somewhere in 
Blythia.’


	Forward Banners eBook Cover
	Sample chapters.pdf

