February 13, 1666

The deck of His Majesty’s Ship Redfish, off Cape Manzing

Ambassador Calin e’Meriam to Minister Laders ed’Sasagen

Minister,

We have safely left Manzing and are waiting for the winds to turn, to weather Cape Manzing and enter the Straits of Barthior.  Captain ed’Laris believes the winds will turn in a day or so, though they may then rush us into the Straits with the force of a storm.  The storm, unfortunately, would blow us straight past Codun, denying us a chance to view the ancient Straits Bridge, about which so many travelers have written.  Nevertheless, we are only a day behind schedule and will certainly arrive in Ataranta in a timely fashion.  

Manzing town had heard of the fall of Gonine only days before we arrived, and was in a complete uproar.  The Goniner Duke of Bierfal is raising a force inland to renew the contest, and the Duke of Manzing was attempting to bring his lands into the fray as well.  The Merchants’ Council, however, would have nothing to do with such a thing, and leading merchants had sequestered their stocks of specie, provisions, and ammunition against possible seizure by the garrison.  I doubt there will be any movement in southeast Angenif, although no news from Codun has reached us.  Nothing is to be expected, of course, until summer, when whatever armies Bierfal can raise will be able to make it over the mountains to Cironia proper.

Nevertheless, I do suggest to the Council of Foreign Affairs, and to His Majesty, that we not forget the Angenifi in our calculations.  Gonine itself may have fallen, and Ataranta may maintain an army of two hundred thousands, but the southeast is large, with few roads and rivers dominated by the local cities, the Vaserok Mountains are high, and Astalon yet rules the Sameran Ocean.  Should the peace negotiations go poorly, small subsidies to the Angenif coast cities may prove exceedingly beneficial.  

On the subject of foreign affairs, I request clarification of my powers to treat with Aladria.  They retain six of our ships and five hundred sailors from the Battle of the Boyn this November past.  Ought I treat to release them, and what may I offer in return?  Aladria is as prickly and independent as we, and I have no doubt that their Ambassador Mitali is in Ataranta merely out of curiosity.  Nevertheless, Gonine’s fall may have brought (King ___) to some sense of his vulnerability, and so Ataranta may have obtained a voice in regard to our prisoners.  I promise that, given the chance, I will be able to negotiate rings around Ambassador Mitali.

We have hailed a merchanter out of Dalyn, to whom I have committed this package.  I shall write again upon reaching Gonine, or what is left of it.

As always,

Sincerely Yours,

Calin e’Meriam

February 26, 1666

Royal Palace, Gonine

Ambassador Calin e’Meriam to Minister Laders ed’Sasagen

Minister,

I received your packet with this morning’s mail.  Captain ed’Darion of the Hussars delivered it by hand.  I question the wisdom of maintaining armed strength this far south during the winter.  A regiment of Hussars, if discovered, is enough to annoy Ataranta, while a full army would be insufficient to provide security.  The Military Council knows best, however.  I offer only my humble suggestions.

I thank you deeply for your high estimation of my skill with regard to Aladria, and I will do my best to restore to us our ships and crews.  The amount you mention as possible indemnity—160,000 crowns—is more than I can hope to draw on in Ataranta.  I have taken it upon myself, therefore, to write to the House of Alelow in Corsisn.  Aladria also relies upon Derlish bankers, and if necessary I will be able to settle the matter in Ataranta.  

The city of Gonine has been almost completely destroyed by fire.  The Royal Palace, in which we are housed, is mainly intact, but the ceiling of the Marble Atrium has collapsed and most of the walls are scorched.  Our Atarantene host, Marquis Nescir, informed me that the defenders of the city fired the palace during the final struggle, to prevent important documents of state from falling into the Atarantenes’ hands, but I am given to doubt that account:  The city gates were forced with the aid of incendiary cannon, and it seems likely to me that the cannon were simply moved up to help open the palace doors. 

The achievement of the Atarantenes in taking the city appears even more impressive here than it did when the news arrived.  Who would have thought to bring ship’s cannon a hundred miles overland, with the roads too slick for siege guns?  Even so, a ship’s cannon is several hundredweight, and the roads in the highlands are completely iced over.  And to do it all with complete surprise—it is almost enough to make me believe in the rumors that say that Falaan wizards in the Atarantene service witched the approaches.  

The weather here is bitterly cold and dry.  It is hard to believe that only several hundred leagues to the north begin the Plains of Dilakand, whose rainfall feeds our rivers.  Here the wind roars down the canyons, driving the breath from one’s lungs and chilling the bones.  I do not understand how the highlanders stand to live here during the winters.  If sufficient blankets can be obtained, however, the dry cold is a pleasant relief, from the incessant stinging bugs of Astalon.  It ought to be reasonably pleasant in this region during the summer or fall.  

The conduct of our host is another factor in my longing for home.  Marquis Nescir is a pleasant enough man, but, as you know, it is not the Atarantene custom to accredit women as diplomats.  Several times already he has addressed my valet as “Ambassador,” and only subsequently caught his error.  I fear that matters will only become worse as we approach Ataranta itself.  Fortunately, I will be able to draw on my experience as Ambassador to Igassa in ’62.  I doubt that the Atarantenes will assume I am a prostitute or attempt to marry their sons off to me, but I am sure that I will be able to remit to you many amusing anecdotes.  Should my embassy become compromised by any sexual disrespect, I will, of course, request back-up at the first possible occasion.  

The city of Gonine has not been entirely deserted—some scavengers and other wretched folk remain.  The Atarantene garrison is small and bored and does not molest them, except when they approach the quarters claimed for barracks.  Twice I have seen an Atarantene musketeer club a beggar to the ground in Palace Square.  These vicious acts of cruelty are justified by the Atarantenes as responding to the threat of partisan resistance—one beggar attempted to stab a guard with an improvised knife some weeks ago, and since then the soldiers have been on high alert.  It is more likely in my mind that the Atarantenes (none of whom personally took the city), driven mad by boredom and made cruel by army discipline, are taking their rage out upon the population that has not died or fled.  

There is no sign of the two hundred thousand who once lived here.  Behind the blackened walls of the stone town houses, and beneath the rubble of the wooden lower quarters, no doubt are entombed thousands of dead, but still more were driven out, according to the local Guard Captain, one Terly, who is far too eager for my tastes.  Where the thousands fled to, I cannot conjecture.  In these barren highlands, most will have died in hollows and snowbanks.  I would imagine that the cities of the lower Serialadin river will be awash with the fled for some time yet.  Perhaps even Bierfal and Arron will receive their share, as may our more inland possessions.

I speak of this in even terms, for the printed word cannot fully convey my feelings and any letters I may send from here could be read.  I know the ways of war, and I am not blind to the nature of some of its necessities.  Nevertheless, be fully certain that every moment spent in this charnel house sickens me, and that such emotion is not born of womanly frailty.  Were you to walk these ruined streets, you would feel the same as I.  I have, once or twice, managed to bring some of what food we could spare to one of the beggars, and so have learned something of their condition.  The beggar I managed to befriend, named Gerdan Lelram, was once a man of substance, a trader with mining interests in the Vaserok foothills.  He escaped the street massacres by hiding in his wine cellar while his home was ransacked and burned above him.  Only the carelessness of the looters saved his hideaway from discovery, but he was left with nothing, after he emerged and further looters found his wines.  He and his family sequestered some quantity of provisions, and so were able to remain and watch the Atarantenes drive out and massacre all citizens they found, great and small.  Their provisions have run out, and in a few days’ time he plans to bring his family south, to throw them on the mercy of the Serialadin cities.  Such are the results of the sack of Gonine—lives erased, wealth destroyed.  The Atarantenes here did not participate in the slaughters, but some buried the bodies—hundreds of men and women sabred to death in the public square, day after day, corpses left to pile up until reinforcements buried them.  The Atarantene soldiers complain about the stench, not the murders.  

I understand our strategic position, and my maps, as clear as yours, show the great weight of numbers that Ataranta may throw at us this spring.  I will negotiate in full knowledge.  I can envision, however, the sack of Gonine repeated, at Verys, Laita, Nares, even Aisna.  That, by war or peace, must be forestalled at any cost.

As Always,

Sincerely Yours,

Calin e’Meriam
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