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  Chapter 1


  Prince at the Crossroads
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  “I thought it was you, Verial of the Lakes. I recognized your furtive, nervous gait, as if a pack of wild animals were chasing you. Or is it that you are ashamed lest someone should see you enter the abode of Randamor the Recluse? Well, there’s little chance of that happening.”


  …


  “Don’t make excuses that men far less cynical than I wouldn’t believe. Undress. You know where the stool is stored.”


  …


  “No, I don’t know what story it is you want to hear, and neither do I care. But I can guess. I will consider your request after you have done my bidding.”


  …


  “No, I have no complaints in that regard. Mandigaill was very amusing and pliable company. In his turn he has sent me Bronnowyn, the logger’s son. Most exquisite.”


  …


  “The price? Why, you are paying as we speak. The expression on your face when you slid over the knob. You’ve obviously not been practicing. The red color on your cheeks as you are sitting there. Believe me, you are paying.”


  …


  “Ah, Starlight, how predictable you are. What is it with you people, that you long to hear of the unhappiness of your betters, of the humiliation of princes, and the crumbling of thrones? Does it enrich your bleak and insignificant existence, I wonder?”


  …


  “Yes, but you forget that time is a river that is always in motion. Peace. War. They are but temporary conditions. But, in a sense you are right for bringing it up, because that was essentially what Anaxantis was trying to do. Stop time. Or rather coagulate it. Make it solid, yet malleable in his hands. It couldn’t be done, of course. Yet for a short time, a very short time, it seemed as if he would almost manage it. But, inexorably, time flowed on, and the river needed constant watching and its banks reinforcements.”


  …


  “I know he has been called the Conqueror. He never wanted to be one. He wanted safety. For himself, his friends and his love. He saw Great Renuvia as a big garden, protected on all sides. In the north by the impenetrable wall of the Somertian Mountains, in the east by the lifeless, deadly Marbahari Desert and in the west by the craggy, rocky coast. His weak points lay where the Mirax had made the beaches accessible and inviting, and they also lay in the south, the lands called the Northern Marches by Ximerion, but which Anaxantis had learned to call by their old name, the Highlands. The garden was vulnerable, and he knew it.”


  …


  “When danger came, it came in an unexpected way and it affected not only the warlord’s dominions. It set the whole region on fire. This time it was not just a tribe of half-savage warriors that troubled the peace, but an ancient, powerful nation. Oh, it was past its apogee, though it didn’t know it, but still, it could easily field an army of a hundred thousand, lose it to the last man and field another. And another yet.”


  …


  “He would gladly have given it all up and lived the life of a country squire, with his love and his friends. It was not to be. There was no safety to be had. And thus, in a manner of speaking, he had to become what he became. He had to cling to power at all costs.”


  …


  “Why that should be a burden? Because he was a reluctant warrior.”


  …


  “Of course he was afraid of war. Only fools are not. Anaxantis was no fool. He was fully prepared to fight, but only as a last resort.”


  …


  “And maybe, Verial, you should just keep your mouth shut and your legs open, and let me tell the story as it should be told.”
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  The abandoned hut stood in a small clearing, deep in the forest. A dim light escaping from a gap under the door and wisps of gray-white smoke coming out of the chimney indicated that it was occupied for the moment. Makeshift tents stood on the space before it, in a disorderly array. A few men were guarding the small path that was the only access to the glade. They seemed tired, dirty and nervous.


  

  The young man poked in the fire with a long stick.


  “There is no other way,” he said looking into the flames. “We’re at the end of the road. If we continue like this, all of us will die. What would that accomplish?”


  The only other person in the single room of the hut sighed. Although he was nearing sixty, his hair and his beard were still pitch black.


  “Are you sure?” he asked.


  “Yes, I am, Bruonnt. We’re losing men almost every week now. We’re down to what… sixty?”


  “Sixty-three.”


  “I don’t want anymore of them to die for nothing. It’s me they’re after. With me out of the way they will leave you men alone. There’s still enough money left to pay your way.”


  The old man looked with sorrowful eyes at his young companion.


  “We’ll need that. I’ll come looking for you as soon as they’ve given up,” he said.


  The young man smiled cynically.


  “Don’t forget there’s new money coming in. Another thing, I don’t want any of the others to know. Only you.”


  “I understand. You wouldn’t want the men to know, eh, all the details. I understand. But isn’t it dangerous? I’m not a young man anymore and anything might happen. In an emergency, who’s to say I will have time to pass on what I know before I die? You would be on your own. Completely alone. Nobody would know who you are. Nobody would know your name. You would have no way to prove your true identity.”


  “I realize that, but it can’t be helped. I’ll manage. If worst comes to worst, I’ll run for it. We’ll arrange for a safe place to put enough money away in case I need it.”


  The older man didn’t even try to keep his worries from his face.


  “I… I don’t like it. The idea alone. You… In that situation. It doesn’t bear thinking about. It will be so different a life. Are you even up to it? Why not stay and carry on? Move farther up north, northeast maybe.”


  “No,” the young man said, harsh and determined. “No, Bruonnt, no,” he continued in a softer voice, “my mind is made up. We will do this. It’s not forever. I don’t want to move too far away from here, and that means that eventually they would find us. Find me. They have probably planted spies everywhere, and we know they have more than ample resources.”


  “What if we only go through with the first part of the plan? If we can show them a body, they might simply return home and report that you’re dead.”


  The young man thought for a while. He felt the temptation to crawl back from his firm decision tugging at him. He shook his head.


  “Too risky. If I stay with you men, we will stick out like a sore thumb. Sooner or later somebody will notice us. No. Only with me gone, they will maybe fall for it and perhaps give up eventually. Under no circumstance can you come for me before you are absolutely certain they have done so. Understood? We can only hope for better times and meanwhile we’ll have to make the best of it. It’s so unbelievable, they just might fall for it. That’s why it has to be this way.”


  The older man had tears in his eyes now.


  “I understand, believe me, I do, but I still don’t like it.”


  The young man was absentmindedly playing with the long, braided ponytail, hanging from the right side of his head between his otherwise loose hair. He saw Bruonnt looking at it.


  “It’ll have to come off,” he said, decidedly.


  He shrugged as if he didn’t care, but his eyes belied his gesture.
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  “Sergeant,” Ehandar said to one of the soldiers, “go inside and tell the landlord that the lord governor of the Highlands wants three warm meals for his friends and himself. Quickly. Arrange for the men to be fed as well. I want to eat outside, there on those benches. Put sentries, and see to it that we are not disturbed.”


  The prince didn’t wait to see if his orders would be executed. He knew they would be.


  “Gorth, Rullio, come,” he said, dismounting.


  He stretched, stiff from the long ride on horseback.


  “Ehandar,” Rullio grumbled, “why do you always, always want to sit outside? It’s September, if you hadn’t noticed.”


  Ehandar turned around, smiling.


  “Sourpuss. It’s September, but the weather is fine. Why would you want to be cooped up in some dark, smoky, low-roofed hovel? Here we have fresh air and a view.”


  “And what a view it is,” Rullio scoffed. “The road, and peasants and travelers.”


  Gorth nudged him good-naturedly.


  “Ah, but you never know who else might pass on that road. You might get lucky.”


  They sat down at the rough wooden table. The soldiers who guarded the privacy of the lord governor and his friends remained out of earshot.


  

  Rullio looked from under his eyebrows at Ehandar. He was radiant. He exuded strength, youthful vigor, and above all a definite zest for life. He was a vision in shades of black and brown. Long, dark hair, with a deep blue sheen, and hazel eyes, set in a handsome, pale alabaster face. A black silken tunic with, embroidered upon it in silver thread, the image of an eagle falling on its prey. Ehandar had simplified his coat of arms, probably in imitation of his brother. Gone were the forests, the sun, the mountain ranges. His attire was completed by gloves of dark leather, which he was removing, and a raven velvet mantle.


  Surprisingly, all those dusky colors didn’t make him look sinister, Rullio thought. That was probably the effect of the white face and the even whiter teeth. And the generous smile. Vaguely he felt lust mounting to his loins, when his eyes fell on the prince’s strong calves. As boys they had horsed around once, after exercising. It had left them both uncomfortable and unsatisfied, but it spoke for Ehandar’s character that it hadn’t ruined their friendship. They just hadn’t mentioned it ever again, and after a while it was as if it had never happened at all. But Rullio remembered.


  A nervous servant set a pitcher with cool, weak beer and three cups on the table.


  “I wonder,” Gorth said, while filling them, “why Anaxantis sent you to inspect the border with Ximerion. I would have thought one of his friends, Hemarchidas, or Lethoras, or someone like that would have been more than sufficient for the job. Why ask his brother to inspect the borders in person?”


  “I suppose he sort of wanted me to show myself,” Ehandar said. “You know, after my long absence.”


  “About that long absence,” Rullio remarked as if it had just occurred to him. “You never explained what caused it. We all know the official story, but you never told us what really happened.”


  Ehandar looked at Gorth.


  “Don’t pry, Rullio, he’ll tell us what we need to know, when we need to know it,” Gorth said.


  “Fair enough. Still, something tells me that you know what really happened. I’m beginning to feel left out.”


  None of them spoke for a while. The servant brought three dishes with greasy sausages and some overcooked vegetables.


  “You’re right,” Ehandar said, when the man had left, “it’s not fair.” He took a deep breath. “I’ll tell you as much as I can, as long as you promise not to try to find out more.”


  Rullio nodded his assent.


  “The truth of the matter is, Anaxantis kept me prisoner for several months.”


  “Aha. I thought as much,” Rullio said. “When I first came to Lorseth nobody could tell me what had become of you. I always thought that was fishy. I looked for you, you know.”


  “I know. You told me.”


  “And we all know that the story your brother is spreading is as genuine as a two-and-a-half moltar coin.”


  “He’s trying to look out for my reputation, Rullio. That’s all,” Ehandar said.


  “I understand that. What I don’t understand is how all this ties together. He keeps you prisoner for more than half a year — which raises the question, how? — and now he is suddenly all protective. And another thing. What are you? The Lord Governor of the Northern Marches of Ximerion? Or the Lord Governor of the Highlands of Great Renuvia? And if it is the latter, does that mean that you answer to him? To your younger brother? And what about—”


  “Rullio, Rullio, stop.” Ehandar laughed. “One question at a time, please.” His face turned serious again. ”He kept me prisoner after I did the same to him for months. He turned the tables on me.”


  “And you let him?”


  “At the time I thought there was nothing I could do about it, and that I deserved it,” Ehandar said, looking down.


  Rullio saw the obvious distress on his friend’s face.


  “I’m sorry, Ehandar. I should have kept my big trap shut. It’s none of my business.”


  The prince looked up and smiled weakly.


  “No, Rullio, we’ve been friends since we were kids. You deserve the truth. As much of it as I can bring myself to tell you, anyway. You see, things happened between Anaxantis and me. Most of it, no, all of it was my fault. I did… I did something to him I shouldn’t have. Something terrible. Something inexcusable and unforgivable. But in the end, when all is said and done, he loves me and I love him. We managed, against all odds, to work it out.”


  Rullio looked at him with a blank expression.


  “I’m sorry, Rullio. I can’t bring myself to go into more details. The wounds are too fresh and… and there are other reasons. For one, some things are not mine to share. But you know about as much now as Gorth does.”


  “You love him and he loves you? Brotherly love? That must be a first in the annals of the Tanahkos dynasty.”


  Again, Ehandar smiled faintly. He let out a long sigh.


  “Gorth suspects as much, though I never told him explicitly. I love Anaxantis and he loves me.”


  “Yes, you already said that,” Rullio nodded. Then his face lighted up with understanding. “Ah, I see, you love each other as—”


  “I think we all know what Ehandar meant,” Gorth interrupted him.


  There fell an uneasy silence.


  “You’re shocked,” Ehandar said eventually.


  Rullio looked up from his plate.


  “Shocked? Nah. I’m shocked someone has found the secret of making sausages consisting of nothing but fat, but, let’s be realistic, I’m not exactly a moral authority myself. I will admit to some measure of surprise, though. Not about the fact that Anaxantis is your half brother — he could very well not be — but I hadn’t figured him as your type.”


  He looked with disgust at the piece of sausage he had pricked on the point of his knife. Ehandar laughed. Nobody could pull the sting out of an awkward situation like the count of Brenx-Aldemon.


  “I love him,” he said simply. “There’s no accounting for love, I suppose. Who would have thought you would fall for a rather chubby commoner?”


  “Ah, yes, the scrumptious Cariam. He’s becoming a bit possessive lately, not to mention a little bit too chubby. I’ve been looking for ways to let him down gently, very gently. Anyway, the main thing is that you are happy. You are, aren’t you?”


  

  Yes. Yes, he was.


  The first days had been so strange. He even had to get used to wearing clothes again. They felt cumbersome, and they itched. Anaxantis had been tender, soft-spoken, oft putting his arms around Ehandar and snuggling up against him.


  He had remained inside for a week, while Anaxantis started disseminating the story that his brother had returned from a dangerous mission, deep into Mukthar territory, and that he was still recuperating from an unspecified ordeal. He had deliberately spread several versions, with different degrees of detail.


  The first night after they had reconciled, Anaxantis had organized a little surprise dinner party, just for him, Gorth and Rullio. Renda had brought the food, and he had asked her to stay, which she did for a while. The second night she had brought him dinner, saying that Anaxantis had been suddenly called away and had sent her. He had invited her to share the meal with him.


  He had to know, and later that week he had asked. Did anybody know the truth? Anaxantis had looked down, then up again, straight into his eyes.


  ”Hemarchidas. I tell him everything. Almost everything,” he had said.


  Ehandar had nodded. Anaxantis had run into his arms.


  “I’m sorry, love. He is my best friend. I needed someone—”


  “It’s all right,” Ehandar had shushed him.


  “He won’t tell a living soul. Not even Lethoras, and they’re practically brothers.”


  “It’s all right,” he had repeated.


  Later that evening he had asked that other question. He had been annoyed with himself, but it weighed on his mind. Anaxantis had answered it as truthfully as the first, though he could see it took him the greatest of efforts. His face had flushed and he had been on the verge of tears. Ehandar had seen his pain, but had responded in a way that had assuaged all unrest, all fears his brother might have had on that account.


  It hadn’t been easy to cope with, but he understood, and, after all, it wasn’t Anaxantis’s fault. He had reminded himself that in final analysis it was all his own doing, that he himself was responsible for the circumstances that had allowed it to happen.


  It had cleared the air between them even more.


  The official explanation said he had returned ill from his mission, which accounted for the brevity of his initial appearances in public. He had dreaded snickering noises behind his back, when he first emerged from their apartments, but there were none. Anaxantis had woven his tale in an exemplary manner. He had heard low whisperings though. Of wonder and admiration.


  To his own surprise, once he had ventured outside and saw that his secret was safe from all but one, who would remain silent anyhow, he hadn’t found it difficult to become the haughty prince once more. Or, rather, fall into the role of the grumpy, arrogant lord governor. That was all it was. One of the personae he adopted. Partly he did it for Anaxantis, as he suspected it would put his brother at ease, and that it would make him think he had completely recovered and was his old self again.


  Once, on the inner court of the castle, he had dressed down a sergeant who hadn’t followed his orders quickly enough, in a very severe manner. When he had turned around, he saw Renda looking at him with open mouth. He had winked at her, unable to refrain from smiling.


  Gorth knew of course, though not everything. Ehandar had just told him he and his brother had resolved their differences, and, like a good friend, Gorth hadn’t pried for more details. Rullio, uncharacteristically, until now hadn’t asked either.


  Ehandar suspected Gorth had been talking to him.


  

  “So where does that leave us?” Rullio asked.


  “What do you mean?” Gorth asked.


  “We had plans. We had designs. Designs on the Devil’s Crown, no less. We and our group.”


  “Yes, and see where it got us,” Ehandar said. “We three are all that is left. The Gods may know what happened to the others.”


  Rullio shrugged.


  “Good question, but as you know, I was rather limited in my movements myself at the time.”


  “And I didn’t stop running until I was in the Marches,” Gorth added.


  “Nevertheless, shouldn’t we regroup? Start making plans again?” Rullio insisted.


  “I have no idea what my brother is planning,” Ehandar said.


  “That’s not exactly what I asked, was it?” Rullio replied. “By the way, when is he going to announce the secession of Great Renuvia officially?”


  “Oh,” Ehandar smiled, “even you should know him better by now. I doubt he will ever formally secede from Ximerion. He will just let his dominions sort


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Chapter 4


  The Winds of Opportunity


  [image: ]



  It was still early in the evening, but Rullio decided to call it a day when he saw an idyllic tavern at the side of the Northern Highway. It was getting cold.


  After having taken his horse to the stables, he entered the inn, arranged for a room and inquired after the meals they served. He decided on smoked pork ribs, from a pig slaughtered recently, which, Rullio knew, could mean anything from a day to two weeks. It came with plenty of gravy, a side dish of carrots and mushrooms and three loaves of gray bread. He thanked the Gods he could eat what he wanted without gaining weight.


  Not trusting the wine of the house, he settled for a pitcher of dark ale. Soon he saw a group of six young farmers enter the tavern and sit down at a round table nearby. One in particular caught his interest. A young man with straw blond hair, pale skin and rosy cheeks, muscular and with a naughty twinkle in his eyes. In passing him they had lingered a fraction of a second too long on the young count, and Rullio had noticed. He also saw that the young farmer — or maybe he was a farmhand — had carefully chosen a place at the table from which he could keep those naughty eyes on Rullio. Patiently, as a cat, Rullio settled down until the right moment would come along for him to pounce upon this delectable prey. He sat near enough and they were talking more than loud enough for him to understand every word they said.


  With half an eye on the group, his thoughts, phasing out the surrounding noise, wandered off to his immediate problem. How to walk the fine line between his duty to the High King, his loyalty to Ehandar and his own interests? The little warlord was of far less concern to him.


  “Ehandar may be in love, but I'm not. Little brother is playing at being monarch in all but name, without risking severing all ties with his father. Should worse come to worst, there is always his dragon of a mother and the second-rate throne of Zyntrea, kept warm for him by his uncle. For Ehandar there is nothing much but two older brothers who probably celebrated when he went missing, were very disappointed when he reappeared, and wouldn't think twice about killing him if they would ever think he stands between them and the Devil's Crown. There is of course also his younger brother who, whatever Ehandar may think, still keeps him prisoner. And Gorth and myself.


  “I have nothing to expect from my own family. My title of count of Brenx-Aldemon, and the Aldemon demesne itself, I owe to the good graces of the high king. Which means I'd better keep on his good side… I can't contradict what he may know already from other sources, so I must keep as near as possible to the truth. I should be able to give him something that he doesn't know already. At least a tidbit of information that he could only have gotten from me. Just to prove my value to him. But what?”


  Annoyingly enough his thoughts were interrupted by a robust young man in his early twenties. He introduced himself to the group of youngsters as Boynar, a visitor from the province of Amiratha, in need of some company for the evening. Rullio saw immediately that this was not just an ordinary traveler. Something in his attitude smacked of a military training. He made himself welcome by offering to refresh everybody's drinks. Names were exchanged and after that the conversation went smoothly.


  Boynar seemed familiar somehow, as if Rullio had seen him before. Or maybe it was just his distinct Northern accent.


  After some general talk about the weather and other trivialities, Boynar began asking more personal questions. Were they hired farmhands, or sons of farmers? Did they stand to inherit a piece of land to cultivate for their own? Did the local lord levy heavy taxes? Or would they be in the employ of others, badly paid, for the rest of their days? He seemed genuinely interested in their future.


  “The four of us are hired farmhands,” a swarthy young man said, indicating his immediate neighbors. “Those two are the sons of farmers.”


  “Yes, true, but it doesn't mean much in our case,” one of the two that had been pointed out answered. “Both I and Benchyo have older brothers. I'll probably get nothing, and he will have to share.”


  Benchyo, the guy with the straw blond hair, nodded.


  “Whatever your status in life,” Rullio reflected amused, “the problems seem similar. Rotten siblings hoarding the inheritance.”


  “A shame, friends, that's what it is. And to think that in the north, in the Renuvian Plains, they're practically giving land away.”


  The young men all sat up a bit more straight.


  “What do you mean, they give land away?” one of them asked.


  “Exactly that. You know Prince Anaxantis has annexed the Renuvian Plains, don't you?”


  They all nodded.


  “Well, there's practically nobody living there. And it's as near as Mirnidiry as you ever will get while still alive and breathing. Balmy climate, thanks to the fact that it's enclosed by mountain ranges and the Highlands, and warm winds coming out of the Marbahari Desert. Fertile ground too. Grain, vegetables, it all grows by itself. Lush meadows, ideal for live stock. Ah, I almost forgot, there's also the army. Not only do they protect you, they also pay top prices for everything they need. And you know what? The army is a kind of insurance in another way as well. If you should fail at your chosen profession, you could, as a last resort, enlist. They're always on the look out for vigorous young fellows like yourselves.“


  “They can't be giving the land away,” the swarthy farmhand said doubtfully.


  “No, of course not,” Boynar said pleasantly. “But as good as. See, they sell you the land, so it's yours legally, but you don't have to pay for it immediately. Every year, for twenty-five years, you pay a small part. You know what's so brilliant? That sum and the low, low taxes the warlord is levying put together don't amount to what your bosses or fathers are paying here to the local lord.”


  “All good and well, Boynar,” one of the young men said, “but how do we get there? Some of us have girls we hope to marry. I don't know. Going all alone to a strange land. What would we do for housing, stables, equipment like plows, pitch forks, carts, spike harrows and such?”


  Boynar ordered two pitchers of light ale.


  “All taken care of,” he said, after a parsimonious sip of his tankard. “You can go as a group, maybe you could invite some friends. The Plains don't need just farmers, but also bakers, butchers, smiths, the lot. In fact, you could found your own village, with people you know. You'd be your own bosses. As for housing, the warlord has provided for cheap loans. You can bring your own equipment, if you have any, make it when you're there, or buy it. Easy.”


  The young men remained silent for a while, in thought.


  “If I were you,” Boynar interrupted their musings, “I wouldn't take too long deciding. You just have to follow the Northern Highway, right here outside, northwards to Dermolhea. There you go to City Hall and they will give you all the particulars.”


  He took another swig of beer.


  “Just the other night I left Vilgrod, you know, the village some fifteen miles from here. I hear a group of some twenty young people have bonded together to go to a bright new future in the Plains. If you're not going yourselves, you might want to see them pass by.”


  “Vilgrod. Those hicks?” the swarthy farmhand scoffed.


  Boynar shrugged.


  “Maybe they're hicks, but think about it, you could go together all the same. You're from the same region and you'd be safe, what with so many of you.”


  He stretched himself and let out a long yawn.


  “It's off to bed for me, guys. Please, empty the rest of the beer. Don't let it go to waste. If you have questions, I'll be here until tomorrow evening. The day after I have to move on.”


  



  After Boynar's departure, the young men leaned over the table to each other and spoke in low voices. Rullio couldn't make out anymore what they were saying. But he had heard enough. He knew what he could tell the high king. These were clearly agents of the little warlord, sent out to recruit discreetly. There was a high probability that they would have escaped notice by whoever spied for his majesty in Lorseth.


  One by one the young men left. Rullio wasn't surprised to see that Benchyo managed to be the last one remaining. When the last of his companions had left, he beckoned the young man to join him.


  “I've just ordered a new jug of beer, but it's actually too much for me alone. Help me empty it, will you?”


  “Are you sure, My Lord?”


  “Is it that obvious? I should have left my sword and dagger in my room and worn something less ostentatious, I suppose. But yes, it's perfectly all right. I invited you, didn't I? Nice to meet you, Benchyo. Call me Rullio.”


  “Oh, My Lord, I couldn't.”


  “Yes you can,” Rullio winked. “All the more so, since you're spending the night as my guest in my room, seeing as it is too late for you to go home by yourself.”


  “It isn't all that late,” Benchyo said, surprised.


  “It will be when we've gotten to know each other better. It wasn't my imagination, was it? You do want to know me better, don't you?”


  Benchyo blushed and looked down into his beaker.


  “It's not my place to contradict Your Lordship.”
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  “Tell me you pointed out the glaring holes in his reasoning,” Anaxantis said.


  “But he was right, wasn't he? We pay the soldiers, so why not let them carry their own grain for their own use? It's the logical thing to do, isn't it?” Hemarchidas replied, confused.


  They were sitting on a grassy knoll, halfway up the dunes, from where they had a splendid view of the little bay that was being transformed into a harbor. On their right workmen were lowering great rocks into the water from a flat bottomed barge. On their left high cliffs jutted out into the sea.


  “No, it isn't. The cheapskate just wants you to believe that. The men who are supposed to do this, what are they again?”


  “Soldiers, but that's no reason why—”


  “That is exactly the reason why we can't let them transport the grain. Let's forget for a moment that it needs to be handled carefully. Soggy grain spoils rather quickly. Why do you think we let them have their leave in groups?”


  Hemarchidas frowned.


  “It's safer, I suppose, when they travel as a military unit.”


  “Exactly. And why do they need to be safe? Because the Plains themselves aren't as yet. There are all kinds of gangs with less than noble intentions. Some have been there for a long time, some are remnants of the Renuvian Plain Robbers. Even some renegade Mukthars, if we're to believe the reports.”


  “Mukthars?”


  “Yes, Mukthars. We chased what remained of their cavalry after Marak's valiant archers mowed most of them down, but some escaped apparently. They probably didn't want to return home just to face dishonor. After all, they fled the battlefield.”


  “So?”


  “So? Well, let's suppose that you are the captain of a unit of some two hundred soldiers, returning to their camp. You have about six, seven wagons, laden with grain with you. Then I appear.”


  “You?”


  “Yes, me. I'm a poor peasant.”


  “You could never be a poor peasant.” Hemarchidas laughed.


  “I could so be a poor peasant,” Anaxantis replied, enthusiastically gesticulating. “What's more, I am all frightened, because we have seen a group of dangerous people, about a hundred of them, near our village. Luckily we saw you and your soldiers coming. What do you do?”


  “Supposing for one moment I would believe you are a peasant, I would ask you in what direction I could find those dangerous people.”


  “And I would tell you. Somewhere east of where we are. I would be very sure of it.”


  “Well, seeing as the military is under orders to protect the populace and to make the Plains safe, I would give chase, I suppose.”


  “Aha. But what about your wagons with grain?”


  “Simple, isn't it? I leave about fifty men to guard them. Since you told me the group was about one hundred strong, one hundred and fifty well trained soldiers should be more than enough to—”


  “But I was lying.”


  “Of course you were,” Hemarchidas said, exasperated. “What was I thinking?”


  “I'm not a poor peasant.”


  “I knew it,” the Cheridonian exclaimed triumphantly. “You could never be a poor peasant.”


  “Yes I could, but in this case I am the chief of the robbers and I am a very, very dangerous man,” Anaxantis said, waving his index finger like a dagger under Hemarchidas's nose.


  “I can see that,” Hemarchidas said, leaning back.


  “When you have dispatched the better part of your unit on what will turn out to be a wild goose chase, I and my hundred chums fall on your unsuspecting fifty guards. When you return empty handed, your wagons will be empty as well, and your men will lie, their throats cut, beside them.”


  Anaxantis made a cutting gesture with his index finger over his larynx.


  “You would make a great robber chief,” Hemarchidas laughed.


  “I would make a terrific robber chief,” Anaxantis said smugly.


  “We're so lucky you're on our side.”


  “Yes you are. I would rob you blind if I weren't.”


  The Cheridonian wrestled him down.


  “Don't tickle me, don't tickle me,” the prince cried out, snickering.


  Hemarchidas let go and sat upright on his knees in the sand.


  “So, it's no good letting the soldiers transport the grain,” he said.


  “I'm afraid it isn't,” Anaxantis said, crawling back up. “For the foreseeable future they need to be full time soldiers. There are reasons we spread them in units for taking their leave. One of them is that they are very visible. People see them passing by on a regular basis and they feel safe. They know there are a lot of soldiers about on the Plains who they can ask for help, should they need it.”


  “Grain wagons would somehow detract from their image.”


  “More importantly, they would slow them down. And diminish their effectiveness. And leave them open to the wiles of crafty robber chiefs like me.”


  “I see your point. Seems Tomar was wrong after all.”


  “Yes, he was.”


  They both fell silent and watched the barges coming to and fro.


  



  “So,” Hemarchidas said, breaking their silence, “there now are three Lorseths. Lorseth Castle, Lorseth Market and Lorseth Harbor.”


  Anaxantis nodded, visibly satisfied.


  “Yes. They're far enough from each other to need connecting roads, yet they belong together. A lot of people were already calling it that anyway. I saw no reason to go against the grain, so I named it Lorseth Harbor officially as well.”


  With a loud splash another giant rock fell into the water.


  “When they're finished,” Anaxantis pointed out, “the pier will run about a third of a mile beyond the bay, in a wide curve, to break the waves. The water inside will be almost as calm as a lake. It will take some time, though. They're just laying the foundation for now.”


  “You'll have a nice private harbor,” Hemarchidas said.


  “I doubt it will stay private for long. Sooner or later an enterprising merchant will enter and ask for permission to unload his wares.”


  “And?”


  “And we will give it. It will be good for local commerce. The people should get something in return for their tax rioghals.”


  “Which reminds me,” Hemarchidas said, groping into his purse. “Nice new coins,” he smiled, holding up a gold piece with Anaxantis's bust. “Anaxantis Orloranga.”


  The prince blushed.


  “That wasn't me. Honest. That's all Tomar. It's his way of trying to make me declare Great Renuvia independent of Ximerion.”


  “How so?”


  “For a few centuries now, minting coins is a royal prerogative. Before that all the lords who had the means could issue their own as they saw fit. There was a lot of abuse. Underweight coins, inferior alloys and so on.”


  “And are you?”


  “What?”


  “You know exactly what I mean, you little pest. Are you going to secede?”


  Anaxantis picked a long, dry, grassy stalk and put it in his mouth. He shrugged.


  “It's not on my list of priorities. Let's keep it at that.”


  “Coins have a habit of traveling around. By now your father might have seen one.”


  “If so, he hasn't complained about it yet. In fact, all his communications are highly official and stylized. As if he himself hadn't read, let alone written them. They all bear the hallmark of the Royal Administration and there is not one single personal note in them.”


  It had sounded just a little bit sad.


  “Is he just being cold, or downright hostile?”


  “He is just being the high king. He knows the limits of his power. He feigns to not know or notice what he can't remedy.”


  Hemarchidas looked out over the bay.


  “I wonder what the chronicles will have to say about that.”


  Anaxantis looked at his friend.


  “Nothing, I hope. I want history to forget me.”


  Hemarchidas looked up in surprise.


  “That doesn't seem likely after the Battle of the Zinchara.”


  The prince smiled.


  “You know, Hemarchidas, right after the battle, everywhere I went I was hailed as the Mukthar Slayer.”


  "Muktharchtankhar.”


  “Yes. Lately I haven't been hearing it as much anymore, thank the Gods. People have a short memory.”


  “Still, you're young, very young. Why wouldn't you want to go down in history as a great monarch?”


  Anaxantis sighed.


  “Hemarchidas, what do you know about the high kings of Ximerion? Or rather, which ones do you know?”


  “Cheridonians aren't big on Ximerionian history, you know. But let's see… Ah, yes, Herruwold Long-Sword, then there is Merdinack the Fearless. There is also your grandfather of course… eh, the unhappy Berimar IV… ah, yes, the other Herruwold, Herruwold the Bold. Hm, I didn't even realize I knew that many of them.”


  Anaxantis smiled sadly.


  “But you didn't mention Orrigar I, the first king of the House of Chaldarina. He put an end to years of unrest and civil strife. Neither did you mention Ronnick II, the one who reformed the monetary system and forbade the Great Houses to mint their own coins, thus stabilizing our currency. At the time it saved Ximerion from going bankrupt.”


  “I'm sorry. I told you we weren't big—”


  “It's not that, Hemarchidas. You remembered the fighting kings, those who brought war, destruction and ephemeral glory. Or those who ended tragically. You forgot the wise administrators, those who kept the peace, those who brought prosperity. You needn’t feel embarrassed, though. So did history.”


  Hemarchidas looked at his friend as if he saw him for the first time.


  “So, all in all, Hemarchidas, I'd rather history forgot me.”


  


  [image: ]



  Ehandar had slept in. He hadn't heard Anaxantis leave, and he had woken with a heavy head.


  After a perfunctorily wash, he heated up some diluted, spiced wine. He went onto the balcony, looking out over the waves, nursing the warm cup in his hands, and slowly sipped the hot beverage.


  With both Rullio and Gorth gone, the days sometimes dragged on. There was not all that much for him to do. He remembered his brother had said something about going to the new harbor today and that he had asked Ehandar to join him there. First, however, he was going to go for a ride on his own. He wanted to establish a pattern of being absent, whereabouts unknown, for a few hours a day. Luckily for him, he liked galloping through the fields and the forests. Maybe he could go to the ruins of the old tower.


  It was almost midday when he returned from his solitary ride. He rode past Lorseth Castle to the coast. There he kept on the dunes and steered his horse northwards until he reached the cliffs. Once he had reached the plateau, he followed the narrow path that ran along the precipice. Gradually he increased the pace, until he was racing, at neck-breaking speed, only a few feet from the edge of the drop-off.


  He looked down and became dizzy, seeing deep down beneath him the beach, strewn with sharp rocks. He raised himself out of the saddle, standing in the stirrups, and leaned over, his head just over that of the horse. Then he gave it the spurs. The sheer speed made him as if drunk and he felt his blood pumping wild with exhilaration through his veins. One false step, and horse and rider would tumble down to a certain death.


  Sooner than he had expected he reached the end of the plateau. He reined in his horse and dismounted, man and animal panting in near unison. Beneath him lay the bay where, at the far end, barges were bringing enormous rocks for the foundation of the pier. A half finished wharf of wood was crawling with workmen. He decided to manage the small, sandy path, winding down to the shore, on foot, leading his horse by the reins.


  Only when he had reached the beach, did he notice Anaxantis and Hemarchidas. He hesitated and just when he was about to turn back, his brother had seen him too and waved for him to come over.


  He went slowly towards them. It was embarrassing. Hemarchidas knew everything that had happened, probably to the last unsavory detail. All the humiliations he had undergone. The state of abject degradation he had been in. He might as well be naked. He was sure Hemarchidas could picture him as such. He forced himself to smile, but he knew it looked self-conscious.


  When he had come nearer he looked at the face of the Cheridonian for signs of mockery, disdain or contempt. But there was nothing. Nothing in the eyes and not the faintest smile or twitch of the mouth that could betray what Hemarchidas was thinking.


  Ehandar nodded in greeting, and the Cheridonian acknowledged him in the same manner.


  Anaxantis patted the dry grass beside him as a signal for him to sit down. He wound the reins loosely around a thicket and did so. Immediately his brother leaned against him.


  “Did you sleep well?” Anaxantis asked.


  “Yes… yes… I went for a ride and then I remembered you said you would be here.”


  Hemarchidas stood up.


  “I've got to go,” he said.


  “Do you have to?” Anaxantis asked, trying to keep the disappointment out of his voice.


  “I'm afraid so. I promised Lethoras we would have dinner together. There's some tribal stuff we've got to discuss, and his sisters are being difficult again. You know how it is,” the Cheridonian said, with a vague smile.


  “I'm chasing your friends away,” Ehandar said, when Hemarchidas was out of earshot.


  “Nonsense,” Anaxantis replied. “Besides, I have many friends but only one love. Speaking of friends, where is Gorth? Am I imagining things, or haven't I really seen him the last week or so?”


  “I asked him to go to Ormidon for me,” Ehandar said, looking out over the bay. “I needed some things put in order concerning the duchy of Ronickah.”


  It wasn't even a lie. It just wasn't the whole truth.


  Anaxantis looked at his brother, admiring his strong profile. He wasn't fooled for one moment.


  “You must feel lonely,” he said. “Why don't we spend more time together?”


  “My two friends may be gone, but your dozens of friends aren't. You saw Hemarchidas. It… it was awkward. He left because of me.”


  Anaxantis laid his head against his brother's shoulder and sighed.


  “I had so hoped I could have the both of you, but I see it is asking too much,” he said softly. “Maybe later, after some more time has gone by. Meanwhile, don't worry, love. Hemarchidas will soon be gone.”


  Ehandar looked at him with surprise.


  “What do you mean? Is he leaving?”


  “No. I haven't told him yet, but I'm going to ask him to do something that will take him far away from here.”


  “We need some time alone, without the only person, other than ourselves, who knows what truly happened. And he needs it as well,” Anaxantis thought.


  “He's in love with you, you know?” Ehandar said, ostensibly calm.


  “And I am in love with you,” Anaxantis replied matter-of-factly.


  He laid his hand upon Ehandar's and squeezed it gently.


  “That's one of the reasons I'm sending him away. Keep it between us for the time being, though.”


  “You don't have to break up with your friends on my account.”


  “Oh, I'm not. He is my best friend and he will always remain that. As it happens, I really do need him elsewhere, but I also think a separation of a few months will be good for all of us.”


  He brought Ehandar's hand to his lips and kissed it lightly.


  “When all is said and done, you're the one who is most important to me. You're the love of my life.”


  He looked up at his brother from under his long eyelashes.


  “You are well aware of your charms, aren't you?” Ehandar thought, smiling back at him. “You know the extent of your hold over me. Or maybe you don't. Do you really know that there is nothing, literally nothing, I wouldn't do for you?”


  “I've often wished we weren't princes. That we could just leave all this behind,” he said.


  “We can't. We are who we are. But it isn't all that bad, is it? As long as we are together?” Anaxantis answered, almost pleadingly.


  Ehandar didn't answer, but kissed him on the cheek. Anaxantis grinned contentedly in appreciation.


  “Come,” he said, “let's go behind that dune there.”


  “Why?” Ehandar asked, naively.


  “Because I want to kiss you. Seriously,” Anaxantis answered.


  “All the same, I'm sorry, love, but I can't let you keep your secrets,” he thought.
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  A servant had announced that there were visitors waiting in the antechamber. An elderly man and a young boy.


  Riathona had been expecting them, and she wasn't doing anything in particular, yet she decided to let them wait. She felt it to be important they should set out on the right foot from the very start. The whole thing proved to be more bothersome than she had expected. She couldn't treat the boy as a slave. Not even as a servant. He was a Riatho after all. On the other hand limits, clear, unequivocal boundaries needed to be established. How to teach the young man to know his place?


  She had done some more investigating. The whole region, from Marovi to Naodyma, had suffered epidemics the last years. No doubt the result of several failed harvests in a row. People had been falling like flies. Little villages were completely depopulated, the last ones to leave often not taking the trouble to bury the dead. Kinships, some with a long and venerable past, had died out. Slaves were cheap, because so many were selling off part of their offspring to feed the ones they wanted to keep.


  Well, this Antybion should think himself lucky that Riathona took her responsibilities to her extended kinship seriously.


  Finally she decided enough time had passed, and she rang a handbell, which promptly made a servant appear. After she had told him to fetch the visitors, while she waited, she straightened her back some more and put her folded hands in her lap.


  “Kinswoman,” the old man said, upon entering her room. “Much obliged, I'm sure.”


  Just like the country bumpkin he was, presuming to call her kinswoman, based upon a long gone by and tenuous relationship through a good for nothing forebear.


  She sighed in an irritated manner.


  “This is our Antybion,” the man added, pushing a young man of about seventeen forwards.


  Riathona mustered him from head to toe. The first thing that struck her was his short, flaxen hair.


  “Lice,” she thought. “That's why his hair is so short. They have shorn it all off, not long ago. It's the only way they know how to get rid of them in those backward regions.”


  “He's a good boy,” the old man said. “Polite, hardworking and no trouble at all. I would like to keep him. It's just I can't afford to.” He made a helpless gesture. “Though he doesn't eat much,” he added hastily. “And selling the only thing that remains of my dear departed son, I could never do. Neither does he deserve it.”


  Riathona didn't answer, or give any sign she had heard him. The boy looked clean enough, she decided. At least his simple tunic was. The well-used, cracked leather belt seemed as if it had been polished recently. The threadbare travel mantle was another matter, but that was to be expected. They had come on foot, no doubt.


  Antybion looked back at her from out of his dark green eyes. To Riathona's surprise he didn't seem intimidated by his surroundings, though in his eyes they must seem opulent in comparison to all he had known before. Strangely enough his direct stare wasn't in the least insolent. Just open and waiting for whatever would be coming. His attitude neither defiant, nor cowering. She would have preferred either.


  “Let the servant bring you to the kitchens. You'll be given something to eat and drink,” she said to the old man. “I want to talk with the boy in private.”


  “First, let me thank you for receiving us and even considering this,” Antybion said in a clear voice, as soon as they were alone. “It must be such an imposition. How may I address you? Mistress?”


  Riathona was taken aback. She hadn't even given it a thought how she wished the young man to call her. Mistress wouldn't do. That was for the slaves and the servants, and a Riatho, even one of obscure descent, wasn't a servant, much less a slave.


  “You can call me Aunt, I suppose,” she said after some thinking. “I'm not of course, but maybe it's better all around that people think you're my nephew, a few times removed.”


  “He's indeed polite, just as his grandfather said he was,” Riathona thought. Then it struck her that by giving him permission to call her Aunt, she as good as had made the decision to let him stay. How had that happened? No, he hadn't in any way tried to worm his way into her house or her affections, she had to admit. He had just asked a proper, civil question.


  Then Antybion gave her a way out, and closed it again in almost the same breath.


  “Should you decide to let me stay, Aunt,” the young man said, “I want you to know that I don't expect you to take care of me for nothing. I am young, but I am stronger than I look. Whatever you need to be done around here, I'll gladly do. I don't mind working with the servants to earn my living. Or, if need be, you can send me to work as a hired hand somewhere, to pay for my food and lodgings. There is work to be had here, isn't there? There wasn't in Marovi.”


  Riathona was positively shocked now. A Riatho working as a hired hand? Never. Certainly not with all the plans she had for her son and his father. It would only be used against her. But on the other hand, the boy showed a good spirit. He clearly wasn't afraid, or too proud, to earn his keep. That made it all the more difficult to deny him. What if she did, and he went out to look for work on his own? With his winning smile and open face he would get all kind of offers, some less than honorable. As for letting him work with her own servants, that was out of the question as well. Too much familiarity between a member — a distant member, she reminded herself — of the kinship and the servants. No, there was a chasm between the social classes and for good reasons too. There seemed to be nothing else for it than to admit this Antybion into the kinship.


  She was just about to tell the boy that she was letting him stay, and that she would inform him of his duties at a later time, when, without knocking, her son entered the room.


  “Is this him?” he asked without further ado.


  “Yorn, sweetheart, I would so much prefer it if you would knock before entering. And yes, this is Antybion. He's sort of your cousin, several times removed.”


  “Welcome, cousin,” Yorn said gravely. “He's staying, isn't he?” he added, looking at his mother.


  “Well,” Riathona said, “I was just about—”


  “Good,” Yorn cut her short.


  The boys mustered each other.


  Yorn had very dark brown, abundant hair, kept medium short, but not short enough to prevent silken locks of it covering all of his forehead. His almost black eyes looked cautiously into the world from under them. There was a permanent half smile on his lips, which somehow gave him a sad look, as if he wanted to make excuses for taking up so much space. In fact, he looked like a resigned puppy that craved being petted but was afraid to importune anyone. At the same time he carried himself with an innate, patient dignity. Whatever he had in self-assurance came from knowing and accepting who and what he was, his insecurity from some vague suspicion that it would never be enough. His whole demeanor seemed to proclaim, “I'm sorry, but this is all there is.”


  He looked at the guy before him and instantly liked what he saw. Antybion stood, his legs a bit apart, firmly planted, almost rooted, looking at him with open eyes. He didn't hide, and neither did he try to hide that he was examining his cousin. His eyes were penetrating, but in an inquisitive, accepting, non-threatening way. He wasn't embarrassed for wearing his simple, actually shabby, but clean tunic, while everybody around him was clad in the finest clothes money could buy. It was as if he was saying, “I make no apologies. This is it and it will have to do.”


  “How shall I address you, cousin?” Antybion asked.


  “What? Oh… Yorn. My name is Yorn. Yours is Antybion, isn't it?” Yorn replied.


  He looked at his mother as if for approval, but Riathona only shrugged.


  “Aren't you hungry?” Yorn asked.


  “Hungry? I could eat a whole cow, straight from the meadow.”


  Yorn smiled thinly, as if it hurt a bit.


  “I'm sorry, but I don't think we have a whole cow right now in the kitchens. And what we have is cooked, I'm afraid.”


  “I'm not picky,” Antybion laughed. “Whatever you can spare is good enough for me.”


  “Mum, I'm taking him to the kitchens. He's hungry,” Yorn said, as if Riathona hadn't heard a thing of what they had just said.


  “Sweetie, I wasn't finished yet and—”


  “Surely it can wait,” Yorn said. “First let him eat and drink. Then I'll help him move in. The room next to mine is free.”


  “Oh, darling, you know that is the guest room. I'm afraid that would not—”


  “The guest room? Mum, we have three of them and I can't remember the last time we had a guest.”


  “Well, yes, but—”


  “Where else would you have him stay?”


  “Whatever your mother decides is appropriate will do,” Antybion intervened.


  “No, it won't. If it were up to her, she would have you stay in the shed in the back of the garden.”


  “Yorn, sweetheart, I would never—”


  “You agree then? Good. We'll have the servants unload his baggage and bring it up to his room.”


  Antybion laughed.


  “I think I can manage my bag on my own,” he said.


  “Bag? One bag? That's all?” Yorn asked, unbelievingly.


  “You don't need more than one bag if all you have to take with you is your only other tunic and a few small personal belongings.” Antybion shrugged.


  Yorn colored red.


  “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to embarrass you.”


  “You didn't. You weren't to know. But maybe you'd like to reconsider your offer. I don't mind sleeping with the servants. I'm sure it won't make much of a difference with what I'm used to anyway.”


  “No,” mother and son said at almost the same time.


  They looked at each other.


  ”No,” Riathona said, sighing, “no matter how far removed, you are one of the kinship. You can have the room next to Yorn's, since he seems to insist upon it.”


  “That's settled then,” Yorn smiled. ”Let's go and have something to eat.”


  He grabbed Antybion by the wrist and pulled him with him out of the room.


  



  When the boys had gone Riathona frowned. This had not gone completely as anticipated. What had she expected, exactly? Upon reflection she realized she had thought that those distant relatives would turn out to be nothing more than parasitic, half-wild animals and that the boy would need to be kept in check for fear that he would shame the kinship. It seemed some minor adjustments would suffice. Tone down the ebullience somewhat, maybe.


  All in all it seemed he would make a fine companion for Yorn. He could never pose a threat to what she already took for granted to be Yorn's position in society. On the contrary, with any luck he could prove to be a valuable asset for her son. He was a bit too outgoing, but Riathona liked his unassuming self-confidence, and he hadn't lied when he said he was stronger than he looked at first sight. Moreover, the boys seemed to like each other. Provided that endured, Antybion could become very useful to Yorn. A trusted lieutenant even. Perhaps.


  Thanks to Yorn she hadn't even had the chance to inquire if the boy could read and write, or if he had any Ancient Baltoc.


  Yorn. Yorn had smiled. At least twice, which was somewhat of a record. Riathona smiled herself.


  Oh yes, Antybion could stay.
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  Quastell Meri Noridann had his Rhonoman residence upon the plateau of the Parryrhona, the highest hill of Rhonoma, as was fitting for a member of one of the oldest noble kinships of the City. On the outside his house was totally unadorned, almost drab. It looked austere and forbidding with its strong oaken door behind an iron grille, and no windows at all that looked out onto the street. The entrance hall was bare, and here and there paint flaked from the walls. Only when you were permitted to enter the house proper did it reveal its sumptuousness and luxuriance. There was nothing shy or restrained about its demonstrative wealth and here the paint wouldn't have dared flake.


  “Your father is a moron,” the senator said to a young man of about twenty-five, seated on a sofa across from him. “I blame your grandmother. Something about the blood in her kinship is not right, and once in a while a dullard is born. Your father being the latest in a long row. Not my fault. Your great-grandfather, my father, arranged the marriage and it was very beneficial at the time, bringing many useful political alliances to the kinship. It's like with vineyards. Sometimes the grapes stay bitter, the next season they're sweet. That's the only explanation I can give that my doltish son ever managed to produce you. That and the noble blood of his wife, your mother.”


  The young man smiled indulgently. It was clearly not the first time he had heard this diatribe.


  Quastell retrieved a flat round silver container from a hidden pocket of his lounging robe and unscrewed it. With two long, bony fingers he took a pinch of the grayish white powder it contained and sprinkled it into his wine. He drank deeply from his golden cup, smacked his lips and grimaced.


  “Does it help?” Dronykas asked.


  Quastell held up his hand.


  “It doesn't cure me, but it eases the pain,” he said when the burning in his throat had abated sufficiently to make speaking possible again.


  “I'm sorry,” the young man answered.


  “Why? It's out of your control as it is out of mine. I just hope the Gods let me live long enough to set our work underway. But it is a constant reminder that our time together is running out, my dear boy. The only thing we can do is try to set Rhonoma back on the right track. Not an easy endeavor when even senators of ancient kinships conduct themselves as breeders.”


  He coughed.


  “Really, Gramps, should you call the common people breeders?”


  “Should you really call your grandfather gramps?” the old man retorted, but it was clear he meant it in a jocular way.


  “You're right, of course, oh Grandsire.”


  “Don't overdo it, Dronykas,” Quastell chuckled. “Now, I've told you what we know and I've told you what we suspect. Your analysis?”


  Dronykas slipped his feet out of his sandals and put them on the sofa, hugging his knees, upon which he rested his chin. Usually his face had two main expressions, one rascally and mischievous, the other serious and forbidding. Now he showed a third. Only a few people ever saw the one of grave absorption in thought. The other two were only disguises, masks, meant for wearing in public. Dronykas preferred it that people underestimate him.


  “Begin with your main, general conclusion,” Quastell prodded him on. “In one word.”


  “Opportunity,” Dronykas said.


  “Excellent. Why?”


  “Whatever happens, war is unavoidable.”


  “Is it? What if Ximerion wins the war with Lorsanthia?” the senator asked.


  “Very, very improbable. Look at the size of Lorsanthia. Look at its resources. To put a definitive end to the threat Ximerion would have to conquer and occupy Lorsanthia right out. It can never do that. It hasn't the manpower. All the more so, now that it is further weakened by the loss of its northern dominions.”


  “Nothing is impossible, but in all likelihood the most Ximerion can hope for is a draw. Just keeping the behemoth on the right side of its borders will take up all the kingdom's forces.”


  “What about inner dissension?” the young man asked. “I mean, in Lorsanthia.”


  “Most improbable. We call Vartoligor the king of Lorsanthia because we have no word for his title in Standard Palton or Ancient Baltoc. I have it on good authority that it translates something like ‘living God’ or ‘God amongst us’ or some such nonsense.”


  “A very hierarchic regime, it seems.”


  “Make no mistake, Dronykas. Ours is the only government of free people. Not counting the breeders, the rabble, but that goes without saying. Only in the independent city states does true freedom exist. For some and to some extent. Our system is not perfect, though. Can you see the main drawback?”


  Dronykas looked at his grandfather who was wagging a long emaciated finger at him.


  “We're divided?” he ventured.


  “Exactly, exactly,” Quastell crowed. “Very good, my son— grandson. And?”


  “And nothing promotes unity more than a common threat, an enemy, preferably a strong enemy.”


  Quastell's eyes twinkled in his bald, skull-like head.


  “Yes, Dronykas, very, very good. A strong enemy gives you strength in his turn, because you have to become tough yourself or perish. Strife, petty rivalries for doubtful honors, niggling disputes, narrow-minded jealousies… they all fade away when a community has to struggle for survival. I think it is this what gave rise to politics. The need for consultation and unity in self-defense.”


  Dronykas looked up questioningly.


  “Oh, my dear boy, I'm afraid I'm a garrulous old man. I'm boring you to death.”


  “I love to hear you talk, Gramps,” Dronykas said simply, and he meant it.


  Quastell smiled.


  “Ah, you're kind to indulge an ancient relic, Dronykas. Where to begin? We always invoke Rhonoma, in speeches on solemn occasions, and its manifest destiny to bring peace and security to its Influence. It sounds magnificent, and maybe it is partly true. But all the old kinships predate the foundation of the City, and they have long memories. Some under the form of transmitted oral traditions and family legends, some written down in jealously guarded annals. My pet theory is that Rhonoma was an accident, a temporary coalition, born out of the pressing needs of the times, and that it became sort of a habit and hence was never dissolved. As a consequence almost all kinships see Rhonoma as their prize. They serve the City as long as the City serves their purposes, but what they really want is to dominate it and the other kinships.”


  “A dangerous situation.”


  “Yes, but for the fact that up until now there were enough external pressures to keep us together. The problem is more complicated, though. All the kinships of all the cities react in basically the same way. We enter alliances for our own purposes, and for as long as we deem them useful. The kinships coagulate into cities, but the cities don't turn into a state because it is not seen as necessary.”


  “And within the cities, the kinships fight for supremacy.”


  “Yes,” Quastell Meri said, “and our laws are the results of compromises to keep that rivalry within bounds. A finely tuned and balanced set of rules to prevent one particular kinship from gaining the upper hand.”


  “Isn't that a good thing?” Dronykas asked, with deceptive innocence.


  “Under most circumstances, yes. It also makes for much idle talk and slow decision taking. Furthermore, there is always the risk that strife will break out nevertheless.”


  “Ah, I see. Kinships within one city could still come to blows, notwithstanding the laws, and cities could go to war with each other although they are bound by treaties.”


  “That is precisely why we created our Influence. We respect the polite forms of course, and call them our allies, but they know who has the final word. But too many cities are outside our Influence and relations between them are often problematic.”


  “War with Lorsanthia might change all that,” Dronykas said pensively.


  “Yes. It might force Aranquorian as well as Nyamethan cities into a coalition. If that happens, someone will have to take the lead. Rhonoma is the obvious candidate. Can you see what the next question is?”


  Dronykas looked up.


  “Who will lead Rhonoma?”
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  “I managed to get most of the rust off,” Ehandar said with a big self-satisfied grin when he entered.


  He had collected all the pieces of the harness in a room on a lower floor and installed a worktable. Even so the grating noises and the clanging traveled up the stairs and the ruckus was clearly audible in their apartments, but, as Anaxantis had to admit, far more subdued.


  He turned around in the big chair.


  “Yes,” he laughed, looking at his brother, “I can see that. The rust is on you now.”


  “Bah, it will soon be gone,” Ehandar said, walking to the bathroom.


  Ten minutes later, after a quick wash, he came out again.


  “Move over,” he said. “We really should get something for the two of us to sit in more comfortably. You were reading?”


  “Oh, this?” Anaxantis said distractedly. “Yes. Actually I was rereading it.”


  Ehandar saw that he looked downcast.


  “What's the matter? Bad news?”


  “It's not news, but it's bad all right.”


  “Another letter from your mother?”


  “It's not exactly a letter. It's more of a report. She sent it some while ago,” Anaxantis said, proffering him five sheets of parchment.


  While Ehandar began reading the document, his brother curled up against him, resting his head on his chest.


  He was not a fast reader, so it took him some time to finish all the pages.


  “Yes, that's really sad,” he said when he had finished. “But it has nothing to do with you. There is nothing you could have done.”


  “If anyone is to blame, it is your mother.”


  “I know,” Anaxantis sighed, “and yet, just thinking about it makes me immensely depressed.”


  Ehandar caressed his hair.


  “Maybe there is something you could do after all, love. It might set your mind at peace somewhat,” he said softly.


  



  The warlord had come to his shop in person to pick out a slab of marble. He had gone for a tasteful, simple, cloudy white piece. He had given precise instructions. Only the first name was to be inlaid with gold. All the other words were to be merely engraved and left unadorned.


  It was not a big job. It would be ready for the warlord's final approval the next day. The day after, it would be packaged in layers of straw, to protect it from shocks, and put into a wooden crate to be sent to Torantall, the capital of Zyntrea.


  He picked up his chisel and hammer, and looked at the little piece of parchment.


  



  To


  Jerruth


  of the House of Mekthona


  Prince of Zyntrea


  



  Thank you, Brother


  Anaxantis
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