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1. Banquet with the Tindarnart
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KAISHA STOOD NAKED beside her bed inspecting three dark brown tunics.

Fra-qithan this night, fra-qithan the feast, and fra-qithan another set of aglait Darklander weihsfraujans. Village leaders? Why should she have anything to do with mere village leaders. Her father was Thiudanas of the Miearnart Thiuda. Every village these weihsfraujans led were in the Miearnart Thiuda and so subject to her father. 

“Lost in thought again Princess?” It was Anferava, her chamber-slave. The woman was at least forty summers old, more than twice Kaisha’s age, and looked more like she belonged in a kitchen than tending to Kaisha.

“You know I hate that Otherlander term,” Kaisha said without turning. “My skin might be tan, but I am daughter of a Thiudanas.”

Anferava chuckled. “She rejects an Otherlander title while using an Otherlander word instead of dauhtar.”

“They infected us with their filth,” Kaisha muttered and looked at her tan arm. No, it wasn’t tan. It was brown, like those disgusting hairs that grew where hairs shouldn’t grow. It was the reason the three tunics Anferava put on the bed were dark brown. They’d make her look paler.

“I think the middle one is most revealing,” Anferava said. “Shows off your beautiful shape.”

“It shows off my tiny breasts.” Kaisha picked up the garment. “You’re right. It should discourage the weihsfraujans from looking at me too close. Let them think I can’t birth an heir.” She slipped the garment over her head. “That’s all I’m there for, isn’t it? I’m to be displayed like a common tavern whore so some fra-qithan weihsfraujan can choose a vagina from among my father’s daughters to bond an alliance.”

“If you find a bond you’ll have a better life than most girls your age.”

“Like Sonartia?”

“Are you going to wear pants with that again or—”

“Pants,” Kaisha said. “Let them know I have something to hide down there.”

Anferava huffed and handed Kaisha a long skirt. “Your father has a Thiudanas of the Tindarnart and the Peranou at his table, as well as their sons.”

“If he needs an alliance, he has Earmarlva and Bairnava. They’re pale. They’re hairless where they should be. They have breasts big enough to promise the many pink babies they want.”

“You’ve been with the Lilthling again?”

“I’ve been practicing the sword with Xaranine,” Kaisha said. “She says I’m becoming good with it.”

“I don’t see why you...” Anferava shook her head. “People are starting to talk.”

“Again?”

“Not stories like that, stories like you want to become a warrior, like Sonartia.”

“And murder a bond, like Sonartia?” Kaisha smiled at the shock on Anferava’s face. “Xaranine teaches a discipline. Sword drills are a small part of it.” Kaisha stepped into the long skirt Anferava had given her and tied it about her waist. “Sonartia would benefit from Xaranine’s teachings.”

“She teaches fairweitjan ways. They’re dangerous to Darklander men, and deadly to Darklander women.”

“Liuhtjans are often women.”

“It’s never their choice.”

Kaisha smiled softly. “You worry for me more than a mother.”

“It’s not...”

Kaisha took Anferava’s hands and looked into her eyes. “I’m being me. One day I’ll be bonded, traded to a son of a powerful man in return for an alliance with... with someone. That day will be the last day I will be allowed to be me. Let me be who I am until that day. Now, let’s go and make my pale-skinned, round-breasted sisters look attractive and child-ready to my father’s guests.”

***
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AFTER BEING INFORMED about the guests, Kaisha strutted into her father’s banquet hall like an available dauhtar of a Thiudanas should. She glanced around the hall before taking her place at the end of her father’s table.

Her father, Wodabar, sat in the centre of his long table at the back of the hall. There were two even longer tables on either side of it which made a large open area in front of the guests. This was unusual. He normally had two other tables between those on the sides making the arrangement look like the fork used by field workers to move fodder before the winter. All the tables had plates and mugs and several large lumps of roast bairas.

The first to notice her entrance was the sour looking Pacrabast, the younger son of Odarcavus, the Thiudanas of one of a western clans of the Tindarnart. Odarcavus was arrogant enough, calling himself Thiudanas when he was little more than a leader of a rabble, but Pacrabast took this to a new depth. He’d already tried to impress her legs open for him before old Padvucin spoke to her about who was at the banquet. Pacrabast claimed to be the ‘Next Tindarnart leader’ before Padvucin told him Kaisha was dauhtar of the Miearnart Thiudanas. Pacrabast then promised to soften his father into a more favourable negotiation if she’d just soften herself to come to his bed. She might have been tempted a little if Pacrabast was as attractive as his father, or at least Nardarax, the older brother, who seemed more interested in Xaranine, her Lilthling tutor at her father’s table.

Odarcavus and his household smiled at her as she made her way to her place at the end of the head table. She tried not to smile back and failed.

“I hope you weren’t flirting with the Tindarnart Thiudanas,” Xaranine said as Kaisha sat beside her. Of all the guests in the room, Xaranine was the one who least looked like she belonged. Brown hair lightened by too many hours spent training under Sauilin’s gaze, her face was as fresh, and her skin was as clear and pale as any girl of fewer than twenty winters. Only her eyes betrayed that she was older. She was almost ten seasons older than twenty winters, but her eyes looked still older. Kaisha assumed it was because Xaranine had killed.

“It’s strategic,” Kaisha lied. “The disturbing Pacrabast was paying too much attention to me as I came in.”

“Do you think your father might give you to one of the two brothers?” Xaranine asked.

Kaisha shook her head. “He has other plans for me. Where the fuck is Garasha?”

“Other plans?” Xaranine raised her eyebrows. “Are you hoping to bed the attractive father?”

A serving girl placed a tray of sliced roast bairas meat in front of them and walked away.

“It looks like the attractive older brother’s gaze has gone from you and onto Saliviane,” Kaisha teased. 

“She’s a girl and Nardarax wants a woman,” Xaranine said. 

“And you believe you look like a woman?” Kaisha shook her head at Xaranine’s girlish features and nodded at the tunic that barely covered Xaranine’s poorly-developed breasts.

“I’ll show him I am more woman than he could imagine later tonight,” Xaranine told her. “It’s been a while since I’ve had a decent distraction. Now tell me, what plan does your father have for you?”

Kaisha shrugged. “Just talk around the house staff.”

“Faíhu shit,” Xaranine said. “Tell me.”

“No, answer my question. Where the fuck is Garasha?”

“Somewhere she won’t embarrass your father,” Xaranine said.

The girl Saliviane came and placed a tray of roast root vegetables on the table beside the bairas. She glanced to Nardarax before returning to the kitchen.

“You’d better do something about him if you don’t want him spending the night bedding Saliviane.” Kaisha nodded to Nardarax who was clearly interested in watching Saliviane walk to the kitchen.

“He can find his appetite where he will,” Xaranine said. “He’ll eat where I want him to eat.”

“In your bed?”

“The brother looks very uncomfortable looking at you.” Xaranine took a knife from in front of her, stabbed a piece of bairas meat, and put it on her plate. “Do you think something’s gone hard in his pants while he was looking at you?”

“He believes he can order me to his bed. He’s an ass.”

“Ass?”

“Donkey...” Kaisha stabbed a roast gnarn tear and put it on her plate. “Asilus.”

“Otherlander words.” Xaranine stabbed a Tamar. “You do know an Asilus can have a very satisfying tairsis?”

“I don’t care how satisfying his tairsis might be, it’s not coming anywhere near my fodr.”

“Even if your father orders it?”

Kaisha looked up the table to where her father sat among his weiganfraujans and Ulfling councillors. “He’s going to order me to take a different tairsis,” she said and absently stabbed a piece of bairas.

“The day had to come,” Xaranine said sadly. “I’ll miss you.”

“You’ll come with me,” Kaisha said. “You haven’t finished training me yet.”

***
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THE MEAL WAS PASSABLE, and the company would have been intolerable if it wasn’t for Xaranine. The Tindarnart Pacrabast continued looking at Kaisha and his brother Nardarax continued looking around, pretending not to notice Xaranine’s glances. 

Strategic. That’s what Xaranine called the game she played, stealing Kaisha’s own description. Well, why not? Kaisha had stolen it from Xaranine.

“It’s time to move for the kill,” Xaranine said to Kaisha.

“You’re a disappointment, you know that?” Kaisha said to her.

“It’s the way,” Xaranine said.

“The first way?”

Xaranine smiled. “You’re sure I haven’t finished training you?” She left for the table with the Tindarnart brothers. 

Kaisha watched Xaranine casually saunter behind the other guests and stop behind the brothers and say something. Nardarax turned to her and said something. Xaranine said something to him and then put her hand on Pacrabast’s shoulder and said something to him. Pacrabast shook his head and said something in a way that looked like he was dismissing Xaranine. She whispered something to Pacrabast and then said something else to Nardarax.

Nardarax and Pacrabast both watched as she walked away.

“Ways two, three and four,” Xaranine said as she took her seat beside Kaisha.

“Not five yet?”

“Oh, I’ve won.” Xaranine smiled toward the brothers.

Nardarax was looking at them with what looked like concern.

“It’s going to be a fun night,” Xaranine said. “They’re so predictable.”

“You’re sure about that?”

“I asked his brother if he had night-shine.” Xaranine smiled. “Now look at him.”

Kaisha glanced.

“He—”

“Excuse me please,” the serving girl named Saliviane interrupted Xaranine’s comment.

“What is it?” Kaisha snapped at the girl.

“Your father asked my master to tell you he wants to speak with you in the western antechamber.”

Kaisha looked toward the centre of the table. The chair her father occupied was empty.

Saliviane looked at Xaranine. “He wants you to accompany her.”

“Will this interfere with your plans for the night?” Kaisha asked Xaranine.

Xaranine shrugged. “I’d rather...” she looked at Nardarax and then scanned his table. “His father’s gone. Probably with your father.”

“You’d prefer him?” Kaisha raised her eyebrows.

“We should hurry,” Xaranine said to Kaisha and then looked at Saliviane. “Was there any mention of chairs?”

“Just that there were plenty of them.”

“Right.” Xaranine took a knife from the table. She concealed it beneath her tunic and stood. “Go fetch Valksintargh. Tell her what you told us about the chairs.” She looked at Kaisha. “We’ll go slowly, perhaps speak with one of your sisters.” 

Kaisha nodded.

Xaranine looked at Saliviane. “Why are you still here? Go. Now.”

The girl scurried off.

Xaranine looked at the Tindarnart table and smiled sweetly at Nardarax, allowing her gaze to linger. She bit her lip and, looking down, tore her eyes away. “Let’s go,” she whispered. “He thinks I want him.”

“Don’t you?”

“Lead me to your sister, then to your father.”

***
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NONE OF THE SISTERS at the table wanted to speak with Kaisha and Xaranine so they were at the door to the western antechamber sooner than planned. This might have had something to do with Xaranine’s game with the sons of the Thiudanas. Kaisha had no doubt that both Earmarlva and Bairnava had plans to bed a son of the Thiudanas; perhaps even bond with one. It would be a solid bond to a son of a powerful leader who might become a powerful leader himself. Even if it didn’t, it would be a bond into wealth. 

Kaisha huffed. Sonartia had taught them nothing.

Xaranine looked back to the tables. “No time to wait for Valksintargh,” she said and opened the door for Kaisha.

Kaisha strode into the empty room.

Her father, Wodabar, stood against the far wall beside Sonartia. Thriabtag, Sonartia’s chief guard, stood beside her making the pair look foolish. It wasn’t that his red hair nearly matched Sonartia’s, it was that his ridiculous red leathers almost exactly matched Sonartia’s hair. Scruffy was the word that came to Kaisha’s mind. Add this to her father’s greying hairs both on his head and on his face and she wondered if the Tindarnart Thiudanas and his two companions felt they were being mocked. 

Tindarnart Thiudanas. Odarcavus. Clear skin, long brown hair, deep brown eyes, a strong body that surely wasn’t old enough to have sired the two brothers in the other room.

Xaranine pushed past Kaisha. “Forgive me Thiudanas,” she said. “When your dauhtar said she was going to see you I was—”

“You’re forgiven Xaranine,” Wodabar said and looked at Kaisha.

Xaranine nudged Kaisha and she moved her gaze from Odarcavus to her father. “You called for me?” she asked.

Wodabar nodded. “Thiudanas Odarcavus here wants an alliance with us,” he said. “He has his younger son available, and I have told him that my dauhtar Sonartia is also available. He said he doesn’t want her. He says his son wants you. He also says he wants my dauhtar Sonartia to be punished for the murder of her bond, since he was a Tindarnart. He is disappointed.”

“Disappointed?” Kaisha asked.

“These men with him are two weiganfraujans,” Wodabar said. “Wativadar claims he is a seer; capable of discerning lies when they’re uttered. He doesn’t believe my dauhtar about the circumstances around the death of her bond, and refuses to believe—”

The door opened. 

“Thiudanas.” A stern woman with flowing brown hair and piercing brown eyes strode into the room. Although she looked barely older than Xaranine, she was actually a little younger.

“Valksintargh,” Wodabar said. “I’m pleased you could join us.” He pointed to the weiganfraujan beside Odarcavus. “This is Wativadar.”

“The seer.” Valksintargh nodded to him. “Tell me, how do you see liuganvarm?” 

“I don’t,” Wativadar said. “I feel them, like a hunter feels his prey.”

Valksintargh nodded and looked at Wodabar. “He tells the truth.” She glanced at Xaranine who nodded.

“Now tell me, Wativadar the seer,” Valksintargh said. “Tell me what liuganvarm you see on me when I tell you these truths. I lived among the Tindarnart for three seasons. I spent my time with one Thiudanas for one season and two seasons with a second. I learned from both how Tindarnart law works.”

“You speak truth.” Wativadar nodded slowly. 

“Now I’ll tell you a lie. I spent some time on a Tindarnart farm.”

“We... That wasn’t a lie.”

“The farm grew gilias.”

“That was a lie.”

“It was. It was a grain farm. Good.” She looked at Wodabar. “What is the problem here?”

“Thiudanas Odarcavus wants my dauhtar, Sonartia, hanged for murdering her Tindarnart bond.”

Valksintargh nodded and looked at Wativadar. “You felt what liuganvarm feels like from me. Remember what it feels like as you listen to me. Your people value loyalty to your clans above all else, and loyalty to your family above that. All Tindarnart law comes from these loyalties.” She looked at Odarcavus. “As Thiudanas of such a large clan, you understand this?”

Odarcavus nodded.

Valksintargh looked at Wativadar. “Your Thiudanas tells the truth. Will you confirm?”

“I confirm,” Wativadar said.

“Feel for liuganvarm in what I now tell you. Emarkar planned and prepared to murder Thiudanas Wodabar. Emarkar’s clan was Sonartia’s clan, but Thiudanas Wodabar is Sonartia’s family. By bonding to Sonartia, her family became Emarkar’s family. That was the purpose of the bond. It was Emarkar who transgressed Tindarnart law and deserved to be torn apart. If Sonartia didn’t kill him, she’d also be guilty and deserve death. Instead, she deserves honour that you’re denying her. Now, tell your Thiudanas if you sense liuganvarm.”

Wativadar looked at Odarcavus.

“Well?” Odarcavus asked.

“She believes she tells the truth,” Wativadar said.

“How can you know this?” Odarcavus asked Valksintargh.

“I was among Emarkar’s guard,” she said. “I was there when Sonartia discovered his treason, and I was there when he...” She looked at Sonartia. “She is honourable.” She looked at Wativadar. “I can smell what you’re thinking, and you won’t survive it. None of you. I am Ulfling, the girl behind me is Lilthling and the man beside Sonartia is a skilled swordsman.” 

“And the other matter?” Odarcavus asked Wodabar.

“My dauhtar Kaisha is going to the Drokart and will bond with their Thiudanas. We will be family. I have other dauhtars who might bond with your youngest son, but I won’t consent to such a bond until you prove your worth.”

“Is that your last word?”

“For now.” Wodabar nodded. “If you had proved worthy then I’d have more to say, but I have nothing more until you do. Tell your sons they can keep themselves away from my dauhtars. If they aren’t content with that, there are brothels in the city.”

Odarcavus left with his two weiganfraujans leaving Kaisha to allow the weight of her father’s declaration to settle in her stomach. Although she’d heard rumours from the household slaves it hadn’t felt real until the words came from her father. “May I go now?” she asked.

Wodabar nodded.

Kaisha left.

“If you hurry you might entice the attractive Thiudanas to your bed for tonight,” Xaranine said playfully. “It was clear your father has forbidden you from taking one of the brothers.”

Kaisha shook her head. “You go and fuck the brother you want,” she said. “I...”

“I don’t want either of them,” Xaranine said solemnly. “I was just playing a game. You know that.”

“This is no longer a game,” Kaisha said. “It’s now...” She looked to the table where Odarcavus sat with his entourage and two sons. “Why me?” she whispered. “Why not Sonartia? She met him, maybe even fucked him.”

“I know things are serious when you talk of fucking someone instead of bedding them,” Xaranine said. “Is there nobody you can spend some time with?”

“I want to speak with Sonartia about this Thiudanas and then do some sword drills.”

Xaranine sighed. “Then speak with your sister and go to the practice hall at the rear of the citadel. I’ll bring two warriors to test our skills.”

“Skills with the sword?”

“That too,” Xaranine smiled and left the hall. Kaisha returned to her seat at the table and waited for her father and Sonartia to return.
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2. Gourdia’s Evening


[image: ]


“YOU WON’T CHANGE YOUR mind?” It was Kaurand asking the same question he’d asked twice already.

“No,” Gourdia declared and strode to his seat in the longhouse of Karshdaliard. It had emptied soon after his brief meeting with his weiganfraujans during which he declared his intention to negotiate a treaty with the Miearnart without bonding with a dauhtar of the Thiudanas. “There was only one I liked,” he had explained, “and she’s now bonded to another. I don’t see why a treaty needs a woman in my bed I don’t want there.”

This caused some chuckles among the younger men in the longhouse. Kaurand hadn’t been impressed but hadn’t voiced his distaste until they were alone.

“The messengers said she has left Croisidan with her escort,” Kaurand pressed.

“If she’s so keen to bond with me then why wasn’t she on the barge with the messengers?” Gourdia asked.

“Because...” Kaurand huffed. “You know the river’s not safe and it’s predictable.”

“...and it’s known that a daughter of a Thiudanas is worth a lot of silver if she’s captured.” Gourdia looked around the empty longhouse. The firepit in its centre remained alight and cast ominous shadows on the face of his oldest and most trusted counsellor. Kaurand retained the title weiganfraujan even though he ceased to command warriors after he’d bonded with Gourdia’s mother. There were some in the town that claimed the bond was too soon after Gourdia’s father died. Finding a bond for his mother after his father’s death was Gourdia’s responsibility as her only son. Kaurand asking to bond with his mother had lifted that.

“What’s really wrong?” Kaurand asked.

“Tell my mother that I’m fine.”

“She already knows that’s not true. Now answer me.”

“I’m not ready to bond.” Gourdia looked at the shadows around the longhouse and wondered if he’d ever feel completely comfortable again.

“You’ll never be ready to bond,” Kaurand said. “I wasn’t ready to bond, and I was old enough to be your father when... What’s really wrong?”

“We need this alliance with the Miearnart, I understand that. But if I bond into Wodabar’s family then we’ve locked every other possible ally out of a close alliance.”

“Who else is there?”

“Wodabar has many dauhtars and many sons. He has—”

“He has many bonds too.”

“I can’t change our ways.”

“You can and—”

“...and I won’t.”

Kaurand nodded sagely. “You can’t change what’s done.”

“I know you think you know but you’re wrong. I’m...” Gourdia huffed. “What was that message from the Tindarnart? Douvrill was it?”

“He wants to speak of an arrangement,” Kaurand said. “He’s not seeking a bond.”

“I know. He’s seeking a home.”

“In Drokart land.” Kaurand glanced to the wall behind Gourdia’s seat. 

“Is somebody coming?”

“Neacarsia said that you should spend some time with Gervarn. She said he likes playing with you, almost as much as you like playing with him.” 

Gourdia shook his head. “I’m a sorry disappointment of a father to him.”

“He’s not yet seen his fourth winter. All he knows is he hasn’t seen you.”

“Neacarsia should bond. I know she’s a liuhtjan, but she’s also a woman with a child.”

“And that child’s the son of the Thiudanas. One who’ll need his father.”

Gourdia turned to his left. “All the more reason she should find a father for the boy.”

“I can’t do that, and you know why,” Neacarsia said as she came into the hall from the servant’s corridor behind the back of the longhouse. Her lean features were as soft and clear as the day Gourdia took her as his slave. Although it had been almost three full seasons since he’d seen it, he imagined her body was also just as perfect.

“What do you want?” Gourdia asked.

“I heard you called for Miarnarl for companionship tonight.”

Gourdia nodded.

“She’s having woman pains,” Neacarsia continued.

“And you’re here to take her place?”

“Hranstius said she’d gladly do that.” Neacarsia smiled.

“Hranstius is a child,” Gourdia said.

“Hranstius is a child of eighteen winters. Old enough to bond with a man and—”

“Tell Miarnarl I only require her company at Yixatarn’s tavern if she’s well,” Gourdia said.

“What about coming to see your son?” Neacarsia asked.

“Will Hranstius be there?”

“Do you still fear her?” Neacarsia looked at Kaurand playfully and then back to Gourdia.

“A stubborn girl-child of eighteen winters who wants a place in my bed? Of course I do.”

“Then I believe for the sake of your son you should confront those fears like a man,” Kaurand said.

“And if she prevails?” Gourdia asked.

“Use night-shine,” Kaurand answered.

***
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TIME SPENT WITH GERVARN was as delightful as it always was. Gourdia wondered if his own father had found as much delight in him as Gourdia found with his son. Of course, it was different. Gourdia wasn’t like his father and Gervarn wasn’t a son that would remain in his charge. Gervarn’s mother, Neacarsia, would need to become bonded and Gervarn would become the responsibility of another. As Neacarsia warned, Hranstius was there along with Evartaniar and Quoratarial. They were three slaves purchased by Gourdia from Ialdrairn, the weihsfraujan of the village of Armashtafaud who was hanged for treason. It was Hranstius who’d alerted Gourdia to the treachery of her master, asking protection from being sent to Thavocuria. Gourdia obliged by purchasing her from Ialdrairn, along with her two companions. Hranstius, in return, had sought a place in Gourdia’s bed, which he denied her. Instead, he gave the girls their freedom and put them in Neacarsia’s charge.

“Do you like to eat here?” It was Miarnarl, the slave he’d ordered to accompany his end-meal. She had fiery red hair and sharp blue eyes, and her body was more rounded than Ishirlistra. Her accent told Gourdia that she’d come from someplace west of the Austolympian Empire. Gourdia had often asked her if either of her parents were a form of Lingen. She insisted they weren’t and that she was from a tribe known as Bivinale in a place called Greantalia.

Gourdia smiled at her and looked around. It hadn’t occurred to him that he’d never asked her to eat with him in Yixatarn’s tavern before. “I like to come here when I’ve got thoughts I’d rather ignore.” He nodded to the chair opposite him.

Miarnarl sat and placed her hands together and down. Although they couldn’t be seen, Gourdia knew that she’d have them between her legs, as if to place a physical barrier there.

“I understand you’re experiencing the pains,” Gourdia said. “I just want to sit and eat with you, and perhaps talk about silly things.”

“Silly things like your son?” Miarnarl asked.

“Silly things like being beaten by a boy of four winters armed with a sword of reeds.” Gourdia smiled.

“You’re a good father,” Miarnarl said. “I believe he’s going to remember these things about you.”

Gourdia shrugged.

“Well, I’m pleased to see our Thiudanas here with a woman of such beauty.” Yixatarn walked over to them with two steaming bowls. “Here’s some spiced gaiten with tamar and I’ll fetch you something to drink once I discover what you like.”

“I’m just a slave,” Miarnarl said.

“I know you’re a slave,” Yixatarn said. “But that’s not what you just are.”

“If I wasn’t sitting with the Thiudanas it’s what I would just be,” Miarnarl said.

Yixatarn shook his head and looked at Gourdia.

“It’s the reason why I want her to sit with me,” Gourdia told him. “She’s not just a slave and her words prove it.” He looked at Miarnarl. “What would you like to drink?”

Miarnarl shrugged. “I like giear,” she said.

“So do I.” Gourdia nodded to Yixatarn. 

“Two mugs of giear tea.” Yixatarn returned to his kitchen.

“If you enjoy time with your son so much why don’t you take him into your household fully?” Miarnarl asked.

“Because a Drokart Thiudanas can’t have an heir from a slave.”

“But Neacarsia isn’t a slave.”

“And she’s also not from a family I can bond with.”

“I’m sorry,” Miarnarl said. “I didn’t mean to...”

“The hurt’s now blunt, so it was nothing painful,” Gourdia said. “I...” He shook his head.

“I can come with you tonight,” she said. 

“No. I said I only wanted your company over end-meal and that’s all I’m going to ask.”

“Do you have somebody else to keep that pain blunt?”

“Not tonight.” Gourdia took a spoon of the spiced gaiten.

Miarnarl did the same. “Gods on Thiuhian!” she snapped. “What does he put in this thing?”

“Spices from a long way east,” Gourdia said and took another spoonful. 

“They’re painful,” Miarnarl said.

“Only until you’re used to them.” Gourdia looked to Yixatarn who was coming with two mugs of giear tea. “You might need to bring some gaiten milk,” he said as Yixatarn placed the mugs on the table. “My lovely companion isn’t used to your spices.”

“I’m sorry,” Yixatarn said to Miarnarl. “I can fetch you something milder if you prefer.”

Miarnarl shook her head. “I’ll have this,” she said and looked at Gourdia. “How many spoons will it take for me to be used to it?”

Gourdia shrugged. “It took me three bowls, but it was worth it.”

Miarnarl eyed the bowl warily. 

“I’ll fetch something mild,” Yixatarn said.

“No. I’ll continue with this until it no longer hurts.” She looked at Gourdia. “It seems it’s something that’s worth the pain.”

“I’ll fetch some faíhu milk then,” Yixatarn said.

“You don’t have to continue with it,” Gourdia told her once Yixatarn had left.

“What’s the reward for continuing?” she asked.

“You begin to love the flavour and it feels good to eat.”

Miarnarl nodded and looked at the bowl. She picked up another spoonful and ate.

“I could be lying, you know?” Gourdia said playfully.

“You could,” Miarnarl said as she took another spoon from the bowl. “If you were speaking to somebody else, you could be lying. You seldom lie to me.”

“Seldom?”

She smiled and took another spoonful. “The auda-bloth will be finished in a couple of days. Perhaps we can eat this again, and then we can blunt your pain some more.”

“You’re beginning to sound like Hranstius,” Gourdia teased.

“She’s a beautiful woman,” Miarnarl said.

“She’s a girl.”

“She was a girl. Now she’s a woman, and a beautiful one, and one who...”

Yixatarn placed a mug of faíhu milk in front of Miarnarl. “Drink this,” he said. “It takes the sting away.”

“What about mine?” Gourdia asked.

“I thought you were a man,” Yixatarn said.

Gourdia smiled.

Miarnarl sipped her faíhu milk.

***
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SPEAKING WITH MIARNARL about inconsequential things was what Gourdia needed to stop thinking about the message from the Miearnart Thiudanas, the message from the Tindarnart Thiudanas, and Ishirlistra. It was four winters. The fifth summer. His thoughts held her too close for too long. The idea of her made him regret sending Miarnarl way. Though she was a slave, they talked. Not like he could talk to Ishirlistra, but it was... It was what?

He didn’t need a woman to talk to. He had plenty of men he could talk with, one of them was Ishirlistra’s brother, Kierarstania, but there was nobody he could speak about Ishirlistra with. Oh, he got news of her, but...

He approached the door to his rooms. Though Thiudanas, he’d kept his old rooms, preferring to allow Kaurand and his mother to have the rooms his father occupied. Both objected to it, but this was one thing Gourdia wouldn’t move on. The guards at his door, which was something that Kaurand wouldn’t move on, opened the door to allow him in.

“You have a visitor,” one of them said as he walked past.

“Really?” Gourdia said vacantly without paying heed to what was said.

The door closed and Gourdia looked around the room he used to eat when he ate alone. The fire was low, but it was enough to keep the pot above it warm enough to stop the gruel within from spoiling. It was still a mix of grains and bairas that he’d eat for first-meal when he woke up. He took off his tunic and placed it on the table.

What was it the guard at the door had said?

He went into his bedroom and remembered. Hranstius was sitting on his bed wearing a long white tunic.

“What’re you doing here?” Gourdia asked.

“Neacarsia said you might need someone tonight,” the girl said.

“I don’t think she said that,” Gourdia snapped.

“Not directly.” She stood and it was obvious that she wore nothing under the long tunic. “She said you might have to bond and that the woman you bond with might not want to bond with you. She said you may never have the chance to be with a woman who wants to be with you again and—”

“I don’t need to be a Lingen to know that you’re lying,” Gourdia said.

“She might not have said it directly, but it’s true, isn’t it?”

“I haven’t decided that I’ll bond with the woman the Miearnart send,” Gourdia snapped. “Go and tell whoever’s spreading these stories they’re wrong and...”

Hranstius unfastened the back of her tunic and let it fall to the ground. What Gourdia saw in the firelight was what he hadn’t expected.

“She was a girl but now she’s a woman,” Gourdia whispered.

“I am,” Hranstius said. “A woman who has been with men and so you won’t be guilty of—”

“I’m not guilty now,” Gourdia said. “You have hairs where...” he nodded toward her crotch.

“I’m sorry. I should have removed them.”

“No,” Gourdia said. “They remind me that you’re a Theolympian woman of age.” His eyes moved to her breasts. They weren’t large, but they were fully formed. 

“Won’t you...? You said once that when I have grown, then you’d be honoured to have me in your bed.”

“I said that to a young girl who was too young to bear children,” Gourdia said. “I said that to a young girl whose feelings I didn’t want to bruise.”

“Would you bruise them now?” Hranstius asked. “You have so many lovely women here. Am I not lovely enough for you?”

Gourdia shook his head. “Always,” he said. “This can be nothing but a night of passion though. You’re a free woman and it’s something that belongs between bonded couples—”

“...or concubines.”

“There was a woman I refused to make a concubine because...”

She moved close to him. She smelled of flowers and leaves, like he remembered Neacarsia.

“You’re close to a garden in the Otherness?” he asked.

“Neacarsia told me of such things, but no. It’s the smell of rightness. It’s when two people are close who’re meant to come much closer.”

“Neacarsia doesn’t even believe that.” 

Hranstius put her thumbs beneath the top of Gourdia’s breeches and started pushing them down.

“This can only be tonight,” Gourdia said. “And I’ll chew night-shine before.”

“Smell my breath,” Hranstius said. “I’ve taken it for you.”

“That’s not how it works.” Gourdia pulled up his breeches and went into the outer room. He found his pouch of night-shine and put a root into his mouth. He chewed as he went back into his bedroom and removed his breeches before going back to the outer room and spitting its pulp into the fire. 

Back in the bedroom, Hranstius was in his bed, waiting for him.

After refusing her for so long, he wondered what was different. Was it because he believed it was wrong and no longer cared? Was it because it was no longer wrong? Was it because the girl was now a woman who’d become somehow attractive when she once wasn’t?

Gourdia decided that’s what it was. At least she didn’t beg.
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3. Tierndraal and the Raiders
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“TERRIBLE THING TO HAVE to do on such a lovely day,” Tierndraal said to the man he was about to hang. It wasn’t yet time for first-meal, and Tierndraal hated that the hangings had interfered with his routine.

They were beside the Garandian River, upstream from the bridge between the villages of Tarnardarnt, where Tierndraal lived among the Drokart Darklanders, and Tiersarium, where Darshmaan lived with the Arkanart Darklanders. The village had been segregated between Drokart and Arkanart two winters after Tierndraal became weihsfraujan. Although he was weihsfraujan of both villages for five summers, the Tiersarium side of the river remained grudging in their acceptance of Drokart leadership. The change of name of the north of the river seemed to make the separation more pronounced. Tierndraal hoped the Drokart coming to the aid of the Arkanart against the raiders would be a small step toward cementing a stronger bond between the two sides. He hoped for it but doubted it.

“Are you going to hurry up!” Darshmaan called. He prodded an aihwass yoked to a wagon. It moved toward the path leading to Tiersarium, causing a group of four raiders to fall from it and dangle from the thick bough to which they were attached. “I don’t know why you want them so far off the ground.”

“So they can be seen as a warning,” Tierndraal answered and checked the rope that was going to kill the leader of the raiders. Even with his hands tied behind his back, the man was defiant. It was almost a pity to kill him. He wore the green and brown cloak Tierndraal had become well accustomed to during the past two summers. It was the cloak of a Miearnart raider, men who’d been swords-for-hire for the Theolympians and were no longer in their service. The man had been proud of his cloak, which was foolish. If he’d remained silent, or even lied about where he’d got it, he, and those with him might have been allowed to live. 

“You don’t need to do this,” the man said in a fatherly tone. He was much older than Tierndraal with grey in his dark hair and wrinkles on his grim face.

“No.” Tierndraal tightened the rope about the man’s neck and moved the knot to the man’s left ear. “No, I do need to do this.” He sighed. “You and your fools made this necessary.”

“HO!” one of the Arkanart Legion from Tiersarium yelled as he led an aihwass yoked to another cart away from the riverbank. Another three raiders fell from the back of a cart beneath a tree. They started wriggling at the end of the ropes about their necks. Theirs would be a slow hanging.

The older man looked at the dying men and swallowed. “What’s going to happen to the boys?” he asked.

“The young ones?” Tierndraal asked. “I expect they’ll be sold in a Vistolympian slave market. I’ll not abide anybody sending captives to Thavocuria, even if they will fetch a better price there. It will be a better end for them than for our women if you’d succeeded.”

“Why do you think we were after slaves?”

Tierndraal jumped from the cart. “You were either going to sell them or kill them. I’ve placed the knot to make your death quick. Quicker than those three.” He nodded to the three men struggling for breath behind the Arkanart cart. He went to the aihwass at the front of the cart.

“I’ll wait for you,” the man said. “You know that?”

“I know you can’t,” Tierndraal said. “My Blutling friend over there tells me you have stains of rape on your saival, and of innocent blood. Was it the woman you raped that you killed?”

“I’ll see you in Gaiahan before Winter has risen.”

“I doubt that,” Tierndraal said and led the aihwass toward the path to the village.

The man started saying something but fell from the cart.

“Did you mean what you said about the boys?” Darshmaan asked. He’d moved to the tree with the group of four raiders he’d just hanged.

“No,” Tierndraal said and walked to the group of four. Two of them were still struggling.

“What will you do with them then?”

“I’ll send them to Gourdia. Let him decide.” Tierndraal pulled the legs of one of the struggling raiders, snapping his neck and stopping the struggle.

“He might decide to hang them.”

“He might.” Tierndraal looked at the man he’d just hanged. He was barely twitching.

“You’re too soft,” Darshmaan said. “He’s nearly dead already. Too quick.”

“Not quick enough,” Tierndraal said. “He fucked up. I don’t think he needed to suffer long for a simple fuck up.”

“Like I said. Too soft.” Darshmaan pulled the legs of another struggling raider. “Let’s go eat.”

***
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THE FOUR CARTS WERE led back to the village and Tierndraal returned to his hut on the south side of the river. Pasielle was sitting with Fieshtar in the centre of the hut fussing over a withruse fleece.

“Your bond will be looking for you for feeding,” Tierndraal said to Pasielle as he came into the hut.

Pasielle’s bright blue eyes turned to Tierndraal from beneath her long brown hair. “He knows where the pot is and where the bowls and spoons are,” she said. “For now, I have important things to discuss with your bond.”

“And what’s that?” Tierndraal looked at Fieshtar. Her smile said she knew that Tierndraal was playing a game with Pasielle.

Pasielle huffed and looked at Fieshtar. “I don’t know how you put up with him,” she said.

“The same way you put up with your man,” Fieshtar said. “Unwillingly.” 

“Unwillingly.” Tierndraal went to the pot that hung over the firepit at the side of the hut and looked inside. “Do I need to find another woman to keep this pot filled?”

“If you can find another who will have you.” Fieshtar smiled. “Shieshestar has gone to fetch water and will be back soon with some more bairas to add to it. You can do something useful and fetch some more tamar from the storeroom.”

“And where’s she getting the bairas from?” Tierndraal asked suspiciously. 

“Kanitale has some.” 

“And is she going to pay for it?” 

“I paid for it. Last night.” 

Tierndraal turned to the voice. It was Shieshestar. She was holding a lien bag and standing beside the table with Fieshtar and Pasielle. She was shorter than him but taller than he remembered, and she looked and sounded more a woman than Tierndraal wanted.

“That’s not something that an atta wants to hear from his dauhtar,” Fieshtar said.

“Atta,” Shieshestar said affectionately. “Kanitale will be my bond soon.”

“And you two have been humping for—”

“He will be my bond and we will make you a sinisatta.” She smiled and went to him. “Here.” She handed him the bag. “Put the bairas in the pot and I’ll fetch and cut the tamar.”

“I’d rather he make me some swords,” Tierndraal said.

“Trangian says he’ll be making fine swords by himself soon.” She left the hut leaving Tierndraal to pull the bloodied bairas leg from the lien bag.

“Just put it in like it is,” Fieshtar said. “I’ll cut it up and take the bone later, once it’s cooked.”

“The pot’s going to need more water.”

“And Shieshestar will add that too,” Fieshtar said. 

“Have you finished with the raiders?” Pasielle asked.

“They’re hanging from trees south of the western bend,” Tierndraal said. “Their smell won’t blow this way.”

“All of them?” Pasielle asked.

“No.” Tierndraal huffed. “We didn’t hang the boys. Why, do you want one of them?”

Pasielle shook her head.

“I told their leader I’d sent them to Gourdia as slaves,” Tierndraal continued. “We can’t use them here. They’re too close to their home. Gourdia might swap them for a woman from the Empire.”

“Alright,” Shieshestar returned with a bucket and another lien bag. “Who are you sending to Gourdia as slaves?”

“Two boys found among the raiders who attacked last night,” Tierndraal said. “The others are now dead.”

“They’re the ones I heard spoken about, the ones you hanged?” Shieshestar handed Tierndraal the bucket and went to a bench with the lien bag.

“The ones we hanged and the dead we tossed into the river last night.” Tierndraal poured the water from the bucket into the pot.

“Tell me atta, what happens to the ahmals of those not released by fire.”

“Their ahmals release when the body is gone,” Tierndraal said. “Why?”

“I heard stories of bones found in the Phargen, bones from a long time ago. The stories said the bones held the ahmals of the dead, that each ahmal had been bound to the rotting body so long that it had taken on a sickness of thought that craves revenge.”

Tierndraal chuckled. “And that each ahmal would not leave even when the bones were crushed to powder, but instead chose to wander the forests north of the Phargen beneath the Airitoi Blutling stronghold, luring travellers to their deaths. And it is the reason why the Blutlings of Airitoi don’t venture south of their strongholds to bother the Darklanders below.”

Shieshestar nodded. “It is also why Saldra is erratic. It was the sickened ahmals of the dead who were left who brought their sickness to her.”

Tierndraal looked at Pasielle and Fieshtar and raised his eyebrows.

“I haven’t heard about this,” Fieshtar said.

“Nor I.” Pasielle smiled.

“Well, I’ve heard that story, only it wasn’t on the Phargen, it was one of the rivers flowing into the Eautriarl Sea, and it was frozen wastes where the ahmals of the dead walk and lure travellers to their deaths. The sickness of thought is also what was said to have infected the travellers who were killed and taken into the Otherness to affect Saldra.”

“You don’t believe it?” Shieshestar had three large tamar on the bench and began slicing the largest.

“It’s a good story to frighten children out of going to places where they may be stolen by slavers,” Tierndraal said.

“And my question about the ahmal. Will the ahmals of those raiders tossed into the river ever be released from their bones? Or is the ahmal released when the fleshy bits of the body are gone.”

Tierndraal took a deep breath and sighed. “I believe their ahmals leave for the Otherness soon after their fleshy bits start becoming fish turds.”

“You believe, but you don’t know?”

“I don’t think anybody can know,” Tierndraal said.
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4. Kaisha and the Raiders
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“TO BE TOLD TO BOND with a Thiudanas is a great honour for the dauhtar of a Thiudanas, especially a brown-skinned dauhtar.” That was what Anferava had told Kaisha the morning they left Croisidan, and Kaisha didn’t believe her. With three other fair-skinned dauhtars her father could choose from it was clear that this Thiudanas, although strategic, wasn’t important to her father. Even the previously bonded Sonartia was a more valuable bond than Kaisha, and Sonartia already knew this Thiudanas. She’d met him nearly five seasons ago when she was sent to bed the boy’s father.

That was four days ago and four nights since the banquet with the Tindarnart where Kaisha’s father had confirmed his plans. She didn’t know what had happened to the Tindarnart. All she knew was Xaranine didn’t bed the brother she was after, and they were gone from the city before Sauilin had risen. Kaisha didn’t learn anything more. There was no time before she was forced to leave with twenty-four warriors to escort her and Xaranine. Now, all she knew was she was tired of bouncing along in a wagon, and tired of looking out over the endless fields of grains and whatever else was growing, and tired of the same questions about her comfort from the same warrior in the front of the cart in the same manner and at the same times each day.

“Now then,” Xaranine would scold each time she complained. “You could be riding like us and that’d give you something real to complain about.”

“These men live on their horses. Their legs and their arses have become part of their horse. I just want this embassy over and...”

“And relax to a comfortable bed with a comfortable man between your legs?” Xaranine smiled.

“Does everything have to be about sex to you?” 

“You know it doesn’t, and we’re not being serious. Now answer me.”

“Tell me, when was the last time you felt a man between your legs as comfortable?” Kaisha asked.

“We’re not talking about me.”

“I don’t want to... What’s that?”

There was a commotion among the warriors in front.

“Thriabtag!” Xaranine called to the warriors ahead of them. “What’s happening up there?”

“It looks like raiders,” the balding man in red called back at her.

“How do you know?” Kaisha asked.

“They’re wearing the green and brown cloaks of deserters from Broustian.”

“How many?” Xaranine asked.

Thriabtag slowed his horse until the wagon caught up. “Only three, but the cloaks make us wary.”

“You think it could be an ambush?” Kaisha asked.

“If it is then they’re stupid.” Thriabtag shook his head and looked at Xaranine. “I can’t see where they’d put anyone, unless it’s in the fields.”

Xaranine closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “There’s residue of terror but I don’t sense violence; and I don’t sense anyone else, except perhaps an anawairthjan. That is if you trust the Otherness.”

“How often do you sense anawairthjan?” Thriabtag asked.

“They seem to be near when Saldra is due.” Xaranine said. “Not sure if that means something. Probably not. Do you want me to fetch these raiders?”

Thriabtag shook his head. “It looks like they’re coming to us. If they do have ambush in mind it’d be best we stay together and not reveal we have a Lilthling Warrior with us until it’s too late for them to flee.” He smiled cheekily at Xaranine.

“You’re too sweet,” Xaranine said wryly.

“Stay with the thiudanabarn. We’ll spread out and—”

“I can use a sword, you know,” Kaisha said.

“And that’s why there’s one in your wagon for you,” Thriabtag said. “It’s something else unexpected if there’s an ambush.” He rode forward.

“Now, answer my question,” Xaranine said.

“No,” Kaisha snapped. “I’m getting my sword where I can get at it easily and—”

“No need,” Xaranine told her. “There’s only the three and our red friend has them.”

Xaranine was right. Thriabtag was already escorting the raiders back to the others with three of the warriors with him. 

“So fast,” Kaisha said vacantly.

“He’s quick. Now, answer my question.”

“No.”

***
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FOR SOME REASON THRIABTAG thought it good to keep the three raiders guarded and confined to the supply wagon until they stopped for the night. 

Kaisha was relieved to leave her wagon and walk about. Xaranine was among those with the horses away from their camp making sure they were being watered and given grain. The horses were tethered together with their tethers secured to sturdy stakes driven into the ground by the same two warriors who’d done it every night since they’d left Croisidan.

The place they stopped was the same land she’d seen for the past days. Low hills, tall grasses with occasional fields of crops that looked like different tall grasses punctuated by the occasional tree of some unknown fruit. Unknown to Kaisha that was. 

Sauilin had nearly reached the eastern horizon. That was one thing about such a large flat area. Sauilin lit the land a little longer.

“How do you do it?” Kaisha asked as Xaranine put a feed bag onto the head of her horse.

“You said it,” Xaranine said. “My arse and my legs have become part of this horse.” She rubbed the beast’s neck affectionately. 

“How do you know what I was asking about?” Kaisha said.

“Because it’s something you ask about every four or five days, and since you hadn’t asked me yet, the question was overdue.”

“Well, I really wanted to know how you sensed anawairthjan in the Otherness,” Kaisha said.

“Faíhu shit.” Xaranine smiled. “I’m Lingen and that’s something we Lingen do. Now what do you really want?”

Kaisha huffed. “You know I’m dauhtar of a Thiudanas? And will perhaps become bond of a Thiudanas too? And yet you continue to disrespect me.”

“I do, now tell me what you want.”

“Thriabtag wants me to speak with the three raiders who joined us. He wants to know what he should do with them.”

“And what does he want to do with them?”

“He’d like to cut their throats, but that order should come from me.”

“And you can’t do it, so you want me to?”

Kaisha shook her head. “I want to know they’re lying before I order their deaths.”

“Of course,” Xaranine said. “The only man you kill should be a man worthy of death.”

“Something like that.”

“What do you mean something like that?”

“I mean it’s something you’d say.”

Xaranine shook her head and looked over to the two warriors fussing over their horses. “You boys alright to continue without me?” she asked sweetly.

“No, but that’s not going to stop you leaving the rest of the work for us,” one of the men answered.

“Famstarsh, you’re so sweet you should be a nobleman,” Xaranine said.

“I’ll learn what the Theolympian word means one day and I’m sure you’ll be in trouble when I do,” the man warned.

“You mean you don’t believe me?” Xaranine feigned surprise.

“Go. I’m sure what you need to do is important.”

Xaranine looked at Kaisha. “Shall we?”

Kaisha shook her head and led the way to the camp. Although it wasn’t time for rains, Thriabtag insisted a tent should be set up for bedrolls as part of “camp discipline”. Kaisha didn’t see the point. Most of the warriors would lay out their bedrolls where they felt comfortable. She would sleep in her wagon, Xaranine would put her bedroll underneath it to protect her. Two of the warriors would watch over the horses for half the night while two others slept nearby. If it weren’t for the three raiders they’d encountered there’d... 

That’s right. The raiders. Kaisha silently scolded herself for letting her thoughts distract her from her mission. 

“This way.” Kaisha turned and led Xaranine toward the supply wagons.

Thriabtag had three other warriors with the three raiders in their green and brown cloaks.

“What have we here?” Xaranine asked as she stepped behind Kaisha.

“These three believed we were a caravan of traders on our way to the Drokart to sell our wares,” Thriabtag said. “When they realised we were a company from Croisidan on business from the Thiudanas they offered their swords for our service. Until they realised we were going to the Drokart. Then they became very—”

“May I speak?” one of the raiders interrupted and stepped forward. 

Thriabtag drew his sword.

The man held up his hands. He had wavy blonde hair, striking blue eyes, and a face with a beauty that looked like it didn’t belong on Gardijon.

“What’s your name?” Xaranine asked.

Kaisha recognised the sound in Xaranine’s voice. It was how she sounded when she found another man she wanted.

“Answer my second,” Kaisha snapped, more to remind Xaranine of her position than to get an answer from this man.

“My name is Egarantar, and I speak for my friends. We offered our swords for your service as loyal Miearnart for the service of our Thiudanas.”

“Do you even know his name?” Kaisha asked.

“Wodabar, brother of Garngardar who was murdered by the first standard of the previous Theolympian governor at Broustian.” Egarantar’s eyes caught Kaisha’s. “Who am I speaking to?”

“Kaisha, dauhtar of Wodabar, your Thiudanas.”

He nodded and looked past her, to where Xaranine stood.

“I am Xaranine, dauhtar of Kraitanine, second cousin of Erphaltine, Queen Regent of the Imartashinine Keep.”

Kaisha had never heard Xaranine give full titles like that before.

“Though I don’t know what all that means,” Egarantar said. “I’m genuinely impressed by it. You’re all that, and very beautiful.” 

“Why should we want to accept the help of Theolympian deserters?” Kaisha asked.

“You have coins to pay us?”

Kaisha looked at Thriabtag.

“Of course, you do,” Egarantar continued. “That’s something that Governor Amianius hasn’t. You have a Thiudanas? That’s also something Governor Amianius isn’t. He no longer has a land to which he can return.”

“I don’t understand,” Kaisha said.

“He’s an Austolympian Governor but there’s no more Austolympian Empire. There’s no more Austolympus. It’s all now Thavocuria.”

“We’ve heard stories like that, but nothing confirmed,” Thriabtag said.

“I’ve heard it confirmed,” Egarantar said. “Austolympus has fallen to the Thavocurians. That’s why there are so many coming north. They’re fleeing the Thavocurians.”

“He believes he’s telling the truth,” Xaranine said.

“We’re on our way to the Drokart Thiuda,” Kaisha said. “If we pay you, are you willing to come with us there?”

Egarantar nodded. “Provided you protect us.”

“Why would we need to protect you?” Kaisha asked.

“Because they’re hanging our kind.”

“And how do you know that?”

“Bodies hanging from trees near the bridge across the Garandian River tell me that.”

“And why do you think those men were hanged there?”

“I don’t believe they were all men. I believe there were also children.”

“How would you know that?”

“From their size.”

“There’s some liuganvarm,” Xaranine said.

“You’re right,” Egarantar said. “I didn’t see them. I was told.”

“If Tierndraal hanged raiders then it was because they threatened his village,” Thriabtag said. “If the bodies are there it will be a warning to others.”

“This Tierndraal, he’s weiganfraujan of this village?” Kaisha asked.

“Weihsfraujan,” Thriabtag said. “The Thiudanas put him there because...” he shook his head. “He’s from the north and I can only assume he has abilities. What would you have me do?”

“Find these men something else to wear,” Kaisha said. “I don’t want to see those damnable cloaks among us. Burn them.”

“They could be useful,” Egarantar said.

“Useful as something to throw about you if we want you hanged,” Kaisha said and looked at Thriabtag. “I don’t want them armed until you’re sure you can trust them.”

“What about Xaranine?” Thriabtag asked.

“She knows her weaknesses, and so do I,” Kaisha said and turned to Xaranine. “I’m leaving the fate of these men in the hands of our red friend here. Do you call that fair?”

Xaranine nodded. She was a little flushed.

***
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A DULL NIGHT WAS FOLLOWED by another dull morning. Xaranine had slept beneath Kaisha’s wagon, which surprised her a little since she had seemed so taken by the beautiful Egarantar. Kaisha was tempted to ask her about it but didn’t. Instead, she had first-meal in her wagon as they continued east. Xaranine remained close and kept a watchful eye on the three raiders. 

“You’re not sure about them?” Kaisha had asked when they’d started moving.

“I didn’t see lies,” Xaranine had told her. “But that doesn’t mean they told us truths we needed to hear.”

“You think Thriabtag will have them killed?”

Xaranine shook her head. “I believe he’d now prefer they were just sent away.”

“And you?”

“My stomach tells me we’d be better off if their throats were cut.”

“You’re certain about that?”

Xaranine chuckled. “You’ve learned too much. No. I don’t have enough certainty on that to temper it with doubt. I’ll see something by the end of the day to be sure enough to doubt.”

“You sound very certain of that.”

“Certain enough to temper it with doubt.” Xaranine smiled. “We should find some time for sword drills. You need time to lose yourself in something.”

“You don’t think I can do that sitting in the back of this wagon? I know you can do it on the back of a horse.”

“Then perhaps I need the drills.”

Their conversation was interrupted by a warrior exclaiming, “What the fuck!”

“Shut up!” Thriabtag snapped. “If it was meant to distract us you just told anybody here we’re distracted.”

“What’s that?” Kaisha asked.

Xaranine sniffed. “I don’t want to think,” she said and kicked her horse ahead to the warriors.

It didn’t take long for Kaisha to see what they were looking at. The road they were on veered slightly left heading to a village. There was a clump of trees to the right of it which would be unremarkable except for the unmistakably human figures dangling from their boughs. There was also a slight rancid smell in the breeze which came from that direction. It was what the raider had warned them of the previous day.

“How many of them are there?” Kaisha called.

“More than ten, fewer than twenty, I suppose,” Xaranine called back.

“You’re certain?”

“They’ve been there for some days by the smell,” Xaranine continued. 

“They’re Miearnart?” Kaisha asked.

“You want to go and ask?” Xaranine answered. “I reckon we’ll find some answers in the village.”

“Do we have to go there?” Kaisha asked.

“That’s where the only bridge is,” Thriabtag answered her. “We need to go through the village to cross the river. Otherwise, it’s two days before we find someplace to cross.”

“They’ve hanged Miearnart and left their bodies for us to see,” Kaisha said. “Is it safe for us?”

Thriabtag looked at Kaisha then at one of his warriors. “Famstarsh. Do you remember this place?”

The man nodded. 

“Stay here and protect the thiudanabarn!” he said to Xaranine. “Famstarsh and I will go to the village and speak with the weihsfraujan before we pass.”

“I hate that label,” Kaisha muttered.

“I’ll go with you,” Xaranine said.

“Stay with the thiudanabarn,” Thriabtag ordered. “And make sure those raiders don’t...” he looked around. “Where are they?”

“At the supply wagons,” Famstarsh said.

Thriabtag looked past Kaisha’s wagon. “I see two of them,” he said. “With... where’s the other one?”

Kaisha went to the back of her wagon and looked. There were two of the three raiders with five of her entourage. The pretty one was missing. Xaranine did her disappearing thing.

“Secure those two!” Thriabtag yelled and the five warriors drew their swords.

Xaranine returned.

“Looks like the one you wanted is gone,” Kaisha said.

Xaranine closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and shook her head. “I don’t think we’ve seen the last of him.”

“And that’s what you’re worried about?”

“He’s close. I could hunt him down easy enough but so could any Darklander hunter. He’s not a threat.” She sniffed at the air and then looked toward the village. “He has the smell of an ally.”

“And the other two?”

“They have the smell of cowards.”

“Because they’re not attractive?”

“Cowardice is very unattractive.”

***
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THEY WERE STOPPED FOR half an hour before Thriabtag returned with three men from the village. The men were escorted to Kaisha’s wagon where she sat up front with Xaranine and its driver.

“Thiudanabarn,” Thriabtag said. “This man is Tierndraal, the weihsfraujan of the village, and this man is Merikiahan, one of the weiganfraujans of the Arkanart on this side of the river and this man is Eranatamaal, another of the...” he looked at the man. “...leaders of the village?”

“Something like that,” the man Eranatamaal said. He was a long-haired man with Blutling beauty but not a Blutling name. He also bore three swords, one on each side and one in something like a scabbard slung on his back.

“How the fuck does that work?” Xaranine asked.

“How the fuck does what work?” Thriabtag asked.

“I’m asking the village leader with the sword hilt behind his ear.”

“My back-scabbard?” Eranatamaal asked. “Like this.” He took the hilt of the sword behind his right ear and drew it easily. “It’s not as long as you thought it might have been, but it’s not the length of the sword but the skill of the man who holds it.”

“Still...” Xaranine shook her head. “I can’t... Alright, now it’s out, can you put it back in?”

“Ahh.” Eranatamaal smiled. “My secret is out. Although I can draw it easily, it’s a fucking nuisance to get back.” He replaced the sword with relative ease. “It takes a lot of practice.”

“You’re the weihsfraujan of this village?” Kaisha looked at the tall dark-haired man Thriabtag introduced as Tierndraal.

“I am,” he said. “And you’re another of Wodabar’s dauhtars?”

“Another?” Kaisha asked.

“I met a red-haired dauhtar some seasons ago. I understand she was bonded to a Theolympian trader?”

“A Tindarnart Thiudanas, whatever that means to them,” Kaisha corrected. 

“I trust she’s now happy?”

“She’s happy now her bond is dead.”

Tierndraal raised an eyebrow but remained silent.

“Her bond planned to betray my father. Sonartia couldn’t allow that, so he died.”

“Just died?” Tierndraal asked.

“Fell over is what I understand. Tripped on a sword that sliced his throat on the way down.”

“Sounds like a terrible accident.”

“Like the terrible accident those men there experienced?” Kaisha pointed to the bodies hanging from the trees.

“It was,” Tierndraal said. “They came to our village for some vernarch and some women but for some reason started their evening by trying to
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