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​1. The Stronghold
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IT WAS THE DAY BEFORE the last time Darshmir was supposed to see his beloved Pashale and it had to be spent standing guard on Aldazai's walls. He was certain more effort was spent making it look like the stronghold was protected than actually protecting it. He’d spent the last four days with his squad of Runiers, elite warriors of the Blutlingen, visiting villages in the foothills of the Erzkron Mountains east of the Aldazai river. They were sent to assure the village leaders that the Blutlings were prepared to protect their little villages from evil Otherlanders, or evil Plainsmen, or evil Nauthran, or evil whatever-the-fuck-else the current stories said were attacking Darklander villages. 

Darshmir didn’t know why the stronghold bothered with such foolishness. The Darklanders knew that if Otherlanders, or Plainsmen, or Nauthran attacked, they’d be on their own. Even using the Otherness it’d take a squad of Runiers a day or two to get to the easternmost end of their patrols, and the Otherness had become dangerous for even these elite Blutling warriors.

Well, it didn’t matter now. Darshmir was back at the Stronghold of Aldazai and in his favourite tavern, the recently renamed Ferocious Eostran. The new name was a joke that amused everybody except the tavern owners. They took the new trend of naming taverns seriously. 

“You getting drunk?” The question was from Liearsmir, Darshmir’s second in command. He was an average sized man with thick curly hair and the deep intense eyes of the Blutlingen. 

“We got tomorrow on the walls before Horinondia, remember?” Darshmir told him.

“You afraid you won’t get it up for Pashale?” Liearsmir sat opposite Darshmir.

“I’ll always have it up for Pashale,” Darshmir answered. “It’s my problem.”

“I ordered a jug of liethus,” Liearsmir said. “Will you have a mug with me?”

“I’m afraid I only ordered one meal.”

“That’s alright,” Liearsmir said. “I only ordered one meal too. You going to release her this time?”

“Release the most beautiful thing in my life?” 

“Yeah, that. You know. Let her go to have a good life bonded to a Darklander man who wants her to bear his children, so you can bond with a Blutling woman who wants to bear yours?”

Darshmir nodded. “Yeah, something like that.”

“You need to do it,” Liearsmir said. “You got yourself entangled bad with that woman. The longer you take to let her go, the more painful it’ll be.”

“I like her,” Darshmir said. “I like spending time with her.”

“You like fucking her and you think there’s more to it than just that, don’t you?”

Darshmir shook his head.

“Don’t lie to me,” Liearsmir warned. “I can see liuganvarm as well as any man here, and it’s embarrassing to shine liuganvarm in a tavern like this.”

“I wasn’t going to lie,” Darshmir said. “I was merely going to avoid the subject. But since you decided to corner me, what about Quorash?”

“What about her?”

“What do you enjoy doing with her, other than fucking?”

“We play territories, we swim in the river, we fish and dig for tamar and argrunimas and we fuck. We fuck a lot, and I’m still not entangled, and neither is she.”

“You’re sure of that?”

“About me or about her?”

“Both.”

“She’s not my property and I’ll relinquish my claim when it’s time for me to bond.”

“Now I see liuganvarm,” Darshmir said.

“No you don’t.” Liearsmir smiled. “If I said I’d not be sad, that’d be a lie. I didn’t say it wouldn’t be sad. If I did, you’d see liuganvarm glowing from the other side of the tavern. I know our time together is temporary, as should you. We’ve both a duty to this stronghold and the Blutlingen.”

“To fuck high-born Blutling women?” 

“Fucking Darklanders is fun, but have you ever fucked a Blutling woman?”

“I have,” Darshmir said. “It’s not the same.”

“I know,” Liearsmir said. “It’s better.”

“Better than fucking Quorash?”

“Drink your liethus.” Liearsmir rolled his eyes.

“It’s not here yet.” Darshmir smiled, unwilling to argue further. 

Tomorrow was wall duty before ten days with his Pashale.
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​2. Early Morning
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TIERNDRAAL HAD TO ADMIT that Enktaar was right. There was eostran; At least a dozen of them beneath a tree to the east of the path. There were also a couple of small traps set close to their holes. They were empty, but Tierndraal and Enktaar were careful not to interfere with them. They used the bows they’d made soon after escaping slavers to hunt the eostran instead. Although hastily made, the bows were good enough to kill two of the animals, which was enough. 

Enktaar sought forage to have with the meat while Tierndraal cleaned and skinned the eostran. He cursed the fact that the only knife he had was a little shitty thing he’d stolen from the slavers. It worked, but it made dealing with the eostran take longer than it should.

Gentraar made a small fire on the opposite side of the path soon after Sauilin set. Being closer to the river there was more undergrowth making them difficult to see. It took a little time for all three to be happy that the wind would blow the smoke, and the smell, north. Once they’d cooked and eaten the eostran, Enktaar used a skin of water to quench the fire, careful to ensure there was no more smoke. Thiuhian hadn’t risen, and wasn’t yet bright-round, but when he did rise, he’d give enough light to show campfire smoke to anybody interested. 

They found places to sleep near some bushes, out of sight from the path and the clearing in which they’d made their meal. The clearing looked like it was used by others, perhaps the trappers who sought eostran, so sleeping away from it was wise.

Tierndraal went to the river to look at the night sky before Thiuhian’s light hid most of the stars. Enktaar followed. Both men sat and listened to the night. A star shot across the sky.

“One of the gods?” Enktaar asked.

“It’s what they say,” Tierndraal answered. “I don’t know what they’d want down here though.”

“How do we know life’s better where they’re from?” 

Tierndraal shrugged. “I didn’t think it was better or worse. I’m sure they have their pains and griefs like us.”

“Why do you think that?”

“It feels right.”

“Does anything feel right anymore?”

“How far do you think they are now?” Tierndraal gazed toward the sky.

Enktaar shook his head. “I don’t know, and I don’t care. There’s nothing I can do about it. Arshaiale is dead because I...” He sighed. “She’s dead and her ahmal is gone to Hauhisti.”

“And Eniarmaine lives and is on her way to Gaiahan.”

“You don’t know that and—”

“You’re right. I don’t know. Where’re we going to be when we’re through this pass?”

“North of the Empire, but probably the Eastern Empire. We’re too many days east.”

“Do you think they might sell her in the Austolympian markets?”

“You won’t find her, even if they do. And if you do, you won’t have coins enough to buy her.”

“Perhaps not.” Tierndraal looked to the sky where another star shot to the east. “Village of Ardistine on the Eautriarl Sea. What do you think? Is it part of Mikilmarei? The Great Sea? It must have access to the Mikilmarei if they were able to sail past Grimulsvoton.”

“You don’t even know if such a place exists.”

“Why would the Nauthran speak among themselves of a place that doesn’t exist?”

“In Laish, a language they know we understand.”

“I may not be able to find my Eniarmaine, but I may yet find a way to find this place. And when I do, I may also find some of the bastards responsible and send them to Gaiahan.”

“You can’t live for revenge,” Enktaar said. “Fraweit-aljan is a sickness that consumes and takes a man’s ahmal to Gaiahan long before he dies. It kills the saival and—”

“What would you know! Your Arshaiale is dead. Her pains are now ended. My Eniarmaine’s pains haven’t yet begun. I know where they’ll take her, to Thavocuria. She’ll fetch a better price for their fuck-pits over there than any fat Theolympian noble will be willing to pay for her.”

“You can still—”

“Eniarmaine was my life. Being with her was the only thing that I ever wanted, and now she’s gone. Taken by—” 

“When I found my Arshaiale’s body I found my life dead,” Enktaar said. “I looked into her eyes. She didn’t want to leave. I felt even her ahmal preferred to remain with a rotten corpse than... I don’t know what pain you feel for your not-yet-dead bond, but I know what I feel about the fact that these cunts still live. I won’t let lustful revenge kill me like they killed her.”

“And I won’t let it kill me until I either find Eniarmaine or kill as many of the cunts who took her as I can, and perhaps even their families.”

“Then I pity you.”

“I don’t want pity.”

Enktaar stood and shook his head. “You have it because you deserve it,” he said before leaving for his makeshift bed-roll.

Tierndraal sat and watched Thiuhian rise in the night sky.

***
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TIERNDRAAL’S SLEEP was as restless as it had been these past nights. Was it only twelve days since the Nauthran had come and taken all that he loved? 

“Ready to walk!” Enktaar called. 

Tierndraal figured Enktaar had seen the coming of modis-riqizjan, the darkened mood. “Won’t we eat first?” Tierndraal asked.

“You’re the one who insists we eat as we walk,” Enktaar told him. “Why do you want to change that?”

“To confuse you.” Tierndraal smiled and began smoothing his bed-roll before rolling it and strapping it to his back.

Gentraar laughed. “It’s good to see you with some cheer,” he said.

“How do you know it’s cheer and not malice?” Tierndraal asked.

“We know you too well.” Enktaar slung his bed-roll over his shoulders and fastened his water skin to his side.

Tierndraal took his own water skin. “It’s full?”

“I went to the river earlier,” Gentraar said.

“Then thank you.” Tierndraal secured his pack.

“We should stop for first-meal when we’re away from this place,” Gentraar said. “I don’t want the trapper who set the eostran traps thinking we took last night’s end-meal from one of his traps.”

“But we didn’t,” Enktaar said.

“Gentraar’s right,” Tierndraal said. “You know trappers.”

“We should’ve gone home,” Enktaar huffed.

“You say that most mornings,” Gentraar snapped. “Maybe you should return and leave us to continue without you?”

“And face the village as the only surviving one who failed to—”

“We’ve come too far!” Tierndraal interrupted. “We can’t go back, so we’re going on.” He looked at Enktaar. “Returning isn’t an option. Not if you want a life. You’re welcome to make a hut for yourself on the plains we just left, but then I’ll be sad.”

“Sad?” Enktaar shook his head.

“Because then I’ll get to live out my life without hearing you complaining again.”

They walked.
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​3. Walls of Aldazai
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DARSHMIR’S ROOM WAS among the quarters immediately south of the wall of the citadel. It was an old part of the city, beside the old wall that originally kept the stronghold hidden from the valley below. Being close to the walls meant that Darshmir couldn’t rely on Sauilin to awaken him, which wasn’t a bother. He had a good enough sense of time of day to awaken without her.

He took first-meal at the tavern near his rooms and went to the main gate of the citadel. Liearsmir was waiting for him in the big square in front of the gate with three other members of his squad, Virtiamir, Harnmir, and Nirlmir.

“What’re you four up to?” Darshmir said as he walked to them.

“We’re planning on taking over the citadel.” Nirlmir smiled at him. 

“Constantly the fool,” Darshmir said. “You need to be careful about fooling like that here. We’re on the walls, remember? Someone might take you seriously and tie your hands and toss you off.”

Nirlmir chuckled. “We’re not past the gates,” he said. “It’s tradition to plot the overthrow of the regency in the square before risking your life to defend it. It reminds the court they should be as worthy of our service as we should be worthy to serve.”

“Don’t quote training platitudes at me,” Darshmir said. “The court knows their place and we know ours.”

“Which is?” Harnmir asked. He was inseparable from Nirlmir which was good. Harnmir had the good sense that Nirlmir seemed to lack while Nirlmir had the humour that Harnmir often lacked.

“West wall, north of the main building,” Darshmir said.

“They expecting somebody along the pass?” Liearsmir asked.

Darshmir shook his head. “There’re only hunters and trappers out for a couple of the taverns. They’re not likely to need help this late in summer. We’re just giving the citadel guards some relief so they can visit with their bonds or tavern whores.”

“Why?” Harnmir asked.

“So they can fuck too,” Nirlmir answered.

“It’s the price for Horinondia privileges.” Darshmir glared at Nirlmir. “Are the others in there, or do we need to wait?”

Liearsmir shrugged.

“What kind of second doesn’t check with the gate guards where the rest of the squad is?”

“One who expects his first to do his job.”

Darshmir sighed.

“Perhaps you need to promote another?” Nirlmir smiled.

“I would.” Darshmir looked at Liearsmir. “Except this one’s too damn good at the job.” He strode to the gate guards who were near a small building beside the citadel. He took a wall guard cape from a table in front of the building. He put it on and turned to the others. “Are you coming, ladies?” he asked.

***
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THE CITADEL IN THE stronghold of Aldazai was an ancient building that, to Darshmir, looked like it had been finished last summer. It’s three stories barely rose above the massive walls, which hid most of the stronghold. The walls about the citadel weren’t the walls about the town. The town itself reached almost to the edge of the escarpment bordering the plateau on which Aldazai was built. Newer outer walls connected the citadel walls with the outer walls at one of its guard towers. 

Darshmir and six of his men were meant to take positions north of this tower and watch for travellers in the pass in that direction. The other six of his men were to take a position south of the tower and watch the pass to the south. It was a pointless task that the Blutlingen held firm to, like so many other pointless things. Things like leather armour which needed to be replaced after a fight because it wasn’t useful at stopping arrow or blade compared to the lien layers beneath it; mastering the use of two swords when most opponents would have an axe or a spear and a shield; gliding from the stronghold walls even though attackers in the pass would likely kill many Runiers with a bow or a spear before they landed.

“Smoked bairas and smoked cheese,” Nirlmir declared with disgust when their mid-meals were brought.

“Then drink some water with it,” Harnmir told him.

“The jars are almost empty,” Nirlmir said.

“Well perhaps you should’ve slept last night,” Darshmir told him.

“I did sleep.”

“Faíhu shit,” Darshmir declared. “I heard you telling Harnmir about the tavern whore you spent the night with.”

“That wasn’t last night,” Nirlmir said. “That was the last time we came back from an assurance march. When we went to that little village opposite Aerdania.” 

“You fucked a Darklander woman there too, didn’t you?” Darshmir asked.

“Luciear? We didn’t fuck. We’ve known each other for a long time. She’s bonded to a carpenter, and I went to eat a meal with her, her bond and her four children. It would have been extremely rude if I’d fucked her in that company, and it would have made it extremely difficult to eat.”

“There’s movement,” Liearsmir said.

“Where?”

Liearsmir pointed up the pass. There were three travellers on the roadway. They were too far for Darshmir to see what they were, but they weren’t trappers or hunters.

“Just travellers on their way through?” Liearsmir asked.

“Probably,” Darshmir said and looked to the east. “Sauilin’s nowhere near set,” he said.

“Meaning?” Liearsmir asked suspiciously.

“Meaning we’ve got time to get down there, discover what they’re doing, and get back to finish this shift before going to Horinondia.”

Liearsmir rolled his eyes. “We’re not—”

“Nirlmir,” Darshmir snapped. “Go tell the captain of the guard that Liearsmir and I are off to investigate strangers in the pass and will be back directly. And ask him to send more water.”

“No,” Liearsmir said.

Darshmir pulled the sides of his cloak and fastened its edges to his arms with its straps. “Maybe you can go and see the guard captain while Nirlmir goes with me.”

Liearsmir turned to Nirlmir. “Go tell them we’re gone and will be right back.” 

“I reckon you’ve got time for you to adjust your cape,” Nirlmir said. “And check that it’s connected to your legs correctly and—”

“Don’t worry about me,” Liearsmir said. “I’m not the one who lands badly most of the time.”

“Ha!” Darshmir snapped and dived off the battlement. He allowed himself to fall for a second or two before he extended his arms, pulling the cloak tight away from him. The rushing of the air and the interaction of the steel fibres in his suit with the Otherness slowed his descent somewhat, but not enough to quell the excitement of the dive. He angled himself upward as he approached the ground, moving the direction of his fall closer to the direction of the ground, raising himself up before striking the path which pulled him upright before his feet hit the ground.

A woosh startled him as Liearsmir shot above his head and came to a stop within fifty paces of the travellers. 

“Shit,” Darshmir muttered as he started to trudge toward his second. He was going to have to walk a further eighty or so paces before he reached Liearsmir. 

Liearsmir started walking toward the travellers, so Darshmir jogged to Liearsmir.

Liearsmir was speaking with the travellers when Darshmir arrived. They were Darklanders, although Darshmir didn’t recognise their clothing. Their tunics and breeches had a typical shape, but the colours? It looked like they’d been made with different coloured lien, some brown, some black and some white. They each carried a pack which didn’t look unusual, but their bows looked like they’d been made by children using blunt knives and their arrows looked a similar quality.

“This is Darshmir,” Liearsmir said to the tallest Darklander and turned. “This is Tierndraal. He’s the leader of these men who’ve come from beyond the White Plains, somewhere near Grimulsvoton.”

“We weren’t near Grimulsvoton,” Tierndraal said. “It takes twelve days to get there by boat with a favourable wind.”

“Like I said,” Liearsmir said. “Somewhere near Grimulsvoton, compared to here.”

Darshmir nodded at Tierndraal. “Are all the men of your town as tall as you?” he asked.

Tierndraal chuckled. “As my good friend Gentraar here should prove to you, no.” Tierndraal pointed to a slightly shorter man with the appearance of somebody who had already spent much of his life doing heavy work.

“And your other friend?” Darshmir asked. “The even shorter one?”

“Enktaar,” Tierndraal said. “He’s the shortest of my village, and the most honourable.”

Darshmir smiled at Enktaar. “Don’t worry. You’re taller than most of the Darklanders around here. So you’re Northern Darklanders?”

“Not Nauthran, if that’s what you want to know,” Tierndraal told him.

“You’re a long way from your ship if you were,” Darshmir said. “Why’re you here?”

“Looking for Nauthran,” Tierndraal said.

“Well you’re in the wrong place.”

“I know. We’re on our way there though.” Tierndraal glanced at his two companions. “At least I am. I believe my friends here would prefer to find lives for themselves in the Theolympian empire.”

“And why are you after Nauthran?” Liearsmir asked.

“I want to kill the men who raided my village and killed my friends.”

“...and took his bond,” Enktaar added.

“An honourable quest,” Darshmir said. “Foolish, but honourable.”

“Suicidal,” Liearsmir said.

“Perhaps,” Tierndraal said. “But if it is, some will go to Gaiahan with me.”

“You sound very sure of this,” Darshmir said.

“If I get where I want to, then I am.”

“And where are you heading now?” Liearsmir asked.

“Through this pass and onto the empire.”

“The empire is much further south than it used to be,” Darshmir said. “In fact, it’s now just isolated garrisoned cities with very little land of its own.”

Tierndraal looked at his companions.

“We’re probably further east than we thought,” the man Enktaar said.

“So, you’re really just passing through on the way to the empire?” Liearsmir asked.

“We are,” Tierndraal said.

“That’s all we need,” Liearsmir said. “We’re expected back on the walls as soon—”

“How did you do that?” Tierndraal asked.

“Do what?” Liearsmir looked at Darshmir.

“You jumped from up there, didn’t you?” Tierndraal pointed to the stronghold walls high in the mountains.

“Our cloaks,” Darshmir began. “They’ve got steel fibres sewn into them so that when we—”

“It’s an Otherness thing,” Liearsmir said. “We need to get back.”

“It has been interesting meeting you,” Tierndraal said. “It’s a pity we don’t have time to talk some more.”

“We’re heading south soon after we get back to the stronghold,” Darshmir said. “We can walk together. We’ll be in Eskali soon after Sauilin sets and in Horinondia the next evening. We can talk on the way.”

Liearsmir looked at Darshmir and started shaking his head.

“We’ll probably slow you down,” Tierndraal said glancing at Liearsmir.

“I doubt that,” Darshmir said. “How far have you walked already?”

“Perhaps thirteen days,” the solid Darklander answered. 

“Then I doubt you will slow us,” Darshmir said. “And you probably need a night at an inn.”

“We have no coins,” Tierndraal said.

“Then we’re agreed.” Darshmir looked at Liearsmir. “Let the stronghold know that we’re leaving for Eskali with our new friends.” He unfastened the cloak from his ankles. “Tell them I’m suspicious they might be spies sent from the western empire and I want to make sure they get where they’re going without seeing anything they shouldn’t.”

“Like what?” Liearsmir asked.

“Come up with something,” Darshmir said. “Or ask Nirlmir. He’s full of ideas.”

“He’s full of faíhu shit.”

“That’ll do.” Darshmir handed his cloak to Liearsmir. “Return this when you return yours.” He looked at Tierndraal. “I’ll stay with you so my friend can find us.”
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​4. Walk to Eskali
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THE WARRIOR SENT TO the stronghold returned with two others. Tierndraal didn’t know what to think about his new friend, if that’s what you could call him. Darshmir and his friends were members of some powerful force of elite warriors called Runiers. The name was strange and had something to do with some invisible runes that he was assured were somehow on their breastplates. The other warriors with Darshmir were unsure of Tierndraal, Enktaar and Gentraar, but weren’t afraid.

“You carry two swords,” Tierndraal said absently as they walked along a path beside the river.

“Every Runier is required to be able to fight using two swords,” Darshmir said.

“That must make it very difficult,” Tierndraal said. “What do you do against an enemy who has a sword and a shield?”

“We’re able to handle that,” Liearsmir interrupted. “We’re also able to deal with an enemy with a bow and an enemy with a spear or an axe.” He looked at Darshmir. “Perhaps you should tell your new friend about the city we’re about to come to.”

Darshmir shrugged and looked at Tierndraal. “There’s not much to tell, really.”

“Okay,” Tierndraal said.

“It was a small village many seasons ago, set up by Darklanders to produce grain for the stronghold.”

“Why would they do that?” Tierndraal asked.

“They provide us with their excess harvest, and we protect them from raiders.”

“And they produce enough grain for your stronghold and their own people?” 

“They used to, but many seasons ago they built fortifications, so they’re not easily raided. Now they’re a large trading city.”

Tierndraal nodded. “Were you born in the stronghold?” he asked to change the subject.

“I was born near a stronghold called Armathoul. I went to another stronghold called Airitoi soon after I completed my Runier training before being sent to Aldazai four summers ago.”

“Do you people often move around?”

“He distinguished himself,” Liearsmir said. “He was sent to Aldazai as a reward for—"

“As a reward for having Baimonth as my rune-sign,” Darshmir snapped.

“Rune-sign?” Tierndraal asked.

“It’s a rune that appears on a Blutling baby when he’s born,” Darshmir said. “Mine is Baimonth, which is the third highest.”

“The third of your runes?”

“No, the second.”

“How does that work?” Tierndraal asked and immediately knew he’d made a mistake. It began a lengthy description about the runes, the difference between high-born and low-born Blutlings and the importance of the central rune of their rune sets. Most of this Tierndraal already knew, but he let Darshmir give him a comprehensive explanation. This continued until Sauilin had set and they reached the walled city of Eskali.

***
[image: ]


ESKALI WAS THE FIRST city they’d come upon since escaping the slavers who raided Arintansia. Even in the dim light of evening Tierndraal could see this wasn’t the kind of city that he’d expect from something this size. Its walls were high and grey with some lights on it which looked like they came from buildings at regular intervals of perhaps three hundred paces. Its gates guarded by what appeared to be somewhat disinterested warriors.

“Are these men meant to guard the gates from intruders or just watch them invade?” Tierndraal asked Darshmir once they were within the walls of the city.

“You’re with four Runiers,” Darshmir said.

“How do they know you’re Runiers?” Tierndraal asked. “You could be four men wearing Runier leathers.”

“It helps that a couple of them know Harnmir and me,” the Runier named Nirlmir said.

Darshmir glanced at Nirlmir.

“A fight in the White Aihwass tavern with a couple of Ulflings,” Nirlmir said. “We were able to stop them being killed.”

“The Ulflings?” Liearsmir asked.

Nirlmir laughed. “Yeah, Eskali gate guards are known for their skill with the sword. Especially against Ulflings who’re about to go into their hatizon.”

“Hatizon?” Enktaar asked.

“Battle-rage of the Ulflingen,” Darshmir said. “It’s like that of the Nauthran, only more calculating and reserved.”

“So what you said was a joke?” Gentraar said to Nirlmir.

Nirlmir shook his head. “You didn’t laugh so it couldn’t be a joke. It must have been a lie.”

Darshmir shook his head. “I suppose the White Aihwass is good enough for the night,” he said.

“At this time?” Liearsmir looked at the sky. “We’ll be lucky to find rooms for four, but seven?”

“He’ll have room,” Nirlmir said. “It’s where we’ve arranged to spend the night.”

“The White Aihwass it is.” Darshmir strode ahead, along the road they’d followed to the town.

Tierndraal and the others followed. Darshmir went past one laneway on the left and turned down the next.

“Hold on there!” Liearsmir called. His breastplate glowed green with three flat lines joined by one upright line on their left.

“If you don’t see boobs, you should,” Nirlmir called. His own breastplate was glowing like Liearsmir’s except the bottom flat line was missing from his.

Darshmir stopped and shook his head. “Are you sure!” he declared to the empty alleyway. “There are four Runiers here and three warriors from the northern Darklands. Are you in that much of a hurry to die?”

“You’re not a death squad?” a voice came from between two of the buildings to their right.

“There’s fucking seven of us!” Nirlmir declared. “What do you think, Poravarch?”

“Nirlmir.” A big man wearing a dark bjarndyn coat stepped into the laneway. He held a short battle-axe by his side. 

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

“You know.” The big man shrugged. “Just looking for some people who might be coming to cause trouble.”

Nirlmir looked at his breastplate. “All our runes are glowing,” he said. “They’d not glow if you were on your own. Ulfling or not—”

“Don’t concern yourself with this,” Poravarch said. “They’re content that you’re not here to do evil and they’ve gone.”

“And you’re not here to kill Runiers also?” Darshmir asked.

Poravarch shrugged again. “Look for yourself. Do I have stains of Lingen murder?”

“That’s not what I asked,” Darshmir said.

“I’m not here to kill Runiers,” Poravarch declared. “I’m here to protect.”

“Protect who?” Darshmir asked.

Poravarch shook his head and returned to the alley.

Darshmir glared at Nirlmir.

“He’s a good man,” Nirlmir said. “A little misguided, but good.”

Darshmir looked at Harnmir.

Harnmir shrugged. “What Nirlmir said. He’s not dangerous, unless you try to hurt someone he likes. Like all Ulflings.”

Tierndraal noticed the breastplates of the Blutlings had stopped glowing. “Were those green lights the runes you spoke of?” he asked.

“They are,” Darshmir said. “Let’s get to the tavern and we can speak of it there.”

They walked another hundred or so paces along the laneway until they came to a building with a drawing of a white stallion on a sign hanging from its front door. Darshmir instructed Liearsmir, Nirlmir and Harnmir to remain with Tierndraal and the others while he went inside to organise rooms.

“He doesn’t listen, does he?” Nirlmir said.

Darshmir emerged some seconds later. “We’ve five rooms with eight beds,” he said. “I’m afraid my guests will have to share a room.” He looked at Nirlmir. “The taverner said he was expecting you.”

“That’s what I told you,” Nirlmir told him.

“I can sleep in my bed-roll on the floor,” Tierndraal volunteered.

“Nonsense,” Darshmir said. “I’ll organise something.” He looked at Nirlmir and Harnmir. “I’ve paid for your rooms but not your vernarch or your whores.”

“Not our food?” Nirlmir feigned disappointment.

“I told the taverner you were here, and he said he won’t charge you or Harnmir for food. The story about the gate guards must be good.”

“Better than the truth.” Nirlmir smiled.

“Inside and eat.” Darshmir stepped away from the doorway. “Liearsmir is sitting at a table big enough for four.”

“We’ll be speaking with Tarxune,” Nirlmir said.

“Tarxune?” Darshmir asked.

“The taverner.” Nirlmir went inside. Harnmir followed.

Once inside the tavern, Darshmir nodded to a table near where Liearsmir sat. “I’ll take that table,” he said to Tierndraal.

Tierndraal nodded and looked at Enktaar and Gentraar.

“Food and vernarch is on its way for you,” Darshmir said to them, and he looked at Tierndraal. “I’ll fetch our food.”

Tierndraal nodded and took a seat at the table Darshmir nodded to.

Darshmir went to the counter where Nirlmir and Harnmir were speaking with the taverner.

Tierndraal looked about the tavern feeling uneasy. It was well lit, which he didn’t expect. He hadn’t been to many taverns but the ones he’d been to, and the stories of those he hadn’t, gave him the impression that all taverns were dim, even in daytime. It was also orderly and clean. Again, the stories that Tierndraal was used to said that all taverns were on the edge of chaos with the constant threat of war among the patrons. It sounded like this wasn’t entirely wrong. Nirlmir did mention a fight in this tavern, or rather, a fight that was avoided.

Darshmir brought a platter with a large piece of roast faíhu and vegetables to the table and put it in front of Tierndraal. 

“The taverners here are paid well when they feed Runiers,” Darshmir told him. 

“That’s why he feeds you well?” Tierndraal asked.

Darshmir nodded. “He’s paid very well and wants to continue receiving this payment.” He sat and produced a dagger which he handed to Tierndraal. “Take what meat you want.”

“What happened in the street when we came here?” Tierndraal took the dagger and sliced a piece of faíhu meat then handed the dagger back to Darshmir.

“An Ulfling looking for a fight,” Darshmir said.

“It sounded like he was looking for something more. Did he say death squad? And he was looking to protect someone?”

“Like I said, looking for a fight.” Darshmir nodded at Tierndraal’s plate. “I hope you’re going to eat more than that.”

“Of course,” Tierndraal said and stabbed a large gnarn tear with his fork.

“Not what I meant.” Darshmir carved a slice twice the size of Tierndraal’s from the faíhu meat and then took a gnarn tear and an argrunimas. He then took his fork and drew a pile of schrenval and kruppas onto his plate. “My woman insists I eat something green and orange whenever I eat,” he said.

“It sounds like she cares for you,” Tierndraal said as he took a pile of the cooked leaves and small green balls for his own plate.

“She does,” Darshmir said. “She cares too well.”

“Then you should treasure her.”

“I do. Too much.” 

“Why?” Tierndraal cut himself a mouthful of faíhu meat.

“Why are you here and not back at your village?” Darshmir asked.

“I’m here because my woman was stolen by slavers.” Tierndraal ate the meat he’d cut. “We’re all failures at protecting our women, except Gentraar. He didn’t have one. He had a bond promised to him, but she was also taken.”

“So he didn’t fail because he hadn’t bonded?”

“That was her father’s failure, but an acceptable one,” Tierndraal said solemnly. “His name was Frainatiaar, and he died protecting his dauhtar.”

“Your people are bound so closely to your women?”

“They are the future of the tribe,” Tierndraal said. “A man can be replaced. His seed can impregnate many women, in the time it takes for a woman to produce one child. We are the expendable ones so far as the future of my tribe is concerned.”

“So it’s a matter of honour for you to protect your women?” Darshmir cut his faíhu into small pieces. 

“What are you doing there?” Tierndraal asked.

“I don’t like the taste of schrenval so I’m cutting the meat small enough to eat it with the schrenval. Is it a matter of honour for you to protect your woman?”

“It is a matter of honour that all the women of my tribe are protected.” Tierndraal took some schrenval and tried it. “It’s not so bad,” he said.

“They cook it with bairas grease,” Darshmir told him. “It makes it taste not so terrible, but it’s still terrible.”

“Do you always do what your woman tells you to do?”

“Eating this shit is such a small thing compared to making her happy,” Darshmir said.

“Even though she’s not here to catch you not eating it?”

Darshmir nodded. “I like it that I can look into her eyes and know that I’ve not deceived her.”

“She’s fortunate she has found a man like you,” Tierndraal said.

“No she’s not.” Darshmir looked about. “It’s coming to the time that I need to release her to bond with another Darklander.”

“She’s not one of you?”

“She’s Darklander,” Darshmir said solemnly. “Blutlings mustn’t bond with Darklanders, especially not high-born Blutlings. It’s...” He shook his head. “Tell me about your woman.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to know.”

“Because you want to avoid what we were speaking about, but I’ll tell you. She is the most beautiful woman in my village. Tall, for a woman, with long yellow hair and beautiful blue eyes. She is the delight I had in my saival for living. She is the wonder I’d awaken to each morning. She is the only reason I’d want to live another day.”

“And now she’s gone?” Darshmir said vacantly.

“She is.” Tierndraal took another bite of schrenval. “You should consider yourself fortunate to have a woman in your life you feel for.”

“You think I shouldn’t discard her?”

Tierndraal shrugged. “Does she want you to?”

Darshmir swallowed. “I don’t know.”

“Ask her. You’ll feel such pain when she’s gone. Ask if you’ll inflict the same pain on her.”

“And then do it anyway?”

“Why do your people go to this place and take women there if you’re not going to keep them?”

“It’s something that began many generations ago,” Darshmir said. “Aldazai has had an arrangement with the village of Horinondia to protect it and the surrounding villages in return for such a small favour. That the women teach the boys to become men.”

“A man will...” Tierndraal shook his head. “I’m sorry. Continue.”

“It’s a harmless thing. A woman will be asked by a Blutling lad if she’d consent to be with him for a time. A blue ribbon is placed on her wrist if she says yes. This means she’s taken and no other Blutling will ask. After their time together is done, she’s given a red ribbon which she can then use as a bonding ribbon for the Darklander man who will be her bond. You look like you don’t approve.”

“I neither approve nor disapprove,” Tierndraal said. “I've heard of many things from many places. My village hears many things from the place called Grimulsvoton. Your ways aren’t mine and so—”

“And so you disapprove.”

“No. I just don’t understand. That’s all.”

Darshmir looked at him closely and nodded. “You’re speaking truth. You don’t understand, but you can’t approve, I believe because you have pain.”

“A pain you’ll have a measure of soon.”

“Only a measure?” Darshmir asked.

“Nothing bad’s going to happen to the woman you feel for, is it? She’s not going to die or be sent to Thavocuria as a fuck toy before she’s used up and drowned.”

Darshmir swallowed. “I’d die before I allow anything like that,” he said softly.

“That’s what I said once,” Tierndraal answered. “That’s now a lie.”

Darshmir placed both hands on the table. “I believe we both need to drink,” he declared. “I’ll fetch a jar of vernarch for each of us.”
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​5. Ulfling


[image: ]


DARSHMIR ENJOYED SPEAKING with the Darklander, but there was a question about the Ulfling he needed answered that night. “I’ll fetch a jar of vernarch for each of us,” he said and went to the table where Liearsmir and the other Darklanders sat with their liethus. “I believe you men should be given the opportunity to try the vernarch of this tavern,” he declared.

“I don’t recall there being anything special about the vernarch here,” Liearsmir said.

“Because you haven’t tried it recently,” Darshmir said. “Come and help me fetch it.”

Liearsmir huffed and went with Darshmir. 

“I don’t understand your fascination with these travellers,” Liearsmir said as they approached the bar where Nirlmir and Harnmir were speaking with two women.

“Neither do I,” Darshmir said. “But I’ve learned to not question these things too deeply.”

“You know what old Gnarxmir would call you?” 

“Gnarxmir is a wise teacher who learned his wisdom through foolishness,” Darshmir said. “It’s how he even described himself. Excuse me ladies,” he said to the women with Harnmir and Nirlmir. “I have a temporary need of these two fine warriors. I’ll release them to you undamaged if you allow me to speak with them for a few minutes.”

Nirlmir shook his head. “I can’t believe you’d use my own words against me,” he said.

“I use them better than you.” Darshmir smiled at the women. “Don’t you agree?”

“Nirlmir’s more believable, Darshmir,” the blonde woman said.

“You’re Giesarla, aren’t you?” Darshmir asked.

“No, I’m Giesarla,” the dark-haired woman said. “This is Arnarlia.”

“Of course,” Darshmir said. “How’s your father?”

“Well,” Giesarla said.

“Does he know you’re here?” 

Giesarla nodded and pointed at Tarxune, the taverner.

“Of course,” Darshmir said. “Since I’m looking like a fool,” he looked at Arnarlia, “you’re also his dauhtar, aren’t you?”

Arnarlia nodded.

Nirlmir laughed.

“I need to speak with these two troublesome warriors,” Darshmir said. “We won’t be long.”

“We’ll be back,” Giesarla said to Nirlmir. The women went to their father.

“The Ulfling,” Darshmir said.

“Poravarch,” Nirlmir said. “He’s harmless.”

“Harmless? Our runes glowed. Somebody was preparing to kill us.”

“Not Poravarch.”

“How do you know?”

“We’re alive. I know Poravarch, I know how well he fights, and how he fights. You’d probably have survived, but not Liearsmir.” Nirlmir looked at Liearsmir. “Sorry, but the weakness you have on your right side coincides with the advantage Poravarch has on his left.”

“So his sword hand is his left hand,” Liearsmir said.

“What’s this about a death squad then?” Darshmir pressed.

Nirlmir shrugged and looked at Harnmir.

“Heard nothing about it in the stronghold,” Harnmir said.

“Same.” Nirlmir looked at Darshmir. “And Poravarch isn’t around so I can’t ask him.”

Darshmir looked to the Darklanders sitting at the two tables.

“What’s the story with those Darklanders?” Nirlmir asked.

Darshmir shook his head
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