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Excerpt from the Ancient Scrolls:

In the ages of the darknesses, a Lingen named Brandinael came from the Western Islands to the Big Lands, seeking fortune and renown. He found a place for himself among the Ulfarch clan, the clan who would one day lead the Ulflingen. Brandinael’s welcome ended when his desire for young women became insufferable. He was cast from among them and headed east along Mikilahwa rivers with six companions, Intarch, Ealanach, Yintanarch, Feranael, Kantael and Cientide.  

Word of Brandinael’s transgressions spread and they found no welcome among any Lingen. They travelled until they were so far east that the Mikilahwa flowed east instead of west.

One day, as they travelled north to cross another Mikilahwa, Brandinael saw the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, and loved her. She was cleaning lien robes in the river.

“Most beautiful one,” he called to her. “Please tell me your name.”

“My name is Justiale,” the woman answered. “Who are you?”

“I am Brandinael, Lingen from the far west, and you are the most beautiful of all women I have seen.”

“You are very kind,” the woman answered, “but I am just a Darklander.”

“Be with me and I’ll make you so much more.”

“I cannot. My father will not give me to a Lingen, and the Lingen will not have a Darklander bond with a Lingen.”

“Where do you live? I will speak with your chiefs.”

“My village is named Aldazai, and they will not speak with you.”

“Why?”

“Because you are Lingen, and Lingen trouble our village.”

“Then do not tell them I am Lingen. Tell them my name is Brandinmir, a name not owned by any of the clans. Tell them I want you as my bond and I want to know what I must do to have you.”

“Wait here,” Justiale said and ran off to her village. When she returned, it was with her father, who was the chief.

“You want my daughter?” he asked. “What can you pay me in return?”

“I can pay you my service, the service of a man skilled with the otherness, and the service of six more like me.”

“We have Lingen troubling us, rogues, bandits. They take our food and our weapons, use our women, drink our brews. How do I know you aren’t one of them?”

“If it’s as you say, then I wouldn’t ask for your daughter. I’d take her. Tell me where these Lingen are. I’ll bring you the head of their leader in return for your daughter.”

Justiale’s father nodded. “I will agree to this,” he told Brandinael, but only because he didn’t believe it possible.

“They live in the pass, a day’s march from our village. They camp in the caves there.”

So Brandinael and his companions went to the pass and found the troublesome Lingen. He found where they camped, and slew them in their sleep. He took the head of the leader to the village of Aldazai and presented it to him there. 

The leader of the village wasn’t pleased with this but had to honour his commitment. 

“I will give you my daughter,” he told Brandinael, “but she must stay in Aldazai. The bandit you slew was called Marchinide, a member of a powerful Lingen clan in the east. I fear that once they learn of Marchinide’s death, they will search for you and kill my daughter with you.”

“We will leave your village, so you are safe. We will build a stronghold, so we are safe, and once it is built, I will come for my bond.”

Translator’s Note: 

Brandinael continued to refer to himself as Brandinmir. His companions also changed their names. They each took bonds from the Darklanders of Aldazai. 

Brandinmir made huts for himself and his companions on the north side of the river beside the village. It was where they visited their bonds when they took rest from their work during winter. Other Lingen joined them, seeking refuge from the constant warring among the clans.

It took twenty summers for the surrounding Lingen to notice that Lingen and Darklanders were living together in the village of Aldazai, and having children together. The council of Lingen decided this should be stopped, and the offending Lingen along with their half-each offspring be put to the sword. They were too late. 

Brandinmir and his people moved to the stronghold where they grew food and kept livestock. They could not be taken. Knowing their peril, they trained diligently with the sword. When the surrounding Lingen found they could do nothing about the stronghold, they moved against the village of Aldazai. 

Brandinmir and his men attacked the Lingen before the village was attacked. They captured the Lingen leader and made an honour-covenant to leave the village alone. More huts were built on the north side of the river for Lingen swordsmen to protect the villagers from raids. 

Over time, the river through the pass became known as the Aldazai River, the pass the Aldazai Pass, the stronghold the Aldazai Stronghold and the village of Aldazai was renamed Horinorndianz – “Village of my Beloved” in the ancient language.

​
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Part 1: The Loves
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The Runier is the elite warrior of the Lingen. Trained to use his weapons and the Otherness, he is also able to manipulate the power of the Runes of his clan. These give him the ability to direct the tides of the Otherness, thus affecting those outside it. Because of this, the Runier is subject to the highest standards of honour. For Blutlingen of status, this standard is above those required by the court. The Runier must always understand, his calling comes before everything. It comes before his family, it comes before his life, it comes before his love.

Excerpt from the First Scroll of the Arngtaise.
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1. Morning
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Darkness of night receded before daylight, making the mud hut appear smaller and grubbier. Tables and stools became visible as light crept under the door and through the closed shutters on the small windows.

Vernomir rolled over in the small bed. Nialle was asleep with her back to him. He admired her nakedness. Long and slim, her body was perfect. His eyes allowed no flaw to spoil his sense of her perfection. Her long hair was fair, and smelled like a place he wanted to remain lost in, but it was the memory of her eyes that captivated him. Bright and blue, they shone with the radiance that was Nialle. They were the kind of eyes that would claim a man, making him a helpless prisoner of her warmth. 

It’s time you discarded that Darklander plaything of yours.

This was his mother’s command every time he left the mountain stronghold of Aldazai these past moon cycles. It was different when he was younger, it was normal for young Blutling males to find sources of recreation among the Darkland tribe. Shame only came if the Darkland woman were made pregnant. That was never allowed to happen. 

Then there came time for the Blutling to take his place in the stronghold. There was then no room for Darklander amusements. Now, at twenty-three summers, that time was near.

***
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Nialle stirred. Vernomir was still there. She felt his body beside her. It was strong from his training. He smelled of leather, sweat and her. His presence was a comfort. His strong arms were the only things that mattered as she felt him move close. In his arms was a quiet reassurance she'd known from no other, and was convinced she'd know from no other. She’d had twenty-two winters but no other men.

She rolled toward him. Gods, his face was beautiful. Dark and hard like a warrior, but also... she preferred not to think about it. 

When their eyes met it was like... no. She refused to remember the first time they spoke, refused to remember the first time they touched, refused to remember how good it felt when they kissed, and how desperate she wanted... no.

“Will you be going?” she asked. 

“Soon,” he said. “Your people are stirring already.”

“They’re used to us being late.”

“And they don’t like it. I don’t want to cause trouble with—”

“Then don’t leave me,” she blurted.

Vernomir looked away. 

Nialle wanted to cry, but knew it would hurt him, so she didn’t. Instead she put her arm around him. “They won’t cause any trouble for me. I’m not with just any Blutling, I’m with a Blutling Prince. They wouldn’t dare.” She wriggled herself closer. 

***
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You’re a Blutling Prince, of an old family. It’s time you began to act like one.

These were the words of Vernomir’s father when he left the stronghold this last time. It could only mean his position was decided, and it was time to take his place in court.

What could he do? An old family meant the heritage of the Blutlingen was in his veins, and with that, their future. To dilute that would mean the ultimate end of the proud Lingen legacy. The blood of many of the old families was gone.

“I don’t want to leave,” he whispered.

She sniffed. “You will though,” she said. “It was destined when we met. As sure as I won’t be your bond, you won’t remain with me.”

He couldn’t answer. She was always so right, so honest, so beautiful. 

She looked at him with those eyes. “I knew the day I saw you that I’d be sad like this one day.” She smiled. “I’ve been preparing myself for this, these past two season cycles. These three season cycles with you have been bliss. Let’s not speak of this further.” 

She kissed him. He pushed her shoulder to the bed, put his arm over her and kissed her, tenderly, gently and long.

***
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His touch still made her skin tingle; his presence still stirred deep excitement inside her. When he pressed himself closer, she had one desire. Surrender. 

She made love more passionately than she had ever made love before, and when they finished, she held him more desperately than she’d held him before.

It all finished too soon. He left the bed.

Nialle watched as Vernomir dressed. Her body ached to have him beside her again. She said nothing, preferring to watch as he donned his leather tunic, holding it in place with its belt. He pulled up his breaches and began to fit his sandals, bending over as he secured each in place with their straps.

“That’s a sight I will treasure,” she smiled.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“A Blutling prince bent over beside my bed.”

Vernomir smiled. “Just as I’ll always treasure the sight of my precious Darklander Princess bent over for me.” 

“I’m not a princess,” she said as she turned away from him. His smile branded itself into her memory. This was the face she’d always think of on the nights when she had no one, but wanted someone.

“If there were a Blutling princess with a behind as lovely as yours...” He nuzzled into the hair that covered the back of her neck and kissed her there. His kiss sent a lightning bolt of desire down her spine. She thought she heard the words “I love you”. No, even if he said it, if he meant it he would have said it clearly enough to be heard. 

He stood, the room became bright. The room became dark. He was gone.

For now, Nialle was left with nothing but the smell of him on her body and the bed. Soon the memory would be all she had.

***
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The village outside the hut looked orderly, or at least orderly compared to the Darklander portion of the village south of the stream. This was the Blutling side, the side dominated by the square mud-brick structures that Blutlings build, not the round structures that the Darklanders choose to live in. 

The Blutlings could afford to impose their ideals of square, orderly huts. They didn’t have to store food through the winters so didn’t need storage that would keep rodents away and use the smoke of their fires to preserve the meats stored above. Orderly sets of rectangular huts made this part of the village easy to navigate. 

This wasn’t important to the Darklanders. Huts were lived in by the same families for many season-cycles. They were often passed within each family as the elders became too weak and infirm to look after themselves. The Blutling huts were meant to accommodate a Blutling and his Darklander woman while the Blutling visited. The hut that Vernomir left would soon be passed to another for a season or two, and then passed on again.

Family honour and duty needed tending. There was no other choice. Vernomir left to return to the stronghold. As he walked, he felt a hole in his gut where contentment once sat.  He walked, he breathed, but his life was still in the hut, with Nialle. He had nothing now, but honour and duty.

“You’re late.” It was Engalmir, Vernomir’s oldest and most trusted friend.

“I know.” Vernomir walked past him and up the path to the stronghold.

“She knows it’s time?” Engalmir asked.

“She senses it’s near,” Vernomir said.

“You know it’s time, don’t you?” Engalmir stopped.

“She knows the time is near.” Vernomir shook his hand dismissively and walked on. 

“It’s going to take us the rest of the day to reach the stronghold.” Engalmir jogged up to Vernomir. 

“What’s that to do with anything?” Vernomir asked.

“It means I’ve got the rest of the day to get the message past that stubborn resolve of yours. She must be released. She can’t remain your temporary. A Blutling courtier can’t ever retain a Darklander temporary, no matter how pretty.”

“I know that,” Vernomir said. “When the time is right, I will deal with it.”

“The time is now,” Engalmir said. “I released mine to her tribe. She should be happy. She’ll now be able to bond with a man. Keeping yours the way she is... it’s just cruel. She’s attached to you.”

“You think she wants to bed a Darklander now?”

“I think she’s going to want to find her mate soon.” Engalmir stopped.

This time Vernomir stopped too.

“The longer she’s with you, the less likely her kind will want to pair with her,” Engalmir said. “You know what they’re like. Every woman we use is tainted in their view.”

“Darklander men here have been bonding with ‘tainted’ women for generations now.”

“Only because we keep them safe from raids. None of the Darklander men would jeopardize this protection and no Darklander woman would jeopardize her village by refusing a Blutling’s request.”

“Nialle would,” Vernomir said vacantly. “In fact, she did at first.”

“There’s your problem!” Engalmir stormed off along the path. “As soon as you started referring to her by name, you started thinking of her as something better than she is.”

Engalmir was right and Vernomir knew it. He was also so very wrong. If Engalmir knew Nialle like Vernomir knew her... no. That would mean that Vernomir wouldn’t know her like he did. He didn’t want that... ever.

There was a hoot from the trees beside them. Vernomir snapped to see what it was.

“It’s just an ughwilon.” Engalmir laughed. “An owl, testing to see whether we’re wise enough to pass.”

“The ughwilon does more than test,” Vernomir said. “You should be wary of using its Otherlander name where it can hear you.”

“Or it’ll do what? Reject me?”

“Don’t you want to be chosen for a great cause?” 

“Do you really believe that?”

“No.” Vernomir laughed. “What about you?”

“Causes choose their heroes,” Engalmir said. “Not owls.”

“Ughwilon.”

“Alright, ughwilon then.” Engalmir said. “So you do believe.”

“Did you really release yours?” Vernomir called and started after Engalmir.

“My ughwilon?”

“No, your woman.”

“Yes,” Engalmir said. “She cried.”

“Of course,” Vernomir said. “She’s lost the next regent to the Aldazai Stronghold.”

Engalmir shook his head and walked on. “She just lost the temporary use of a piece of him,” he called back to Vernomir.

“A very small piece.”

“I heard that!” Engalmir stopped.

“I should hope so,” Vernomir said as he caught up to Engalmir. “I’d hate to think you left your guard so open and not feel it sting.”

The ughwilon cried “Who” and flew away.
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2. On the White Plains
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It was Larnasmir’s turn to scout ahead of his squad of runiers, the elite warriors of the Blutlingen. The northern wastes were dangerous, even for them. These past five season cycles had taught Larnasmir that the ancient symbols on their leather tunics afforded little real protection against an adversary, and that protection was only against those who knew the symbols and believed in their power. Against the ignorant, they were mere glowing curiosities. 

The smallest of sounds disturbed Larnasmir’s thoughts. He stopped and looked about the icy waste. Rocks, snow and trees were all he could see, and there was silence. Even the wind stopped. He couldn’t hear the others. There should be some noise. Something was wrong.

Larnasmir turned to look behind. He saw nothing but his own footprints in the snow through the rocks and trees. Too many trees to see far. Instinct drew his two sabres from their sheaths, their blades making a soft hush as they left their leather scabbards. Larnasmir stepped to the centre of the path, sabres ready. No sense trying to hide, his footprints were too obvious.

He waited. Nothing came. He resolved to find the others and started back along the path. He stopped when he heard a noise. It was another runier fleeing, his own sabres drawn. What could inspire such fear in a runier?

Larnasmir held his sabres high before the warrior was upon him. “Hold!” he commanded.

The warrior stopped and looked back before turning his terrified gaze to Larnasmir. It was Diashmir. He had seen at least ten more winters than Larnasmir, most of them in the north. If Diashmir was frightened, it had to be something horrific.

“What happened back there?” Larnasmir asked.

Diashmir looked like he was about to run again, but stopped himself. “Aunbluthon of some kind,” he said.

“Are you sure?” 

Diashmir nodded.

“If it were an aunbluthon from the otherness, shouldn’t you be dead?”

“We both will die, unless you run now.”

Larnasmir shook his head and pushed past Diashmir. “If it’s an aunbluthon, then I’ll die like a warrior. Look at the runes on your leathers. They are proud warrior runes.” Larnasmir walked a few paces before turning to face Diashmir.

Diashmir shook his head. They marched.

They marched until they reached the clearing where the other Runiers lay. Ten warriors, the best and strongest of the Blutling Stronghold of Aldazai lay dead. It looked like they were killed with a dark blade, the impossibly sharp weapon, forged in the otherness and handed only to those entrusted with a great task. Leather armour had been sliced; pieces of limbs had been removed so cleanly it looked like they held no bone to hinder the path of the blade; and of course, there was the blood, lots of blood in the snow.

“Skaithis?” Larnasmir took a deep breath. “It looks like something from the otherness was here. But I don’t know if it would be a skaithis.”

“I struck it. It howled. What attacked wasn’t a skaithis.” Diashmir said. “Look at your rune...”

“Look at my what?” 

Diashmir pointed to Larnasmir’s chest. Larnasmir looked down to see the curved marks in the leather of his tunic were glowing green.

“What should we do about this?” Larnasmir asked.

“We’re going to return to the stronghold and tell Regent Graishmir what’s happened.”

“What’re we going to do about these?”

Diashmir shook his head. “We can’t do anything about them. If we remain, we’ll likely end up like them. If that happens, then nobody warns the stronghold and Runiers die needlessly, like this.”

Though Larnasmir hated the thought, Diashmir was right. There was no other choice.

***
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The stronghold of Aldazai was normally a two-day walk. Larnasmir and Diashmir travelled the distance in a day. They’d left their provisions with their dead companions and travelled quickly.

The stronghold sat high above the Aldazai River. It overlooked the only pass through the Erzkron Mountains for many miles. Built into the top of a cliff one hundred and fifty feet above the pass, its battlements and towers afforded good vantage to see dark invaders from the north and threats to their protectorate to the south. It was the protectorate that afforded the most trouble. It held two Darklander villages where grains and fruit were grown. The Blutlingen of the stronghold kept the villagers safe from attacks in return for food. There was one other village they kept safe, but that was for a different reason. This was the village Larnasmir looked forward to visiting as soon as they were dismissed after giving their report. This was what Larnasmir and Diashmir were speaking of as they climbed the narrow path to the stronghold.

“At nearly thirty winters I’d think you should be more interested in finding a bond woman to raise children with,” Diashmir said to the younger Runier.

“You’re getting old,” Larnasmir said. “You’ve forgotten what it’s like to hold a Darkland woman close to you, smell her joy as you enter her and share the ecstasy as she surrenders control to her excitement.”

“And you have never had a Blutling woman,” Diashmir countered. “Anyone can impress a Darklander girl to his bed, we’re their betters and their protectors. We’re their only chance to experience true manliness before settling for a Darklander to bear children with.  To impress a Blutling woman enough to have you takes real Blutling character. Something you seem to lack.”

“I find few Blutling women to my liking,” Larnasmir said. “Those I consider woman enough, are already taken. Like yours.”

Diashmir smiled. “If you’re trying to flatter me, be very careful.”

“I’m not flattering you. Merely pointing out how lucky you are.”

They rounded the final bend on the path leading to the entrance to the stronghold. As expected, there was a group of guards waiting for them. They would have been seen long before they started along the path and their progress tracked. The Runier uniforms would have been recognized, but Rune Warriors weren’t expected until summer had started to rise.

They drew their blades as they approached the guards. Diashmir extended the handle of his blades toward the guards and said, “We are here with a warning for the stronghold. We seek audience with Regent Graishmir.”

The leader, a grizzled old Blutling, nodded his head. “Where are the rest of your company?”

“They lay dead on the White Plains two days north,” Diashmir answered.

The grizzled Blutling slowly looked Diashmir over. “If they’re still there, this had better be something serious.”

Diashmir shook his head. “You have no idea how serious, and we need to inform Regent Graishmir.”

Grizzled nodded to one of his charges. “Go announce us.” The guard left. Grizzled looked at Diashmir. “Do we need guards on the path?”

“No,” Diashmir said. “The problem’s north. That’s all I can say to you until the Regent has been told, and then I might have told you more than I should.”

The old guard nodded. “I understand,” he said. “I’ll escort you to the Regent’s Crown Room.”

They sheathed their blades and followed the guards into the tunnels beneath the stronghold.

***
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The Palace that held the Regent’s Crown Room was the westernmost building within the walls. It was the only building with accommodations that overlooked the pass. The Stronghold held about three thousand families, most having something to do with the stronghold’s military purpose, warriors, makers of weaponry, armoury makers, even some specialized training academies. There were some gardens within its walls and some poultry and livestock, but most of the supplies came from the farms in the plains south of the pass and hunters from the stronghold.

The Palace was an imposing structure. Its two large columns on either side of the fifteen-foot-tall entrance were designed to make visitors feel small before the weight of ancient tradition. Once inside, visitors were greeted with a hallway that seemed too long which terminated at a staircase that led to a balcony. The balcony was the way to the administrative chambers for the stronghold, which included the Crown Room of the Regent. Once Diashmir and Larnasmir were taken to the balcony, they left their guide and were escorted by the Regent’s guards through the hall to meet with the Regent.

Graishmir had been Regent for the Aldazai stronghold for nearly thirty summers. The wily old Blutling sat on his Regent’s chair carefully watching the two Runiers approach. Graishmir’s face was stern but approachable, the grey in his hair giving him a look of wisdom with authority. Even seated, it was clear he was taller than anyone present. “I received word you left comrades on the plains for the wilds to feed on.”

“To my shame, I confess this is so.” Diashmir bowed his head. “My companion wanted us to remain to make the bodies safe, but then I fear we would not have come to warn you of what happened, instead leaving our own bodies beside them.”

“What happened?” Graishmir looked at Diashmir.

“We were attacked from the otherness,” Diashmir told him. “Young Larnasmir here was up front, scouting our way. I was behind, clearing our tracks. I was close enough to hear the screams. By the time I arrived they were all dead. I saw the green shimmer of the end of a breach in the otherness. I was able to get one swipe in with my blade before it disappeared.”

“Was it a skaithis do you think?” Graishmir asked solemnly.

Diashmir shook his head. “I heard it scream. I hurt it, probably not killed it, but hurt it.”

“Was it Liechling, do you think?”

“I hope so,” Diashmir said. “If it’s anything else...”

“I’ll call for a fairweitjan to accompany a couple of squads to recover the bodies. It’ll take a week or so for one to arrive. Go have some rest, if your children will allow you.”

Diashmir and Larnasmir bowed and left.
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3. Horinondia
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Piles of lien fibre awaited Nialle in her hut by the river. Unlike the square huts of the Blutlings, the huts of her people were large and round. A separate store room was rare. Food and supplies were generally kept in a loft above the fire. This made it easier to keep rodents away from the food and meat and fish could be hung, dried and smoked over the same fire that cooked the meals and warmed the hut. 

She hadn’t returned to the mud huts to the north of the village since Vernomir left. There was still one set aside for them. Vernomir was an important Blutling after all. She shook her head. All that would finish soon, if not already. It was time to consider what life should become. 

She gathered the fibres, not because she needed fabric, but for something to do while keeping watch over Reichardt and Rashale, the children of her brother, Deshtine. She could teach Rashale to spin the lien fibres into strands and then to weave them into the fabrics used to make clothing. Nialle preferred clothing of lien over any other fibre. It was soft against her skin, almost as soft as the fabrics Vernomir...

She moved the fibres closer to the window. If she was to teach her niece to draw and twist the threads, they needed light to see. She also needed something for Reichardt to do. She looked about her small thatch hut. She was nearly out of root vegetables. They could go and fetch some. She could tell him it was another kind of hunting. The lad was nearly old enough to hunt with his father and was excited about what Deshtine had taught him already.

Deshtine arrived with his children. He was average height and build for the men of the village, but there was nothing average about him. Not according to Nialle. Ever since his beloved Jamaerale died six summers earlier, she watched him parent the two children in a manner she didn’t believe a man could, all the time supplying leadership in the village council. He chose to raise his children instead of selecting another woman for himself. Nialle thought there must have been days when he regretted it. There were some things he could not do, like help Rashale through her growth to womanhood. Being a man he’d never experienced this and – as expected – was confused by it. Nialle helped.

“You’re late,” Nialle scolded as he came into her hut.

“I’ve been busy,” he answered.

“Doing what?” 

“Finding you a mate.” Deshtine stepped back and ushered the children into the hut.

Reichardt ran to Nialle and wrapped his arms about her. She looked at the straw-coloured mop of hair framing two bright blue eyes above the cutest cheeks in the tribe and smiled.

“Why do you think I need a mate?” She looked to her brother. 

“You need to find your place in the tribe,” Deshtine said.

“I have my place,” Nialle answered.

“As a Blutling scruff.”

That stung, and it looked like Deshtine noticed.

“I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “What I meant—”

“Don’t make it worse by telling me what you meant,” Nialle snapped.  “We can talk of this when you’ve returned from your hunt. Will you have a skin for me to clean?”

Deshtine nodded, and then turned to Rashale. The girl nodded and walked into the hut. 

Nialle looked at Rashale’s slim and feminine shape, and chided herself silently for thinking of her as a girl. She was a young woman. It seemed no matter how many times Nialle saw Rashale over the past season cycle, she still couldn’t reconcile herself to the idea of Rashale the woman instead of Rashale the girl. This would be harder for Deshtine, especially if Rashale caught the attention of a young male, Blutling or Darklander. 

“Well make sure you get it to me before Sauilin sets,” Nialle said. “I don’t want my hut stinking of faíhu.”

“That’s an old word,” Deshtine smiled.

“One fit for our ancestors,” Nialle said defiantly. “It sounds nobler than cow.”

“Sounds more Blutling than cow,” Deshtine countered.

“It’s Darklander, not Lingen.”

“Like you. Remember that.” Deshtine walked off before Nialle could answer.

“What’re we going to do?” Rashale asked.

Nialle shook her head and looked at the girl. “We’re going to need more gnarn tears.” She turned to Reichardt. “What do you think young man? Should we go on a gnarn tear hunt?”

“That’s not a real hunt,” the boy said.

“You’ll need to search for signs of gnarn the same way you seek diusal signs.”

“Gnarn tears don’t shit,” Reichardt said defiantly.

“Does your father allow you to speak like that?” Nialle snapped.

“Yes,” he said.

“Well I don’t. Show respect like an honourable young man or you’ll be fetching water until mid-meal.” Nialle snatched three woven carry bags from her table. “Let’s go.”

They left the hut to head for the river.
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The river beside Nialle’s village was called Aldazai, the same name as the Blutling stronghold.  The name was a constant reminder of the debt owed to the Blutlingen, so most referred to it only as ‘the river’. The name of the village was equally repugnant. Horinondia meant ‘place of concubines’ in the old tongue. It was only Blutlingen who referred to the village by name. The Darklanders merely referred to it as ‘the village’.

The streams that fed the river to the north of the village were a rich source of reeds for nets and baskets. They were also the safest place to forage since it was opposite the Blutling part of the village, which was a small settlement of Blutling huts. It was said to have been a place slaver ships stopped for raids further inland, but now used for something different.

Although Nialle didn’t understand the animosity between the Lingen and the slavers from the north, she was grateful for it. Vernomir tried to explain it to her, but all she knew of it for certain was it had something to do with Lingen honour, which was complex beyond her desire to grasp. Although the Horinondians and the Blutlingen shared a common language, they didn’t share a common culture. She tried and Vernomir tried, but both failed to grasp each other’s ways. Nialle was now grateful for that.

“Sinisvista!” Rashale called from near the river.

Nialle called Reichardt and they both went to the riverbank. Rashale had found a patch of tamar root beside a fallen tree.

“This’ll fill two bags.” Nialle smiled as she looked at the dense leaves. “You’ll be able to take some roots home.” She turned to Reichardt. “Do you think you can find some sticks strong enough for a warrior to dig roots with?”

He smiled and winked before dropping his bag and running toward the trees. 

Nialle picked up Reichardt’s bag and walked to Rashale. “We should gather some leaves,” she said and squatted down to start picking leaves from the plants.

“What do you want them for?” Rashale asked. “They taste evil.”

“When there’s nothing else, you eat them. Winter’s soon, and boiled with dried faíhu meat, it makes a nice end meal before sleep.”

“If you add some mushroom to that it will be delicious.”

“Yes, it would be.” Nialle stood to see where the voice came from. It was a boy’s voice, not quite a man, but she couldn’t see him. “Mushrooms don’t grow in winter around here,” she said as she looked about.

“You could dry them,” the lad said as he emerged from the trees.

Nialle was right. He looked no more than fourteen summers. He had the thick features of the Blutling, thick dark hair, thick dark eyebrows and thick full lips. Unlike many of his breed, his face displayed a kindness that looked out of place.

“How would we dry them?” Rashale asked.

“Over a fire. I’ll show you if you’d like.”

“Shouldn’t there be introductions first?” Nialle asked.

The Blutling boy smiled.

“Sinisvista!” Reichardt’s voice stopped the conversation. They all turned to see Reichardt running toward them. 

“What is it?” Nialle asked Reichardt as he stopped before them.

“Bairas! Up there! We need to get away!”

It was too late; the great bairas came charging down the hill. Nialle reacted quickly, pulling Reichardt out of the beast’s path. The Blutling pulled Rashale aside. She was in no danger of the advancing creature, but the Blutling made a point of protecting her, a point not lost on Nialle, nor Rashale.

The Blutling drew a knife and ran after it. Nialle ushered Reichardt and Rashale to the other side of the fallen tree. “The bairas will find himself stopped by the river and will return,” she told them. “It’s best we wait where it can’t hear or smell us.”

“What about the Blutling?” Rashale asked. 

“If he’s old enough to wield a knife, he’s old enough to look after himself.”

“Who is he?” Reichardt asked.

“He saved my life,” Rashale said.

Oh no, Nialle thought and offered a silent prayer to whoever in the otherness may hear her. Please send this lad away.

They waited in silence. A ughwilon landed on the fallen tree and waited with them. More silence. 

Nialle was about to go after the lad when there came a loud squeal. The ughwilon hooted and flew toward the noise.

“Do you think he’s alright?” Rashale whispered.

“I hope so,” Nialle said, thinking she didn’t want to have to tend an adolescent Blutling’s wounds with her brother’s only daughter present. 

They waited some minutes before Nialle’s concerns proved true. The Blutling lad approached them with blood on his right arm. “It’s okay now. Would someone like to help me?”

Nialle rushed from behind the log. “That was so reckless!” she scolded as she reached for the boy’s arm. “Rashale, I’m going to need some cloths to bind his wound,” she called as she turned his arm, looking for the source of the blood.

“What wound?” the young man smiled at Nialle and then looked behind her. “There’s a dead bairas that needs skinning and butchering. There’s also a friendly owl back there feeding on the carcass, so we’ll need to be careful.” He looked at Rashale. “He’s a good omen for us.”

“I’ll help,” Nialle said. 

“Me too!” Reichardt interjected.

“You and Rashale will remain here and dig some bags of tamar,” Nialle said. “You can come help when you’re done.” She looked at the Blutling. “You have a spare knife?”

The lad nodded. 

“Then lead me to your kill.” She turned to Rashale, “Call to me when you’re done.”

“Yes Sinisvista,” Rashale nodded. Nialle followed the Blutling lad toward the river.
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The bairas wasn’t as big as Nialle remembered it, but if excitement like that didn’t make things seem more dangerous, there’d be fewer interesting stories told. It was big though, unusually big for so close to the village. It also had tusks that were nearly two hands long. Although the creature wasn’t as big as Nialle remembered, the tusks said it was more dangerous than she remembered. The ughwilon flew to a nearby tree as soon as they arrived and watched.

“I’m Yarshmir,” the boy said as they walked. “What should I call you?”

“You’re very forward for one so young,” Nialle said. “You’re one of the high-born?”

Yarshmir laughed. “No,” he said. “My family tend the needs of the stronghold. My father is one of the hunters of heavy prey that roams north of the mountains.”

“Explaining why you were able to dispatch a bairas nearly as big as you.” Nialle looked over the carcass.

“I still don’t know your name?” Yarshmir pressed. 

“Blutlingen aren’t interested in our names,” Nialle said.

“Like I said, I’m not high-born.” He squatted and started to skin the carcass.

“Then what brings you here?” Nialle asked as she produced a knife from her tunic and began to help with the skin.

“You have a knife,” Yarshmir said.

“Yes,” Nialle answered. “Now answer me.”

“What brings all Blutlings here?”

“You’re too young for that, and like you said, you’re not high born.”

“I’ll answer more of your questions after you tell me your name.”

“Nialle.”

Yarshmir took a deep breath. “You’re Nialle? The one who... sorry. You’re more beautiful than the stories—”

“What brings you here?” Nialle determined to not feel flattered.

“I come to seek companionship, like any Blutling man of my age.” He started cutting into the creature’s gut.

“And how old is that?” 

“Seventeen summers.”

“My charge, Rashale, is just gone thirteen winters. Her breasts are not yet formed.”

“And you’re afraid I might seek her?” Yarshmir cut out a kidney and tossed it to one side. The ughwilon flew to the offal and started feeding. “It’s good luck to find an ughwilon during the day, and besides, I don’t like eating those bits,” he said and then looked at Nialle. “What about you? May I seek you instead?”

“You’re very bold for one so young.”

“Well?” He smiled, awaiting an answer.

Nialle shook her head. “I’m taken.”

“Already? By whom?” He continued skinning.

“By Vernomir. We’re going to have to turn this onto the other side soon.” 

“Can your charges help with that?”

“Yes,” Nialle said, a little concerned. 

“So he’s not released you yet?” Yarshmir asked.

“If you seek companionship... you can’t take anyone; you’ve not taken night-shine root.”

“And what’s that?”

Nialle shook her head with disbelief. How could this child come here to...? “How can you not know what it is?”

“It’s something to help... you know... when you get old and can’t—”

“It’s the herb the Blutlingen chew to ensure their seed takes no root. It grows...” she looked around until she saw the distinctive heart-shaped leaves of the night-shine plant in the undergrowth. “Over here," she ordered and walked over to the small clump.

“That has a death colour,” Yarshmir said.

“The purple in the middle of the leaf is its heart.” Nialle squatted to dig one of the roots. “You know it’s safe by the green about the outside of the leaf. You’re right in saying it is a death colour, but in this case, it will only kill you if the whole leaf is purple, or a disgruntled Blutling prince finds you interfering with his woman or her family.” She handed Yarshmir one of the uprooted plants. The root was a hand length long and a half a finger thick.

“And what do I do with this?” Yarshmir asked.

“You wash it in the river and then take a bite. Chew it until the juices are gone, then spit it out. Don’t swallow it.”

“Why not?”

“Because the flatulence it causes will not endear you to your beloved, especially when—”

“Sinisvista!”

Nialle turned. It was Rashale. 

“We’re here!” Nialle called back and then looked at Yarshmir. “Put that away. Rashale’s young but she knows what that’s for. If you need, I’ll help you find—”

“I’m sure I can find a...” Yarshmir looked at Rashale as she approached with Reichardt, “... beautiful young woman.”

Rashale blushed and Nialle glared at Yarshmir who merely smiled at Reichardt. 

“Are you going to help me with this bairas?” Yarshmir asked the lad.

“Be careful with the knife,” Nialle said to Reichardt. 

Nialle took Rashale aside while the boys set to work on the carcass. “We will speak of this later,” Nialle told her while inspecting the bags if gnarn tears.
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The bairas took an hour to butcher. Rashale was sent twice to Nialle’s hut to take meat and bring bags. Finally, they fed the other kidney to the ughwilon, then brought the skin and the last of the meat to the hut. There was still more on it, so Nialle sent for Fefkail, a widowed neighbour, and told her where to go to fetch the remaining meat. Nialle explained she would have fetched it for her if it weren’t for the children. Even though there was meat on the bairas, the ughwilon followed Nialle and the others to her hut, landing on the roof

The Blutling Yarshmir remained to help spice and hang the meat, and to speak with Rashale. Yarshmir waited until Nialle was too busy tending the smoking fire before speaking with Rashale. She was certain of a few things, this lad was no fool, he liked Rashale and was determined to be near her, and he needed watching. 

She took some of the meat and cut it into four portions. It was near mid-meal and it was only fair that Yarshmir be invited to share it with them. The bairas was his kill and he wasn’t obliged to give them any of it. While she was wrapping some fresh tamar root to cook with the bairas meat, she overheard Yarshmir and Rashale speaking. She couldn’t make out what they were saying, but she could hear Rashale giggling... and she gave him night-shine... and told him how to use it.

Once she could leave the fire, Nialle went outside.

“A mid-meal of bairas and tamar will soon be ready. Would you honour us by sharing it?” Nialle asked Yarshmir.

“The honour would belong to me,” Yarshmir answered. 

“You are Blutling, not us.”

“And you are the one who holds Prince Vernomir’s heart,” Yarshmir said. “I don’t believe that any of our princes would settle for anyone less worthy of honour as me.” 

Try as she might to dislike this lad, Nialle liked him, but not as much as Rashale.

Once the food was cooked, Nialle directed them to the table inside her hut. The ughwilon was still sitting on the roof. She shook her head and went inside. She hadn’t hidden her bed, but Yarshmir didn’t seem to notice. 

“You have a good pile of lien,” Yarshmir said as he took his seat with his back to the bed, the position of dominance within the family.

“We’re going to pull and spin before my father arrives.” Rashale took the chair opposite him, the place of a bondswoman. 

Nialle shook her head. Someone had to take that position, and it had to be either her or Rashale. If this young man weren’t Blutling, she’d have welcomed the thought of him bonding with Rashale. However, a bond wasn’t possible and a pairing would leave her heartbroken. 

Nialle silently served the meat and tamar. Yarshmir had both Rashale and Reichardt laughing. The more she liked this boy, the more she hated him for it. She took a piece of the cooked meat outside. The ughwilon was still sitting on the roof.

“I’ll give you this only once,” Nialle said to the bird. “If you take the rodents from here, then I’ll continue to feed you something every couple of days. If I continue to see muss or mikilmuss about then I’ll count it as you not earning your keep.”

The bird hooted like it understood. Nialle put the meat beside the wall of the hut, away from the doorway. The bird swooped at it and took it to the roof of the hut to eat it. Nialle went back inside.

Mercifully, the meal finished quickly and Yarshmir stood and smiled at Nialle. “Thank you for your kindness and the honour of your presence,” he said.

Nialle smiled. “You are welcome, and thank you for the bairas. You should take the skin for yourself.”

“Thank you. I’ll leave it here until I leave in two days, if that seems good with you? You have a fire smoking that will stop it from—” 

“I’ll have it tanned for you,” Nialle said. “When you’re next here, come and collect it.”

“That’s very kind.” Yarshmir reached into his tunic and produced a blue ribbon. He smiled at Rashale, and then looked at Nialle. 

Shock gripped Nialle’s gut. It was a blue ribbon of pairing, a sign that a Darklander woman was paired with a Blutling.

“I wish to present Rashale with this ribbon,” Yarshmir said quickly. “I understand she is too young, but if I am tempted by her, then others will also be tempted.” He looked into Rashale’s eyes. “You can keep it until you are of age and ready to either pair with another, bond with a tribesman, or pair with me. It will keep you safe until the day you choose that. It will mean you will never have to say no.”

Rashale was blushing deeply. “Why would you do this?” she asked.

“Because I like you.” He looked at Nialle and said, “It will be a service to Prince Vernomir.” He looked back at Rashale. “But mainly because I like you,” he said softly. “I’ll be back before Thiuhian is bright-round again,” he said to Nialle. “May I visit before I leave, perhaps tomorrow?”

“Rashale won’t be here tomorrow,” Nialle told him, “and I’m going to have to explain this to her father.”

“And her mother,” Yarshmir said.

“Her mother’s no more,” Nialle said.

“Well you explain it,” Yarshmir said. “I’ll come tomorrow after mid-meal. If he wishes to kill me, so be it. Tell him I’m not high-born and so won’t be missed.” He looked at Rashale again. “I want to see you again before I go.”

“Tomorrow then,” Nialle said. “For end-meal.”

Yarshmir smiled at Reichardt. “I look forward to speaking with you too,” he said. “I want to hear more of your hunting stories.”

Reichardt smiled and Yarshmir left. 

Nialle silently damned likable Blutlingen. Life would be so much easier if they were all arrogant bairas. She’d have to speak with Deshtine ... and Rashale, especially Rashale while they were dealing with the lien. Perhaps she’d find Yarshmir tomorrow and speak with him, or better still, find him a willing partner for the evening.

No. The lad was too damn charming to need help with that.
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It was nearly dark when Deshtine arrived with two bags of faíhu meat. He was surprised to see a meal ready for him when he arrived, and that it included bairas meat.

“I see you prepared the fire already to smoke the meat. That was a waste of firewood. Where did the bairas meat come from?”

“We met a strange young Blutling today while we were searching for gnarn tears,” Nialle told him. “The bairas chased Reichardt and the Blutling killed it.”

“He saved my life,” Rashale interrupted.

“We’re speaking.” Nialle glared at her.

“So he let you have some of the meat?” Deshtine asked.

“He let us have most of the meat,” Nialle answered. “All he wants is the skin and the tusks. I told him I’d tan the skin for him, so he can take it back to his stronghold when he next comes without the stink. Please sit and eat.”

Deshtine took the seat with the back to the bed and started to eat. Nialle brought water and sat opposite him. When he’d finished, he pointed to the bags of faíhu meat he’d brought. “Will you need these then?”

“I’ll smoke them and keep what I need,” Nialle said. “Tomorrow I’ll bring you smoked faíhu and bairas.”

Deshtine nodded. “You have more news, don’t you little sister?”

Nialle looked at Rashale. “The Blutling has done Rashale a service,” she said. “He has presented her with a blue ribbon that she can use to fend off any Blutling and Darklander who may seek her companionship before her time.”

“She’s not of age to accept something like that.” 

The paleness of Deshtine’s face warned Nialle to speak carefully. “He is a young Blutling, not yet at fighting age, and offered her the ribbon to allow her to refuse a Blutling advance if she need—”

“She’s not of an age to accept a Blutling.”

“She’s fifteen winters, some winters after her first issue,” Nialle said. “It’s surprising she hadn’t been taken before now. Others have been taken with only thirteen turns of the seasons, some as young as twelve.”

“Then it’s time we should leave this village. I won’t allow Rashale to be misused like this.”

“And what would the council do without you? Besides, she’s not being misused.”

“Taken into a Blutling hut to be used as a Blutling plaything.”

“That’s not what’s happening here.”

“So that Blutling who uses you as a toy to masturbate into—”

“That’s enough of that!” 

Now Deshtine needed to speak carefully. “I can’t allow it,” he said.

“And where’re you going to take your children?” Nialle snapped.

“There’re villages south the Blutlings don’t touch. Places where a woman can come of age unmolested.”

“Provided she’s not taken by slavers. Reichardt would make a fine—”

“We’ll find somewhere else then. I won’t have some Blutling youth trying to bed my daughter.”

“That’s not why he gave her the ribbon and I believe him honourable enough to do what he said. And if not, then she is entitled to say no. He’s low born.”

“And if she says yes, then it’s dangerous. She could die.”

“And when was the last time a woman was strangled for... I’m sorry.” Nialle glanced at Reichardt and then Rashale. “His name is Yarshmir and he’ll be here for end-meal tomorrow and would like to speak with you about it.” 

Deshtine sucked air through his teeth. “Can these two stay with you tonight? The council is meeting to decide what to do about the bridge across the river on the way to Miafarnweid.”

“What’re you going to tell them?” Nialle asked.

“To fix it. We both benefit from it, and we’re the richer of the two villages. They’re constantly raped by the Otherlanders over the Phargen River. I don’t see why we shouldn’t extend a hand of friendship beyond our village.”

“Especially if the people the hand is extended to is not Lingen.”

“Any other news then?” Deshtine said dismissively.

“Yes,” Nialle said with all the seriousness she could muster. 

“What is it?” Deshtine now looked concerned.

“I seem to have been adopted by an owl.”

“An owl?”

“Yes.” Nialle looked at the children. They were smiling. “An ughwilon. I believe she’s nesting on my roof.”

Deshtine’s face softened. He looked at Rashale before shaking his head at Nialle. Something about this told Nialle it would go well. She hoped she was right.
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4. Appointment
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The emperor’s audience chamber was a bare room meant to reflect his frugality. It was in the forum of Austolympus. This had been the tradition of Theolympian emperors since the first emperor, now nearly six hundred standards ago. First Standard Territulious was accustomed to the starkness of the audience chamber with its bare stone walls, bare stone floors, bare stone audience seat and dead soldier in the centre of the room. This was different. Territulious recognized the soldier as Tieshan, First Standard of the Thirteenth Eastern Legion, the largest legion of the Eastern Theolympian Empire. 

Territulious glanced about the room. The bulk that was the Emperor Enarthlek sat on the Audience Seat flanked by his two grey haired advisors, Airin and Calekane. To the right was a large man with the uniform and shaved head of an executioner. He was holding a garrotte, undoubtedly used to dispatch the First Standard Tieshan. Territulious was relieved the executioner used a garrotte. The smell of the corpse wasn’t as bad as it would be if he’d used a sword.  

Paying no attention to the executioner, and only enough attention to the corpse to avoid it, Territulious approached the Audience Seat.

“Please excuse my little mess on the floor,” Enarthlek said cordially. “Recent events have uncovered a need for a little cleaning of the militia.”

Territulious nodded. “What events were these?” he asked.

Enarthlek nodded toward the executioner. The corner of Territulious’s eye caught the big man prepare his garrotte. Territulious ignored it, concentrating instead on his emperor.

“Events that I hope don’t concern you,” Enarthlek said.

“If they are events that endanger my emperor, then they are events that I am concerned about.” 

Enarthlek eyed Territulious suspiciously. “I mean I have them in hand.”

“If you say it, I believe it.” Territulious nodded again. “If you find need for my assistance, I am ready.”

“To do what?”

“Anything my emperor needs.”

Enarthlek looked at his advisors. They remained still. He then nodded to Territulious. “Go stand over there, with your back to my executioner,” he said.

Territulious moved without hesitation and waited. There was silence for some minutes while Enarthlek watched him. He stood and waddled to a table on the other side of the room. “The empire is growing stale,” he said. “This separation of the south as its own empire has removed too many resources that should be shipped to us. The empire needs a campaign of conquest if it’s to maintain dominance.”

Territulious waited while the emperor’s advisors joined their emperor. 

“You have no comment?” Enarthlek asked.

“My emperor didn’t ask a question,” Territulious dutifully answered.

“You were insolent enough to comment before.”

“Only because I thought my emperor might be in danger.’

Enarthlek gave a deep sigh. “Then come here and give me your opinion.”

Territulious moved to the table, followed closely by the executioner. There was a map on the table showing the Western and Eastern divisions of the Theolympian Empire. 

Enarthlek pointed to a strip of land north of the Phargen River. “I want all this region, north of the river to the mountains. Tell me, how can I take it?”

“Quickly,” Territulious said.

Enarthlek eyed Territulious again. “How?”

Territulious pointed to the map. “We will start here, where the Phargen River turns south to run into the Kluzark Sea, forming a natural congestion. Theolympian troops and as many warriors from the eastern plains that we can afford should amass here to wait for the end of winter. At the first thaw of rising summer, we will sweep west, gathering supplies as we go, using Theolympian cavalry and eastern plainsmen to clear the way for our troops, who will be needed to deal with some of the villages in the forests.”

“Supplies?” Calekane asked. 

Territulious gave a curt nod. “When the horses in front of the main army reach the Aldazai River, they split. Theolympian cavalry continuing west, Plainsman north, into the Aldazai pass to lay siege to the Blutling stronghold there.”

“Take a Blutling stronghold?” Airin asked.

Territulious turned to the older man. “This is why we need supplies and horsemen from the plains.”

“Explain yourself,” Enarthlek said.

“The stronghold of Aldazai has two entrances into the pass, here and here. There is a single place outside the pass where food is delivered and drawn into the stronghold from below. It is said the stronghold can survive a standard without supplies being replenished. I doubt that. Before the first thaw of rising summer, we will sweep westwards and be at the stronghold before the first harvest of the standard.” Territulious waited for one of the advisors to comment. They surely couldn’t let his plan go unchallenged. 

Airin didn’t disappoint. “You can persuade plainsmen?”

“Show me a plainsman chief who would ignore the opportunity to attack a Blutling stronghold or a Lilthling keep.”

Airin sniffed and looked over the map. “What will keep the Blutlings from protecting these villages?”

Territulious looked at Enarthlek. “If my emperor were to send an advisor to inform the Blutlings that he plans to take the Darklander villages south of the mountains, then they can be drawn into a diplomatic delay. The regency of the stronghold can be engaged in talks regarding the safety of their farmlands, and the villages that farm them. Any reports of Darklander villages being destroyed won’t be suspicious, since we have openly volunteered that knowledge.”

“And what of the villages along the Phargen?” Enarthlek asked.

“My emperor’s esteemed advisors can surely create some offense.” Territulious looked at them. “There must be something grave enough to warrant their extinction before even the beginning of winter.”

Airin nodded again.

“And why do we need the stronghold?” Enarthlek pressed.

“There are three places where attackers may wrest these territories from us. From the east, we have a natural congestion between river and mountains. This is easily garrisoned. We may gain aid from the Western Emperor, if he has something to lose there. But an attack from this pass will be ruinous if an enemy gains access to it.”

“And tell me, why are you insistent on the timing?” Airin asked. 

“The stronghold will have been through winter with little food coming into its stores. When we take the pass, it will take time before the stores run low, but they will run low. All we need do then is wait for time and starvation to take the stronghold for us.”

“Why not just attack?” Airin looked at Enarthlek. “This plan to starve an enemy into submission is disgraceful. If you have him cornered, you attack.”

“It will cost men,” Territulious said.

Airin huffed. “All of this will cost men. It’s called war.” 

“War is won by men who can fight for you.” Territulious’s gaze seized Airin. “Order First Standard Tieshan over there to stand and take arms against an enemy and see how well he wages war for you. He should distinguish himself on your behalf; after all, he is of the house of Shay. The noblest warriors of all the great houses are from Shay.”

“You find something wrong with the death of the First Standard?” Enarthlek asked.

“I find him a convenient example, my emperor. I know nothing of his crime, but it was obviously grave to warrant such judgement.”

“You said the taking of this land should be swift.” Airin seemed determined to make either Territulious or himself appear foolish in front of their emperor. Territulious smiled at him. He enjoyed these games when the stakes were this high.

“You can throw a thousand men at this stronghold, and all will die.”

“So send ten thousand men.”

“And lose more than half.”

“And still have five, and a victory that’s glorious.”

“One that’s not necessary.” Territulious could see where this was going. He started to feel the proximity of the executioner.

“Are you trying to tell your emperor that the glory of the Theolympian Empire is not worth the lives of five thousand men?” 

“The glory of my Emperor’s Eastern Empire is worth more than fifty thousand, if that’s what it will cost to defend it.” Now Territulious had the wily old man. “Throwing five thousand men against the stronghold of Aldazai in a futile battle that needn’t be fought will weaken the glory of the Eastern Empire for nothing, no, less than nothing. By spending five thousand men when we needn’t, there are five thousand men in our army who cannot raise arms against the Thavocurians in the east should they attack again, or against the armies of Emperor Shertane amassing in the west should he decide to take even more territory... By keeping these alive, they are within a four-day march to the river and will be ready to enter a battle well rested and well-fed.”

“You are wrong,” Airin said. “This will be a smear on the name of the Eastern Empire, a shameful
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