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Chapter One

 


Kassius had not expected this. Men dressed
in outlandish outfits of burgundy and white ran down the road
toward his entourage. Their baked-brown skin stood out against
their white shirts, making their clothes seem even more brilliant
in the late afternoon sun. Their olive hues and their dark beards
reminded Kassius of Arixus, but only slightly, for Arixus was half
Faror blood, and much of his mother was in him. These men of Faror
stopped just before Kassius’s caravan and wordlessly formed two
single-file lines on either side of him, linking their arms
together. And then they began to hum – a low hum that Kassius at
first thought came from the very ground, so subtle was its rising.
A bead of sweat ran down Kassius’s forehead and dripped past his
eyebrow onto his cheek. He snapped his fingers at the negligent
slave behind him, and the slave rushed around to hold the gaudy
parasol of red velvet and gold tassels in front of his master. The
sun burned hotter in Faror than it ever did in Nirrion, his
homeland so far to the north. How long had he traveled? Weeks?

“What’s this?” Kassius asked his body servant.

“A Faror welcome,” the slave said. “You come in the Emperor’s
name, and they honor you.”

Kassius directed his horse forward, but he
did not hurry. Within sight stood a mighty house, almost like a
castle, though it lacked fortifications to be properly called so.
Kassius examined the scene with a soldier’s eye, for that was all
he knew. As General, he relied solely on his ability to size up any
situation instantly and devise tactics to fit all reasonable
circumstances.

“Eriston, then?” Kassius nodded toward the massive,
multi-storied, wide-faced house.

The body servant nodded. “Yes, Dominus. They
have been expecting you for some days now.”

Kassius did not want to dwell on the delays
along the way. He just wanted a nice, soft bed to sleep in for the
night. And he wanted to get back to Nirrion as soon as possible. He
wanted to get back to Arixus. He rode between the human chain until
he turned off the white stone road and trotted up a narrower path
that took him between large iron gates. There, in the courtyard of
the house stood what had to have been the entire household staff.
Gardeners stood with hats in hands, bakers and kitchen staff had
stopped their culinary labors, and everyone smiled as Kassius rode
up. Among the throng and standing nearest a large bronze brazier
that came up chest-high on him was the Lord of Eriston himself.
Though Kassius had never seen him before, he did not doubt his
appraisal, for the man wore a long, rich robe and rings of ruby and
emerald on his fingers.

The lord of the manor bowed low. “Welcome to
Eriston, my lord.” He spoke in his Faror tongue, and Kassius
understood.

“You honor me.” Kassius dismounted his horse and closed the
distance between himself and his host, though he did not touch him.
He did not know Faror protocol.

The Eriston lord smiled and smiled, his
white teeth gleaming out of his bushy black beard, and then looked
toward the brazier.

“Bring the torch,” Kassius said to his body
servant.

The slave ran off and returned with a lit
torch wrapped in blue and gold ribbons. Tassels of burgundy and
silver hung from the end. The colors of both Arixus’s mother’s and
father’s houses. Kassius took the torch and set ablaze the
tar-smeared wood that lay within the brazier, and at the sight of
the leaping flames, everyone cheered.

“And so at last, the fire of our King has come to us.” Eriston
took Kassius by the arm and led him through a sheltered walkway
that opened into the interior gardens of the house. Servants with
plates of candied apple slices and lemon-cakes topped with shaved
coconut walked beside them, and a cup of dark liquid was thrust
into Kassius’s hand.

Kassius sniffed the steaming drink. It had a
rich, bitter aroma. His unasked question must have spread to his
face, for the Eriston lord answered him.

“It is called coffee.”

Coffee, that strange Faror drink more and
more people in Nirrion seemed to be drinking. Kassius sipped it,
and it burned the tip of his tongue.

“Why hot?” Kassius stretched out his hand, indicating the heat
of the afternoon.

“It cools your body,” Eriston said, taking his own cup and
sipping from it.

That explanation seemed backwards to
Kassius, but he said nothing. He sipped his coffee politely.

“The Emperor has bid me tell you that he holds all Faror dear
in his heart,” Kassius said, “though Eriston is chief in his
thoughts.”

“Tell my King that I can know no more greater felicity than
living in his grace.” Eriston led Kassius across the grass and
among the peach trees, whose low-hanging fruit Kassius had to duck
to avoid hitting with his head.

Kassius thought it curious that the Faror
people insisted on referring to Arixus as their King when clearly
he controlled an Empire and ruled from Nirrion. But such was the
way of things. The Faror were his father’s people, the Skenje of
Nirrion his mother’s, and Arixus had wanted both.

“I will tell him all you say,” Kassius said, “and tell him of
your kind hospitality.”

Eriston laughed and stroked his mustache.
“You have not seen anything yet. Wait until the banquet.”

Kassius hoped Faror food would agree with
him. “And what of the Lady Rakel?”

“She is ready. We will have the ceremony before we
celebrate.”

Kassius licked his dry lips. “I must admit
I’m a bit nervous.”

“Do not worry, my lord.” Eriston laughed again, and Kassius
deemed him a man easily amused. “You come in the name of Arixus
Akar Judal. There is no more auspicious name in all
Gilalion.”

And no greater lover.

Kassius wished he was back in Arixus’s arms.
He wished he could kiss those lips that burned like ice. But more
than anything, he wished he could scream to the world his love for
Arixus. He had shared the Emperor’s bed for some time, and though
he was happy to assume the submissive role in their lovemaking,
Kassius had to keep it a secret. In Nirrion, there was no greater
shame than for a man to be taken like a woman, and as Kassius was a
great leader of men, he had to keep his affair with Arixus a
secret. “I will do my duty and stand for the Emperor.”

****

Kassius was dressed in his finest toga, a
brilliant white gown of wool that wrapped around his waist and over
his shoulder, to end folded and hanging in his right arm. The
purple strip that ran down its seam displayed the role he assumed.
He would stand in proxy for the Emperor. Kassius stepped into the
circle of decorated eggs on thin, bronze stands. The painted eggs
bore sigils of Elendrie Earthmother, a clear symbol of hoped-for
fertility in the royal couple, and the diamonds affixed to the
colored shells captured and refracted the candlelight.

Kassius stepped forward toward the mirror
flanked by two branching candelabra, each holding seven candles of
scented wax. He stared into the glass, careful not to take his eyes
from what was reflected there, for it was Faror custom for the man
to see his wife for the first time in the mirror. Musicians played
pipes and horns, strange instruments that pleased Kassius’s ears
and soothed his anxiety.

Into the reflection stepped a veiled figure.
Only her long black hair flowed out beyond the translucent black
fabric. Every other bit of her was hidden. Her dark purple dress
fell to her feet and swept the floor behind her, and her hands were
hidden somewhere in the folds of her costume. Kassius thought the
dress looked even more complicated than a toga, and that was saying
something. Here came Arixus’s bride, and the Emperor would marry
her by proxy. Kassius stood there in his name. The last time Arixus
had taken a bride was forty years previous, before Kassius had been
born. He always took his brides from among the Faror people, and
Kassius wondered which number this one was.

“I am come to give myself and all I have into the hands of my
husband, Arixus Akar Judal, Emperor of Nirrion, King of the Faror,
and lord of all he sees.” Rakel spoke in Kassius’s native Skenje
tongue, and her voice was like honey and spice, smooth yet foreign.
She laid her hand in Kassius’s.

“And I, Kassius Enad Val, claim you in the name of Arixus Akar
Judal.” He stared at her through the mirror. He could already see
that her features were fine beneath the veil. “Where you are Chiel,
then and there I am Alaxton. To my eyes you are fair as Melara, and
may you be as fruitful as Elendrie.”

“Where you are Alaxton, then and there I am Chiel. To my eyes
you are as rich as Galadrin, and may you be to me as just as
Jehiel.”

Having said the ritual words of the Skenje
wedding ceremony, Kassius smiled. It was done. But Rakel moved back
to keep him from raising the veil.

“May you bring forth fruit from me,” Rakel said in Faror, “as
the Sunlord sires his children on the Earthmother.”

Those words were not part
of the ceremony, and Kassius did not know what to say in response,
for he knew this woman would never get her wish. Arixus desired no
children. And yet Kassius’s heart burned in his breast as he
considered her words, for it was as if she were speaking to him.
“The gods smile upon our union.” Our
union? She belonged to Arixus.

Kassius raised the veil, and Rakel’s dark
eyes, glowing brighter than any candle, arrested him. She was the
flower of Faror loveliness. A kind of glittering powder covered her
smooth, dark skin, giving her an inhuman beauty. She wore a light
perfume that Kassius could smell as he leaned in to kiss her – to
kiss her lips for his friend and lover, Arixus. His lips touched
hers, and when he tasted her, he knew his relationship with Arixus
could never be the same again. Kassius loved Arixus for his beauty
and strength, and he felt drawn to Rakel for the same reason. This
was no perfunctory kiss – Rakel sighed into his mouth as she fell
into his arms. Her body pressed against his, and Kassius could have
given himself to her right there. But she was Arixus’s bride, and
everyone was watching from beyond the railing. The unexpected
intimacy quite stole his reason. Though loath to do so, Kassius
broke the kiss and bade farewell forever to those sweet lips. He
turned to the assembled crowd beyond the shadows of the altar and
proclaimed Arixus Akar Judal and Rakel of the House of Eriston
married.

The Eriston lord and everyone else in the
room fell to their knees and bowed before Rakel. “Hail, our Queen!”
her father said.

“Hail!” they all repeated.

Rakel turned her beautiful gaze upon
Kassius, and he, too, knelt, though he did so more to worship her
loveliness than to acknowledge her supremacy. She reached down and
ran her fingers through his short, blond hair. “So fair,” she
said.

“Your Grace,” Eriston said. “Daughter.” He kissed her
hand.

But she hugged him and said, “Thank you,
father.” When she pulled away, Kassius could see the unshed tears
gleaming in her eyes.

“You have worked so hard for this,” her father whispered to
her, “and now look at you: a Queen. His Grace chose
you.”

“Long has our house been allied with the Lozabet clan,” Rakel
said. “It was only a matter of time before he bent
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