
Book Two, Chapter 12

The checkpoint at the gates of Merendir was tedious on the way out, but 

compared to the scene outside the walls, the inconvenience seemed minor. The 

road was lined with wagons as far as the eye could see. Tents and cooking fires 

dotted the roadside, but most of the travelers bound for the Imperial festival had 

come expecting accommodations at every stop on the road, and so they 

stretched out in the back of their wagons, or slept in the dusty grasses, or paced 

up and down the seemingly endless line. Mostly they stayed along the road, 

maintaining the semblence of a line, even though nobody was getting into the 

city. The atmosphere was more resigned than restless, but it was not festive. A 

few families were packing up and heading home, but mostly they waited. 

Entreprenurial men from the city with carts of outrageously priced bread and fruit 

and fire wood called out their wares to their resentful audience.

Having finally coaxed their way past the Imperial checkpoint and out of the 

city, an unlikely pair walked up the road. Every eye was on them, but only 

because they broke the monotony of waiting. One of them travelled on 

horseback, with bulging saddlebags and a military-issued long sword across his 

back. He was an Islander, with lye-yellowed hair and powdered skin, dressed like 

a bureaucrat in pants and a buttoned half tunic, undyed, pressed, and clean. A 

pale Continental walked beside him, with bright green and blue leggings flashing 

from beneath a utilitarian travelling cloak and a score of tiny daggers gleamed on 

his chest. He wore a light pack, with a hardened leather lute case strapped to the 

back of it.
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Gene, the Islander, sighed, and Duxe glanced up at him. They had hoped to 

be on the road shortly after dawn. Gene had waited for an hour at their meeting 

point for Duxe to arrive. When Duxe had arrived horseless for their nine hundred 

mile journey, Gene was incredulous. "I'm from the Valley," Duxe had said with a 

withering look, "We can't afford horses, and besides... horses smell."

With that, they had begun their journey, only to be stopped fifteen minutes 

later and wait most of the day at the gates. As long as Gene could remember, the 

main gate to Merendir had been tended by a set of amiable and sleepy city 

guards who had grown too old for any other post. Today, a full regiment of the 

Knights of Merendir, directed jointly by an Imperial General and a black-garbed 

civilian had controlled passage in and out of the city-- or out, anyway. Nobody 

was getting in. It had taken several hours in line before they were even given 

their first interviews. With no papers to prove their mission, they had been 

interviewed fully five times, and had their belongings searched, before they were 

allowed to leave the city. Duxe had insisted that they were on the way to visit a 

dying aunt, and that Gene was an old family friend, and Gene had been forced to 

bite his tongue. Contradicting one another would surely have only prolonged the 

process, and Gene had no proof that they had been given their orders directly 

from Mardis Dantley, at the behest of the Hawk.

Gene reigned in his horse. Duxe had stopped and unslung his pack, looking 

off to the side of the road.

"What is it?" Gene spoke with resignation. He was hours past irritation. With 

such a late start, they were already doomed to sleep on the ground tonight. Gene 

had been watching dark clouds off to the east with trepidation, but so far they had 
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kept their distance.

"All these people weigh heavily on my soul," Duxe answered, rather opaquely.

"Do they?" Gene asked, with total disinterest.

"They came for simple entertainment. They were told they could not enter the 

city, and what do they do? They form a line." Duxe spoke with a stricken 

expression.

Gene felt a headache coming. "Let's get moving," he said.

"May I die before I sink into such uninspired mediocrity," Duxe said, 

shouldering his pack. Gene thought Duxe gave him a sidelong glance that hinted 

of judgement.

The sun was halfway below the horizon before the two travellers had the road 

to themselves. They would need to  camp soon, but Gene decided they should 

press on a little further. There was no defined hierarchy in their relationship, and 

Gene worried that this might lead to conflict eventually. Gene held the civilian 

equivalent of a lieutenant's rank, so it seemed fair that he should have the final 

word in the event of disagreement. Duxe was from the Valley, though, where 

typical notions of authority were often ignored or turned on their heads. Duxe 

said nothing about Gene's decision to press on.

Duxe broke the silence eventually to ask, "Why do you suppose they paired 

the two of us?"

Gene had been wondering the same thing, and shrugged. "Did you 

volunteer?"

Duxe laughed, the first warm sound that came from him since Gene had made 

his aquaintance. "I did," Duxe said. "So we were the only two?"
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Gene tried to laugh, but it sounded hollow. Now, with hundreds of miles of 

dark, unfamiliar, road ahead of them, he was scared. He was not a trained spy. 

He was a man who had left his island home for his ambition, achieved some 

measure of success, and then stalled. Whether it was his abilities or his skin that 

kept him in the same rank year after year, he did not like to speculate, but he had 

suddenly found himself a little too old to aspire to much. Unless some act of 

heroism could propel him further.

"What did they tell you about this priest?" Gene asked. "About Chezan Styric?"

"Chezan Styric is a priest of old gods, advisor to the Brinehalls, left to govern 

Sorenhall and the Northern Province in Lord Brinehall's absence." Duxe's voice 

was melodious, and even when he was merely relaying facts. He had the 

cadence of a storyteller. "He preaches independence and glory for the north. 

Though he has been the guiding hand behind the Brinehalls for several years, he 

is unknown in court, and among diplomats. Lord Brinehall would have us believe 

that it was Chezan Styric who orchestrated the gruesome coup."

Gene's stomach turned at the memory of the scene in the palace. He 

wondered if there was any dignified way to turn back now. They were barely five 

miles outside of Merendir, and he was scared. He was scared of the dark, and he 

was headed into lands that were hostile to the Empire, where there were no 

Islanders, governed by a murderous heretic.

Duxe mused, "Do you suppose there are wolves out here?" Gene looked 

quickly to his travelling companion, terror written plainly on his face, and Duxe 

laughed, "Be calm, friend. There is nothing to fear..." After a moment, he could 

not help but add, "yet."
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They walked in silence again. The night was clear, the grasses silver in the 

moonlight. Gene had never seen such an expanse of land. The islands were 

densely forested, and everything about Merendir was dense. It was unnerving at 

first, but as they walked it became soothing.

"Why do you go by 'Gene'?" Duxe asked, out of nowhere. Gene did not know 

what to say. It was his name. Duxe asked "What is your full name?"

"Genalyan." Gene had not spoken that name in many years.

"What does it mean?" Duxe asked.

"It is the bead of water that forms on the tip of a leaf."

"Beautiful," Duxe whispered, and then, as if he were confessing something, "I 

am enthralled by this night."

Gene nodded.

Duxe asked, "Why are you ashamed of your heritage?"

Gene was taken aback, then angry. This arrogant young man knew nothing of 

his heritage, or of what it meant to be an Islander in Merendir. He knew nothing 

of Gene's decade-long battle to subdue his accent, just so that people would not 

assume he was stupid, or of the social slights that continued no matter how 

closely he came to resemble his peers in appearance and mannerisms. Gene 

said nothing.

"Every man of integrity is an outsider," Duxe said, as if it was the wisdom of 

the Candle himself. When Gene still said nothing, Duxe said, "I meant no 

offense."

"None taken," Gene said archly, and they walked in silence for another half 

mile before he suggested, "Let's camp here."
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Duxe insisted they pitch their tents, even though the night was clear and mild. 

Duxe offered Gene a flagon of wine. Gene refused and crawled into his tent. It 

had been years since Gene had slept anywhere other than his bed. The ground 

beneath his blanket was hard and clods of earth dug into his back and sides no 

matter which way he turned. The day had left him more tired than he had 

realized, though, and it was not long before he was asleep.

In the morning, Duxe was gone, along with Gene's horse and all their supplies. 

Duxe had left Gene's sword and a knapsack with some crusts of bread, part of a 

ham, and flagons of wine and water. On top of the knapsack, Duxe had left a 

careful arrangement of wildflowers in orange, purple, and white.
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