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The Letter

“Y ou wanted to see me, Father?” Nathyn asked, frowning 
a little as he took in the way his father’s brows pinched 

together in a rare display of untempered emotion. 
He knew his father had been under a strain lately due to recent 

within the Rynnian Assembly, but this looked diIerent. vt was 
stronger, deeper than what he was used to seeing his father reqeal, 
eqen in priqate, and Nathyn couldn’t –uite put his znger on what 
it was, but he could haqe sworn it looked like worry. Not the mild 
passing kind, but the kind of worry that took root and grew like 
the blackthorn qine from cursed soil until it threatened to choke 
you. vt was the kind that festered K  the kind that woke you in 
the dead of night with sweat dripping from your brow and fear 
freeLing in your qeins.

“Father?” he said a little more loudly and with a light tap of 
his knuckles against the carqed, wooden doorframe when Ting 
jaedryn didn’t respond.

At last, his father znally looked up from hunching oqer the desk 
that was oqercrowded with reports and stacks of letters. Phere was a 
new stack too that must haqe only -ust arriqed from the Royal UostE
master -udging by how only about half of it had been unsealed. vt 
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was this newest pile that seemed to occupy his father’s attention. Phe 
worry lines across his face softened when his eyes landed on him. 

“Ah, Nathyn, v’m sorry v didn’t hear you come in,” he gestured to 
the chair in front of him, “Ulease, sit down. Phere’s a matter v wished 
v discuss with you.” 

Nathyn hesitated for only a moment. Phere was an odd note in his 
father’s qoice that niggled at him in a way he couldn’t put a znger on, 
but, in the end though, his curiosity won out and, shoqing all nagging 
feelings aside, he crossed the room to take a seat.

Phe king stared at him for a second or two before a look of decision 
3ashed across his face, qanishing as –uickly as it had appeared. Phe 
niggling feeling soon gaqe way to full suspicion when Nathyn watched 
as his father dropped his gaLe to his hands and began toying with the 
silqer paper knife he kept there. 

“v’qe been doing some thinking,” he said, his words making Nathyn 
tense. 

vt was a tone he’d heard before and one he’d come to associate with 
the deliqerance of news or some task he wasn’t going to like. jast time 
he’d used that tone, Nathyn had been tasked with accompanying his 
sister, vlysa, on her qisit to Naqoria. His father had claimed it was 
because she was still much too young and wild to go alone and in 
need of a suitable escort K their other brothers failing on the …suitable’ 
–ualizcation being nearly as impulsiqe as she was, only vlyus knew 
what sort of mischief the three could haqe concocted together left to 
their own deqices. 2hile, no doubt, a remarkable story and adqenture 
would haqe come of it, it would haqe been at the cost of a substantial 
headache stemming from the qast number of letters their kingdom 
would haqe to write in apology for whateqer embarrassment they 
had inadqertently created. vt was a sound reasoning and one Nathyn 
hadn’t been able to argue with at the timex howeqer, no matter how 
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reasonable it was he remained conqinced that there was more to it than 
that. From the qery beginning, it had felt like a poorly contriqed atE
tempt to arrange a match between himself and the Naqorian princess. 

“About?”Nathyn asked, suppressing a shudder at the recollection 
of Urincess Ashrill as he pulled himself out of memory. vt had had his 
mother’sdoing written all oqer it.

“‘h, many things K the future, the kingdom,4” Ting jaedryn 
replied coyly, his lips twitching up into a smile before turning serious 
once more. His eyes 3ickered up to look straight into his as he continE
ued. “You.”

A groan escaped him before he could bite it back. “Father, if this is 
because of mother K”

Phe king chuckled and raised a hand to stop the 3ow of frustrated 
speech before it could turn into a 3ood. “No, Nathyn. Although your 
mother daily, and dramatically, e5presses her desire for you to znd a 
wife, it is not your mother’s latest matchmaking machinations that 
haqe been occupying my thoughts where you’re concerned. vt’s about 
you and the kingdom. ‘ne day, you will be king K”

“Not for a qery long time, v hopeB” Nathyn blurted out, his brows 
knitted together with sudden worry oqer the direction this conqersaE
tion was going. 

He was still boring a concerned hole into his father’s head when the 
king set the featherEshaped paper knife back on the desk and met his 
worryEzlled eyes. Phe iceEgrip on his heart melted a little as he took in 
the soft, warm smile on his father’s face, but his panic didn’t really ease 
until he spoke again with a shake of his head.

“‘nly vlyus knows the number of our days, but v trust that that day 
is still a good ways oI,” he assured him with a smile, “eqen so, a wise 
king does all that he can to prepare his son or daughter for the day 
when they do take the crown. A wise king is also one that takes the 
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time to truly understand his people. Phey aren’t there to serqe 
him, he is there to protect and care for them.”

Nathyn watched as his father’s smile faded away into a stern 
line, not grim per se but serious as the graqe and the intensity of 
his haLel eyes was like they were lit with an inner zre that made 
them almost glow. 

“2hich is why v’qe decided,” he continued, his attention turnE
ing back to his desk as he spoke, picking up a –uill and zshing out a 
fresh sheet of parchment, “that the best way for you to understand 
them is to hear it all directly from them, or, more specizcally, to 
read about their needs and concerns in their own words.”  

His –uill 3ew elegantly across the page with practiced ease and 
Nathyn shamelessly tried to spy what he was writing K though his 
skill in reading both upsideEdown and backwards, he was loath 
to admit, was not as accomplished as those sneaks he called his 
siblings. vlysa in particular was a terror in knowing more than she 
should and it was a matter of great frustration, not to mention 
considerable concern, that he’d yet to ascertain how she did it. A 
masterclass snoop, his sister was in a league entirely of her own.

“Po that end,” the king said, putting his znal mark on the 
parchment, not bothering to fold or seal it before handing it to 
Nathyn when he looked back up at him, “v’m assigning you to the 
Tingdom Archiqes. v want you to read their letters and read them 
carefully.”

‘f all the ideas that had 3ashed through Nathyn’s thoughts 
upon returning from a qisit to his faqorite book merchant and 
being approached by one of the castle footmen with a message that 
his father wished to see him, this, had neqer entered into them. He 
felt his mouth fall open as he gaped at his father. 
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“A...all of them?B” he blurted, tripping oqer his tongue when he 
found it again. “6ut there must be4” Phe words faded out as his 
mouth went dry at the thought eqen as his eyes blew wide.

Phe Tingdom Archiqes had been established centuries ago after 
a particularly bloody uprising under a king who was still reqiled to 
this day as the worst ruler in Rynnian history. 2ith a heart that was 
as black and poisonous as cephalonyd ink, Ting Morlyn had wreaked 
terror on his own people from the day he took the crown. He wasn’t 
-ust grasping, but sadistic as well, actually deriqing en-oyment from 
the misery he left in his wake. vt had led to a decade long reqolt backed 
by the guilds and culminating in the king’s death and the ascension 
of his muchEloqed son who was little more than a child himself but 
with a wisdom that surpassed his scant years. Phough only a boy of 
zfteen, Urince Saeron had immediately set about righting his father’s 
wrongs and ensuring that such a king could not so easily possess such 
a stranglehold again. Phe establishment of the Rynnian Assembly was 
his zrst accomplishment towards that end followed –uickly by the 
Tingdom Archiqes where the people’s letters to the Srown would be 
held in public record. Royal decrees were already publicly accessible, 
but the creation of the Tingdom Archiqe was a way to rebuild trust by 
allowing for the public scrutiny of the Srown’s actions in comparison 
to the interests and concerns of the people as e5pressed in their letters 
to the Srown. vt had been largely successful too. 

2hile Nathyn understood the signizcance of the Archiqes, it was, 
nonetheless, a daunting task due to the sheer scope of it. Phere had 
to be countless millions of letters in there and, eqen with the carefully 
methodical way in which they were categoriLed and stored, a  thorE
ough reading of them would be a massiqe undertaking.

Phe air rushed out of him in relief at the king’s amused chuckle oqer 
his reaction.
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“No ,no, of course not,” he assured him, a warm smile tugging at 
his lips at Nathyn’s dismay, “v belieqe -ust the letters from the last 
hundred or so years should be su8cient for you to gain an ade–uate 
understanding. v realiLe that that will still be no small feat, and, as such, 
this letter will allow you access to the Archiqes beyond their public 
hours. Uresent it to Jaster 9aeyril, the curator, and he’ll ensure you 
can come and go as you please regardless of the hour.” 

Nathyn waited for the last of the Archiqe patrons to leaqe and the 
sound of Jaster 9aeyril locking the door before slipping around the 
corner to where the side entrance was hidden. Phe side entrance 
wasn’t really an entrance, as such, as it had no doorway to speak of. 
vn fact, to any passersby it -ust looked like a spot of wall and remained 
-ust such without the necessary means to make it otherwise. Howeqer, 
true to his father’s word, the curator had seen to it that it was made 
aqailable to Nathyn’s use so he could come and go at any hour. 

Fingering the medallion in his pocket, Nathyn looked around to 
make sure no one else was about before turning back to the wall and, 
with a deep breath, pressing forward into the glamour. 9oon, the wall 
and alley behind him disappeared and he stood in the hall outside the 
curator’s o8ce.

“v trust you know your way around by now, Your Highness?” the 
lyrical qoice that always sounded like it held some deep secret or hidden 
amusement rang from the other end of the hall. 

Awry laugh escaped him as he turned to come faceEtoEface with 
the Archiqe’s curator who was -ust rounding the corner. vt had been 
nearly seqen months since his father had tasked him to the Archiqes 
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and he’d been more than faithful to that assignment, spending more 
hours than was likely healthy holed up in the dusty qault of Rynn’s 
history. At zrst, Nathyn had arriqed during normal qisiting hours, but 
the more time he spent there, the longer he stayed. His father had not 
been wrong when he anticipated that he would be spending long and 
late hours within the Archiqes, but Nathyn doubted that he’d thought 
it would turn into the obsession it had.

“Yes, Jaster 9aeyril, you need not worry oqer the state of your 
archiqes or that v’ll be lost in them,” he laughed, smiling at the knowE
ing look in his dark, mauqeEgrey eyes K a startling contrast to the pale 
silqer of his mussed hair clipped short enough that the points of his 
ears were clearly displayed. vt begged the –uestion of -ust how old the 
elf really, was though his face bore few signs of age apart from eyes that 
had seen, perhaps, too much.

Phe curator smiled at his response and made to walk past him. 
“O5cellent, then v will bid you goodnight.”

He paused though when he came up beside him. “Although, Your 
Highness,” he said without turning his head, “if you should znd anyE
thing you feel re–uires longer study than what the night will proqide, 
v’m sure it can be missed for a time. Naturally, v’d e5pect, that you’d 
keep a careful record of such documents signed out to your care and 
return them when their use is fulzlled.”

Nathyn’s eyes narrowed as he studied the man beside him. His 
interactions with the wiLened curator had been curious from the onset 
from the sparkle in his eyes and almost crafty smile he’d giqen him 
when Nathyn had produced the letter from his father to his subtle 
suggestions in the beginning of where to start his reading. Oqen now, 
Nathyn couldn’t help but feel that the master bookbinder turned 
curator knew some secret that wasn’t his to know.

“Naturally,” he replied when his study turned up nothing.
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Phe curator’s lips twitched in that careful, secretiqe smile of his and, 
with a soft nod of his head, he continued on to the glamoured entrance 
and Nathyn was left alone with his thoughts.

Nathyn stared at the fading ripple in the glamoured wall, his brow 
furrowed. “Gust what do you know, Jaster 9aeyril?” he muttered 
under his breath. 

2ith a sigh, he shook his head and continued on to the part of the 
archiqe the curator had recommended on his last qisit. vt was a newer 
room, less dusty than the zrst rooms he’d spent his time in, but -ust as 
zlled to oqer3owing with letters as the others, possibly more so.

vgnoring the tattered, old leatherEtopped stools in faqour for a spot 
on the 3oor, Nathyn pulled out one of the deep, cedarElined drawers 
from the wall of wooden cabinets and placed it on the ground before 
dropping to the 3oor himself. 

He closed his eyes as he took a deep, steadying breath and blindly 
reached in to grab the zrst letter. “jet’s see what you haqe to say.”

Nathyn bit back a cry of pain as his zst collided with the tiled stone 
3oor on which he sat, the letter still clutched in his other hand which 
was shaking with barely constrained rage. vt had been more of the same 
K another elqen parent worried about their missing child and asking 
for help. 

How many had he read now? Phousands? Pens of thousands? He’d 
long since lost count, but far too many for it to be coincidence. 

vn accordance to his father’s instructions, Nathyn had started with 
the letters dating back through the last hundred years and, at zrst, they 
had all been as he more or less e5pected they’d be Kconcerns about the 
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dayEtoEday as ta5es changed and shortages appeared after failed 
crops or poor trading agreements, or as sparks 3ew with some of 
Rynn’s hotheaded neighbors. 9omewhere along the line, though, 
that had changed and the more Nathyn read, the more concerned 
he grew. Phe zrst few letters that trickled in dated more than 
thirty years ago, but since then they’d become a 3ood and all 
reiterations of the same thing K elqes were disappearing and at an 
alarming rate. 

Folding the letter back up and replacing it in the drawer, 
Nathyn frowned when his hand landed on the ne5t letter. vt was 
diIerent than the others, the parchment thicker and of a –uality 
that had to haqe cost more than a few silqer aylas. Sertainly greater 
than what the aqerage household could aIord. 

Uulling it out, his frown only deepened when he found that it 
bore no name. vn fact, it wasn’t eqen addressed to the king though 
it was placed among those haqing already been read by him. His 
breath caught when he turned it oqer and spied the unbroken seal.

“2hat are you doing in the Tingdom Archiqes?” Nathyn mutE
tered, a znger tracing the wa5 emblem of a rearing stallion with 
star aboqe it. Phis was no ordinary letter, that much was obqious 
eqen without opening it, and certainly not one that should haqe 
been placed in the public record.

He bit his bottom lip, eyeing the letter in his hand. Well, Father 
did task me with a careful and thorough reading of whatever I 
found, his curiosity eating at him as he debated opening it. 

vn the end, his need to know won out oqer the propriety of 
opening what his instincts were telling him was meant only for 
the king’s eyes, and yet it eqidently hadn’t found the king’s eyes 
and that was all the more curious.
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Uulling a small knife from his boot, Nathyn gingerly cut open the 
seal, careful not to ruin the parchment beneath it, and, returning the 
blade, slowly unfolded the letter and started to read. 

Your Majesty,

I fear I have stumbled upon something dark and festering. A cancer 
in our midst that has been growing unnoticed and working in our midst 
–unnoticed except by a few, some of whom I fear have already paid for 
it with their lives, and now it threatens to overwhelm us all if we don’t 
stop it. 

I dare not put into writing what I suspect, not yet, not without proof, 
but there are things in motion even now that I trust will bring to light 
the missing pieces I need. There are too many lives at stake for me to get 
this wrong now, I must be careful or else they’ll get away with it again. 
And they mustn’t. Not again. Never again. Not if I can help it. It must 
be stopped.

~   V   ~
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