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1. Poisoned
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KAISHA LAY BARELY BREATHING. Not dead. But dying. Her skin, normally tanned and smooth, was deathly grey. The sight of her gripped Gourdia’s throat so tight he almost choked. He pulled his chair close and took her hand.

Kaisha was everything. His happiness. His life. When she died, so would he. He’d have their children, and for their sake he’d continue breathing, but they’d not have Kaisha, their mother and his bond.

“Nearly gone,” Gourdia said softly as Kaurand, his closest advisor and mentor, came behind him. “I never thought I’d watch her die. I always thought it’d be me first.”

“Don’t say that where she might hear you,” Kaurand said softly. “If she’s in the Otherness, and if she’s near, and she hears you she might think that herself. What we think in the Otherness becomes true.”

“You don’t believe that shit, do you?” Gourdia looked to the window opposite the foot of the bed. Their bed chamber was a long room with Theolympian tapestries depicting far-off lands along its walls. Their bed was against the north wall with benches on each side that mostly held the lamps and oils that Kaisha loved to collect. There were some scrolls on a desk near the window which had caused concerns when Gourdia moved his court there from Karshdaliard.

“A skilled assassin can shoot an arrow through that window and kill anybody at that desk,” his friend Tierndraal had said when Gourdia took residence in the Garrison two winters ago.

Well, it didn’t take an assassin skilled with a bow to bring him down. It took an assassin skilled with poisons to bring Kaisha down, and with her, Gourdia.

Darneis. How the fuck did she get darneis in her? It couldn’t have been in the food. They both ate the same food. The kitchen staff was so certain that it wasn’t the food that the lead cook ate the bairas sausage that remained in Kaisha’s bowl in front of Gourdia. If there was poison in the food it would have killed him.

“GET OUT OF MY WAY BEFORE I SLIT YOUR FUCKING GUTS OPEN!”

“Xaranine’s here.” Gourdia looked at Kaurand. 

“Let her in!” Kaurand called to the door.

The door burst open and Xaranine strode into the chamber. “What the fuck happened, and how the fuck did it happen?” she snapped. Xaranine had been Kaisha’s closest friend for many seasons and was a regular visitor to the garrison. Her angular features had rounded with each child she birthed, and with it came a softening of her harshness, but her eyes maintained the intense look of a predator. The look that struck Gourdia from the first day they’d met. Those eyes scanned the room.

The Theolympian guards at the door looked confused.

“She’s a friend of the Thiudanei,” Kaurand said to them. “She’s here to help. Close the door.”

They closed the door.

“The healer says it’s darneis.” Gourdia stood.

“How the fuck did she get darneis?” Xaranine asked.

Gourdia shook his head. “It wasn’t the food,” he said.

Xaranine went to Kaisha’s bedside. “What else did she say?”

“Something about an anawairthjan saving her but...” Kaurand shook his head.

“Did she give his name?”

“Gairnjan,” Kaurand said. “And it was a woman.”

“Who was the healer?” Xaranine asked.

“Ginarstargh,” Gourdia said. 

Xaranine rolled her eyes. “Couldn’t you find a proper healer?”

“Ginarstargh is a proper healer,” Gourdia told her. “She saved Kaisha when she almost died birthing Terasia.”

“She’s a fine baurthai-hailjan, but for something like this...” Xaranine looked at Kaisha. “Ginarstargh’s younger than I am.”

“I’ll get her,” Kaurand said and looked at Xaranine. “She wanted to know when you’re here.” He went to the door.

“How deep did she say Kaisha is?” Xaranine asked softly.

“Deep.”

Xaranine looked about the roof. “So she might be lost already.” She knelt beside Kaisha. “Ginarstargh’s certain it’s darneis?”

“It’s what she said.”

“And she wants to know when I’m here. Why?”

“Ask her when she comes.” Gourdia looked at Kaisha’s grey face. She couldn’t die like this. She’d be appalled that her face would look like this for her pyre.

“And was the healer the only reason you let me know about this?” Xaranine asked.

“Answer her Kaurand so she knows what you say is true.”

“We sent a messenger to you as soon as we knew she was... as soon as we knew the situation was grave. Ginarstargh then insisted we send another to ask you to come.”

“I received only one message that she’d been poisoned.”

“Then you must’ve left before the second arrived,” Kaurand said.

“I left as soon as Egarantar and Breavaiantar came to look after the other children.”

“You think of your bond as one of your children?” Kaurand asked.

“Doesn’t yours?” Xaranine half-smiled.

“Thiudanas.” One of the Theolympian guards pushed the door open. “She’s here.”

“Let her in,” Gourdia said.

Ginarstargh came in. Brown hair, brown eyes, and the bushiest eyebrows, she’d be unmistakably Ulfling if it wasn’t for her generally cheerful demeanour. At a mere twenty seasons, she was the youngest healer Gourdia had come across, and one of the best. 

“You wanted to see me?” Xaranine asked Ginarstargh.

“You have skills that might be helpful,” Ginarstargh said as she went to Kaisha.

“I’m no healer,” Xaranine said.

“I’m not talking about healer skills.” Ginarstargh went to Gourdia. “May I take her hand, Thiudanas?” she asked.

Gourdia moved out of Ginarstargh’s way.

“You’ve been told she holds the marks of darneis?” 

“I have,” Xaranine said.

Ginarstargh lifted Kaisha’s arm and turned the hand around. “I understand there are those in the south-east who can treat the fruit in some way to make it into something potent enough to need only a small amount.”

“You mean dauthjan?”

“Not Thavocurians?” Ginarstargh pointed to a small red welt on Kaisha’s wrist.

“That’s not Thavocurian,” Xaranine said. “If it’s anything, it’d be dauthjan.”

“So Thavocurians never become dauthjan?”

Xaranine looked at the door.

“Nobody out there can hear,” Kaurand said. “And everybody in this room already knows.”

“I’ll look around,” Xaranine said. “I haven’t seen signs. I probably won’t. It keeps changing.”

“One more thing,” Ginarstargh said. “Are you willing to try and reach her?”

“Didn’t you try to reach her?” Xaranine asked.

“Your close friendship will work better.”

“Even though I’m more likely to die in the Otherness than she is?”

“She’s going to die if she doesn’t come back soon.”

“And it’s only Stathslepen,” Xaranine finished. She looked at Gourdia. “Do you mind if we’re left alone with her?”

“You need to eat,” Kaurand said to him.

“Have food sent to the outer chamber,” Gourdia said to Kaurand and looked at Xaranine. “I’ll be just out there.” He pointed to the door.

Xaranine nodded and looked at Ginarstargh. “Tell me about the anawairthjan.”

“She’s so close I expect she’ll meet you once you’re there.”

Gourdia left the room. He nodded to the two Theolympian guards once he was in the small antechamber. It wasn’t the luxurious space built for a Theolympian senator like the two chambers on the ground floor of the garrison. Gourdia had taken Kaisha to one of those a few times, but some conversations with Amianius, the last Theolympian governor to reside in Broustian, convinced Gourdia a Standard’s quarters on the third floor was both fitting and safer.

“My Thiudanas.” 

“Kaesto.” Gourdia turned to face a man entering from the hallway. The man was slightly younger than Gourdia with a patch covering where his right eye should be.

“I heard a rumour that your Thiudanei had taken ill, and it sounded grave,” Kaesto said. “I came to see if there was anything you need.”

“It’s grave,” Gourdia said. He’d met Kaesto Servilius about ten summers earlier. Kaesto was among the men who seized his home, Karshdaliard. He was among the men who stood against the first shield wall Gourdia had taken part in. Kaesto lost his eye in front of Gourdia. It was unnatural luck that the spear that destroyed Kaesto’s eye didn’t go deeper and kill him.

“The rumours said it was poison.”

“That’s what the healer suspects, but it’s too soon for even the woman-network to know what it is.”

“It’s never too soon for the woman-network to know, even when they don’t.” Kaesto smiled sadly.

“What else do you know?”

“The kitchen staff are afraid that they might be blamed.”

“There were four of us at the table,” Gourdia said. “We all ate Iarsivarn’s bairas sausage. How can one be poisoned and the others not? And why’re the kitchen staff afraid of the food wasn’t prepared by them?”

Kaesto shrugged. “A story’s not a good one unless there’s something to fear.”

“So, tell me who the woman-network believes is responsible.”

“About all they agree on is it’s likely Miearnart.”

“Why would the Miearnart want Kaisha dead? She’s one of them. Dauhtar of Wodabar.”

“That’s something else they agree on. The Thiudanei isn’t who they intended to kill.”

Gourdia huffed and looked at the door to the bed chamber. It made sense. “If I was the intended target...” He looked at Kaesto, suddenly intensely aware of the other two Theolympians in the room. “If it’s poison and not something else.”
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2. Magus and Kirscharchia
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“HOLD HIM DOWN!” PORAVARCH snapped at Vaklargh who was laying on the hind legs of an injured ulfarrh. Poravarch held its head against the forest path, but the creature’s kicking made it hard to control. It tried to snap at him, but Poravarch was too strong. It was terrified, but Poravarch wasn’t letting it move. “Calm down my strong fella,” he whispered soothingly into its ear.

“It would have been easier to just kill it,” Vaklargh said as he reached for a knife to cut the arrow from the creature’s hind leg. “Fucking anybody else would have.”

The ulfarrh yelped, nearly causing Poravarch to lose his grip on its head.

“Sorry,” Vaklargh said.

“He doesn’t understand Strarailine,” Poravarch growled.

“Should I have apologised in Laish instead?” Vaklargh asked.

“Just get the arrow out and put something onto it to help the pain.”

“Pain!” Vaklargh proclaimed. “You just said—”

“There’s night-shine over there. Some of them leaves are completely death-colour. Fetch some of those.”

“Wait.”

Poravarch felt the ulfarrh struggle harder. Vaklargh had the arrow out of the hind leg and was now fiddling with a small lien bag around his neck.

“What’re you doing?” Poravarch snapped.

“Getting some moer moss powder into it,” Vaklargh said. “He’s going to start licking it as soon as it stops hurting. I want this in the hole before he can lick it out.”

“I thought you just said it was easier to kill it!”

“Look! We found it. You wrestled it to the ground, and I cut this bloody arrow from it. I’m not going to let it go away and die from a rotting leg now.”

“Well hurry up!”

The animal started thrashing so Poravarch straddled it. Holding it took his whole weight. 

Vaklargh came with two purple leaves. “Hold it real good,” he said. “This is going to hurt bad before it stops hurting.”

Poravarch pushed the beast’s head harder against the ground and whispered, “It’s alright, my strong boy. You’ll be alright swinths-magus. Hold still and—”

The creature yelped so loud that Poravarch nearly lost his hold. 

“You’re good, swinths-magus,” he said softly in its ear. 

The creature let out three more yelps.

“You’re good, swinths-magus,” Poravarch said softly again.

The yelping became a gentle whimpering and Poravarch lifted some of his weight from the creature’s head. “You’re good, swinths-magus,” he whispered again.

“It’s done,” Vaklargh said.

“Fetch a piece of the dried faíhu and give it to me,” Poravarch said.

“What for?”

“So, this fucker has a piece of meat to bite instead of me.” He moved his hand that wasn’t holding the animals muzzle to the ground to rub the back of its neck. “Good, swinths-magus,” he said soothingly.

“Here,” Vaklargh handed Poravarch a strap of dried faíhu meat.

Poravarch returned his hand to hold the animal’s head to the ground and took the meat with the other. “Good, swinths-magus,” he whispered again and put the meat in front of the animal’s nose. Poravarch released the creature as soon as it took the meat. He moved beside Vaklargh with a speed that even startled the animal. “Good, swinths-magus,” Poravarch said again.

When the ulfarrh had eaten the meat, it sniffed at its injured leg.

“See,” Vaklargh said. “It’s going to start licking it.”

It didn’t. Instead, it stood unsteadily and limped to Poravarch.

“I’ve got no more food for you,” Poravarch said.

It whimpered and nuzzled Poravarch’s hand. Poravarch scratched it behind the ear. It whimpered some more. Poravarch knelt beside it and rubbed its head affectionately.

“I don’t believe it,” Vaklargh said. “I was the one who took the arrow from it and gave you the faíhu to feed it.”

“And you wanted to kill it,” Poravarch said. “It’s a good thing he doesn’t understand Strarailine.”

“What’s Coupivargh going to say about this?”

“She’s going to say he’s beautiful,” Poravarch said. “Now come and pat our new friend.”

Vaklargh shook his head and went to the animal. It didn’t snap or whimper, just allowed itself to be stroked.

“Well, I have one consolation,” Vaklargh said. “Since it came to you it’s you who’ll need to look after it until it can fend for itself.”

Poravarch looked at the colours in the fur of the injured ulfarrh. Vaklargh was right. The animal was young, probably not many days past its first summer, and it wouldn’t be able to hunt for itself for some days.

“You chose to save it,” Vaklargh chided. “You chose the responsibility.”

“Let’s get back to Ourberigal.” Poravarch picked up his pack and bag of eostran carcasses and started along the path.

“Not so fast!” Vaklargh called. “Your swinths-magus can’t walk that fast.”

Poravarch turned to see the ulfarrh limping toward him. “We can’t go slow if we’re going to be home before Sauilin sets.” 

Poravarch huffed and handed Vaklargh the bag of eostran.

“What am I going to do with this?”

“You’re going to carry this and I’m going to carry the ulfarrh.”

“It’s not going to let you do that.”

“You said it.” Poravarch looked at the injured animal. “I have a duty toward it and if it won’t let me help it then that duty’s fulfilled.” He went to the ulfarrh and crouched beside it. The ulfarrh licked his face as he put his arm around it and tried to lift it.

The ulfarrh yelped in pain but didn’t try to bite. Poravarch rubbed its back affectionately.

Vaklargh laughed. “Now what?”

“You go on with the eostran and tell Coupivargh that I’ll be back after Sauilin sets.”

Vaklargh laughed and walked on.

Poravarch looked at the ulfarrh. “Come on swinths-magus,” he said and started slowly along the path.

***
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GETTING TO THE RUINS that was Ourberigal with a limping ulfarrh took longer than Poravarch initially thought it should. Sauilin was long set and Thiuhian was high before he saw the remains of the old city.

“Drop your weapons and give me your gold and I might let you live!” It was a woman’s voice issuing the challenge.

The ulfarrh growled as it crouched beside Poravarch.

“Stay still swinths-magus,” Poravarch ordered. “This bandit has no teeth.”

“Swinths-magus?” The woman swaggered onto the path before Poravarch. Deeply seductive with dark hair, she was perfectly shaped and disappointedly dressed in a plain brown tunic and pants. 

“If you’re going to be out at night trying to rob poor travellers of their gold, you could at least dress for the task.”

“And wear what?”

Poravarch shrugged. “Sexy, tight-fitting black leather armour.”

“You mean the one that’s now too tight for my tits?”

Poravarch tilted his head and smiled.

The woman huffed. “So you go to get rabbit, come back with a dog, and you’ve named it Swinths-magus.”

Poravarch knelt beside the ulfarrh and rubbed its back. “I haven’t decided what to call it. I’ll let the children decide.” He looked at the ulfarrh. “Whatever your name is, meet my lovely bond, Coupivargh. She’s part of my pack and now yours.”

Coupivargh went to the ulfarrh, bent down, and held her hand toward it. The animal sniffed her hand. She squatted and stroked its head. “I feel sorry for you,” she said and looked at Poravarch. “Of the warriors you could have chosen, you have to choose one so soft inside.” She smiled at Poravarch. “I suppose a harder warrior would have killed you.” The ulfarrh nuzzled her and she rubbed it a little more vigorously.

“You don’t do that for me,” Poravarch told her.

“You see what you’ve done?” she said to the animal. “You’ve made my bond jealous. Let’s find you something to eat and someplace warm to sleep so I can comfort my poor man.” She looked at Poravarch. “Maybe I’ll rub his tummy once Finbargh is done with him.”

“What does Finbargh want?”

Coupivargh shook her head. “Find out quickly so there’s time for me to rub your tummy before we sleep.”

Poravarch looked at the ulfarrh. “You’re trouble. It’s what I should name you.”

“You already said you’d let the children choose a name.”

“I might just change my mind on that.”

“Too late.” She stood. “He’ll be named before you return from Finbargh.”

***
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COUPIVARGH WENT TO their hut once back in the old city of Ourberigal. To Poravarch’s surprise, the ulfarrh followed Coupivargh. 

Poravarch went to the centre of the city’s ruins, to what remained of the citadel of Ourberigal, which wasn’t much more than the outer walls of a once proud structure. Poravarch took a deep breath and made himself aware of a dark green sky. He looked for what once was. The decrepit outer shell of the structure became a formidable rampart with guard towers. A break in the wall became an impressive gateway with massive iron gates. Poravarch strode through to the courtyard before the citadel within.

Inside the citadel was lit with tiny dots in lines along the walls. Whatever the ancients did to make these was just one of the many mysteries of this place, and the Otherness wasn’t about to explain it. Poravarch strode through the outer chamber to the big doors at its end which swung open as he approached.

Finbargh sat alone with one leg over the arm of a big chair in the centre of the audience chamber.

“The Otherness might one day decide to erase that chair, and you’ll fall on your arse,” Poravarch said. 

“You’re going to have to do better than that.” Finbargh smiled. Of the Ulfling councillors Finbargh looked least like he belonged, and he was the head of the council. Thirty something seasons, black hair, and intense eyes somewhere between blue and green, he looked like he belonged in a Blutling court, but as a junior official. An Ulfling councillor needed to survive at least three substantial battles. Finbargh had survived more than three times that. He had scars on his saival from conflicts that weren’t obvious on his face.

“Of the two of us, you’re Gudiska’s favourite,” Poravarch said.

“I believe your bond is favoured more than me,” Finbargh said. “Favoured even more than my own bond. I understand you found a dog.”

“An ulfarrh? Yes, I did. Or he found me.”

“With an arrow in him.”

“Not anymore.”

“Aldazai is becoming an arrow in our hind.”

“What’re they doing?”

Finbargh stood. “We should have vernarch, but there’s no— There’s some.” He nodded to a table beside the doors with a stone jug and two clear-stone cups. Finbargh went to the table and filled the two cups. “Another secret we should tease from this place,” he said. “How did they brew vernarch this good?”

“Swerthan if you do.” Poravarch took a cup from Finbargh. “You’ll have succeeded in finding something many generations of councillors will have tried.”

“Gnarntarsh will need help in Kirscharchia if Aldazai decides they no longer want the village there.” Finbargh sipped his vernarch.

“Why me?” Poravarch asked.

“Yours will be one of seven packs going to Kirscharchia.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

Finbargh raised his eyebrows.

“That was ten summers ago.” Poravarch sipped his vernarch.

“Blutling memories are long.”

“Long for everything except defeats. Especially shameful ones.”

“Not what their stories of the fight say.”

“A death-squad for hire. Isn’t that what stayed their attacks ten summers ago?”

“And you think the truth hasn’t changed since then?”

“There are others who know what happened.”

“Darklanders?”

“And Blutlings and Ulflings.”

“Of whom only some Darklanders remain. Gnarntarsh was kept ignorant so he could stand before their council.”

“And Kieltargh?”

“We don’t know. He’s still hiding.” Liuganvarm on Finbargh’s saival warned Poravarch that Finbargh was concerned that others were listening.

Poravarch nodded. “If I send my pack it’ll be with my children and the children of Xamubargh and Magsharsh who’re too young to use the Otherness.”

Finbargh shrugged.

“Let me go ahead. I’ll appoint my successor. I’ll meet with them at Kirscharchia.”

“What you do is what you do. You’re the head of your pack. Just make sure they’re there before summer is fully fallen.”

“Kieltargh can’t be found?” 

“No.” Liuganvarm glowed bright. Whoever Finbargh was concerned about couldn’t see him.

***
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COUPIVARGH WAS WAITING in their hut. The ulfarrh was sitting inside being pampered by his children, mainly his daughter, Kieralagh. At nine winters, she had her mother’s dark beauty without her seriousness of expression. Poravarch knew that would develop with her mother’s sensual beauty. He didn’t want that, but knew it was inevitable.

“Swinnie likes me,” Kieralagh said as he sat.

“Swinnie?” Poravarch asked.

“I told you he’d be named by the time you returned.” Coupivargh came behind him and put her hands on his shoulders.

Poravarch shook his head. “I called him Swinths-magus. I won’t have a proud ulfarrh named Swinnie.”

“What do you want to call him?” Baghnargh asked. At eight winters, Baghnargh was most like Poravarch. He could display the fierce expressions that frightened many enemies in battle, but also had a softer side. Poravarch believed this made Baghnargh different, but Coupivargh disagreed. She claimed Poravarch often showed a similar softness.

“Swinths-magus, I suppose.”

“What about Magus?” That was Veroragh, the youngest of the three children, and the most different from both Poravarch and Coupivargh. Although he was a mere seven winters, speaking with him always felt like speaking with a much older child. 

“Call him what you want,” Kieralagh said. “His name’s Swinnie.” She put her arm around the ulfarrh’s neck. 

Coupivargh gently massaged Poravarch’s shoulders. “I warned you,” she whispered.

“I blame you,” Poravarch said.

“Me?” There was faint mocking in Coupivargh’s voice.

“Yes, you. She’s too much like you.”

Coupivargh reached down and put her arms about him. “And you wouldn’t want her any other way. What did Finbargh want?”

“He wants us to go to Kirscharchia.”

Poravarch felt his bond’s body stiffen.

“Ours will be one of seven packs going there.”

“How soon?” Coupivargh asked.

“One cycle of Thiuhian.”

“You just brought an injured ulfarrh home with you. Who’s going to tend to it? And then there’s the children.”

“I’ll go ahead and make sure it’s safe. Magus needs to heal. He also can’t travel in the Otherness, but neither can Xamubargh and Magsharsh’s children. Even our children are barely old enough to hold their intentions cleanly enough.”

“I reckon I can,” Baghnargh declared.

“I know you can’t,” Poravarch said. “Of all of you, you’re the one most like me.”

“So, you’re saying you can’t hold your intentions cleanly?” Kieralagh asked.

“Like I said.” Poravarch turned to look at Coupivargh. “Too much like you.”
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3. No Bonding in Tarnardarnt
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“NOT SURE I MADE MYSELF clear enough.” Elarstarn leaned on the hoe he used to turn the soil in the little garden beside his hut. “Let me make it easy for you to understand. I’ll not consent to any daughter of mine to bond with a man whose arms bear the welts of a Deristrazi slave. If that’s too difficult for you then try this. No.”

Liearsmaar huffed. “I told the lad I’d ask. I warned him her family was beneath him. Thank you for doing him that service.”

“You insulting my daughter?” Elarstarn raised himself to his full height, which was a little taller than Liearsmaar.

“I wouldn’t do that,” Liearsmaar said. “Crisnarle’s a beautiful young woman. I can understand why any lad would like to bond with her. I also know Vinomar well enough to know that this must be more than itchy loins. She must have something of character that’s attractive beyond how she merely looks. It’s sad that something so beautiful should be subject to such filth.”

“So you are insulting my daughter,” Elarstarn seethed.

“No,” Liearsmaar said casually. “I’m insulting you, but you’re too stupid to notice.”

“Fuck off and don’t let me see you over here again!”

Liearsmaar smiled. “And if you do?”

Elarstarn said nothing.

“The lad you insulted is my son,” Liearsmaar said coldly. “A simple no was enough, and I’d have gone my way. Now I find myself with a dilemma. Should I let you live?” Liearsmaar and Elarstarn locked eyes. “For the sake of your lovely daughter, I’ll let you live. Remember that.” Liearsmaar turned to leave. “Before you swing that hoe understand that I’ll have a blade through your gut before you’re halfway through your swing.” 

The sound of a hoe striking the dirt said that Elarstarn had made a wise decision. The smell of hatred told of the care that Liearsmaar would need to take regarding Elarstarn until it waned.

Liearsmaar continued without turning. He’d speak with Tierndraal about the man sometime in the next couple of days. Liearsmaar would know what to do about Elarstarn if he became a threat to his family, Tierndraal would know what to do about Elarstarn if he didn’t.

The bridge across the river took Liearsmaar to the friendly west side of the village. It retained the name Tiersarium among its inhabitants even though Tierndraal wanted it referred to as Tarnardarnt, the same as the east side. The only person on the west side of the village Liearsmaar knew who referred to the village as Tarnardarnt was Darshmaan. Even that was only out of deference to Darshmaan’s affection for the village weihsfraujan Tierndraal.

Quarienne stood outside their hut waiting. After ten summers and four children she was more beautiful to Liearsmaar than she was the day they bonded. “And?” she asked as Liearsmaar approached.

“What we expected,” Liearsmaar said. “Elarstarn is an aihwass arse who’s lucky to be alive.”

“You didn’t threaten him?”

“Only warned him what would happen if he acted on his threats,” Liearsmaar said. “Nothing will come of it.”

“We need to live here,” Quarienne said. “Us and our children.”

“And we’ll be alright,” Liearsmaar said. “We’ve Darshmaan, Eranatamaal, the Arkanart warriors, and don’t forget Bokrald’s mother is Ulfling. Is Vinomar here still?”

“He and Bokrald,” Quarienne said. “I need to go and help Pasielle.”

He kissed her forehead and watched her walk away before he strode inside. “His answer was no,” Liearsmaar declared when he walked into the hut.

“Was it just no?” Vinomar asked. He’d grown into a serious young man of eighteen summers. He had dark features with a broodiness that often made Liearsmaar wonder if he had Blutling blood. He sat at the table eating faíhu stew with Bokrald, son of Enktaar.

Liearsmaar shook his head.

“You could just take her,” Bokrald said. Also eighteen seasons, Bokrald couldn’t seem more different to Vinomar. Long blonde hair, softer features, easy to read face.

“The filth of her father will eventually taint the girl,” Liearsmaar said. “Taking her from her father’s house against her wishes will increase that taint and it’ll be directed toward you. Do you really want to be bonded to a woman who hates you?”

“I wasn’t suggesting he bond with her,” Bokrald said.

“I’ll tell your mother about what you just said,” Liearsmaar warned.

“She’s Ulfling,” Bokrald said. “There’s nothing about me she doesn’t know.”

“There’re no Ulflings or Blutlings in this village. Only Northern Darklanders. Remember that,” Liearsmaar warned.

“Which is why Crisnarle’s father isn’t afraid to refuse Vinomar his daughter,” Bokrald said.

“Which is exactly as it should be,” Liearsmaar retorted. “When a man bonds to a woman he bonds to her family. That bonding needs to be a happy bonding, otherwise the bond with the woman isn’t happy.”

“Like you and awwa?” Vinomar asked.

“Happy like me and awwa? Yes.”

“And your family and awwa’s family?” Vinomar pressed.

“Darshmaan and his family are our family.” Liearsmaar looked at Bokrald. “Enktaar and his family are our family too, like Tierndraal and his family. How happy do you believe they’ll be if forced to accept Elarstarn’s filth?” He looked at Vinomar. “And I don’t mean his daughter.”

“I know what you mean,” Vinomar said. “And you’re right. If I’m to bond it won’t be around here. It’ll be someplace where I’m acceptable.” He looked at the two arrowhead welts on his right arm.

Shame glowed brightly on the lad’s saival. “Not everyone in Tarnardarnt thinks like Elarstarn,” he said. “Wutamzif is bonding soon.”

“She’s a woman,” Vinomar said. “She gets her standing within the village from her man.”

“Don’t let Jazoasaan hear you say that,” Liearsmaar warned and looked at Bokrald.

“It’s something she accepts as true among the women of the village,” Bokrald said. “She won’t accept it for herself, and she won’t accept it for Wutamzif, and Wutamzif won’t accept it for herself.”

“She’s so bloody good with that sword of hers, I challenge any man to call her inferior because of some red marks on her arm,” Vinomar said.

“Awwa believes it something more than that,” Bokrald said.

“And what do you believe?”

“I believe she’s so bloody good with that sword of hers I don’t dare ask,” Bokrald said.

Liearsmaar laughed.

“You know.” Vinomar slapped the table. “I’ve heard enough talk of bonds and bonding. This is talk for old men and women.” He looked at Bokrald. “The talk that’s worthy of men like us is talk of fighting and tavern whores.” He looked at Liearsmaar. “And legs that part eagerly because they want us.”

“Don’t let awwa hear you speak like that,” Liearsmaar warned.

“I heard about you and awwa before you rescued us,” Bokrald said.

“She liked me and wanted more from me than my company in bed,” Liearsmaar said.

“Not what Jazoasaan says,” Vinomar told him.

“Jazoasaan wasn’t there,” Liearsmaar said.

***
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VINOMAR AND BOKRALD left for Irmastarn’s tavern. Vinomar stopped at the bridge.

“What?” Bokrald asked.

“We should go to the Brown Falka, on this side of the river,” Vinomar declared. “Fuck the whole east side.”

“You’re just upset that Elarstarn refused to allow you to bond with his daughter,” Bokrald said in his flat, I-have-wise-council voice.

“No. I knew he’d say no. I only let atta go and ask because awwa wants me bonded. That won’t happen here.” He looked at the two arrow-head welts on his right arm. “Certainly won’t happen if I must find a woman from the east side of the river. Probably won’t happen if I’m allowed one from this side either.”

“Well where?” Bokrald asked.

Vinomar shrugged. “I don’t care,” he said. “I don’t want to bond. Both Drokart and Arkanart are evil arseholes who don’t deserve us. I don’t understand why atta and awwa remain here. Nobody likes them.”

“That’s not true,” Bokrald said.

“Alright, nobody except for those who’re also unliked.”

“I should argue that Irmastarn likes them, and he likes us, but you won’t hear that, will you?”

“You’re right, I won’t.” He marched across the bridge for Irmastarn’s tavern. 

Once in the tavern Vinomar and Bokrald were greeted by Kanitale, the swordsmith bonded to Shieshestar, a woman both had known since they became charges of their attas and awwas. They had been slaves of the Deristrazi Darklanders in the east and were about to die on medicine poles when they were rescued and taken by their Darklander rescuers.

“Well look here,” Vinomar said to Bokrald. “It’s the pretend hides-behind-a-forge warrior.”

“Careful axe-boy,” Kanitale said. “I might show you what a real warrior can do with a sword.”

“That’s a kind offer but I have no desire to watch what you do with your bond,” Bokrald said.

“Axe-boy?” Vinomar looked at Bokrald and tried not to laugh. “I think he’s now adding lauf weed to the fires in his workshop. He just mistook me for you.”

Bokrald shook his head. “He knows I have skills with an axe. He just likened your skill with the sword to your lack of skill with the axe.”

“I don’t know how you figured that,” Vinomar said, “but I came here to drink. Not be insulted by two people I thought were friends.”

Kanitale laughed. “If you’re hoping for sympathy from such a shitty performance then you need to start looking for new friends.”

Vinomar rolled his eyes. “I see I’m going to have to make higher quality friendships.”

“Where will you find them?” Bokrald asked. 

“Not around here,” Vinomar said.

“I heard old Elarstarn refused to let you bond with his daughter,” Kanitale said.

“That only just happened,” Vinomar said. “How could you hear?”

Bokrald laughed. “Have you forgotten who his bond is?”

“Anything Shieshestar doesn’t know about what happens in this village isn’t worth knowing,” Kanitale said.

“Like most of what she does know,” Vinomar quipped.

“I’d agree if I hadn’t had times when some piece of useless knowledge proved to be useful. Are you well with it?”

“I expected it.” Vinomar nodded to the marks on his arm. “Who wants a slave?”

“Shieshestar still had her Deristrazi slave marks when we started being together, and Wutamzif still has hers.”

“They’re women,” Vinomar said.

“And you still have yours and Crisnarle was happy to have you some nights ago.”

“There’s no shame for a man who fucks a slave, but there’s shame for a woman who allows herself to be fucked by a slave.” Vinomar shook his head. “A girl may have some fun with a slave before she’s bonded, but after she’s bonded it’s like it never happened. The bonding ribbon, however, will be a formal acknowledgement before the village that she’s bonded to a slave and regularly has a slave between her legs.”

“Who told you that faíhu shit?” Kanitale asked.

“Crisnarle,” Vinomar said. “I warned her that my awwa wanted my atta to ask.”

“If you knew what Elarstarn’s answer would be, why did you let Liearsmaar go and ask?”

“I don’t need Crisnarle to tell me what the village thinks of these marks. You said yourself that your father—”

“Because my father’s a worthless cunt whose opinion is meaningless,” Kanitale snapped coldly. “Like Elarstarn’s and everybody else like him.” 

“We should drink,” Bokrald said.

“Not me,” Kanitale said.

“What’re you doing in a tavern if you’re not drinking?” Vinomar asked.

“I was discussing swords with a customer when Shieshestar told me about Elarstarn’s faíhu shit. She asked if I would come and make sure you’re well with it.”

“You realise your bond is too good for you?” Vinomar asked.

“I realise that every time I look at her,” Kanitale smiled.

“And your customer?” Bokrald asked.

“They’re sitting over there.” Kanitale motioned to a man and woman sitting at a table near the bar.”

“They’re Ulflings,” Bokrald declared. “No wonder you’re not drinking. You’re scared.”

“Come and meet them,” Kanitale said. “They’re friends of the leadership of this village.” He led them to the table where the couple sat.

The man had the same Ulfling pride about him that Bokrald had, except he looked more like he’d earned it. Perhaps it was his age, which would have easily been more than thirty seasons. The woman, however, had more of a seriousness about her, almost stern. Vinomar had seen this in many women of her age but was accustomed to also seeing it in the lines on their faces. This wasn’t so with this woman.

“This is Tirerasarch and his bond Valksintargh,” Kanitale declared when they reached the table.

“I know you,” Bokrald said to the woman Valksintargh. “You spoke with my awwa some seasons ago. I didn’t meet your bond then.” He nodded to the man, Tirerasarch. “Swerthan.”

“I’ve done nothing to deserve that greeting,” Tirerasarch said.

“Not according to my awwa,” Bokrald said.

“And do you always believe what your awwa says?” Tirerasarch asked.

“If I say yes then you’ll see my lie-light.”

“Lie-light?” Valksintargh asked.

“What my awwa used to call liuganvarm,” Vinomar told her.

“Tell me lad, do you see liuganvarm?” Tirerasarch asked.

Bokrald shook his head. “I can smell lies, but I can’t see them.”

“And what do lies smell like?” Valksintargh asked.

“They smell like faíhu shit.”

Tirerasarch chuckled.

“Is your awwa Jazoasarch well?” Valksintargh asked.

“Jazoasaan is well, as is my atta Enktaar.” Bokrald nodded.

“We should make time to visit them before we leave,” Tirerasarch said.

“I’ll warn them they’re going to need to prepare to bring out the good vernarch.”

“You mean she has not-good vernarch?” Tirerasarch raised his eyebrows.

“It’s all good,” Bokrald told him. “It’s just that some will make you happier faster and be more brutal the next day.”

“Do you know this from experience?” Valksintargh asked.

“Me?” Bokrald feigned innocence. “Surely you don’t think I would overindulge in such a manner. I mean, it’s not like my awwa is Ulfling.”

Tirerasarch laughed and motioned to the two chairs in front of them. “Fetch another one and join us,” he said.

“I’ll get it.” Kanitale went to a nearby table and returned with a chair before Vinomar and Bokrald had settled into their seats.

“What brings you to our shitty little village?” Vinomar asked.

“My lovely bond likes the swords that are made here,” Tirerasarch said.

“So Kanitale here really does know what he’s doing?” Vinomar quipped.

Kanitale shook his head. “Next time I give you a sword I must remember to make sure it’s a flawed one.”

“That could result in your friend’s death,” Valksintargh said solemnly.

“That’s alright,” Vinomar said. “Flawed to Kanitale means the colour of the handle’s a bit off. I don’t think he’s capable of forging a genuinely flawed blade.”

“I think my friend here’s lying,” Kanitale said.

“He doesn’t believe what he said was a lie,” Tirerasarch said. “And neither does my bond.”

“You know each other that well?” Vinomar asked.

Tirerasarch smiled. “You’ll understand one day, when you’re bonded.”

Vinomar shook his head. “I won’t bond.”

“Which is what many bonded men said when they were young,” Valksintargh warned.

“Well, look what’s here!” a voice boomed from the doorway. “It’s a fucking slave who doesn’t know he’s shit and has face enough to send his father to ask for a free woman for him!” A solidly built fair-haired man of perhaps twenty seasons swaggered into the tavern flanked by four others. “I’m surprised you’ve got face enough to come into a tavern on this side of the river after such an afront.”

“This isn’t wise, Lucierjarn,” Bokrald warned. “We’re sitting—”

“I don’t care! Slave!” Lucierjarn snapped. “That one of you would dare use a woman on this side of the river so badly that you’d need to send your father to ask to bond is—”

“Are you saying Crisnarle’s pregnant?” Vinomar stood.

“And you’re the one who put it there,” Lucierjarn seethed.

“Explain something to me.” Tirerasarch stepped beside Vinomar. “You seem to be accusing this lad of impregnating a woman and then asking that she become his bond, which appears thoroughly honourable.”

“Keep out of this old man.”

“You’re young and stupid, so I’ll let you live.” Tirerasarch looked at Vinomar. “Is this true? Did you leave a young woman pregnant?”

Vinomar shook his head. “Only if there’s a way to do it without having sex.”

“Tell me plainly,” Tirerasarch said. “Did you impregnate the girl this man is accusing you of.”

Vinomar straightened. “Crisnarle did not have sex with me. Not willingly, not unwillingly, not knowingly, not unknowingly, not—”

“Just tell me whether or not your penis has been in her vagina,” Tirerasarch said.

“No. It hasn’t been.”

“You’re lying,” Lucierjarn declared.

“The lad doesn’t believe he is,” Tirerasarch declared. “I believe if anyone knows where this lad’s penis has been, he would.”

“So when you went off with her?” Bokrald raised his eyebrows.

“We talked.” Vinomar looked at Lucierjarn. “We’re good together that way.”

“Then why did your atta approach old Elarstarn?” Bokrald asked.

“Crisnarle asked me a couple of days ago,” Vinomar said. “She asked me if I’d like to bond with her. She said she thought about it and preferred me to anyone else.” He glanced at Lucierjarn. “Now I know why she asked.”

“I think I see what’s happening here.” Valksintargh stepped beside her bond. “You have a bond-pledge, don’t you?” 

“Who the fuck are you?” Lucierjarn snapped.

“She’s my bond, Valksintargh,” Tirerasarch said, “and I think that was a question you should have asked of me. I am Tirerasarch, councillor to Regent Thriabtag and his bond Sonartia in the court of Croisidan.”

“You’re Ulfling,” Lucierjarn said warily.

“As I was saying,” Valksintargh said. “You have a bond pledge, don’t you?”

Lucierjarn swallowed. His head nodded almost imperceptibly.

“The woman who’s pregnant, it’s your child she bears? Was it your idea that she should approach this young man here, or was it hers?”

Lucierjarn remained silent.

“So it was hers.” Valksintargh huffed. “She probably has affection for the lad. Now that a bonding won’t happen, you need some way to make sure you’re never called to help the girl for the sake of the child. I’d say you’re more disappointed at the father’s refusal to allow her to bond than young Vinomar here.” She looked at Vinomar. “Although I suspect neither of you are as disappointed as the girl.”

Vinomar looked at the faces of the four men with Lucierjarn. They were expressionless. Vinomar didn’t know what he expected to see, but it wasn’t that.

“You live because you have a bond-pledge,” Tirerasarch growled. “Though I wonder if it won’t be doing the woman a service to just kill you now.” He looked at the others and shook his head. “Too much cleaning to do after. Fuck off before I think differently.”

One of Lucierjarn’s companions put his hand on Lucierjarn’s shoulder and whispered something. Lucierjarn locked eyes with Vinomar. “This isn’t over,” he said then turned and left with the others.

“It isn’t over,” Tirerasarch warned. “He was ready for violence to make his lies credible. I doubt it’ll end so easily.”

“You think the woman isn’t safe?” Valksintargh asked.

Tirerasarch looked at Vinomar.

“Take us to see this girl,” Valksintargh said to Vinomar.

“No,” Tirerasarch said firmly.

“If what you see is correct, then the girl and her child will die, the stupid lad will be hanged, and his bond-pledge will be forced to live her life without a man.”

“That’s perhaps a better fate for the bond-pledge,” Tirerasarch said.

Valksintargh glared at him.

“Take us to see the girl,” Tirerasarch said.

“I’ll do it,” Kanitale said. “She’s likely at her father’s place and...” He looked at Vinomar.

“We’ll be at the Brown Falka,” Vinomar said. “I don’t think Irmastarn will appreciate it if we end up in a fight in his tavern, and I don’t think old Elarstarn will be willing to start a fight on the other side of the river.”

Tirerasarch nodded to Bokrald. “We’d like to see your awwa.”

“I’ll tell her,” Bokrald said. “She’ll probably be ready for you at home with vernarch.”

***
[image: image]


THE BROWN FALKA WAS a tavern on the western end of the Tiersarium side of the Garandian River which divided the village. It wasn’t just the river which divided the village. The Tarnardarnt side was the east side and Drokart territory, while the Tiersarium side was the west side and Arkanart territory. Though one big village, it straddled the border between the territories of the Drokart Darklanders and the subject Arkanart Darklanders. Although Tiersarium and Tarnardarnt was one village, Drokart Darklanders could start fights on the Drokart side of the river, Arkanart Darklanders could start them on the Arkanart side. That was the unspoken arrangement that both sides adhered to.

Bokrald left Vinomar to tell his mother to expect Tirerasarch and Valksintargh, so Vinomar went to the tavern alone.

Although newer than Irmastarn’s Tavern, the Brown Falka had the same feel even though it was different. Vinomar’s awwa called it ‘tavern grubbiness’, but it was more than that. It was the feeling of a place where members of a community came together to be a community.

Vinomar climbed the two stairs to the dining area of the tavern and was immediately assaulted by the smell of bairas cooking in the firepit. He moved to find a table away from the smell. 

“You don’t like to smell bairas cooking?” Darshmaan came to him carrying two vernarch jugs.

“I’ve just eaten. The smell of roasting bairas will make me hungry again,” Vinomar said.

“I heard what happened with Elarstarn,” Darshmaan said. “The man’s an aihwass arse. Come and meet a friend.” He nodded to a table against a far wall where his bond, Pasielle, sat with an older woman and a serious looking man of Darshmaan’s age.

Vinomar smiled politely and followed Darshmaan to the table.

“Do you remember the boy who Liearsmaar and Quarienne took as their own?” Darshmaan said to the man at the table.

“The Deristrazi slave?” the man asked.

Vinomar glanced at the scars on his arm.

“He’s not a boy anymore,” Darshmaan said. “He has grown into a formidable young man. This is Vinomar.” Darshmaan placed his hand on Vinomar’s shoulder. “This is Nirlmir, one of the more difficult refugees from the Blutlingen who live in Broustian.”

“I’m happy to meet you,” Vinomar said.

“Reserve that judgement until you get to know him better,” Darshmaan said playfully. “I might have just ruined your life.”

Nirlmir smiled and it became apparent that he wasn’t the sombre man Vinomar thought. “Vinomar?” Nirlmir said. “I remember you, but you were half the size you are now.”

“That would have been some seasons ago,” Vinomar said.

“We were wondering what to do with you because we thought your awwa and atta were dead.”

“I remember the Thiudanas offering to take me as a house slave,” Vinomar said. “And I remember a Runier offering to take me to look after his swords.”

“To look after a sword and use one,” Nirlmir said.

“But Enktaar and Jazoasaan took me instead.”

“Until Liearsmaar and Quarienne came. So now you use a sword?”

“And an axe, and a spear.”

Nirlmir nodded. “And a shield?”

“I’ve been taught to use the sword, axe, and spear both with and without a shield.”

“So you’re really not a master of anything?”

Vinomar nodded. “I’m closest to mastering the sword with a shield, but you’re right. I’m not a master yet.” He nodded to the other woman at the table. It was the first time he’d noticed that Pasielle had been crying. The woman smiled.

“I think we should find another table and talk further about your awwa and atta,” Nirlmir said. “They were good friends to me and my bond some time ago.”

“Then they’d love to speak with you, I’m sure,” Vinomar said. “I’m waiting for my friend Bokrald to come after telling his atta and awwa that there are two friends from Croisidan here. I can take you to see them once he arrives.” 

“Then we’ll wait for him over there.” Nirlmir nodded toward a nearby empty table. “We’ll have vernarch and perhaps some of that roast bairas. The smell of it’s making me hungry.” He stood and smiled sadly at Darshmaan. “I’ll see you before I leave.” He glanced at Pasielle and the woman. “I’m sorry my visit couldn’t have been happier.”

Darshmaan held one of the vernarch jugs to Nirlmir. 

Nirlmir shook his head. “I’ll pay for the vernarch and bairas for myself and Vinomar.”

“You already paid for these.”

“Then feed me tomorrow.” Nirlmir stood. “Let’s go eat and drink,” he said to Vinomar and strode to the table.

Vinomar followed.
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4. Questions in Broustian
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GOURDIA PACED HIS AUDIENCE chamber while Kaurand stood by the door and watched. There was nobody else in the chamber which was just how Gourdia wanted it. Though he could see that Kaurand wanted to say something, he was silent. 

Whatever Kaurand wanted to say, Gourdia didn’t want to hear it. It would be something he dreaded. He turned to look at the audience chair. It was his Thiudanas seat, but still referred to as the Audience Chair. Amianius had insisted Gourdia take this place once he’d arrived. Amianius’s own chair was moved to a room on the second floor. It was an unusual arrangement. Amianius had invited Gourdia to Broustian and insisted he take the top floor of the garrison building.

“Tell me what you don’t want to tell me,” Gourdia said to Kaurand. “She’s dead, isn’t she?”

“Not yet.” The pain in Kaurand’s eyes hurt Gourdia. “The Lilthling’s going home.”

Gourdia nodded. “She has a bond and children to look after,” he said but didn’t believe. If there was even the slightest hope that Kaisha might survive, Xaranine would have remained. Gourdia took a deep breath and swallowed hard at his feelings. “We should begin to prepare her pyre,” he said. “As Thiudanei of the Drokart she should be released at Karshdaliard. I want a barge ready to take us there. Send messengers to Kierarstania. Tell him I’ll only need my old rooms. You decide what arrangements you want to make for you and my mother.”

“Who else do you want to come?”

“Xaranine, if she wants. Tell the Blutlings at the Little Dog. They can send word to Tarnardarnt.”

“And Croisidan?” Kaurand asked. “She has two sisters there.”

Gourdia bit his bottom lip. “Can we get word to the Ulflings in Thriabtag’s court? They can approach Sonartia and the other one. No. Not the other one.”

“You don’t think she had something to do with poisoning her own sister?”

“I believe she could,” Gourdia said. “It’s easy to believe. Especially easy to believe if Kaisha wasn’t who the murderer was trying to kill.”

“You’ll trust two Ulflings who know you’re friends with Blutlings?”

“Two Ulflings friendly with the same Blutlings I’m friends with.”

“It could be construed you’re taking sides.”

“Tirerasarch and Valksintargh aren’t going to be fighting for anybody,” Gourdia said.

“They’re Ulflings. They don’t need a cause to fight for.”

“No. They just need a reason.”

“Or an excuse.”

“And the Blutlings—”

Somebody rapped on the door to the chamber.

Gourdia nodded to Kaurand and went to his Thiudanas Seat.

Kaurand opened the door to a stocky Theolympian wearing the armour of a first spear. “Governor Amianius would like to speak with you, Thiudanas. He’s on the first floor.”

Gourdia looked at Kaurand.

Kaurand shrugged.

“Tell the governor I’ll be along,” Gourdia told the man.

The Theolympian looked confused.

“I’ll find where he is and be there soon,” Gourdia said reassuringly.

“We’ll be along once we have a couple of friends to come with us,” Kaurand said. “Go now.”

The Theolympian nodded and left.

Kaurand looked at Gourdia. “Word from Douvrill?”

“Or Hershmaat.”

“I’ll call Ambrastard,” Kaurand said. “He can get some men to go with you.”

“Then organise the barge for Karshdaliard to get her there as quickly as we can.”

“We need to—”

“I don’t want her trapped inside her rotting body longer than she needs to be,” Gourdia snapped.

“But it’s—”

“Organise it!”

Kaurand nodded. 

“I’m going to find who did this to her,” Gourdia said. “When I find him he’ll take a long time to die, like Kaisha has.” He looked at the windows either side of the Governor’s audience chair. “A very long time to die.”

***
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AMBRASTARD, THE FIRST of Gourdia’s Fruma Wardjan, came to the audience chamber with two other Fruma Wardjan to accompany Gourdia to see Governor Amianius. Ambrastard was an unremarkable looking man who gave the impression of softness. In fact, most of the time he was the kindest and gentlest man anyone would hope to meet. That would instantly change with a threat to himself or someone near him. Then he became a wild-eyed warrior with cold and ruthless mastery over himself and his surroundings. It wasn’t like the softness was a ruse. It was like knowing two different Ambrastards, and the second was the reason he was in charge of Gourdia’s First Guard.

“Where do you need to go, My Thiudanas?” Ambrastard asked.

Gourdia huffed. His guard had adopted the Theolympian custom of addressing their leaders in the time they’d been in Broustian. My Governor, My Standard, now My Thiudanas. It was uncomfortable when he first heard it and Gourdia began discouraging it until Kaurand convinced him it could be good to let the Theolympians see they’d influenced them. “Makes our presence feel less like an invasion,” he’d said.

Gourdia smiled at Ambrastard, who was silently waiting for his Thiudanas to answer.

“Governor Amianius wants to meet me on the first floor,” Gourdia said.

“Yes, My Thiudanas.” A faint expression of concern flicked across Ambrastard’s face. “I should send for a couple more warriors. Two axe warriors should—”

“No. Thank you Ambrastard. You and your two companions will be enough.”

“But, My Thiudanas. There has been—”

Gourdia raised his eyebrows.

“Yes, My Thiudanas.”

Gourdia wrapped himself in a long black cloak and fastened a sheathed sword from beside his seat beneath it. “Lead the way.”

Ambrastard glanced at the other two warriors. They moved either side of Gourdia while Ambrastard strode from the audience chamber. Gourdia followed with the others.

The room they wanted was at the southern end of the garrison building. Caprenius Allectus ker Kaeril, Amianius’s Second Standard, awaited them inside. His orange hair and pale skin looked out of place among Theolympians. Even his facial hair was sparce, but he was still named ker Kaeril, meaning he was a descendant of one of the important firelanders.

“I thought I was here to meet with Governor Amianius,” Gourdia said.

“You are,” Caprenius said and took a lamp from a table against the wall. “Close the door,” he said to Ambrastard.

He did.

“What’s happening?” Gourdia asked as Caprenius handed him the lamp.

“I’m dying,” Amianius said. He was sitting against the wall beside the window. He didn’t look like a man who was dying, but Gourdia chose to believe him. “I want to speak with you.” He looked at the men with Ambrastard. “Can these two be trusted?”

“They’re two of my best,” Ambrastard said. “I’ve fought beside them and trust them with my life.”

“I’ve known many men I’d trust with my life,” Amianius said. “I know only a few I’d trust with a secret.”

Ambrastard looked at the two men with him. “I vouch for them. Execute me with them if they prove to be untrue.”

“Stop talking like that!” Gourdia said and looked at Amianius. “Assume you can’t. I have no desire to execute the fraujan of my Fruma Wardjan because he speaks foolishly.”

Amianius looked at Caprenius and raised his eyebrows.

“Very good, Thiudanas,” Caprenius said.

Thiudanas. Just Thiudanas. A Theolympian addressed him like a Darklander, but his Darklanders address him like a Theolympian.

No. That wasn’t true. To Caprenius, Gourdia would never be his Thiudanas. Caprenius was Otherlander and a standard of Theolympus. Recruited and commissioned in the now defunct Eastern Empire, but still a Standard of Theolympus, like the Standards of the Western Empire, and presumably the Southern Empire, if that still existed.

Caprenius nodded at Ambrastard. “Do you trust me?” he asked.

Ambrastard looked at Gourdia.

“I trust him,” Gourdia said. 

“We won’t be long,” Amianius said.

Ambrastard looked at his two men. “Stand guard outside the door. Let nobody in.”

They nodded and left the room.

“Come over here,” Amianius said.

Gourdia moved closer and saw why Amianius believed he was dying. His face looked red, and he was sweating though it wasn’t warm. 

“My physician believes it’s a poison.” Amianius looked at his arms. 

“What kind of poison?” Gourdia asked.

Amianius shook his head and held his left arm forward. He pointed to a welt with blue lines radiating from it. “It’s where it was administered. I don’t even remember feeling it.”

“We believe it was Eastern Assassins,” Caprenius said.

“I’ll send Kaisha’s healer to look at it,” Gourdia said.

“Caprenius here will become...” Amianius huffed and shook his head. “Governor, I suppose. Head of the garrison. Amulius is too valuable a soldier to sit in an administrator’s chair. He understands that and he’s happy with my decision.” He chuckled. “I suppose why wouldn’t he? It’s the second in charge who exercises the real power. That’s not why I asked you here.”

Gourdia nodded.

“I’ve received concerning news about Croisidan. Wodabar’s son Tanshadar is on his way to claim the Miearnart Thiudanas seat.”

“Well, with Weridar dead, and Thriabtag refusing to take the seat...”

“Thriabtag was always Regent,” Amianius said. “He was never going to become adequate for the position of Thiudanas. He’s a good man to exercise real power, but he’d never make a figurehead.” He looked at Caprenius. “That requires different skills.”

“What do you see as concerning about Tanshadar?” Gourdia asked.

“He’s a soldier, not a warrior. He fought with Thavocurians and Theolympians, so he knows their tactics, their strengths. He saw my home become part of Thavocuria and wonders why there are still Theolympian territories, especially territories inside his home.”

“How do you know this?”

“Douvrill has spies among the Tindarnart who’re still crossing the Aervasian Mountains into Miearnart territory.”

“That’s not something I should know about,” Gourdia said warily. “Part of my arrangement with Weridar...”

“Weridar’s dead.”

“But his Regent remains. What else shouldn’t I know about?”

“Nothing.” Amianius coughed twice. “Aldazai is moving on the Ulflings. I suppose you already know about that?”

Gourdia nodded.

“They want the Drokart Territories.”

“They can’t have them,” Gourdia declared. “Ulflings won’t let them take it. It’s strategic.”

“Exactly why they want it, and why they’re going to try and take it.”

“What else did Douvrill tell you?”

“Not Douvrill.” Amianius shook his head. “Reports of squads of Blutling Runiers seen near Croisidan has me worried that they might be thinking they can attack the land between the Garandian and Giestaine rivers from the west, like happened once before.”

“You have spies in Croisidan?” Gourdia declared incredulously.

“That would be against the arrangement I have with the dead Thiudanas and his Regent.” Amianius coughed again. “I appreciate you moving your seat here. It kept the Theolympian lands free from Miearnart invasion these five years—seasons. The Theolympians and Tindarnart are only client states, but...” Amianius huffed. “We’re not welcome in the west, we can’t move south. Our homes are here.”

“I understand,” Gourdia said.

“I wouldn’t have bothered you at such a shitty time as this, but... How’s Kaisha?”

“Not dead yet, but it’ll be soon.” Gourdia swallowed. “Even if she comes back, Ginarstargh fears it’s too late now.”

“Ginarstargh’s your healer?”

Gourdia nodded. “I’ll send her to look at you. If it’s poison, she might know something. I’ll also send for Kaisha’s friend Xaranine. She’s... she might know some things. She’s Lilthling.”

“My wife will continue to live here, and so will my two sons and three daughters,” Amianius continued. “They’re married, bonded, and living in the city. I have grandchildren. Caprenius has a family here and so do most of the Theolympians who stayed. We’re the buffer between you and the Miearnart.”

“And you’ll continue to be that buffer,” Gourdia said and looked at Ambrastard. “We have preparations to make.” He turned to Amianius. “Where will I send Ginarstargh.”

“I’ll go to one of the Senator’s rooms off the north-east courtyard. Won’t the healer be needed for your bond?”

“Kaisha’s nearly dead. We’ll be taking her to Karshdaliard soon to release her ahmal by the Giestaine. Besides, she has Miedekar, her chamber slave. She’s almost a capable healer now.”

“Her pyre in Karshdaliard?” Amianius sighed. “Is that wise? She’s Miearnart.”

“She’s the Thiudanei of the Drokart. Her pyre will be at Karshdaliard.”

Gourdia nodded and left to speak with Kaurand.

***
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ARRANGEMENTS FOR THE barge were made faster than Gourdia expected. He supposed his mother had something to do with that. For as long as Gourdia remembered, she silently made things run smoothly.

The barge Kaurand organised was one of the big ones used to bring vernarch and liethus from Aerdania, so there were rooms. Gourdia heard others refer to them as cabins, but to him they were rooms, and he was Thiudanas, and his bond was dying, and he didn’t care about anything more.

Gourdia stood on the docks and watched the women take Kaisha to a room on the barge with Ginarstargh, her healer, and Miedekar, her chamber slave. Ambrastard and his guards stood ten paces away. Something he never got used to, having guards watching over him nearly all the time.

“You know she won’t find her way back to her body if you move her so far?” It was Neacarsia, liuhtjan, freed slave, mother of his first son, and now also good friend. She stood behind him.

“She’s already dead,” Gourdia said. “The only reason the body still breathes is the sweetened water Ginarstargh forces into her arse. They don’t want to let her go and I don’t want to stop them.”

“How did Ginarstargh know to do that?” Neacarsia asked.

“Ulflings. Forcing something into an arse to do something good could only occur to an Ulfling.”

Neacarsia sniffed. “Please, I don’t want to laugh at a time like this.”

“Why not?” Gourdia turned to her. She looked the same as she looked ten seasons earlier when she was about to die on a Deristrazi medicine pole, before his father died, before he met Kaisha, before Kaisha was poisoned. “Kaisha loved to laugh. She loved it when her friends laughed. I think she’d count laughter as the way you should honour her.”

“Now I want to cry,” Neacarsia said.

Gourdia glanced to his guard before saying, “So do I. We shouldn’t have come here.”

“You think she’d have been safer from a dauthjan at Karshdaliard?”

“I don’t think it was a dauthjan.” Gourdia watched Xaranine board the barge. She wore her mail and a sheathed sword. “I don’t think a dauthjan would fuck up like this.”

“Fuck up
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