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  Chapter 1


  The Divine Uncles
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  “I am surprised, Starlight, that you are still bashful about your nakedness. It is my price. Either you pay it, or you don’t. As is always the case in life, you have a choice. Don’t blame others for the one you make.”


  …


  “No, wait a moment, before sitting down and let me look at you. Is it possible you have grown in a mere month?”


  …


  “I see you brought your own lubricant. What is it?”


  …


  “You can sit down now. Slowly. I want to savor how you manage the knob.”


  …


  “Yes, it might be just a tad broader.”


  …


  “You must have been practicing, or you wouldn’t slide so easily over it. Even with the help of the pig’s fat you so liberally applied. Barely a wince or two. Let’s see… where did we stop. Ah, yes, the Battle of Barnsted Fields.”


  …


  “Of course. Of course you want to hear how Anaxantis received the news. We’ll come to that. At this point he was still unaware of a battle having been fought. Anaxantis was still trying to protect his garden and restore his love. When he did receive the news, he felt a bit like someone who gets called away to some difficult and annoying task every time he sits down to eat his dinner.”


  …


  “What did you expect, Starlight? He was barely eighteen. He hadn’t even been prepared to be in charge of a province, and now he found himself thrown into the midst of the dangerous games that great nations at war play.”


  …


  “Those weren’t even the only dangers in sight. He tried his best to guard against external enemies, forgetting all about the rot that slowly undermines from the inside.”


  …


  “There were several, but only two were dangerous, and only one of those was of immediate concern. Martillia and Dirina were among the first to enter the Plains, and with them the Order of the Great Goddess slid in as well. Ancient as it was, it was used to thinking in decades and centuries. It was prepared to lay firm foundations and to build slowly. It had the means to do so. It was probably the most dangerous inner sickness that threatened Great Renuvia, but not the most urgent to counter.”


  …


  “Ehandar’s Squires, of course. Are you dense, boy, or have I been talking to the walls? Anaxantis had meant them to be like a vote of confidence, the palpable expression of his complete trust in his brother.”


  …


  “Yes, it was a dangerous move. If only because he strictly forbade himself to intervene in any way. And because it gave Ehandar the possibility to build his own power base, should he choose to do so. He also ordered Tomar to leave the Squires alone.”


  …


  “No, no. Not all the Squires. In fact, only a few knew the ultimate goal. And only one had the necessary connections.”


  …


  “Some would call it patriotism, others provincialism. Others still would call it misplaced nostalgia. Whatever it was, a mixture of greed and hunger for power was its main fuel. Rono Perga Nistra Stannar. I Can Never Be Lost Entirely. The barons of the Highlands felt humiliated and defeated all over again by the warlord. He had muzzled them and their pride, and he had used commoners to do so. Some of them wanted revenge, but they kept their resentment hidden in their bosom. Anaxantis may have had a vague inkling, but he had no way of knowing. He didn’t even know there was something he should know. It simply was a missing factor in his calculations. Besides, other dangers seemed more urgent.”


  …


  “You should know him by now. He loved Ehandar with all his heart and every fiber of his being. He wanted Ehandar to know this, but not by telling him. So, he gave his love the means to destroy him. He literally laid his heart and his life in his lover’s hand, and after he had done so, he didn’t even look back.”


  …


  “Of course it was a risk. But then again, if one day it should turn out that his heart and his trust had been misplaced, he didn’t want to see the next sunrise.”


  …


  “Why is that so strange? It was an impossible quest for certainty, for sure, but like many of his class, Anaxantis didn’t cling to life at any cost. For a noble, loss of dignity could be enough to make mere existence worthless. Just look at the Duchess Athildis. Or think about the famous words of Herruwold III the Bold before the Battle of Lake Athermore. ‘Before the sun sets, my enemies will be dead, or I will be. It doesn’t matter either way. I have lived long enough in years, and my fame already surpasses me.’ For Anaxantis being betrayed by and thus losing the love of his life would be equal to losing his reason to live. It was as simple as that.”


  …


  “Ah, Verial of the Lakes, you do surprise me. There is a functioning mind, hidden under that vacant, though charming stare after all. You are right in saying that in a way it was another test. Anaxantis just couldn’t stop himself, although trying to second-guess himself almost drove him out of his mind at times. I think it’s fair to say that his love was genuine and heartfelt, and his intentions honorable and true. At the same time he couldn’t prevent himself from being Anaxantis.”


  …


  “Ehandar? Ehandar didn’t care, although he suspected something. Ehandar loved Anaxantis. Whatever Anaxantis needed or wanted, Ehandar would provide.”
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  The Senate House of Naodyma was an unimposing building, deriving its venerability from the fact it was even more ancient than the city walls. Naodyma, like Rhonoma, and most cities of the Nyamethan peoples, was more a defensive pact than a tight, organically grown community. It had started out as a place where the extended families, clans and hamlets living in the neighborhood bartered whatever meager surpluses their lands produced. Fiercely independent and fearful of all that was alien and unknown as the people were, these primitive economic activities bred a modicum of familiarity in them. Over the ages a sense of us and them emerged.


  Naodyma comprised three low hills upon which in ancient times palisades for protection against neighboring communities and roaming robber gangs were built. When in later times the hills were connected by walls, they gave the city its present more or less triangular shape.


  The Senate House stood on the lowest of the hills. Originally it had been the place where the heads of the extended families and the village elders had met to conclude their bartering. It followed logically that they discussed what could be done whenever danger threatened all of them. Naodyma was never really founded. It more or less grew over the ages as necessity dictated.


  The old building still bore some characteristics of its origin: a canopy tent to shelter the elders from the elements. The long baldachin-like structure that protruded in front of the building was as long as the enclosed part and rested on square columns. It was the place where in earlier days the populace had awaited the decisions of the Senate in weighty matters. The inside was one big hall, with roughly one third, near the entrance, separated from the rest by an intricate wooden latticework. Behind it the sons of senators were allowed to follow the proceedings, on condition of remaining silent at all times. Over time regulations had become more lax, and nowadays it was usual that they brought their personal slaves inside. The young nobles remained standing, watching their fathers discuss serious business. The slaves crouched down, next to each other, against the outer wall, on either side of the entrance.


  



  “My esteemed fellow elders,” a senator in his early thirties proclaimed, “our forebears knew it all too well and they warned us, their unworthy issue, against Rhonoman duplicity. Never in the history of the Nyamethan peoples has anybody dealt with the Rhonomans and come out the better for it. The pattern is always the same. Rhonoman envoys, bearing gifts and speaking sweet words with honey-coated tongues, protesting friendship and neighborly concern, come to warn us of some future danger. Notice how this so-called threat is never imminent and always more detrimental to Rhonoma than to the ones they purport to warn of it. Notice how from mere distant acquaintances they want to become friends and then allies. What they never tell is that soon the allies become servants, mere helpless, subservient playthings of inconsiderate Rhonoman masters. It’s how the Rhonoman Influence has managed to sprawl further and further.”


  He turned to the three men sitting in stone chairs that were an integral part of the back wall.


  “I humbly propose, secretaries, that, at least for the time being, we reject the proposals of the Rhonoman envoy.”


  “My fellow elder seems to forget,” another senator intervened, “that in this case the threat is real. The Lorsanthian beast has sustained a superficial wound, true, but that has probably just awoken its anger. The stability of the whole region is endangered as a result.”


  “I never denied that, esteemed colleague,” the first senator, never missing a beat, replied, ”and yet my point still stands. If Ximerion were to fall — as it very well may — that doesn’t change the situation one bit as far as Naodyma is concerned. The next in the aggressor’s field of vision would be the Rhonoman Influence. Do I have to remind my esteemed fellow elder that Lorsanthia is still putting out several hearths of resistance in the former kingdom of Trachia? Methinks our northern borders are more than safe. As for the western ones… let me put it this way: Rhonoma has to defend itself, and in so doing will be protecting us as well.”


  “Do you propose we let them fight Lorsanthia on their own, should it come to that?”


  “I propose nothing of the kind. I am merely pointing out that the danger, though real enough, isn’t all that immediate. I say, let Rhonoma come to us again in their hour of need. Let them come as beggars with their Influence under siege.”


  The argument went back and forth for a long time and several senators let their light shine on the matter.


  



  Lexyntas sat against the back wall on the floor, next to the other slaves, hugging his knees, with his chin resting on them. He sat a few feet away from the others, so as not to be distracted from what was being said in the main hall.


  “They really must see us as less than human,” he thought. “Do they really think that just because they enslave a man he loses all interest in the higher things in life?”


  He shot a sideways glance at the other slaves. He saw nothing but blank and vacuous stares. Most of them were bored out of their skulls, probably thinking about what was for dinner or some other trivial pleasure in the immediate future. Lexyntas wondered how a man — any man — could be satisfied with just doing as he was told and nothing more, barely existing. They were born into this kind of life, he reflected, and they had known nothing else. Neither had their parents in all likelihood. Maybe that explained it.


  He pricked his ears as he heard one of the senators, most probably one of the secretaries, if not the high secretary himself, suspend the meeting of the senate.


  “My esteemed colleagues and fellow elders, the votes are counted. The ayes have it and consequently the motion of Senator Thanasion Bruggiano is carried. The Council will inform the Rhonoman delegation of your decision to keep their offer for an alliance under consideration. The meeting of the Senate is closed. May the Gods stand by Naodyma.”


  The senators stood up from their benches. Some remained in the main hall talking for a while, others left in little groups. Their sons, still keeping silent, reverently gave them a wide berth. The slaves had stood up and kept their place at the back of the wall. It took more than twenty minutes before the last senator had left. When public slaves scurried in to put the place in order and clean it, the sons of senators, who by then were discussing the meeting in their turn, started to leave as well. The slaves followed them at a distance. Lexyntas kept some ten feet behind his master and his young friends, the leather bag containing Thenoclon's scrolls, wax tablet and styli over his shoulder.
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  It was a beautiful day in early May and for the first time Lexyntas appreciated his light tunic, the standard outfit of all the Mennio-kinship slaves. After almost five months he still wasn’t fully used to walking barefoot, but he had reached a stage where his soles had become thick enough that he only had to watch out for the bigger, sharper rocks on the country roads. The paved city streets no longer presented any problem. He hadn’t become used to being a slave though, and he doubted he ever would. Dozens of times he had bitterly regretted his decision and railed against his new state in life. At other times, usually at night, he felt so depressed and lonely he thought he wouldn’t be able to bear it much longer. At these times, tears had come easily, and even those he had to suppress. He slept, like a dog, on a thin mattress before his young master’s bed, at the foot end. Thenoclon wanted him at his beck and call at any time of the day and the night. Not that the young master had much use for him during the nights. Only once or twice had he been wakened to fetch his master a beaker of water. Somewhat more often he had been ordered to empty the chamber pot Thenoclon used to urinate in. Which Lexyntas thought strange, because his young master was anything but fastidious as far as his appearance and personal hygiene were concerned. Yet he insisted the chamber pot should be emptied every time he had used it.


  One night, when Lexyntas had been sobbing in deep despair, he had heard noises coming from the bed. He had forced himself to be quiet at once, fearing that his young master had heard him cry. But Thenoclon had turned around, apparently still asleep as his continued regular breathing indicated.


  Uckmyo, the head slave of Yphainas who had sold him to the senator, had been right. Opposed to the field slaves, the household slaves had it easy. Compared to the latter, the personal slaves of the masters had an even more cushy existence. Not to mention that they were safe. In that respect Uckmyo had been right too. He had seen enough of the other slaves leering at him and he didn’t doubt for a moment that sooner or later one of them would have tried to force himself upon him, were it not for the fact that none of them dared touch the possession of the young master. Small mercies counted for a lot these days.


  For all his ungainly appearance and brusque manners, Thenoclon proved to be a very reasonable master. Only the first days had he backhanded Lexyntas a few times for minor transgressions. Everything in Lexyntas had wanted to retaliate against the fat, younger boy. Thenoclon had noticed it and taken a step toward his slave, so that only a few inches separated them. He had smiled and deliberately slapped Lexyntas in the face three successive times, as if daring him to do something about it. Summoning all his willpower, Lexyntas had managed to restrain himself. The next day, this time without any apparent reason, when they were walking through a hallway Thenoclon had done the same. Then he had grabbed Lexyntas by one ear and forced his head down.


  “I hope you have learned your lesson, slave. Consider this a gentle warning.” Thenoclon had put his hands on his sides and had looked at him as if he expected a reply.


  “Yes, Master,” Lexyntas, gathering his presence of mind just in time, had mumbled.


  “Very good, son.” The senator had appeared as out of nowhere. “Be firm with him. Remember, too much leniency breeds nothing but contempt in their kind. They’re like dogs. They need boundaries.”


  “Yes, Father.”


  The senator had nodded, and kept watching as Thenoclon, without saying a word, beckoned his slave to follow him.


  



  They had passed one of the three main city gates, and the young masters split up into two groups and went in different directions, depending on where they lived. One by one the young men said their goodbyes and took some side road or other, until only Thenoclon and Navastas remained, followed by their two slaves. The young nobles were still discussing the meeting of the Senate and the decision it had reached. They came to a fork in the road, where Navastas had to take the left and Thenoclon the right way.


  Navastas pointed to a patch of trees and bushes.


  “What do you say, Thenoclon, shall we exchange slaves?”


  “Huh?” Thenoclon was taken aback.


  “You know. You fuck mine, I yours.” Navastas prodded his friend with his elbow.


  “Eh… I don’t think so.”


  “I know. Yours is really handsome. Some would say too handsome for a personal body slave. Chryntyum isn’t exactly unsightly either, wouldn’t you agree? And he is clean and obedient.” Navastas winked. “He is experienced as well. I trained him myself. He’ll have you moaning in no time.”


  Lexyntas’s eyes shot alarmed from his young master to Navastas to Chryntyum.


  “Oh, come on, Thenoclon. I’ll be really careful not to hurt him if he means that much to you. You can be as rough as you like with mine. He’s used to it, more, he likes it.”


  Thenoclon licked his upper lip.


  “I… I’d love to, but I can’t.”


  “Can’t?”


  “Father wouldn’t approve.”


  “Why, in the name of all the Gods of Lovemaking, not? We’re too old to just do it ourselves, aren’t we? It’s natural we'd use our slaves. Why else do we have them?”


  “Well… yes, but Father is rather old-fashioned. He gave me strict instructions on how to treat him. Very detailed,” Thenoclon lied. “You know how it is. You can’t trust slaves. They gossip and sooner or later Father would hear of it, and then he would never give me a horse. And I want a horse for my next birthday.”


  Navastas whistled, then he laughed.


  “Oh, poor Thenoclon. That must be torture for you. Such a delectable, scrumptious, out and downright fuck-worthy beauty within reach day and night, and you can’t touch him.”


  Thenoclon grinned, sour and mirthlessly.


  “I understand,” Navastas said. “Let’s just have a look at him then. You can hardly deny your best friend a look-see, can you?”


  Thenoclon didn’t reckon Navastas was his best friend. He had some influence with the other young nobles though, and he could become very troublesome if he chose to.


  “Just a look? No touching? I have your word?”


  “Yes, yes, you have my word. I’ll show you mine, since you’re showing me yours,” Navastas sneered. He turned to the slaves. “Go between the trees, you two,” he ordered. He and Thenoclon followed the slaves.


  “Right,” Navastas said to Thenoclon when they had reached a small open space out of view from the road. “Let’s have it.”


  Lexyntas shot an imploring look at his young master.


  “Get out of your clothes, you cocksucker,” Navastas ordered Chryntyum. “Show us your plump dick, boy.” The boy was at least two years older than his master, but he seemed used to this kind of treatment. He pulled his tunic over his head and dropped the garment casually on the ground. He removed the only other piece of clothing he was wearing, his loincloth, with one hand.


  Chryntyum didn’t seem in the least bothered by being naked, on the contrary, he took pride in displaying himself. Lexyntas had flushed a deep red, and it felt like his heart was beating in his throat. He didn’t move.


  “You too, Lexyntas,” Thenoclon ordered with gritted teeth.


  Lexyntas opened his mouth. He hadn’t even been asked to display himself for Thenoclon in private. Though he was nervous and embarrassed, he suddenly wondered why that was. Could it be Thenoclon had told the truth to Navastas? Or had he been lucky enough to become the slave of a young man who, like himself, wasn’t interested in other guys?


  “Come on, Lexyntas. Quick. Don’t make me punish you.” Thenoclon was visibly annoyed with the whole situation.


  Bowing to the inevitable, Lexyntas began to remove his tunic as slowly as he could. Navastas looked on with a fat smirk on his face, making sure the slave noticed he was enjoying both Lexyntas’s nearly naked body and his embarrassment. His face high red, Lexyntas fumbled with his loincloth and just let it fall to the ground. Both slaves now stood naked, side by side.


  “He really is something else.” Navastas’s voice sounded guttural. “Look. Look at those calves. And his dick. Well formed. Neither too big nor too small. Perfect. I just love that curly, light brown bush and his hanging balls.” He looked his friend’s slave over for several minutes, at last concentrating on Lexyntas’s groin as if trying to arouse the slave with his eyes. Lexyntas felt mortified beyond words. It took all the self-control he could muster to remain standing still under the scrutinizing stare of the young noble.


  “I’d love to let my hands go through his hair. Look how it’s almost curling, yet isn’t. I’m dying to grope that bush and his cock.” Navastas was getting carried away.


  “You gave your word,” Thenoclon said in a terse voice. “Your word as a senator’s son.”


  “Yeah, yeah… Turn around, slaves.” Navastas turned to his friend. “If that’s all right with you,” he added, in an overly concerned tone.


  Thenoclon gave a single, curt nod. Both slaves turned around. Lexyntas was relieved he didn't need to look the young nobles in the face anymore. Small mercies.


  “Look at that ass on yours. Smooth and perfectly curved. It’s to bite into.” Navastas turned again to his friend, clearly with some difficulty letting Lexyntas’s backside out of his sight. “What do you say we let them fuck each other? Yours can fuck mine. I’d love to see him in action.”


  “No. Touching.” Thenoclon sounded irritated now. “No touching,” he added, calmer. “No touching by anyone.”


  “You’re no fun at all, you know?” Navastas looked at the slaves. “Turn around this way again, boys.” When the slaves had done so, he said, “At least this you can’t object to.” He beckoned Chryntyum to come to him. “On your knees, boy, and suck my dick.” The slave sank down without hesitation and stuck his head and hands under his master’s tunic. It was clear this wasn’t the first time he had had to perform this service. Navastas laid both hands for support on Chryntyum’s shoulders, his eyes never leaving Lexyntas. Thenoclon’s face was as if hewn out of marble. The movements under the tunic became more energetic, and after only a few minutes Navastas leaned more heavily on his slave as he came with a low, growling grunt. All the while he kept his eyes bored into Lexyntas’s, a taunting leer on his full lips. To Lexyntas, frozen in his distress and shame, it looked like a threat.


  “Get dressed, Lexyntas,” Thenoclon said, turning his face toward the road.


  Navastas’s groan of release had barely died out.
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  Thenoclon and Lexyntas had almost reached the mansion of the Mennio kinship.


  “Don’t dawdle, Lexyntas,” Thenoclon called out. He stopped and turned around. “I want to get home. I’m hungry.”


  “As if you aren’t fat enough already,” the slave thought.


  “What is it?” the senator’s son asked. “Still smarting over that little incident? Well, if you are, I’m sorry, but it couldn’t be helped. Navastas can be a nasty bully when he puts his mind to it. I spared you the worst. I thought you’d be thankful for that, at least.”


  Lexyntas looked up.


  “No, it’s not that. I was thinking about what was being said at the senate.”


  Thenoclon burst out in laughter.


  “The senate meeting? Are you trying to tell me you understood anything that was being said or what it implied?”


  “You can call us slaves all you like. That doesn’t mean we are mindless beasts all of a sudden, even if you treat us as such.” Lexyntas knew immediately he shouldn’t have spoken, and certainly not in such an annoyed tone.


  Thenoclon stopped laughing, and, much like he'd done those first days, walked up close to his slave.


  “You shouldn’t even have been listening,” he said quietly, but with all the arrogance of a young noble.


  “I’m not deaf, am I?”


  Thenoclon slapped his slave on the right ear.


  “I could make you deaf. In an instant. Just like that.”


  Lexyntas glared at his young master with barely restrained fury. Thenoclon took a step closer. The slave was uncomfortably aware of his master’s body odor.


  “Or,” Thenoclon continued, “you could try to do something about it.” He looked the older boy straight in the eyes. “What’s keeping you? There are shrubs on both sides of the road. We can’t be seen from the fields, and we’re still too far from the house. We’re alone.”


  Lexyntas didn’t move.


  “Yes. And I am older. I am stronger. I am fitter. I could easily strangle you. Or break your neck. But then I’d have to run and if they catch me — which is almost certain — they’d torture me to death. And you know all this.”


  “Nothing? You’re going to do nothing?” Thenoclon asked, almost in a whisper. “No, of course you’re not going to do anything. Father was right. You are a slave. You just didn’t realize it for the first years of your life.”


  He slapped Lexyntas as hard as he could, leaving red marks on the slave’s face. Again he looked for a reaction, a sign of rebellion. Then he slapped Lexyntas again, on the other cheek, so hard that tears sprung to his victim’s eyes. Then he turned around and started walking. Lexyntas followed in silence.


  “Thank you,” Lexyntas said after a minute or so.


  Thenoclon stopped in his tracks and turned around again.


  “What?”


  “Thank you,” Lexyntas repeated, his cheeks still red and bruised. “You were right. You did spare me the worst. You could easily have… And even in private… even when we’re alone, you don’t take advantage of me. So, thank you. For that.”


  For a moment Thenoclon looked as if Lexyntas had slapped him in the face. Then the beginning of an ephemeral smile flickered for a fraction of a second on his lips.


  “So, you’re not an ingrate after all.” The fat boy’s face had regained its expression of stone.


  Thenoclon resumed walking.


  “Come on, we’ve wasted enough time. I want to get home,” he said, looking over his shoulder. “Slave,” he added for good measure.


  “Yes, Master.”
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  The Rover might be an unimposing galley, but everyone recognized the warlord’s personal standard, the black dragon, flying from the highest mast, even in the Harbor, which was the first port of call. It was late in March when the vessel entered the Mukthar harbor. Anaxantis marveled at how much the Mukthars had managed to learn. While smaller still than Lorseth Harbor, there was quite a long quay and several warehouses. Further inland, half hidden by dunes, Anaxantis could just make out the rooftops of new houses. The prince smiled. The Mukthar quedash might boast the warrior qualities of his people, yet he was clever enough to know that real wealth could be far easier obtained through trade than warfare, and with far fewer risks.


  “Trade or piracy. I wonder if they make the distinction,” Anaxantis thought.


  



  In the absence of Timishi, his designated successor, Rodomesh ruled the Kingdom of the Wolf Mukthars. Tomar had taken care to send messengers a long time before the warlord planned to make a tour of Great Renuvia. The Mukthar frishiu had deemed it politic, for several reasons, to leave Ashronikhar and take up temporary residence in the Harbor. Two old galleons in a state of disrepair, and hence cheaply acquired, had been towed to a nearby estuary and from there a few miles upriver, so as to be invisible from the sea. It would spare long explanations as to why merchant vessels had to be fitted with a ram and why they were being so heavily armored. The craftsmen, who had been stealthily recruited in harbor towns south of the Renuvian border, had been moved to the new berth of the ships as well. Which saved having to explain why there were so many shipbuilders, who didn’t look like Mukthars and didn’t even speak Muktharesh, and no ships being built. Not that they had anything to hide, Timishi had pointed out when he gave his beddurouwin his instructions. The warlord had troubles enough as it was, so why bother him with inconsequential details? It would be just thoughtless and rude. As usual, his nagàrouwin’s logic had been incontrovertible, Rodomesh thought.


  By the time the Rover had berthed, the frishiu and his half brother, Rannimosh, had reached the quay to welcome Anaxantis. Although they only shared a father, the resemblance was unmistakable, except for Rodomesh’s fiery red hair and the fact that he was taller, albeit not by much.


  “Is that the one they call Tmeritektos?” Rannimosh whispered to his half brother, while the prince came down the gangway. “I could take him,” he added.


  “I think he doesn’t like to be called that, Ranni. And don’t you go call him Muktharchtankhar either. Be polite. Call him orloranga.”


  “Yes, Rodo. All right,” Rannimosh replied, more matter-of-fact than demure. “I was hardly going to call him Muktharchtankhar, was I? We are Mukthars,” he muttered.


  “And you couldn’t take him. Uncle Timi couldn’t.”


  “Really? Uncle Timi fought Anashantish and lost? Please, tell.”


  Rodomesh looked at his younger half brother, realizing he had almost opened a can of worms.


  “Later. You’re too young. Don’t go telling Uncle Timi I told you, either.”


  Rannimosh sighed.


  “There’s not much of anything I can tell anyone, is there?”


  



  “I’ve heard a lot about you,” Anaxantis said to Rannimosh after the greetings were over.


  The young Mukthar blushed.


  “Timishi has appointed him Grand Forester of the Kingdom,” Rodomesh replied in Ranni’s place. “And he has yet to become fifteen.”


  “I’m a Mukthar warrior,” Rannimosh protested. “Uncle Timi has said so. I can give my counsel at the Shatangmàhai.”


  “And deservedly so, if only half of what I heard is true,” Anaxantis said. “So, Rannimosh, what does your function of Grand Forester entail?”


  Rannimosh grew an inch.


  “I’m responsible for keeping up the forests of the kingdom. Uncle Timi says they’re a valuable resource. We need a lot of trees for building houses and ships—”


  “Small, tiny merchant vessels. Boats really,” Rodomesh interrupted him.


  Anaxantis smiled while Ranni looked in wonder at his older brother.


  “Ah, well,” the Grand Forester continued. “Uncle Timi has ordered that for every tree that is felled, two new ones should be planted. One should be a slow growing, long-lived one, like an oak or such. It should be planted near the place where the old one used to stand. A second one should be planted at the Royal Tree Plantations. They can be fast growing species. We’re going to use them mainly for lighter buildings and fuel.”


  “Your quedash is very wise,” the prince said.


  “Uncle Timi also wants us to import yew-trees and see if we can make them grow here. I think he means—”


  “Don’t bore Anashantish with all kinds of details, Ranni,” Rodomesh interrupted his brother again.


  Anaxantis laughed out loud.


  “Tell your Uncle Timi he should ask the Marquess of Urtdam-Dek where to get people who can make longbows out of those yew-trees, once you get them growing. I’m sure Marak can also loan you instructors in how to use them.”


  “I have to keep an eye on a lot of things,” Rannimosh continued unperturbed. “But if I perform my duties as Grand Forester well, Uncle Timi has promised to make me Master of the Horse when I’m older.”


  “That figures,” the prince said. “Timishi would want his own cavalry to ride home-bred horses. I’ll have a word with Hemarchidas when he returns.”


  “He has such a fertile imagination, don’t you think?” Rodomesh said to Anaxantis, glaring at the Grand Forester.


  



  After a few days the warlord continued his voyage north. He had given orders to warn him when they reached the estuary of the River Mirax. He took up a position in his favorite spot on the forecastle. Due to contrary winds and the downward current, the sails were lowered and the rowers took over. After more than an hour the ruins of the ancient city of Renuvia, lying on a bight in the river, came into sight.


  Anaxantis looked out over the strange, crumbled remains of what once must have been a magnificent city. To the west he noticed several elongated wall-like structures, almost a mile long. There was a lot of activity going on, though, besides that it involved digging, it was difficult to say what exactly from this distance.


  “That must have been an enormous harbor once. Renuvia must have lain at the coast in ancient times. Of course. These are alluvial plains, created by the Mirax. I wonder how old this city must be for the coastline to have receded so far. Who lived here? Did Renuvia fall in a war? Or was there an epidemic maybe and did the survivors flee the city? What could have become of them? I wonder how the dredging of the harbor is progressing.”


  The Rover navigated the bight around Renuvia. In the middle, on the opposite bank, a group of men on horseback stood waiting.


  “Had a good voyage?” Marak asked as soon as Anaxantis had descended the gangway. “I've had scouts posted ever since Tomar sent a message that you were coming. He told me to meet you at the ruins.”


  “It’s good to see you,” Anaxantis replied.


  The men embraced.


  “I have so much to ask you,” the prince began enthusiastically. “For instance: have you any idea whether there are still people living amongst the ruins of Renuvia?”


  Marak laughed.


  “And here was I thinking you would be far more interested in the defense works than in some old stones.”


  “Well, are there?” Anaxantis insisted.


  “Three hamlets. The Gods may know how they survived, because I don’t. I’ve left them to their own devices. They seldom venture outside the ruins. Why do you ask?”


  “Oh, I plan to rebuild the city sooner or later.”


  Marak cocked his head.


  “Oh dear, I’ve noticed that gleam in your eyes before.”


  “We're already dredging the old harbor, east of the city. Why not dredge the Mirax as well, or better yet, build a canal? Then we could rebuild Renuvia, repopulate it, and make it sort of a Dermolhea with a harbor. Except it will have wide, paved avenues that let the sun in. Bright, white buildings, and great squares and marketplaces, with trees and here and there a public garden.”


  Anaxantis was staring over the Mirax toward the ruins. In his mind's eyes he already saw his shiny, new city, where now there was only rubble, debris and ruins.


  “Where do you get these ideas?” Marak shook his head.


  “Oh, it’s nothing exceptional. Torantall is like that. Or it used to be like that, anyway. I saw drawings in old books of my mother. It was nothing like the dark, overcrowded city of Ormidon that just sort of grew and has sprawled out rather than being planned.”


  Marak stroked his chin. It was barely three in the afternoon, and already he could use a shave, he noticed disgruntledly.


  “Well, I could see how the Forty would like to have subsidiaries there. Maybe over time they even could become the main seats of their businesses. A nearby harbor would be very attractive indeed.”


  “Just don’t mention anything to Tomar yet,” Anaxantis said, with a nervous smile.


  “No. I won’t. I kind of like you, and I don’t want you to die young.”


  



  Marak had ordered a temporary wooden house built for himself and his staff, surrounded by a palisade, since every available stone went to the defense works. He and Anaxantis were having dinner in a small room from where they had a magnificent view of the mountain range spending itself into the nearby sea.


  “It was very easy to fortify the pass. It’s only passable at low tide as it is, and even so it is very narrow. When the bulwark is finished it will consist of two parallel walls, running into the sea. I’m also having the mountains inspected, inch by inch, for hidden paths. Behind the walls, we’ll construct a fort for the garrison. It as well will extend into the sea. It will have its own little harbor. Whenever funds become available to buy ships, or have them built, I plan to have the Mukthar coast patrolled permanently for a few dozens of miles or so. Just so they don’t get any foolish ideas.”


  “Very thorough of you,” the prince said, nibbling on a crust of bread, dipped in gravy.


  “I know the Mukthars aren’t a seafaring people, but all the same, better be safe than sorry, eh?”


  Anaxantis silently mused over the efforts the Wolf Mukthars were taking, under the dynamic leadership of their quedash and no doubt helped by His Lordship of Iramid, to become just that: a seafaring nation. No need to unduly worry Marak though. Besides, he doubted the enemy Mukthars would try anything untoward anytime soon. Over time though… Another reason for Great Renuvia to have a strong war fleet.


  



  For the next days Marak accompanied Anaxantis on his extended visit of the marquessate of Urtdam-Dek, beginning with the fortifications of the pass. Seeing the sturdy walls that rose out of the ground, the prince’s mind was set at rest. It was something very similar he had envisaged those many long months ago.


  It took a few days on horseback to visit all the new settlements and villages that were arising as far as the River Mendron, a tributary of the Mirax, which delimited the eastern border of the marquessate. A lot of them were near the great river, and the prince noticed how all of them had landing places at the banks, with little boats tied to them. The land was being worked in preparation of the approaching spring.


  All in all, Anaxantis was very satisfied. The garden was well planted and seemed to thrive.
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  From a distance Tyleme, the capital of Lorsanthia, vaguely resembled a stranded, half-buried ship. The Divine Palace lay on a high, triangular promontory jutting out into the sea, reminiscent of the vessel’s bow of which it was the forecastle. The city sloped down, sprawling land inward behind its high, marble-clad walls and gilded gates.


  The palace was not just one building. It was a compound. Some would say it was a village in its own right, though the world had never seen a community with so many constructions that used as much marble, rare woods and precious metals. Even the stables, situated in a far corner near the outer walls, looked like palatial dwellings with their columned arcades and gates of highly polished rosewood with gilded ornaments. The nearer the walls, the more utilitarian the buildings were. They were separated from the rest of the grounds by a second, ornamental wall, called the Silver Fence. Behind it lay gardens and several low buildings for the personal staff of His Divinity, the Divine Family and important guests. Finally a two-foot-high ceremonial partition, called the Golden Divide, surrounded the Inner Palace. Following the same pattern as the compound, the front halls and rooms were for official and semi-public use.


  



  The Purple Room, so designated because it was entirely covered in porphyry, was sort of a sluice between the two sections of the Inner Palace. The entrance to the private quarters of His Divinity was hidden by the Heavenly Veil. Just before it stood the Supernal Seat. Since the Supreme Council was in session, His Divinity, Vartoligor XIII, King of Kings, Son and Representative of the Gods, sat upon it. He was an unremarkable man in his late thirties, of dubious intellect. His only saving grace was that he was moderately handsome and was wont to bear himself with slow and deliberate, almost ponderous dignity. Whenever he ventured before the Heavenly Veil, his facial muscles seemed to stop moving. He neither smiled nor frowned, whatever was said or done. Whatever action he wanted taken, if any, he relayed to one or more of his younger brothers, the Divine Princes, who were, just like all his other subjects, nothing more than his slaves. Debates, very circumspect debates, took place before the Heavenly Veil. Decisions were made behind it, by the Gods who conveyed them to their representative on earth, their Son.


  It was a well-regulated system, willed by the Gods, immutable in its stark rigidity. It may have had drawbacks in the eyes of its critics — and there were many of those — but it gave order and stability to the world.


  



  His Divinity signaled the man standing next to the Supernal Seat to lean over. He whispered something in his ear.


  “His Divinity thanks the Lord Councilors for their advice,” the Lord Chamberlain intoned. “Rise, ye all.”


  The councilors scrambled out of their seats, and Vartoligor retired behind the Heavenly Veil, where he was rejoined by his three younger brothers, who had been following the meeting from behind it. They all bore a remarkable family resemblance, maybe partly due to some inbreeding that had taken place, and sometimes still took place, within the divine family. Their skin was light with just a hint of copper, their lips full, overshadowed by a prominent, straight nose. Only Vartoligor and the second oldest brother had black, curled and perfumed beards, matching their equally black hair, with its oily, dusky-blue sheen.


  They walked silently through several long corridors. The youngest brother opened and closed each door as they passed it. Finally they reached the private apartments of the King of Kings, a lofty, bright room, looking out over the gardens and further down, the azure sea. The room featured a throne-like seat, though nothing as imposing as the Supernal Seat.


  Vartoligor-Kaheem, known to his slave-subjects as His Divinity, Vartoligor XIII, and to his immediate family as Kaheem, sat down. His brothers remained standing before him.


  The meeting of the council hadn’t been uplifting. Try as they might, the General Command hadn’t been able to dress up the battle that was fought six weeks ago as a victory. They had taken ample time to do so. They had failed. The returning remnants of the army had been camped in an isolated place and both men and officers had been thoroughly interrogated. Scouts and spies had been sent into Ximerionian territory, for all the good that had done. Many theories, explanations and excuses had been proffered. None of them satisfying. None of them changing the naked truth one wit. Lorsanthia had suffered a humiliating defeat.


  For long minutes Kaheem stared into his lap, then he looked up at his brothers.


  “What now? Mordauch? Sirnar? Heedang? What are we supposed to do now?”


  “Fall on them with the combined might of at least three satrapies. Crush them,” Vartoligor-Mordauch, the elder of the princes said.


  “First hang that incompetent fool Heemar. It’s his fault we’re in this position,” Vartoligor-Heedang, the youngest, added.


  “Never mind Heemar. To be fair, those barbarians were always going to be unpredictable.” Mordauch glared at his youngest sibling. “At least, now we know where we stand. I repeat: crush them.”


  “I don’t know,” the king said. “There’s a delicate balance that could be disturbed. Although Derlang Vrauch-Li chose the honorable way out, we have to take some kind of retaliation against the ruling satrapal family of Dranghey.”


  “Death, that’s the only possibility. His wife, his brood, all of them,” Mordauch replied, underlining his words with a brusque gesture.


  “Oh come on, is that really necessary? Just sell them into slavery, separately. That will suffice,” Heedang said.


  “Why not have them dragged to Tyleme, in chains, or in an iron cage? Make a public spectacle of them by way of a warning to the other satraps. Then grant them a divine pardon,” Vartoligor-Sirnar, who until then had remained silent, said in a soft voice.


  “What?” Mordauch bit at him. “And let them go back to their palace?”


  “No, of course not.” Sirnar shrugged. “Give them a modest hovel in the country, deprive the family of the Li-honorific, but let them live. Quiet, undisturbed… and in abject poverty and shame. That should suffice by way of example.”


  Mordauch turned exasperated to the king.


  “You’re going along with this?”


  “No, I’m not. I agree with the last part. They’re to leave the satrapal palace. We’ll find them a minor demesne. I don’t want them to be harmed or troubled,” Kaheem said. “Dragged in chains… what’s next? What are we? Barbarians?”


  “We need to assert the royal authority, Kaheem,” Mordauch bellowed.


  “And make every satrap in Lorsanthia afraid to command our troops?” the king asked. “I don’t think so. Speaking of which: I don’t want any more adventures. It’s clear Ximerion is an altogether different animal than Trachia. They hung the officers.” He shuddered. “Most of them were nobles too. They sold the rest of the army into slavery. The part they didn’t drown, that is. They’re wild beasts.”


  Mordauch put both his hands on the armrests of the throne and leaned toward his brother.


  “All the more reason to crush them. Crush them utterly.”


  Kaheem pushed his younger brother back, but he seemed a bit afraid doing so.


  “I am the king, Mordauch,” he protested petulantly. “The king of kings. Your king.”


  “Then act like one, for once in your life, Kaheem.”


  “We could occupy the lands south of the Arkhasaro Valleys. We could present that as a victory,” the king said, ignoring the snub.


  “No, Kaheem. There are five forts there, heavily defended. New forts, at that. You want us to invest them one by one? At what cost? To gain what? A narrow strip of land between the border and the Arkhasaro Valleys that Ximerion will barely miss? They've probably abandoned it already.”


  “Then what?” Kaheem bit back at his younger brother.


  “Then what? What Lorsanthia always does. Retaliate. Retaliate. Retaliate.” Mordauch accentuated each word by pounding his right fist into his left palm.


  “Mordauch is right, Kaheem,” Sirnar concurred. “Don’t forget Lorsanthia always loses the first battle. It’s natural: a new enemy means new weapons, new tactics, new terrain. We learn and adapt. Then we put the might of the entire kingdom behind a new thrust.”


  “Trachia isn’t even completely pacified,” the king proffered.


  “Yes, it is.” Heedang felt the need to assert himself.


  “No, it isn’t,” the king replied, irritated. “It is subdued, yes, but only for as long as we keep troops there… I don’t know. Lately there have been signs that some satraps regret that the days they were independent rulers are gone. Maybe this is not the time to add to our difficulties.”


  “Don’t you see?” Mordauch almost exploded. “We have to show them that the Supernal Seat is still in control. That when the king speaks the earth trembles.”


  “Poetic. Very poetic, brother,” Sirnar said, with just a slight hint of sarcasm.


  “No. Practical,” Mordauch retorted. “Divert the attention from inner division with an external enemy. This, eh, unfortunate turn of events could work to our advantage.”


  “Granted,” Sirnar concurred.


  “See, Kaheem? We are all agreed,” Mordauch said, taking a deep breath.


  “I haven’t given my opinion yet,” Heedang protested in a petulant voice.


  “Shut up, you,” Mordauch barked.


  “You’re not the king. I am,” Kaheem said. “Be quiet, all of you, and let me think this over.”


  “There’s nothing to think over, you bloody idiot. There are only two things we can do: attack those barbarians and attack them again.”


  The king of kings came half upright out of his chair.


  “No, Mordauch,” he yelled, his voice almost squeaky. “No. I forbid it. We won’t risk a second army before we know more about the strength of Ximerion and other possible traps they may have prepared for us.”


  “We will appear weak,” Sirnar intervened. “Internally, as well as to the enemy. If we do nothing, that could foster hope in Trachia. But it’s your decision, oh King of Kings.” His facial expression hadn’t changed from its detached appearance.


  “Sirnar, are you mad?” Mordauch shouted.


  “No, brother, I’m not, but the king has spoken. His word is final.”


  “Yes it is,” Kaheem intervened, managing to sound both angry and peevish at the same time. “Don’t forget you’re my slaves as well. Divine Princes or not. Brothers or not. You’re just as much my slaves as anybody else, from a satrap to the most lowborn serf. I could have you dragged in chains through the streets of Tyleme, since you seem to have a particular predilection for such barbarian chastisements. I don’t even need a reason. My will — my divine will — is enough. I could have you suffer the Death Without End. I just need to say the word.”


  “I don’t think so,” the eldest prince said, with a strange gleam in his eyes.


  Mordauch turned to the king. From out of one of his wide sleeves he retrieved a long, flame-bladed, silver dagger. With one quick motion he planted the weapon in his brother’s heart. The king hadn’t even had time to raise his arms in protection. With a look of surprise, mingled with disbelief he stared at the hilt protruding from his chest. Then, his head tilted sideways, his mouth slightly ajar.


  Heedang recoiled in horror and half turned around as if preparing to run away.


  “Now, that was unfortunate, brother,” Sirnar said.


  Mordauch tried to disguise that he was somewhat taken aback by his own impetuous action. He breathed heavily, a few times. Then he made a disparaging gesture.


  “Didn’t you hear him? He was threatening to have us tortured and killed. Besides, even so he would have ruined us all,” he mumbled.


  “Heedang, go fetch Ryauch. Or should I say, His Divinity, Vartoligor XIV?” Sirnar gave the youngest brother a stern look. “Come on, Heedang, we haven’t got all day, you know, but we do have an empty throne that needs to be filled.”


  With knees almost audibly knocking, Heedang disappeared through a small door.


  “We’re supposed to prostrate ourselves before that brat?” Mordauch fumed.


  Sirnar shrugged.


  “Only in public. The divine will is conveyed to the Purple Room by us, the divine princes. What could go wrong?”


  “Yes, indeed,” Mordauch thought, “what could go wrong? And besides, the moment he becomes too difficult to handle, he can follow his divine father and… long live Vartoligor XV.”


  “I’ll go see where that old relic of a Lord Chamberlain hangs out. We need the old dullard,” Sirnar announced.


  The only living soul in the room now, Mordauch gazed pensively at the body of his older brother, half sitting, half hanging on the throne. After a few minutes Heedang returned, dragging a nervous, spindly boy of about eleven years behind him. Ryauch’s look was almost immediately drawn to the throne and the bloodied, lifeless figure on it.


  “Daddy, Daddy,” he cried out, pulling out of Heedang’s grasp on his wrist.


  Ryauch ran to the motionless body and started shaking it, tears running down his cheeks.


  “Don’t do that,” Mordauch ordered, pulling the boy away from the corpse of his father. Ryauch kept wailing piteously until his uncle whacked him on the head.


  “Be quiet and compose yourself.”


  The sound of footsteps, accompanied by the rhythmic, dull thuds of a heavy staff, coming from the hallway, announced the arrival of the Lord Chamberlain. Mordauch pulled the body from the throne, picked Ryauch up, and put him on the ornate seat.


  “Don’t cry and don’t say a word. We’ll do the talking. Understood?”


  Intimidated and still in shock, the boy nodded wordlessly.


  “As you can see,” Sirnar said in an agreeable tone to the Lord Chamberlain, “His Divinity has met with a regrettable accident and has joined his divine forefathers. His Divinity, Vartoligor XIV, heir to the Confidence of the Gods and the Supernal Seat, has the reins of government firmly in hand.”


  The Lord Chamberlain turned white and leaned heavily on his gilded staff of office. His eyes seemed glued to the horrible scene before him. A small boy sitting on a far too big throne-like chair, with the bloody corpse of his father lying beneath his dangling feet.


  “I see,” the dignitary said, his voice soft but seemingly unperturbed.


  “His Divinity wants you to arrange everything for a fitting burial of his divine father and for his own coronation, inaugurating his blessed reign,” Sirnar continued as if it was just a matter of routine.


  Ryauch-Vartoligor, now Vartoligor XIV, gave the Lord Chamberlain a helpless look, but the stony gaze he got in return told him there was no succor to be had from there. Not knowing what else to do, the boy remained mute and motionless.


  “Hail His Divinity, Vartoligor XIV,” Sirnar intoned.


  The Lord Chamberlain laid down his staff on the ground and prostrated himself full length before the throne.


  



  The divine uncles remained standing.
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  Chapter 2


  Travelers on the Road
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  The squires had their own building within the walls of Marna-Dryff. Ehandar wanted them nearby, both in case he should need them and to keep an eye on them. For himself he had appropriated the main building. The first floor was meant for his guards and his administration. It also contained his war room, his center of command. Ehandar had had it furnished with an enormous table, sufficiently large to seat twenty-six men, and a smaller one which he used himself. On the wall hung maps of the whole border region, the Highlands and Ximerion.


  The third floor was used for storage. The upper floor he had rebuilt as his personal quarters. As it was far too big, he had part of the roof and the walls removed, so he could use roughly one-third as a balcony, looking out over the River Ranghy and the lowlands of Ximerion. For good measure he had a small wooden tower built on it. From the other side he had an overview of the inner court.


  

  Boduwald of Semlar stood by the hearth in the squires’ communal room, staring into the flames. The remains of dinner were still on the table. Some of the squires had already retired to their rooms, others were still sitting at the table, talking and drinking the diluted wine they were allowed by Ehandar.


  Boduwald went to the door and took his mantle from a peg as inconspicuously as he could. Donning the garment in the room was a mistake and Brand came up to him.


  “Going out this late? It’s already dark.”


  “Yes. I need the evening air. I feel it will do me good. Walking helps me digest,” Boduwald replied with a weak smile.


  “Could you use some company?”


  Boduwald hesitated.


  “Any other time, yes,” he said after a while. “Don’t be insulted, but I need some time alone. To think things over.”


  Brand seemed disappointed.


  “Really, I mean no offense,” his friend said, almost imploring him.


  “None taken,” Brand replied, mollified. “I can respect a guy needing some privacy.”


  “Thanks,” Boduwald replied, relieved, as he opened the door.


  

  Once outside, Boduwald kept close to the buildings until he reached the main gate. Beside it was a small, thick door. The guards recognized him.


  “Just going for a walk,” the squire mumbled as he passed them on his way out.


  He stayed on the main road that went from Marna-Dryff to the Northern Highway until it led him into the woods. It was already a very dark, cloudy night and visibility diminished even more among the trees. Boduwald was not afraid. He lacked the necessary imagination. He couldn't conceive of anybody daring to lay a hand on the heir of the count of Semlar. His eyes pierced the darkness from a ruggedly handsome face. As of late — to his delight — his features had become more angular. They went well with his stiff hair which was mainly medium brown, but with streaks of grayish blond. The secret of the wild appearing rigidness lay in using a lot of soap when washing it, and not completely rinsing it out. Boduwald sculpted it while wet so it would retain its form when dry. Together with his short, thick, muscular legs, he completely looked the part of a northern noble.


  Halfway through the woods, he took a small path on his left. After half a mile or so, he could discern two soldiers on horseback. One of them was holding the reins of a riderless horse.


  “Who goes there?” one of them cried out to the approaching squire.


  “It’s me, Grovnill. Who else were you expecting?” Without the slightest halt or hesitation Boduwald went up to the unoccupied horse and in one fluid movement went from walking to mounting it.


  “My Lord,” the soldier, captain of the personal guard of the count of Semlar, said by way of greeting.


  The other soldier echoed him.


  “Let’s go, men,” Boduwald ordered, pulling the hood of his mantle over his head, and without waiting for them he gave his horse the spurs.


  A quarter of an hour later they crossed the Northern Highway and took the road to Fior-Dryff. Before they reached the village, they veered into a side road that led up to the diminutive castle of the lords of Fior. The drawbridge was down, and without slowing down, the little party stormed into the courtyard.


  “Lead the way, Grovnill,” Boduwald ordered, once they were dismounted.


  

  “Aemana Nor,” Boduwald said to two older men as he entered the room.


  “Aemana Nor,” the two nobles replied.


  “Father, My Lord.” The squire nodded almost imperceptibly.


  “Take off your mantle and sit down, son.” Lmachdan of Semlar pointed to a chair at the table.


  “Something to drink, My Lord?” Ergus of Fior asked.


  “Thank you, My Lord. Most kind. Water will do.” Boduwald sat down, throwing his mantle over the back of the chair at the head of the table. The two older nobles sat down on the side benches, opposite each other.


  “What progress have we made, Father?”


  The older Semlar waited a few moments, as if to collect his thoughts.


  “Not much, I’m afraid. We can’t operate in the open and there are many difficulties to surmount. A lot of the lower nobility seem willing, if not exactly anxious, for — how shall I put this? — a loosening of our ties to Ximerion. It’s the more important fiefdoms that worry me. Take Landemere for instance. The warlord has let the young duke come into his full inheritance, but it escaped nobody that he kept control over the armed forces of the duchy to himself. Mark that Landemere is the only fief with a standing army of any importance.”


  “The County of Mirkadesh — these days I should really call it the Duchy of Mirkadesh, shouldn’t I? — is another weak point,” the Lord of Fior added. “I’ll never understand what moved the last count to give the serfs their freedom, let alone to let them rule themselves. It’s against nature, if you ask me.”


  “Precisely,” Boduwald said. “That’s what the Mahpodah is for: restoring the natural order in the Highlands.”


  “The warlord has invested one of his closest friends with this so-called duchy of Mirkadesh. And don’t forget the cities of Dermolhea and Ghiasht,” the elder Semlar said.


  “Pah… commoners, traders.” Ergus made a disparaging gesture.


  “Traders with money, Ergus. Money they put at the disposition of young Tanahkos,” Lmachdan said in a dry tone. “Money that turns into soldiers. Soldiers who are used to extort tribute from us. Tribute that is turned into more soldiers. The warlord has a good thing going, I’ll say that for him.”


  “That is precisely why we must unite the nobility of the highlands, My Lords,” Boduwald intervened. “The problem is not all that complicated. The cities, with their presumptuous charters, have been a nuisance for centuries now. A lot of noble houses owe money to those rapacious commoners. They dare charge us for their monetary assistance, while they should be grateful to assist the nobility. Everybody agrees it’s a good thing that the self-rule of Mirkadesh came to an end, but nobody likes an upstart duke who used to be a horse breeder. Landemere has always steered by its own stars. It’s time it came into the fold of the Highlands.”


  “You just repeated all the difficulties we pointed out,” Boduwald’s father said.


  “Not at all, Father. I told you why they are opportunities. Besides, you forgot one of our major trump cards: the Duchy of Yondar.”


  “What about it?” Lmachdan inquired.


  “If Yondar joins us, a lot of the minor Houses will follow its lead. The duke is heavily indebted to that upstart merchant-scum of Dermolhea. Furthermore, his only son and heir may be dying. In that case Grenn of Wirringhall will eventually inherit the ducal throne as the duke’s only daughter has been promised in marriage to him. Grenn is a close friend. I’m working on him, and I’m sure it won’t be long before he will see things our way.”


  “Good. That would be at least one factor in our favor,” the Lord of Fior concurred.


  “Indeed, it would,” Boduwald continued, leaning forward. “My Lords, let’s not forget the internal struggles in the House of Tanahkos. Prince Tenaxos has obviously set his eyes on the Devil’s Crown. I have it on good authority that he means to eliminate Prince Portonas at the earliest opportunity that presents itself, and—”


  “Wait, wait. What ‘good authority’ could you possibly have?” Lmachdan raised his eyebrows.


  “The best, Father. Brand of Gisswing. His brother, Seph, is a good friend and a close collaborator of Prince Tenaxos. As it happens, and most unusually so, the brothers are on excellent terms. Oh, nothing was said by Prince Tenaxos, certainly nothing as crude as that he was going to off his brother, but the implications are as clear as can be.”


  “How does that help us?” The Lord of Fior seemed doubtful.


  Boduwald suppressed a sigh.


  “It’s one contender less for the crown.”


  “That’s still three left,” Ergus countered.


  “I propose we put all the forces the Mahpodah can muster behind Prince Ehandar. The troubles in the south are likely to drag on for some years. It will be easy to convince Ehandar that his interests lie with us. We can be his power base, his protection against his brother. We don’t even need to win. A stalemate is all we need for our purposes.”


  “And then we have just another Tanahkos as master,” Lmachdan said.


  Boduwald smiled.


  “Ehandar is a magnificent warrior, a good general and a weak commander. He will rely on people he trusts.”


  “You seem to forget, son, that there is still another prince. Moreover, just like the Gisswings, they seem to like each other.”


  “It’s more than just liking each other. I said Ehandar was a good general, but he needs a commander. Don’t you see who that is? Who has control over the Landemere Cavalry? For whom do the cities levy taxes and tributes? Who has elevated a lowborn friend to ducal rank and given him an important fief? Who is the master of Lorseth Castle, that Ximerionian blemish on the Highlands for over three hundred years? Always, always the same—”


  “The warlord.” Lmachdan looked in surprise at his son.


  “Tenaxos will eliminate Portonas sooner or later. Ehandar will never move against his brother. We’ll have to do it for him. After we’ve killed Anaxantis, he’ll only have us to rely on. It’s as simple as that really.”


  Boduwald leaned back in his chair.


  


  [image: ]



  Rullio and Merw had waited for a few days at Troncton to join the next Trade Caravan headed north.


  As luck would have it, the first one to leave was a Market Trade Caravan. The difference with an ordinary one was that a Market Trade Caravan stopped for a few days at important crossroads along the Highway. The traders erected makeshift stalls to show, and preferably sell, their wares to the locals, for whom this was one of the few occasions to buy exotic goods. Traveling artisans presented their small pottery, caps, cheap jewelry and different trinkets on a carpet, simply laid on the ground. Local traders came to the markets as well, to try to make deals to sell their wares in far off places. Both bartering and tough financial dealing took place.


  The crowds that were attracted by the stalls, in their turn drew in all kinds of people who offered entertainment, like jugglers, small theatrical groups, trainers and their performing animals, and minstrels.


  

  What fascinated Merw most were the stalls that offered local food. He had just bought a delicacy, consisting of chunks of fish in a light broth.


  “Look, Rullio,” he said, showing the count a longish earthenware dish. “It looks a bit like a boat. And this handle thingy, isn’t it clever? It’s curled and hollow. You can rest it on your finger and put your thumb in the gullet to hold the dish steady while you’re eating.”


  He demonstrated what he meant by holding it in his left hand. With two fingers and a thumb, he scooped up a piece of fish and swallowed it whole.


  “It’s cheaply made, kitten. It’s only glazed on the inside, see?” Rullio said in a sober tone.


  “Who cares?” Merw mumbled, his mouth full with a second chunk, which this time he chewed twice.


  “Hm. And the gullet has another use. You can put it to your…”


  Merw’s face lighting up clearly indicated he had had an epiphany. He put the handle-gullet not to, but in his mouth, and tilted his head backwards.


  ”…mouth, so you can drink the broth.” Rullio smiled. “But I see you already discovered that all by yourself. Smart kitten.”


  Merw smacked loudly and went over to the stall to return the dish.


  “I trust the fish broth was to the young master’s satisfaction,” the stallholder said, stirring a wooden ladle in a big kettle.


  “Exquisite, my good man,” Merw replied, grinning. He liked being called young master. Merw frowned. “I know it’s a classic with fish, but maybe the celery was just a tad too overpowering. It sort of elbowed out the subtler herbs
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